
From the Oriental theocratic model to the indo-european family structure society: the 
origins of the greek polis 
 
Human beings have always been socially organized. The first great revolution occurred 
when men passed from a nomadic stage to a sedentary way of living, made possible by the 
discovery of agriculture. This was the Neolithic Revolution, which paved the way for the 
first great civilizations, which developed in the Indus Valley; in Egypt, along the Nile; and 
in Mesopotamia and China. These were essentially theocracies, with the exception of 
China, where Confucianism prevailed. Civilization did not come to Europe until much 
later, after the arrival of Indo-European peoples. The family was the cornerstone of their 
societies and the city-sate their first organized political structure. The ancient Greek polis, 
which laid down the foundations of the western state, did not appear overnight, but was 
the result of a gradual phenomenon of concentrated settlement whereby small 
communities were gradually integrated into larger cities (synoecism). 
 
1. The theocratic structure of the first oriental Civilizations 
 
Writing only appears in societies featuring advanced degrees of civilization. Thus, the 
oldest written records conserved come from the first great civilizations known, which 
appeared - in what was no accident - in the most fertile lands of the Middle East, ones 
generally benefitting from major rivers. Among these regions Sumer is of particular note, 
arising in the territory lying between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers (“Mesopotamia” 
meaning “the land between the rivers”), and that of Egypt, which arose along the Nile. 
Both civilizations developed between the 3rd and 4th millennia BC. Somewhat later came 
the Harappan and the Mohenjo-Daro civilizations, which appeared along the Indus and 
Ganges Rivers, dating from 2800 BC, and the Chinese civilization along the Yangtze, as of 
the second millennium BC.   
 
Whereas in the East power generally proceeded from above, and in connection with a 
divinity (in the cases of Mesopotamia and Egypt) in the West it was structured from below, 
based on kinship ties.  
 
2. The family as the cornerstone of western culture 
 
Today the family is a restricted human group which, essentially, features people linked by 
blood ties who relate to each other during their lifetimes, that is, progenitors and their 
progeny (parents-children, grandparents-grandchildren) and their closest collateral relatives 
(brothers, uncles and cousins).  Formerly, however, the family was conceived in a broader 
sense which transcended the temporal dimension of people’s lives. A family was 
understood to include all those who shared a common ancestor, who they generally 
venerated. The members of the ancient family were united by something more powerful 
than birth, affection, or physical strength. This was the religion of the sacred fire, and of 
dead ancestors, in which the family formed a single body, both in this life and in the next 
(Fustel de Coulanges, 2001, 31). This family structure, in the broad sense, is an essential 
characteristic of the first societies established and structured by the Indo-Europeans.   
 
The family was understood as a group of people sharing a common predecessor, usually 
designated in ancient sources by the Latin term gens (genos in Greek), from which comes 
the Castilian term gentilicio, a synonym of the word apellido (last name).  Thus, all those 
bearing the same gentilicio, or surname, belonged to the same gens.   
 



3. The urban origins of the state: clientela, phratry, curia and tribe as precursors of the city  
 
 In Indo-European society the gens formed the basis of society. Thus, isolated individuals 
who did not belong to any gens sought to become part of one in order to survive.  Hence, 
the old gens encompassed not only blood descendants of a common ancestor, but also 
included people who did not share kinship ties.  First, forming a natural part of the gens’ 
main family group were their servants and slaves. Secondly, there were also those who 
joined the gens by virtue of a pact or agreement.  This pact, called a “clientela relationship” 
was of a sacred character and, once sealed, was binding upon the “clients” and their 
descendants.  Through it primitive Indo-European families were reinforced, forming more 
extensive groups.  
 
Thus, there came a time when a certain number of families joined to form a group called 
the phratry, from the Greek phratria, or the curia, from the Latin. Emerging united by their 
common veneration of an ancestor, the phratria and curiae eventually became socially 
structured groups with their own leaders and assemblies, which deliberated and were able 
to make decisions binding upon all.  It is worth observing that during the era of republican 
Rome there were still comitia curiata, one of the assemblies making up the city of Rome’s 
political structure.   
 
The process by which the gens were grouped did not cease, and several phratria or curiae 
ended up forming tribes, which also had their own rite, with their own leader (tribuno), 
assemblies (comitia tributa) and tribunals. Vestiges of this tribe-based organization are still 
visible in the political and legal institutions of the ancient Greek cities.  In Athens, for 
example, there were ten tribes, which each chose 50 members forming part of the Council 
of 500. There was also a magistrate for each tribe, and it was within them that citizens were 
chosen to serve in judicial capacities.  In republican Rome, along with the aforementioned 
assemblies, consisting of curiae, there were those formed by tribes (comitia tributa).  
 
The integration process continued, gathering momentum, with the tribes ultimately 
grouping into cities when different ones came to live in one place: the urbe.   Over time 
cities' social and legal organization became increasingly structured.  The first “urban” 
model to develop was the city-state, the Greek polis standing as the quintessential example.  
In fact, it was then when the word “politics” appeared in the history of western society. 
 
4. Synoecism as the basis of the polis. 
 
The formation of the polis was initially a result of the economic transformation which 
Greek society underwent as agriculture took precedence over livestock and metallurgy with 
iron expanded, triggering an increase in trade with the East that allowed the Greeks to 
move beyond autarchy.  
 
Economic growth led to a phenomenon of concentrated settlement whereby small 
communities were gradually integrated into larger cities. This was synoecism. The term 
“synoecism” (from the Greek συνοικισµóς, synoikismós, literally “cohabitation”) alludes to a 
historical process through which a series of isolated populations united to mutually protect 
each other, forming a city-state. It is the process by which democracy in the ancient Greek 
world originated and developed. The word itself means “dwelling together” or “to unite 
together under one capital city.” Synœcism stands in contrast to the Greek word διοικισµoς 
(dioikismos). Synoecism, which led to the creation of the polises in ancient Greece, was a 
gradual process featuring different modalities, though in the classic Hellenic source it 



tended to arise from foundational acts carried out by a legendary hero, such as Theseus in 
the cases of Athens. Also being founded in this way were Rhodes (411-407 BC) and 
Megalopolis (368-367 BC). Athenian synoecism started around the 9th century BC with an 
essentially defensive purpose, but it was closely succeeded by an administrative synoecism. 
It was, nevertheless, not until the beginning of the 7th century that the process ended with 
the reforms of Theseus, which led to the institutionalization of the Aeropagus as an 
assembly where all the nobles of the region of Attica convened.   
 
Thanks to it, the Homeric kingdoms’ lack of structure would gradually give way to a model 
of judicial/public organization in which power resided in three specific social bodies: the 
popular assembly, bringing together all the citizens; a restricted council, dominated by the 
landowning aristocracy; and, finally, a group of magistrates who, after gradually shedding 
their traditional religious role, came to exercise increasingly “political” power. Though the 
English term “magistrate” today usually refers to a judge, in this context magistrates were 
high-ranking government officers with legislative, executive and judicial functions. 
 
The Greeks were so aware that synoecism was the basis of their prosperity that Athens’ 
most important festival was its Panathenaea, which celebrated the union of all the villages 
of Attica into the great polis protected by the goddess Pallas Athena – so crucial that it was 
depicted on the frieze of nothing less than the Parthenon itself, the most emblematic 
building of Athens’ Acropolis, holding the city’s treasure. The integration, or synoecism, of 
Attica did not come about, however, until the outbreak of the Punic War, which concluded 
with the defeat of the Persians at Marathon (490), Salamis (480) and Plataea (479). Through 
the Panathenaea the Athenians celebrated at the beginning of the year the victory of the 
gods over the giants and the restoration of internal order against external dangers. This is 
why the celebration was originally of a military and naval nature. 
 
 


