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Allah: God.

Amir/Emir: prince, commander, ruler.

Ashkenazic: Jews of European origin.

Ayatollah: “Sign of God”; title of the highest-ranking Shiite cleric.

Baath, renaissance/resurrection: Arab socialist political party, which rules in

Iraq and Syria.

Bedouin: Arab pastoral nomads, especially in the Arabian peninsula.

Burqa: a woman’s garment covering the head and the entire body.

Caliph/Khalifa: successor of the Prophet Muhammad as leader of the Sunni

Muslim community. The equivalent in Shiite Islam is Imam.

Chador: “tent”; Iranian veil for women.

Dar al-lslam: “abode of Islam”; those areas ruled by Islamic law.

Dervish: an adherent of a Sufi, or mystical order.

Dhimmi (ahl al-dhimmi): a Muslim regime’s protected subjects who followed a

monotheistic religion.

Diaspora: Jewish communities located outside of Palestine. Today it describes

the exile situation of any nationality forced to leave its homeland.

Dinar: Muslim gold coin.

Dirham: Muslim silver coin.

Druze: mystical, nonorthodox Muslim sect found in Lebanon, Syria, and Israel.

Entente: agreement, alliance.

Fatah, conquest: Palestine Liberation Organization group founded by Yasir 
Arafat. (1929  - 2004)

Fatwa: opinion on a religious question, usually issued by a mufti.

Fedayeen: adherents of religious or political organizations who risk their lives

to fulfill their goals.

Fellah (fallah, pi. fellaheen or fallahin): peasant, tiller of the soil.

Hadith: sayings and actions of the Prophet Muhammad; one of the bases for

Islamic law.

Haganah: “defense”; military arm of the Jewish Agency in mandate Palestine,

which later became the nucleus of the Israeli army.

Hajj: formal pilgrimage to Mecca and its surrounding area in a designated lunar

month.

Hamas: “zeal”; a Palestinian Islamic radical group.

Haram al-Sharif: shrine on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem commemorating


the site from which the Prophet Muhammad miraculously rose to heaven 
while still alive.

Harem: sacred, forbidden, taboo; women’s private quarters.

Hashemite: The family of the Quraysh tribe to which Muhammad belonged.


The British established Hashemites in power in Arabia, Transjordan, and 
Iraq following World War I.

Herut: “freedom”; party formed by the Revisionist Zionist followers of Vladimir


Jabotinsky. Led by Menachim Begin after 1948 and became part of the 
Likud bloc in 1973.

Hezbollah: “party of God”; a Lebanese radical Islamic movement.

Hijab: in modern times a head covering that allows a woman to show her face.

Hijra: “emigration,” especially of the Prophet Muhammad and his companions

in 622 from Mecca to Madina; marks the beginning of the Muslim 
  
         


calendar.

IDF: Israel Defense Force.

Ijma: consensus of the community; one of the sources of Sunni law.

Ijtihad: interpreting religious texts in the light of new challenges and 
circumstances.

Al-Ikhwan al-Muslimin: the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood founded in 1928 by

Hasan al-Banna.

Imamate: a Shiite principle that establishes a leader of the community as a   

successor to Muhammad’s prophethood.

Imams: descendants of the Prophet Muhammad’s son-in-law and daughter, Ali

and Fatima, whom Shiites view as the legitimate and divinely guided 
  leaders of the community. Also, the leader of the Muslim public prayers.

Intifada: “shaking off”; two Palestinian uprisings (1987-91 and 2000 - ) to

dislodge Israel from territories it occupied in 1967 on the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. 

Irgun (Irgun Zvai Leumi, or ETZEL, its initials in Hebrew): “National Military 
Organization.” Military branch of the Revisionist Zionist movement, 
which carried out armed attacks against the British and Arabs during the 
mandate period. Dissolved after the formation of the state of Israel.

Islam: “submission”; a Muslim is one who submits to the will of God, or Allah.

The religion is called Islam.

Jahannam: hell.

Jahiliyya: the state of ignorance and barbarism Arabs lived in before the 
 


revelation of the Quran.

Jihad: exertion of effort in the cause of Islam. Religiously sanctioned holy war

against non-Muslims.

Kaaba (Ka’ba): “cube”; the principal Islamic sanctuary in Mecca.
Kataeb/Kataib: Phalange Party of Maronite Christians in Lebanon.

Khan: chief.

Kibbutz: a Jewish collective community in mandate Palestine and in Israel, often


combining agricultural production, canning and preserving facilities, and 
cooperative stores to sell the produce.

Knesset: Israel’s parliament.

Kurds, Kurdistan: A largely Sunni Muslim people with their own language and 
culture. Kurdistan (“Land of the Kurds”) includes areas of Turkey, Iraq, 
Iran, Armenia and Syria.

Lehi (Lohame, Herut Israel): “Fighters for the Freedom of Israel”; also known


as the Stern Gang, an underground armed militia of Revisionist Zionists 
active during the Palestinian mandate.

Likud: “unity”; the bloc of right and centrist parties created in Israel in 1973,


which won its first election in 1977. Menachem Begin became Likud’s first 
prime minister.

Madrasa: secondary school that teaches religious subjects.

Mapai: “the Workers Party of the Land of Israel”; a socialist Zionist party formed

by David Ben-Gurion. In 1949 it joined other left and left-of-center parties to form the Labor Alignment, which dominated Israel’s politics until 1977.

Maronite: A Christian sect close to Roman Catholicism located mainly in 
Lebanon.

Minaret: tower next to a mosque from where a muezzin calls Muslims to prayer.

Mujahidin: warriors fighting holy war.

Mullah: member of the ulema. Leader of prayer in local mosques. In Shiite Islam

an individual earns the title after completing a certain level of education.

Muslim: an adherent of the religion Islam.

OPEC: Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries.

Ottoman empire: Muslim state (c. 1288-1922) founded in Asia Minor and

expanded into the European Balkans, the Middle East, and North Africa.

Pasha: Turkish title for high Ottoman officials, normally in the military.

Phalange: see Kataeb.

Pogrom: state-sponsored terror carried out against Eastern European Jews in

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Al Qaeda: “the source”; an Islamic radical organization founded by Osama

bin Laden initially to fight jihad, or holy war, against the Soviet Union in


Afghanistan and, after 1991, against the United States. Responsible for 
several significant terrorist attacks, presumably including those of 
September 11, 2001.

Qajar; ruling dynasty in Iran from 1779-1924.

Quran: God’s words revealed to the Prophet Muhammad forming the holy book

of Islam.

Ramadan: Ninth month of the Muslim lunar calendar, when Muslims fast from

sunrise to sundown.

Revisionist movement: ultranationalist, antisocialist form of Zionism founded by

Vladimir Jabotinsky in the 1920s that advocated Jewish settlement on both


sides of the Jordan River and used force to create the state of Israel. 
Forerunner of the Likud bloc.

Sephardic: Jews who lived under Muslim rule in the Middle East, North Africa,

and Spain.

Shah: king (Persian).

Sharia: the codified law of Islam based on the Quran and the Hadith (sayings

and actions) of the Prophet Muhammad.

Sharif (Sherif): noble; a descendent of the Prophet Muhammad.

Sheikh (shaykh, shaikh, sheik, sheih): tribal leader; religious scholar, Sufi master, 
tribal chief, pious individual.

Shiite: Muslims who regard Ali ibn Abi Talib and his children with the Prophet


Muhammad’s daugher Fatima as the legitimate successors to the Prophet 
Muhammad. According to Shiites, Ali and his acknowledged heirs are 
divinely guided leaders, or Imams. See Twelvers.

Sira: the life of the Prophet Muhammad.

Stern Gang: see Lehi.

Sufism/Sufi: Islamic mysticism and an adherent thereto.

Sultan: holder of power; Turkish ruler, emperor.

Sunna: behavior of the Prophet Muhammad, which established examples for

Muslims to emulate.

Sunnis: a majority of Muslims who follow the “way” of Muhammad and accept


one of the four schools of interpretation of the law, as opposed to Shiites 
who have a separate Islamic legal system, also based on the Quran and the 
Prophet’s sunna.

Sura: a chapter of the Quran.

Takfir: to judge and pronounce a Muslim an infidel; somewhat similar to

“excommunication.”

Taliban, Taleban: Afghan students from Pakistani madrasas who, after their

indoctrination, returned to their country and captured power in 1994-95


with the help of the Pakistani secret service, Saudi Arabia, and the United 
States. As a result of their giving Osama bin Laden and Al Qaeda coalition 
sanctuary, the United States led a post-September 11, 2001, coalition that
attacked and overthrew the Taliban regime.

Turk: nomadic, Turkic-speaking people from Central Asia who, during the tenth


to the fifteenth centuries, moved into the Middle East and then became its 
rulers. The Seljuks and the Ottomans were the most well known of the 
Middle Eastern Turks.

Twelver: a member of a Shiite sect that recognizes twelve Imams and awaits the


reappearance of the last one, who disappeared in 878, as the mahdi 
(“divinely guided one”) who will usher in the Day of Judgment. Twelver 
doctrines have formed the basis of Persia’s official religion since 1502.

Vizir (Wazir): government minister; it can also mean prime minister.

Wafd (Wafd Party): “delegation”; formed after the British refused to allow a


delegation of Egyptians to attend the Versailles Peace Conference 
following World War I. The Wafd became the major nationalist party in 
Egypt during the interwar years.

Wahhabism: a strictly Hanbali doctrine, veering little from the holy texts of 
Islam, founded in Arabia in the eighteenth century by Muhammad Abd 
al-Wahhab. They prefer the term muwahhidun (believers in the unity of 
God) to describe themselves.

Yishuv: the Jewish community in Palestine before 1948.

Young Turks: group of military officers and young professionals who overthrew

Ottoman Sultan Abd al-Hamid II (r. 1876-1909) and ruled Turkey until the

end of World War I.

Zakat: obligatory alms giving. One of the five pillars of the Islamic faith.

Zoroastrianism: the religion of pre-Islamic Persia.

A Glossary of Current Military Terms

Prepared by John J. Fitzgerald. 

Sources: dictionaries and on line references.

casualties – In the aftermath of a military operation, some participants are unhurt 
(except psychologically), some are killed, some are wounded and some 
are missing. The missing includes deserters, prisoners and people with no 
identifiable remains. The general term is casualties.

civilian – A person who is not a combatant. Identified by their lack of uniform. 
Very difficult staus to determine in a guerrilla warfare situation.

collateral damage – Damage to a house or a person that was not intended by the 
person firing the weapon. Unintended or incidental damage to people or 
things. Firing at an enemy soldier might result in the killing of women 
and children in adjacent structures. Current rules of engagement 
encourage the soldiers to fire anyway. An attempt to avoid responsibility 
by claiming the soldier did not intend to hit the civilians.

combatant – A uniformed soldier of a particular armed force. He or she partakes 
in the activity of warfare as legitimate soldiers. Guerrillas blur the 
distinction between soldiers and civilians.

combat arms – There are three basic combat arms in the United States Army. 
They are infantry, artillery and armor. 


Infantry soldiers fight on foot with light arms in combat formations like 
squads, platoons, companies. (The term infantry is derived from 
“enfants,” the French word for children. Usually recruited from 
orphanages or off of the streets. Napoleon called them, “mes enfants.”)


Artillery soldiers fire indirect fire weapons (cannons, howitzers,etc.) in 
support of infantry and armor units and their maneuvers. 


Armor soldiers are operators of mechanized units with heavily armed 
vehicles that are equipped with cannon and machine guns. 


Aviation (helicopters) is a modern arm which can be used by itself (gun 
ships) or to transport infantry soldiers. 


crossfire - When two military units are firing at each other, the area between the 
two is called the area of the crossfire.  This is usually where the civilians 
are trapped.

defense – Preventing or deterring an attack or minimizing the effectiveness of an 
attack by an enemy on your territory. Defense is static. Offense is 
dynamic. This has led some militarists to attack before being attacked. Cf. 
preemptive war and preventive war.

Defense Department – The name of the United States’s centrally controlled 
armed forces. Headquarters is in the Pentagon. One of the largest 
consumers of taxpayer revenues. Cf. Military-Industrial-Complex.

 depleted uranium – Metal derived from nuclear fuel to make a super dense 
artillery shell for penetration of armored vehicles. Uranium is heavier than 
lead. It leaves radioactive gasses and particles on the battlefield. 
Extremely hazardous to human health.

Geneva Convention – A treaty created to provide some rules for warfare and 
providing for the decent treatment of soldiers, civilians and prisoners of 
war.

hegemony – The political and economic doctrine that advocates control over a 
geographic region and other nation states to protect a nation state’s 
interests. Cf. USA in the Persian Gulf. USA in the Caribbean.

imperialism – The political and economic policy of control of one or more 
nations (colonies) by a single nation (mother country). This control 
extends to social, political and economic institutions. Cf. British Empire, 
Russian Empire and American Empire. With the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the United States is the largest military empire in the world with 
bases in hundreds of foreign nations and naval and air forces around the 
world. 

improvised explosive device – Also called an “IED.”  It is essentially an 
improvised land mine that is command detonated or pressure detonated. 
It has been used extensively in Iraq to destroy American military vehicles 
and create casualties. A weapon of the resistance in Iraq.

invasion – An assault on a nation-state or a territory by a military force. An act of aggression that is usually hidden under a blanket of lies and biased justifications. Cf. Hitler’s invasion of Poland in 1939. Bush’s invasion of Iraq in 2003.

KIA – A military shorthand for a soldier who was killed in action. This sounds 
scientific, but is almost always a judgement call. (Includes accidents, 
“friendly fire,” heart attacks, snake bites, fevers, etc.)This was a 
particularly contentious issue for pilots lost on bombing runs over North 
Vietnam in the Vietnam War. Many of those listed as missing were known 
to be dead. They were listed as missing to keep their families secure and 
to maintain morale among the pilots.

killing – The taking of a life. Butchers and soldiers kill and their actions are 
usually deemed just and worthwhile. The slaughter of animals is 
intentional to prepare food. The killing of soldiers is not as intentional in 
that they are 
allowed to surrender. They are only killed if they keep up 
their assault. 
The purpose of a war is not to kill soldiers, but to obtain 
some goal, such as territorial acquisition or some strategic turf. (World 
War I and Adolph Hitler moved killing and annihilation into the area of 
both ends and means of warfare. Cf. Total warfare.


Modern weapons make killing easier and more indiscriminate. Civilians 
and the innocent are today all under the gun.  Nuclear warfare is probably 
the last stage of killing in that it destroys the world as well as the 
combatants.

MIA – A military shorthand for missing in action. After a battle or a fire fight 
casualties are counted. The living, the dead and the wounded are 
identified, but some soldiers may have deserted, or else have been blown 
to bits. These are listed as “missing.” See KIA.

murder – The act of premeditated killing with no moral, or legal, justification, 
and motivated by malice. Not the same as manslaughter, warfare or 
execution.

offense – The act of attacking. The opposite of defense. The dynamic act of 
moving against your enemy’s static positions. Aggression is sometimes 
masked by claims of self-defense. Cf. World War I. Japanese attack on 
Pearl Harbor.

Operation Iraqi Freedom – The Code name for the Bush Administration’s 
invasion of Iraq in 2003. Originally called, “Operation Iraqi Liberation.” 
This was changed because it spelled “OIL” and gave people the wrong 
idea of why we were going to war with Iraq.

peace – The absence of warfare or preparation for warfare between two or more 


nation-states. This condition can exist within an empire and can mask 
underlying issues of injustice. Cf. Pax Britannica. Symbol:  Dove, with 
olive branch in its beak, vegetarian in diet.

post traumatic stress – The psychological damage done to a person who is the 
victim of a violent assault, a rape, an automobile accident or who is a 
survivor of an intense combat experience or prolonged experience of 
violent combat. See:  “Battle Fatigue” and “Shell Shock.” 

POW – The military shorthand for Prisoner of War. In past centuries, soldiers 
were given an opportunity to surrender instead of being killed in battle. If 
the offer was accepted, the capturing force was expected to feed, clothe 
and shelter the prisoners. The Geneva Conventions were devised to 
protect the Prisoners of War. In the Vietnam War, the term was 
politicized, and people like Nixon actually argued that the purpose of the 
continuing war was to get our prisoners back. The number of alleged 
prisoners did not match the number of real prisoners. Cf. MIA, KIA.

preemptive war –  A war waged in an attempt to repel or defeat a perceived 
imminent offensive or invasion, or to gain a strategic advantage in an 
impending (supposedly unavoidable) war. Preemptive war is often 
confused with the term preventive war. While the latter is generally 
considered to violate international law, and to fall short of the 
requirements of a just war, preemptive wars are more often argued to be 
justified or justifiable. Cf. Israel attack on Egypt in 1967. Japanese attack 
on Pearl Harbor.

preventive war – A war initiated in anticipation of a future loss of security or 
strategic advantage. Preventive war is sharply distinct from preemptive 

war, or anticipatory self-defense. Preventive war is only claimed to prevent 
a hypothetical attack which might occur in the future; for example, a war 
launched to prevent an adversary acquiring more powerful weapons. In 
international law, preventive war has no recognized status as distinct 
from a war of aggression. Cf. Israel’s attack on Iraq’s nuclear weapons 
project in 1981. Germany’s invasion of Poland in 1939.
reconnaissance by fire – The use of rifle or machine gun  fire to explore whether 
enemy forces are hiding in a building or are concealed in vegetation along 
a road. Firing first, breaks up a potential enemy ambush, if one was 
present. It also increases the likelihood of killing civilians. Policy of 
shooting first and asking questions later. This “policy” leads to killing the 
people that you wish to question. Reflects a callous disregard for human 
life.

supply and logisitics elements – In modern warfare a large part of the armed 
force does not do any actual fighting or firing of weapons. Instead they 
drive trucks, cook and move food, ammunition and fuel, coordinate 
terminal and harbor traffic, maintain air bases, monitor radar installations, 
coordinate communication bases, etc.  These branches are part of Signal, 
Transportation, Quartermaster, Engineers, Medical, Aviation, etc. It is 
possible to serve in a war zone such as Vietnam or Iraq and do nothing 
but fix air conditioners or work as an accountant or clerk typist. Soldiers 
in the combat arms refer to these forces as “rear echelon.”  An obscene 
expression refers to them as “REMF.”

the surge – Bush and General Petraeus (2007) plan to increase troop strength in Iraq by sending more combat infantry units to Iraq and converting a number of existing units into infantry forces, in order to conduct house to house searches for resistance forces. American forces will do the job that Iraqi forces can not (or will not) do and somehow this will build support for the Iraqi government. The plan calls for keeping American forces in Iraq for the next few years and a number of American bases for the next decade.

torture – Use of force for pain and suffering, intentionally inflicted to extract information from suspects and prisoners. Torture has also been used as a form of punishment against enemy prisoners. Torture violates the United States Constitution and a number of international human rights treaties. It is defended by the Bush administration as a method of dealing with barbaric terrorists. Cf. Abu Ghraib Prison in Iraq and Guantanamo Bay detainment camp located on a U.S. Navy base on the Island of Cuba.

war – The existence of hostile and violent actions between two or more nation-states. Use of armed forces to resolve disputes or enforce hegemony. Symbol:  Hawk, a bird of predation.

War Department – The former name of the Department of Defense. This is a 
propaganda/linguistic devise to mask the activities of the military. Name 
was changed in 1947. No modern nation refers to its military departments 
as “war” departments. Instead, they are all “defense” departments! The 
United States has conducted a number of military operations since the end 
of World War II, but not one of them has been declared to be a war. They 
are called “conflicts.” Technically, we have not been at war since 1945. 
Cf. Cold War and the War on Terror.

