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1. Theory

• The concept of  the social contract in rebel governance 

is under-developed, both theoretically and empirically

• The social contract is often assumed to be abstract and 

unobservable

• We propose a new methodology for observing and 

analyzing evidence of  rebel social contracts and apply it 

to evidence from the case of  the Islamic State (IS) in 

Iraq and Syria.



2. Methodology

• The rebel social contract consists of  two elements:

– 1) A rebel groups must offer a set of  protections and benefits 

for the population in expectation of  receiving loyalty, 

obedience, and support in return.  

– 2) Civilians must voluntarily accept the rebel offer and in 

return provide loyalty, obedience, and support.

• We develop an empirical strategy for observing “offer” 

and acceptance” and then apply this strategy to 

evidence from the case of  IS.



3. Observing the “offer”

• We can identify what the rebel group claims to be 

offering civilians through the following evidence:

– Official communications and policies issued by the rebel 

government concerning services and public goods provision 

– Unofficial statements made by rebel group members on 

social media or in interviews 



4. Observing “acceptance” (or rejection)

• Types of  civilian responses to the rebel social 
contract:
– 1) Loyalty: Explicit or silent acceptance of  the social contract

– 2) Voice: Criticizing or filing complaints against the policies of  
the rebel government through its official institutions, rather than 
resorting to extra-legal violence

– 3) Exit: Leaving rebel-controlled territory or participating in 
armed resistance

• Evidence of  these responses:
– Interviews with residents and former residents of  rebel-

controlled areas

– Statements made on social media platforms by civilians living in 
rebel-controlled areas



5. The IS Social Contract

• What IS “offers” to civilians:
– IS purports to be creating a system of  accountable governance that 

emulates the model of  the original seventh-century caliphate

– System of  governance is based on reciprocal obligations between the 

caliph and the people  a “social contract”

– IS has issued several “documents of  the city” (watha’iq al-madinah), 

constitution-like texts that outline the benefits to which civilians are 

entitled and the obligations that are imposed on them in exchange for 

these benefits
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and Hit,14 and the Libyan city of Sirte.15 Ranging in length from 13 to 16 articles, these texts 

enumerate the obligations of the Islamic State to its citizens and vice versa. In January 2016, the 

official publications office of the Islamic State issued an electronic version of the document 

addressed to residents of the caliphate.16 The preamble explicitly describes the document as a 

“contract” (‘aqd) that “defines the shari‘a principles and Islamic regulations by which the shepherd 

and the flock are bound.” Table 1, below, contains translations of key excerpts of this digital 

document. Table 2 illustrates the consistency between the digital document and the paper 

documents that had been distributed previously in the cities of Raqqa, Mosul, Hit, and Sirte. 

While the number of provisions and their sequence vary slightly between the documents, they 

share common themes: (1) the right to justice and due process of (Islamic) law; (2) the right to 

security of persons and property; (3) a duty to fulfill obligations required by Islam, including 

abstention from alcohol and drugs; (4) a duty of exclusive allegiance and loyalty to the Islamic 

State; and (5) entitlement to public goods and services provided by the Islamic State.  

 

 

Table 1. Excerpts from the Islamic State’s “Document of the City” 

Document of the City (Wathīqat al-Madīnah) 

Art. 1 “We [the Islamic State] bear responsibility for restoring the glories of the caliphate and obtaining 

retribution for the oppression and injustice suffered by …  our Muslim brothers.” 

Art. 2 “We do not make accusations without evidence and proof. … We show mercy to a Muslim, unless 

he has apostasized or given aid to criminals.” 

Art. 3 “The people in the shadow of our rule are secure and safe. … Islamic governance guarantees to the 

ri‘aya their rights. The wronged will be given justice against a violator of his right.” 

Art. 4 “We order that the funds that were under the control of the apostate government (public funds) 

must be returned to the public treasury under the authority of the caliph of the Muslims, who bears 

responsibility for spending these funds in the maslaha [interest] of the Muslims. No one is 

permitted to reach out his hand to loot or steal …  or else be brought before the shari‘a judiciary. 

… Whoever steals private property in the form of money, furniture, and [other] goods from a 

private place without doubt will have his hand cut off, and anyone who collaborates with armed 

gangs who engage in brigandage will be subject to …  deterrent punishments.” 

                                                                                                                                                         
13 Islamic State. “Wathīqat al-Madīnah.” Iissued in Salah ad-Din governorate, Iraq, 
https://www.mnbr.info/vb/showthread.php?p=259662. The source for this document, a jihadist website called 
Manbar, referred to a ten-article document issued in the province of Salah ad-Din in June 2014, although the 
complete text could not be found online. The document was most likely issued in the city of Tikrit, which was 
captured by Islamic State forces at that time.   
14  Islamic State. “Wathīqat al-Madīnah.” Issued in Hit, Iraq. October 17, 2014. 
https://web.archive.org/web/20160322234824/https://twitter.com/HamidHadeed/status/523020667566825472. 
15  Islamic State. “Wathīqat al-Madīnah.” Issued in Sirte, Libya. December 2, 2015. 
https://web.archive.org/web/20160322234933/https:/twitter.com/kalsghyr/status/672090395560529920. 
16 Islamic State. “Wathīqat al-Madīnah.” January 25, 2016. 
https://web.archive.org/web/20160323000003/https://twitter.com/jihaj46/status/626001160642674688. 
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Art. 5 “Trafficking and dealing alcohol or drugs, or smoking, or other taboos, are prohibited.” 

Art. 6 “Mosques are the houses of God. …  We urge all Muslims to build them and pray.” 

Art. 7 “Beware of employment with the apostate government and the tawāghīt.17
 …  He who repents of 

sin is not guilty of sin. To the apostates of the army and police and the rest of the unbelieving 

apparatus, we say that the door of repentance is open to anyone who wants it, and we have 

designated specific places to receive those wishing to repent subject to conditions. …  For those 

who insist on remaining apostate, there is no alternative but death.” 

Art. 8 “Councils and associations and banners [bearing the names of other groups] are unacceptable.” 

Art. 9 “God commands that you join the society [the Islamic State] and renounce factions and strife. … 

Division is one of the traps of the devil.” 

Art. 10 “Our opinion regarding …  polytheistic and pagan shrines is that of the Prophet [who prohibited 

them].” 

Art. 11 “To the virtuous and dignified women. …  Dress decently and in loose tunics and robes. … Do not 

leave the house except out of necessity.” 

Art. 12 “[God commands that we] establish Islamic governance and … release the people from the 

shackles of rotten positive laws.” 

Art. 13 “We listen to the council of the small and the great and the free and the slave, and there is no 

difference among us between red and black, and we judge ourselves before others.” 

 

 

 

Table 2. Key Provisions of “Documents of the City” Issued in I raq, Libya, and Syria 

Location Rights and Duties of Citizens 

 Right to 

justice and 

due process of 

law 

Right to 

security of 

persons and 

property 

Islamic 

obligations 

(clothing, etc.) 

Duty of 

allegiance to 

Islamic State 

Right to 

basic 

services 

Hit, Iraq Art. 1, Art. 2, 

Art. 3, Art. 7, 

Art. 13, Art. 

14 

Art. 3, Art. 4 Art. 1, Art. 5, 

Art. 6, Art. 10, 

Art. 11, Art. 12 

Art. 7, Art. 8, 

Art. 9 

Art. 4 

Mosul, Iraq Art. 1, Art. 2, 

Art. 3, Art. 8, 

Art. 16 

Art. 4, Art. 5 Art. 1, Art. 5, 

Art. 6, Art. 7, 

Art. 12, Art. 13, 

Art. 14, Art. 15 

Art. 7, Art. 8, 

Art. 9, Art. 10, 

Art. 11 

Art. 5 

Sirte, Libya Art. 1, Art. 2, 

Art. 12, Art. 

13 

Art. 3, Art. 4 Art. 1, Art. 5, 

Art. 6, Art. 10, 

Art. 11, Art. 12 

Art. 7, Art. 8, 

Art. 9 

Art. 4 

Raqqa, Syria Art. 1, Art. 2, 

Art. 3, Art. 7, 

Art. 13, Art. 

14 

Art. 3, Art. 4 Art. 1, Art. 5, 

Art. 6, Art. 10, 

Art. 11, Art. 12 

Art. 7, Art. 8, 

Art. 9 

Art. 4 

 

                                                 
17 Tawāghīt (plural of tāghūt) is a derogatory term used by the Islamic State and other Salafi-jihadist groups to denote 
idolatrous groups and usually refers to governments that rely on positive law (as opposed to divine law).  



5. The IS Social Contract

• What IS “offers” to civilians:
– IS purports to be creating a system of  accountable governance that 

emulates the model of  the original seventh-century caliphate

– IS has issued several “documents of  the city” (watha’iq al-madinah), 

constitution-like texts that outline the benefits to which civilians are 

entitled and the obligations that are imposed on them in exchange for 

these benefits

– Duties of  the IS government to civilians: provision of  (1) justice, (2) 

protection, and (3) services.

– Duties of  civilians to IS government: (1) exclusive allegiance to IS and (2) 

support for its state-building project, either through military service or tax 

payments.
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Appendix  

Appendix A. Descriptive Statistics of Interview Data 

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 Number Percentage 

Total Interviews 88 100% 

Gender Female 16 11% 

Male 72 82% 

Age <50 59 67% 

>50 29 33% 

Interview Location Antakya, Turkey 9 10% 

Gaziantep, Turkey 40 45% 

Reyhanlı, Turkey 5 6% 

Şanlıurfa, Turkey 21 24% 

Dohuk, Iraq 7 8% 

Internet/Phone 6 7% 

Contact with IS Lived in or traveled through an IS-

controlled area 

88 100% 

Paid taxes to IS 32 29% 

Used an IS court 21 22% 

Have a relative who joined IS 19 23% 

Provided services to IS members (ex. 

medical care, engineering) 

11 13% 

Arrested and/or imprisoned by IS 8 8% 

Defected or deserted IS 12 15% 

Self-described IS supporters or members 

(currently) 

6 7% 

Profession* 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*At time of exposure to 

IS governance 

Healthcare Providers 8 9% 

Engineers/Mechanics 13 15% 

Lawyers 10 11% 

Teachers 4 4% 

Merchants/Shopkeepers 16 18% 

Students 25 28% 

Humanitarian Professionals 5 5% 

Combatants for a non-IS armed group 13 15% 

Advertising/Media 9 10% 

Unemployed 8 9% 

Interviews with 88 Syrians and Iraqis from IS-Controlled Areas 



6. Civilian Responses to the IS Social Contract 

• Civilian responses to the offer:
– 1) Loyalty: May be expressed through swearing of  bay‘a (an oath of  

allegiance) to the caliph



A mass bay‘a-swearing ceremony in Raqqa



5. The IS Social Contract

• Civilian responses to the offer:
– 1) Loyalty: May be expressed through swearing of  bay‘a (an oath of  

allegiance) to the caliph

– 2) Voice: IS has created institutions through which civilians can file 

formal complaints against IS members who violate the rights to which 

they are entitled under the social contract. When civilians seek to criticize 

IS officials or hold them accountable through these official procedures, 

rather than resorting to violence or fleeing, they are implicitly consenting 

to the rules of  the system.



Examples of  Voice

Twitter user in the Syrian city of  al-Bukamal: “A group of  locals went to 

the center of  the hisba [religious] police to complain to them about their 

conditions without electricity and rising prices on water and food.” 



Examples of  Voice

A Facebook user reported that a group of  approximately fifty 

women protested outside of  the IS court in Raqqa to demand the 

release of  their imprisoned sons in April 2014.
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Examples of  Voice

An interviewee from the Syrian province of Deir Ezzor

reported:

An IS court was pressured to reconsider its decision sentencing an

epileptic man to death on charges of blasphemy after 100 members

of the community signed a petition opposing the verdict. “Doctors

testified that the defendant’s blasphemous statements were the

involuntary result of his medical condition,” he said. IS formed a

“fact-finding commission” that included several judges and officials

from surrounding areas to investigate the case.



Examples of  Voice

An interviewee from the Syrian city of  al-Bab reported:

“An IS traffic police officer in al-Bab was intimidating and harassing 

civilians.” Upon receiving several complaints, IS officials 

investigated the police officer and discovered that he was not only 

harassing civilians but also extracting bribes from them.  IS 

executed the police officer and crucified his body in a public square, 

displayed with a sign that stated, “This was one of  our officers. 

Because of  his corruption, he has been punished according to 

sharia.” 



5. The IS Social Contract

• Civilian responses to the offer:
– 1) Loyalty: May be expressed through swearing of  bay‘a (an oath of  

allegiance) to the caliph

– 2) Voice: IS has created institutions through which civilians can file 

formal complaints against IS members who violate the rights to which 

they are entitled under the social contract. When civilians seek to criticize 

IS officials or hold them accountable through these official procedures, 

rather than resorting to violence or fleeing, they are implicitly consenting 

to the rules of  the system.

– 3) Exit: Civilian rejection of  the social contract can manifest either in 

flight from rebel-controlled areas or in armed rebellion or other extra-

legal efforts to overthrow the IS government
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