
 

 

 
                                                                            www.icsresources.org  1 

 

What’s in a Name? 
 
 

The terminology we use in teaching and discussing history is important, because words 
have particular meanings and associated meanings. The guide below outlines some 
important facts relating to names and labels. 
 
A. Using Place Names 

• The appropriate official name for an area should be used when referencing different 
historical periods (these names are outlined in the chart at the end of this document). 

• It is anachronistic to use Palestine prior to 135 C.E. when the Romans changed the 
name of Judea; therefore it is not the accurate name for the location where Abraham 
settled, the Israelites established their kingdom, or Jesus lived and taught.  

• Between 1920 and 1948, the word mandate was part of the official name for this area 
and should be included (e.g. British Mandate for Palestine, Palestine Mandate) in order 
to avoid conflating the historical political entity created by the British with contemporary 
discussion of a future state.  

• Use of the term Occupied Territories to refer to the West Bank and Gaza is inaccurate 
and inappropriate. Most texts do not use the term occupied to refer to Jordanian, 
Egyptian, British, or Ottoman control of the area, so it is inappropriate to use this term 
only when Israel is the country with political control. Furthermore, Israel completely 
withdrew its civilian and military presence from Gaza in 2005; thus, it is inaccurate to 
identify the area as occupied. 

• The terms West Bank and Gaza are clear, neutral, and accurate.  
 
B. Hebrews, Israelites, and Jews 

• Hebrews: The first three generations (Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob) are called Hebrews. 
In the book of Genesis, Jacob's name is changed to Israel, and his children and 
succeeding generations call themselves Children of Israel, or Israelites.1

• Israelites: The term Israelites should be used until the destruction of the Kingdom of 
Israel in 722 B.C.E.
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• Jews: The Kingdom of Judah, later called Judea, is the source of the term Jews. The 
term Jews is appropriate after 722 B.C.E.
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• Just as publishers shifted from using the term Mohammedans to using Muslims, it is 
appropriate, respectful, and correct to use the principal terms of self-identification in the 
periods listed above (e.g. identifying David as an Israelite king rather than as a Hebrew 
king).  

 

 
C. Chosen People 

• The frequently misunderstood term Chosen People should be avoided or used with great 
care.  

• To Jews, it indicates special responsibilities because of the covenant with God.  
• The term is often incorrectly interpreted as meaning that Jews consider themselves to be 

superior to others, and has historically promoted antisemitism.4
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D. Diaspora 
• Generally, the word Diaspora is used to describe the dispersal of the Jews from the 

Land of Israel. This occurred: 
o after the Babylonian conquest of the Kingdom of Judah and subsequent 

expulsion of enslaved Jews in 586 B.C.E.5

o after the Roman destruction of the Second Temple in Jerusalem in 70 C.E.  
  

o after the Roman Empire crushed the Bar Kochba revolt and killed, enslaved, or 
exiled the majority of the Jewish population in 135 C.E. 

• The start of the Jewish Diaspora did not mean the end of a Jewish presence in the Land 
of Israel. Jews maintained a continuous presence despite expulsions and persecution.6

 
 

E. Zionism 
• Zionism is an expression of Jewish liberation or Jewish nationalism, namely the belief in 

the right to self-determination for the Jewish people.7

• It arose in the context of rising nationalisms in the late 19
  

th century and amidst 
widespread antisemitism.8

• It refers to a modern political movement aimed at re-establishing a Jewish homeland in 
the historic homeland of Israel.

  

9

• The movement reflects the Jewish people’s connection and attachment to the biblical 
Land of Israel, or Zion, which predated the geographical identification of Palestine.
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• Zionism is unrelated to colonialism and imperialism. In contrast to colonialists, Jews who 
returned to the Land of Israel did so as members of the Jewish people, not on behalf of 
any of the states they left (often under persecution), nor to “civilize,” proselytize, or steal 
natural resources to send back to their countries of origin.
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F. Palestinian Arabs and Israeli Arabs 
• Today, approximately 20% of Israel’s population is composed of Israeli Arabs, Arabs 

who remained in Israel during the 1948 war and their descendants. They are citizens of 
the State of Israel. Arabs who left Israel during the war and their descendants do not 
have Israeli citizenship.12

• Israeli Arabs have the same legal rights as Israeli Jews, e.g., voting, political 
representation, judicial hearings, freedom of expression, etc.  
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G. Chronology of Place Names  
 

- Name Time period Description 
1. Canaan13 c. 14 The name of the area before the establishment of 

the Israelite kingdom.  
 2000 B.C.E. – 

c.1020 B.C.E.  
2. Israel15 c. 1020 B.C.E. –  

c. 921 B.C.E. 
Israelite kingdom ruled by kings Saul, David, and 
Solomon that was divided into two kingdoms circa 
921 B.C.E.  

3. 
 

Israel (Northern 
Kingdom)16

c. 921 B.C.E. –  
   722 B.C.E. 

The northern Israelite kingdom, which lasted until 
the Assyrian conquest.  

Judah (Southern 
Kingdom)17

c. 921 B.C.E. –   
586 B.C.E.  

The southern Israelite kingdom, which lasted until 
the Babylonian conquest and exile of the Jews. 

4. Judah18 586 B.C.E. – c. 
323B.C.E.  

 After the Persians conquered the Babylonians, 
Judah became a Persian province known as 
Yehud, a translation of “Judah”.  

5.  Judea19 c. 323 B.C.E. –   
135 C.E. 

The name after the start of the Hellenistic period. 
Judea regained independence under the 
Hasmoneans20, but eventually became a Roman 
province21 in 6 C.E. The Romans continued use 
of the name Judea until after the Bar Kochba 
revolt.  

6. Palestine22 135 C.E. –   
late 11th

Judea was renamed Syria Palaestina
 century 

23 by the 
Romans in 135 C.E. Under Arab rule, Palestine 
became a sub-province in Greater Syria. 

7. Levant24

[a geographic term] 
 

 
(Palestine, Holy 
Land, Land of 
Israel, Zion) 

Late 11th

 

 century – 
1920 

Between the late 11th century and 1920 the area 
was not a distinct political entity. The terms 
Palestine, Holy Land, Land of Israel25, and Zion 
continued to be used to refer to it. The Levant is a 
neutral geographic term that avoids the political 
implications of favoring any specific group's 
terminology.  

8. Palestine 
Mandate26

1920-1948 
 

Territory placed under the administration of the 
British by the League of Nations after WWI. 

9. Israel 1948-present The modern independent state created in 1948. 
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