Policy Analysis (/policy-analysis) /

Ashab al-Kahf Seeks Recruitment Gains from Hints of Violent
Operations

by Hamdi Malik (/experts/hamdi-malik)

May 29, 2023
Also available in
duyell (/ar/policy-analysis/ashab-alkhf-tsy-wra-mkasb-mrtbtt-baltjnyd-mn-khlal-altimyh-aly-amal-nf)

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

A

Hamdi Malik (/experts/hamdi-malik

Hamdi Malik is an associate fellow with The Washington Institute and cofounder of its Militia Spotlight platform.

o

Brief Analysis

Part of a series: Militia Spotli

The group has been posting more theatrical messages to suggest it is a real armed
"resistance" movement, but without any evidence of actual kinetic operations.

I n the early hours of May 29, the Telegram channel of the Iraqi militia facade group Ashab al-Kahf (/node/16638) (AK) posted a
“temporary” internal message addressed to someone named Abu Yasser. The short message read “Temporary. This is for Abu
Yasser.” The post was deleted a few minutes later.
dwadall pgiloog elugadl Quickly after that, a longer post addressed Abu Yasser again, this time giving him
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“the youth of 313” to “quickly
leave Nineveh (Mosul)...and to
alll doyg sl pilully move to a new theatre that
Figure 1: AK's poet asking Abu Yasser 1o "get the brothers you will be informed of in the
e ey 25, morning.” The message
continued: “We kiss your firm
feet...and your hands that have always fired missiles at the arrogant
Turks...Return to Baghdad and the center and the south [of the country], we may
ask you to do what your proud souls desire” (Figure 2). This message was also
later deleted. Despite being removed from AK's main channel, however, all of

these messages remained posted on other Telegram channels affiliated with the
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group.

This behavior is unusual for AK, which is typically not careless enough to use a e 0 e 4 il 1 :ﬂS {ﬁig%ZO:
public social media channel for internal messaging. In the past, AK and other ~ ¢
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Iran-backed mugawama (resistance) groups have used social media to launch

information operations, make threats, exaggerate their capabilities, and even
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hollow out the rival Sadrist

group Saraya al-Salam (SAS).
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al-Kahf” posted a video clip of

ot dgan By-1 gl

relsly el Sliolly Sapall g i isadl | Naji al-Maryani, a former
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i 5 Al al K anle meesage (ntresueing Hai sl Maryan high-ranking SAS figure who once served as "Jihadi Deputy" to Muqtada al-Sadr.
as an elite AK fighter, May 27. The post introduced Maryani as “one of the elite [fighters] of AK.” The message

continued: “This is the first time we announce this...Where are Sayyed Naji's
brothers? The Americans, the British, the Israelis, and the Gulf states move

[freely] in Basra” (Figure 3).

This seems to be an invitation for SAS fighters in Basra—where Maryani was
from—to help with AK’s operations. It could also be an attempt to recruit SAS

fighters as permanent AK members.

In November 2018, Maryani and a few other fighters were expelled
(https://n.annabaa.org/iraq/33857) from SAS. In August 2020, he died

Figure 4: Haji al-Maryani's poster at the Labanon-Israesl
border; pholo posted in Seplamber 2020,

(https://shafaq.com/ar/%D9%85%D8%AC%D8%AA%D9%80%D9%85%D8%B9/%D9%88%D9%81%D8%A7%D8%A9-
%D9%82%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AF%D9%8A-%D9%83%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%81%D9%38A-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B5%D8%AF%D8%B1%D9%8A-
%D8%A8%D9%81%D9%8A%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B3-%D9%83%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%88%D9%86%D8%A7) of COVID-19. A
month later, the mugawama erected posters of him at the borders of Lebanon and Israel (Figure 4). That same month, Sadrist social
media accounts revealed Maryani’s links to AK. Yet this information remained unknown to most people until now, with AK

seemingly deciding to use it as a way of encouraging more SAS fighters to defect.

Naming Abu Yasser could serve the same purpose. AK's partly deleted messages may have been referring to the high-ranking SAS
commander Abu Yasser, who like Maryani used to serve as Sadr's "Jihadi Deputy." In November 2021, Sadr demoted
(https://shafaq.com/ar/%D8%B3%DB%8C%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%A9/%D9%82%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%B1-
%D8%AC%D8%AF%D9%8A%D8%AF-%D9%85%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B5%D8%AF%D8%B1-
%D8%B9%D8%B2%D9%84-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%87%D9%8A-%D8%A9-
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2%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AC%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%AF%D9%8A%D8%A9-
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2%D9%85%D8%B3%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D8%B3%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%A7-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%85) Abu Yasser to “only a Jihadi Advisor.” AK may now be trying to attract

more Sadrist militiamen by suggesting that other high-ranking SAS commanders have already done so.

Such an approach would be in line with wider mugawama efforts to recruit influential SAS commanders. On May 14, SAS expelled

(https://baghdadtoday.news/221255-%D8%A8%D8%B9%D8%AF-%D9%81%D8%B5%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85%D9%86-

%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B5%D8%AF%D8%B1%D9%8A.-

(%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%AC%D9%8A)-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%B6%D9%85-
%D9%84%D9%81%D8%B5%D9%8A%D9%84-%D9%85%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%88%D8%A6.html) prominent Basra
commander Abu Hassan al-Darraji for “treason.” He quickly joined the mugawama group Asaib Ahl al-Haq (/node/16715) .

Based on the balance of available evidence, Militia Spotlight assesses that numerous recent communications by AK—including

threats against U.S. helicopters (/node/18076) and retroactive claims to have killed Americans (/node/18128) —likely have an
ulterior motive. AK is probably not ramping up a powerful kinetic campaign against the residual U.S. presence in Iraqg, but instead

using the imagery of past resistance actions to strengthen its current brand, despite the lack of contemporary armed resistance to

the U.S. presence. %*

PART OF A SERIES

Militia Spotlight (/policy-analysis/series/militia-spotlight)

How to Use Militia Spotlight
(/policy-analysis/how-use-militia-spotlight)

acal) iy l) g Bl oo 5 sl

e el s i Tha wastars af savangs, s avs s Baga frasm §

Ashab al-Kahf Seeks Recruitment Gains from Hints of Violent Operations
(/policy-analysis/ashab-al-kahf-seeks-recruitment-gains-hints-violent-operations)

W

Kataib Hezbollah’s Escalating Feud with the Iragi Security Forces

(/policy-analysis/kataib-hezbollahs-escalating-feud-iraqi-security-forces)

RECOMMENDED

ARTICLES & TESTIMONY

US Foreign Policy in Tunisia: Dilemmas and Prospects



https://baghdadtoday.news/221255-%25D8%25A8%25D8%25B9%25D8%25AF-%25D9%2581%25D8%25B5%25D9%2584%25D9%2587-%25D9%2585%25D9%2586-%25D8%25A7%25D9%2584%25D8%25AA%25D9%258A%25D8%25A7%25D8%25B1-%25D8%25A7%25D9%2584%25D8%25B5%25D8%25AF%25D8%25B1%25D9%258A.-(%25D8%25A7%25D9%2584%25D8%25AF%25D8%25B1%25D8%25A7%25D8%25AC%25D9%258A)-%25D9%258A%25D9%2586%25D8%25B6%25D9%2585-%25D9%2584%25D9%2581%25D8%25B5%25D9%258A%25D9%2584-%25D9%2585%25D9%2586%25D8%25A7%25D9%2588%25D8%25A6.html
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/node/16715
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/node/18076
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/node/18128
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/series/militia-spotlight
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/how-use-militia-spotlight
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/kataib-hezbollahs-escalating-feud-iraqi-security-forces

Jun1, 2023
*
Sabina Henneberg

(/policy-analysis/us-foreign-policy-tunisia-dilemmas-and-prospects)

BRIEF ANALYSIS
What to Do With Families of Islamic State Foreign Fighters

Jun 1, 2023

*
Austin C. Doctor,
Devorah Margolin,
Martyn Warr

(/policy-analysis/what-do-families-islamic-state-foreign-fighters)

BRIEF ANALYSIS

Israel's Challenges at Home and Abroad: A View from the Opposition

Tuesday, June 6, 2023, starting at 11:30 a.m. EDT (1530 GMT)
.

Benny Gantz,

Robert Satloff,

David Makovsky

(/policy-analysis/israels-challenges-home-and-abroad-view-opposition)

TOPICS
Military & Security (/policy-analysis/military- Terrorism (/policy-
security) analysis/terrorism)
REGIONS & COUNTRIES
Iraq (/policy-

analysis/iraq)


https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/us-foreign-policy-tunisia-dilemmas-and-prospects
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/what-do-families-islamic-state-foreign-fighters
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/israels-challenges-home-and-abroad-view-opposition
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/military-security
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/terrorism
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/iraq

	Ashab al-Kahf Seeks Recruitment Gains from Hints of Violent Operations
	PART OF A SERIES
	RECOMMENDED
	TOPICS
	REGIONS & COUNTRIES



