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Abstract
Across the Jewish world religious polarization is gaining momentum. At the secular 
end of the spectrum people are switching away from religion while at the religious 
pole fertility levels are high. This trend is evident among South African Jewry; data 
from the 2019 Jewish Community Survey of South Africa (N = 4193) show that the 
community is becoming polarized, and the traditional center ground is collapsing. 
However, unlike many other Jewish communities today, switching toward more reli-
gious subgroups than the one in which one was raised is more common in South 
Africa than switching away from them. This tendency is most pronounced among 
people born in the 1960s and 1970s. A similar trend characterizes South African 
non-Jews. We argue that coming of age in a period of profound political and social 
instability explains the increased likelihood of switching toward religion. The effect 
is more marked among Jews due to distinct communal characteristics and history 
that provided the optimal conditions for switching towards a more religious lifestyle. 
This paper highlights the necessity of examining internal processes that are unique 
to the Jewish community alongside broader developments to improve our under-
standing of religious polarization among Jews.

Keywords  Apartheid · Polarization · Religious switching · South Africa

Introduction

Jewish communities are becoming increasingly polarized, with the traditional 
center ground of Jewish life declining, be it the Conservative movement in the USA 
(Keysar and DellaPergola 2019), Masoratim in Israel (CBS 2002–2021), or those 
who identify as Traditional in the UK (Graham, Staetsky, and Boyd 2014). Rising 
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proportions of each cohort identify with the religious subgroups at either pole of 
the religiosity continuum: Haredim and just Jewish/Secular (CBS 2002–2021; Pew 
2013; 2020). This is in sharp contrast with trends among non-Jews in much of the 
western world, which exhibit a shift away from religion, but little sign of strengthen-
ing of the more religious sectors of the population (Voas and Chaves 2016).

The numerical increase at the religious end of the spectrum seen in many Jew-
ish communities tends to be a function of high birth rates (Kaufmann 2010; Pinker 
2021; Staetsky and Boyd 2015). While there are those that theorize such a trajectory 
among non-Jewish western populations in the future, thus far there is no sign of 
such developments (Stonawski et al. 2015). At the more secular end of the spectrum, 
on the other hand, an entirely different causal mechanism is responsible for shifting 
religiosity: The failure of religious transmission from parent to child and religious 
switching between subgroups that occurs during an individual’s lifetime drive up 
the numbers of the more secular subgroups within religions as well as those who 
are unaffiliated (Beider 2018; Keysar and DellaPergola 2019; Thiessen and Wilkins-
Laflamme 2017; Voas and Chaves 2016). The result of these countervailing trends is 
that the historic center ground of many Jewish communities is collapsing (Rebhun 
2023).

This paper examines religious polarization in the South African Jewish commu-
nity, with a focus on the unique role played by religious switching. South Africa is 
unusual, as within the Jewish community switching to a more religious subgroup is 
more common than switching to a more secular one. This is explained by both local 
political and economic developments, as well as the particular character and history 
of the South African Jewish community. This case study focuses on South Africa 
to highlight how switching patterns there differ from those found in the rest of the 
Jewish world and makes comparisons between Jews and non-Jews in that country. In 
doing so, it reflects the inherent complexity of patterns of religious change in Jew-
ish communities that need to be understood in both their local and broader Jewish 
contexts.

Religious Polarization

To understand religious switching in South Africa, we begin by examining religious 
polarization across the Jewish world and then move to an examination of the mecha-
nisms driving polarization. In Israel, the USA, and many other Jewish communities 
there are signs of religious polarization. The subgroups at both poles of the reli-
gious spectrum, namely the Haredi or strictly Orthodox on the one hand, and the 
Secular or “just Jewish,” on the other, are gaining ground. By contrast, the propor-
tion identifying with one of the centrist subgroups, such as the Conservative move-
ment in the USA, Masoratim in Israel, and those who identify as Traditional in the 
UK and Australia, is in decline (CBS 2002–2021; Graham and Markus 2018; Gra-
ham et al.2014; Pew 2020). It goes without saying that the characteristics of each of 
these subgroups vary somewhat across Jewish communities in different locations. 
However, an awareness of the significance of local context does not negate the clear 
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pattern of polarization in several countries, as the population distribution across the 
religious spectrum shifts away from the center over time.

The mechanisms driving the polarization process differ at either end of the reli-
gious continuum. Individual switching tends to be in the direction of secularity, mir-
roring the decline of religion in the west and swelling the ranks of the non-denom-
inationally identified “just Jewish” or Secular (Lazerwitz 1995; Sands et al. 2006). 
On the other hand, higher fertility rates and earlier age of marriage among the more 
religious sectors of the community, primarily Haredim, but also the Orthodox, or 
Dati groups, result in greater natural growth of the more religiously committed sub-
groups (Keysar and DellaPergola 2019; Pinker 2021; Staetsky and Boyd 2015). The 
Kaufmann, Goujon, and Skirbekk thesis (2012), which posits that higher fertility 
among the more religious will lead to a resurgence of religion, may be true for Jews, 
but is not well supported in western Christian societies. However, global projections 
of the future size of religious groups indicate that low rates of marriage, postpone-
ment of childbearing, and low total fertility rates among the unaffiliated are likely to 
adversely affect the global population share of the unaffiliated. Similarly, high fertil-
ity among Muslims is the main reason that projections indicate Islam’s population 
share will increase rapidly, nearly reaching parity with Christianity in 2050 (Pew 
2015).

The fertility differentials and subsequent difference in age distribution between 
the different religious subgroups among Jews are particularly striking (Rebhun 
2016; Shain 2019; Waxman 2017). The fact that religious Jews have many more 
children than their secular coreligionists, and the concomitant overrepresentation of 
the more religious in the youngest age groups, appears to be the primary driving 
force behind religious polarization in Israel (Bystrov 2016; Okun 2017) and the UK 
(Kaufmann 2010). Thus, in the UK and Israel, Haredim constitute less than 5% of 
those in their sixties, but 13.5% of those in their twenties in the UK and 16.6% in 
Israel (CBS 2021; Staetsky and Boyd 2015).

Reasons for Individual Religious Switching

While demographic forces account for one side of the polarization equation, explain-
ing the rise in the proportion of highly committed Jews, the collapse of the center is 
also due to the cumulative effect of individual switching away from religion. Several 
theoretical explanations for this type of change have been advanced, chief among 
them classical secularization theory (Durkheim 1964), declining religious plausibil-
ity (Berger 1967), and rising socioeconomic status (Stark and Glock 1968). More 
recently, the clash between theology and political values (Hout and Fischer 2002, 
2014) has been suggested as a reason for people to switch out of religion altogether.

Switching toward religion, on the other hand, has often been explained in psy-
chological terms, as a coping mechanism (Beit-Hallahmi and Nevo 1987). The 
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appearance of the global Ba’al Teshuva1 movement (Aviad 1983) has been identi-
fied with a broader phenomenon of “religious seeking,” particularly among the baby 
boomer generation (Roof 1994). Among American Orthodox Jews, Heilman (2006) 
noted a shift to the right, although its significance has been debated and counter-
trends highlighted (Turetsky and Waxman 2011). The mechanisms and processes 
of individual transitions towards Orthodoxy have been explored (Davidman 1991; 
Bunin Benor 2012; Sands 2019), with attention paid to the South African case and 
especially to the impact of such switching on family ties (Sands and Roer Strier 
2000). However, this kind of switching has been something of a fringe movement, 
numerically less significant than transitions away from stricter forms of Judaism.

Cohort‑Based Religious Change

Having examined the reasons for religious change, we now turn to two compet-
ing theoretical perspectives for understanding religious change. A cohort approach 
focuses on the ways in which the experience of each cohort is shaped by the social 
norms and structures of their societies, while a period effect is caused by an event 
that affects all cohorts equally at a given point in time. As adolescence is the age at 
which identities coalesce, the experience of each cohort in the formative teenage 
years is crucial (Desmond et al. 2010).

Individual religious change, particularly in the direction of reduced religious 
commitment, is perhaps best conceptualized as part of an intergenerational decline 
in religious belonging, belief, and behavior (Kaufmann et al. 2012; Rebhun 2023; 
Tilley 2003; Voas and Chaves 2016; Voas and Doebler 2011). Parents might be 
attempting to transmit their religion to the next generation but are failing to do 
so, as the task of religious transmission becomes increasingly difficult as succes-
sive cohorts are born into societies that are becoming progressively more secular 
(Maliepaard and Lubbers 2013). Furthermore, the decline of traditional family 
structures in which all family members belong to the same faith (Lawton and Bures 
2001; Wilkinson 2018) renders successful religious transmission less likely. Each 
successive cohort is less likely to experience religious socialization from the imme-
diate or broader family (Copen and Silverstein 2008; Voas and Storm 2012). As 
society itself becomes less religious, the chances of religious socialization occur-
ring in communities (Lim and de Graaf 2021; Petts 2014; Voas and Storm 2012), 
schools (Strhan and Shillitoe 2019), and peer groups (Adams et al. 2020; Cheadle 
and Schwadel 2012) decline concomitantly.

1  The term Ba’al Teshuva, although technically refers to anyone who has been sincerely repentant, is 
used to describe those who were raised secular but have since embraced an observant or Orthodox life-
style.
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Period Effects

Period effects refer to the impact of major geopolitical and social events on the entire 
population. Religious switching is rarely subject to period effects, but the counter-
culture of the 1960s and the fall of communism did influence societal switching 
trends, with switching away from religion a result of the former, while the latter had 
the opposite effect (Schwadel 2010; Tilley 2003). It seems that in the immediate 
aftermath of the fall of communism in Eastern Europe, religion underwent a revival, 
with large numbers of people who had no previous affiliation beginning to iden-
tify as Christians (Northmore-Ball and Evans 2016). Although period effects are 
less common than cohort effects in terms of religious change, in the South African 
context, the tumultuous events of the late apartheid era may have had a significant 
impact on patterns of religiosity across all cohorts.

Religious Switching and Sociodemographic Characteristics

Individual religious change is affected not only by parental socialization and period 
effects, but also by sociodemographic factors. The gender gap in religiosity suggests 
that women would be more likely to switch toward religion and men more likely 
to move away from it (Suh and Russell 2015), although it may be that Jews do not 
conform to Christian gender patterns (Schnabel et al. 2018). Adolescent experiences 
shape religious change decisions (Desmond et al. 2010). Therefore, we hypothesize 
that the instability of the years 1975–1995 that represent the height of political insta-
bility as the struggles over apartheid reached their peak will most affect the cohorts 
born in the 1960s and 1970s who were adolescents during that tumultuous period. 
Ethnicity has been shown to be related to religious switching patterns in Israel, with 
Jews who trace their heritage to African and Asia more likely to switch (Beider 
2018), although how this might translate to the very different ethnic composition of 
South African Jewry is not clear. Education was historically associated with a switch 
away from religion, although in recent years that relationship has been debated 
(Schwadel 2011). The association between immigration and religiosity among Jews 
(Bankier-Karp 2023) suggests that immigrants may be more likely to switch in the 
direction of stricter commitment, perhaps because religion may provide spiritual or 
even social resources that alleviate some of their difficulties.

The Religious Landscape of South African Jewry

The Jewish community of South Africa numbers approximately 52,300 (DellaPer-
gola 2022) making it the eleventh largest in the world. The first communal organiza-
tions were founded over one hundred and fifty years ago. The initial Jewish settlers 
in the country were mainly of English origin, with some German Jews and a smat-
tering of Dutch immigrants (Mazabow 2008). However, they were quickly outnum-
bered by immigrants from Eastern Europe, primarily Lithuania (Kaplan and Robert-
son 1991). They were later joined by a small number of Central Europeans fleeing 
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Nazi persecution in the 1930s (Shimoni 2003). Until the first decade of the twentieth 
century, communal organizations were mainly led by English Jews. Although this 
changed over the next decades, the English influence was felt especially in religious 
institutions. This meant that unlike the informalities of Lithuanian Jewish customs, 
most synagogues in Johannesburg were English in style, with clergy dressed in 
canonicals, the lay leadership in top hats, and the cantor and choir in very formal 
dress (Simon 1996). The rabbis at that time hailed mainly from England or Western 
Europe and tended to broadcast a very universal inclusive message. As far as the 
community was concerned, they were largely uneducated in religious matters and 
tended not to adhere to strict religious observance.

Jews were always a small minority in South Africa, peaking at approximately one 
hundred and twenty thousand in 1970 (Shimoni 2003), declining by about a third in 
thirty years (Bruk 2006). As mentioned above, the community is now estimated to 
be 52,300 (DellaPergola 2022), less than half what it was 50 years earlier. Although 
they are only a small fraction of the general population, Jews represent a larger pro-
portion of the white population, especially in the big cities. For example, one-tenth 
of Johannesburg’s white residents at the turn of the twentieth century (soon after 
the city was established) was estimated to be Jewish (Rubin 2004). The South Afri-
can political environment had from its beginning promoted segregation and sepa-
rate development that not only divided the races but also the religious communities. 
Most Jews, irrespective of how much they observed, nurtured their Jewish identity 
by being affiliated with Jewish congregations (DellaPergola and Dubb 1988). This 
meant that certain public practices, such as attending synagogue on Friday night, 
lighting Sabbath candles, fasting on Yom Kippur, and attending a Passover Seder, 
were widely observed. Thus, the majority of South African Jews identified as Tradi-
tional, observed some practices, but did not feel bound by many other strictures of 
Jewish law, and may be termed “non-observant Orthodox” (Hellig 1987; Gilbert and 
Posel 2021), similar in many ways to Masorati Jews in Israel (Yadgar 2010).

A small contingent was historically affiliated with the Reform movement (Man-
oim, 2019) and a smaller number identified as secular or atheists. Over the decades 
the proportion of Orthodox and strictly Orthodox Jews rose very slightly, with each 
decade seeing a higher rate of change than the previous one. This trend was acceler-
ated sharply in the 1970s when two overseas movements successfully formed com-
munities where most congregants were highly observant. The earlier movement was 
the Kollel Yad Shaul, established in 1970. It was quickly followed by Chabad in 
1972 and by other independent congregations. During the 1980s Ohr Somayach was 
established in South Africa. It had an even greater impact than either Chabad or 
Kollel Yad Shaul and was responsible for large sections of the student population 
adopting a much stricter Orthodox lifestyle in the 1980s and 1990s. This meant that 
many of those who had previously identified as Traditional became Orthodox or 
strictly Orthodox.

By the mid-1990s this trend had peaked, but the outreach until then was suffi-
ciently powerful to create a fairly large contingent of observant Jews, who would 
represent a significant faction of the overall Jewish community. It is likely that their 
high birthrate when compared with their secular counterparts has been responsible 
for their increasing proportion among the broader community. Thus, in the last few 
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decades leading to the 2020s, Johannesburg has witnessed a proliferation of strictly 
Orthodox schools and a mushrooming of informal small synagogues or shtetlach, 
with the concomitant fall in membership of the large synagogues (Saks 2022). This 
is despite high rates of emigration from South Africa to Australia, Israel, the USA, 
and the UK and a high proportion of the local population considering emigrating in 
the future (Bruk 2006; Kosmin, Goldberg, Shain, and Bruk 1999).

Methodology

Data

The data for this analysis derive from the Jewish Community Survey of South 
Africa, an online survey of South African Jews carried out in 2019.2 Although the 
survey is not a nationally representative sample of the entire South African Jewish 
population, nevertheless it is representative of all Jews who are likely to ever engage 
with the Jewish community. The dataset is comprised of 4193 adult men and women 
living in South Africa who consider themselves to be “Jewish in any way at all.”

Variables

Our dependent variable is a measure of switching between the religious subgroups 
of the South African Jewish community. It indicates whether, and what type, of 
religious switch occurred. In South Africa, as in Israel, the UK, and many other 
Jewish communities, the primary divisions within the Jewish community do not 
run on entirely denominational lines as they do in the USA. However, the religious 
subgroups that are recognizable and understood within the community are the ones 
employed in this analysis. These subgroups include, but are not limited to, denomi-
national groups.

The dependent variable is created on the basis of two separate survey questions 
that relate to the subgroup identity of the home in which the respondent was raised, 
“How would you describe the religious/Jewish identification of the home in which 
you grew up?” and the respondent’s current subgroup identity, “And how would 
you describe your current religious/Jewish identification?” There are eight possible 
responses to these questions: (1) strictly Orthodox/Haredi/Chasidic, (2) Orthodox, 
(3) Traditional, (4) Progressive/Reform, (5) Secular/Cultural, (6) mixed religion, (7) 
not Jewish, and (8) other.

The dependent variable distinguishes between those who switched to a more reli-
gious subgroup, those who currently identify with the same subgroup as the home 
in which they grew up (the reference category), and those who switched away from 
religious tradition. The small number of respondents who identified with “other,” 
either in childhood or currently, are excluded from the analysis, reducing the sample 

2  For more information about the survey http://​www.​kapla​ncent​re.​uct.​ac.​za/​sites/​defau​lt/​files/​image_​
tool/​images/​151/​2020/​The_​Jews_​of_​South_​Africa_​in_​2019M​arch2​020.​pdf.

http://www.kaplancentre.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/151/2020/The_Jews_of_South_Africa_in_2019March2020.pdf
http://www.kaplancentre.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/151/2020/The_Jews_of_South_Africa_in_2019March2020.pdf
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size to 3687 respondents. While we recognize that denominational divisions rest 
on questions of ideology, not just religiosity, there is sufficient evidence (DellaPer-
gola and Staetsky 2022; Graham and Markus 2018; Pew 2015, 2020) to suggest that 
these groups can be placed on a spectrum of religiosity. The data analyzed here indi-
cate that South African Jews conform to the same pattern.

Independent Variables

An indicator of childhood religiosity accounts for within religious subgroup differ-
ences in religiosity as a child. Religious socialization shapes switching preferences 
and religiosity in adulthood (Babchuk and Whitt 1990; Wilkins-Laflamme 2020). 
The survey includes a number of questions that probe the religious character of the 
home in which the respondent was raised, but for some of these indicators there was 
little variation in responses, for example, the vast majority of South African Jews 
always attended Passover Seder in their youth. The inclusion of such an indicator 
adds little to our understanding of religious dynamics. Therefore, we use the ques-
tion, “How often, if at all, did you have a Friday night (Shabbat) meal with your 
family/friends during your upbringing?”

Sociodemographic variables include gender, (synthetic) cohort, ethnicity, educa-
tion, and nativity status. Female is the reference category for gender. Cohort dis-
tinguishes between those born prior to 1950 (the reference category), 1950–1959, 
1960–1969, 1970–1979, 1980–1989, and 1990–2001. Ethnicity distinguishes 
between Ashkenazi and Sephardi, mixed, or other with the former set as the refer-
ence group. Education is coded as a dummy variable, with high school education or 
less being the reference category. Nativity status is coded 1 for those born outside 
South Africa; the native-born are the reference group.

This analysis focuses on the importance of birth cohorts in determining reli-
gious trajectories. However, life-cycle effects such as family formation also play a 
role (Bengtson et al. 2018; Blekesaune and Skirbekk 2022). We, therefore, include 
marital status in model 2 to control for these effects. As the date of religious switch 
and marriage are both unknown, it is impossible to explore causal relationships; the 
inclusion of these variables is designed to ensure that cohort effects are not reflective 
of life-cycle factors. Marital status distinguishes between those who have never been 
married (the reference group), those who are married, and the separated, divorced, 
and widowed combined.

Methods

The initial analysis demonstrates the scale and direction of religious switching 
among South African Jews. To understand the determinants of religious switching, 
we run multivariate regressions. As the dependent variable has three possible out-
comes (switching to a more religious subgroup, remaining in the subgroup in which 
one was raised, and switching to a less religious subgroup), we employ multino-
mial regression technique comparing the determinants of switching to a more or less 
religious subgroup relative to having stayed in the same group. To ensure that the 
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differences found are not only relative to the reference category of religious stayers, 
separate regressions not shown here tested the determinants of switching to a more 
religious subgroup or staying in the same subgroup, relative to having switched to 
a less religious subgroup. This allows to compare between those who switched in 
different directions, as well as between switchers and stayers. As year of birth was 
a focus of this analysis, we used Weight_GeogSexAge weights throughout, per the 
advice of those who administered the survey. Means of the independent variables 
included in the analysis are presented in the Appendix.

Results

Polarization

There is clear evidence of religious polarization among South African Jews. Almost 
half of the respondents indicated that they were raised in a Traditional home, yet 
only around a third currently identify as such (Fig.  1). The net effect of religious 
switching is the almost doubling of the two groups at the poles of the spectrum 
namely of those who identify only as Jewish, namely the strictly Orthodox/Haredi/
Chasidic and Secular/Cultural groups. The two more centrist groups—Orthodox and 
Progressive/Liberal—have also grown, although not to the same extent. The Tra-
ditional subgroup, once the mainstay of the community, remains the largest group, 
albeit only by a small margin. If current trends continue, it will be eclipsed by the 
Orthodox.

Religious Switching Patterns

A more detailed analysis of religious switching among South African Jews (Fig. 2) 
reveals that of those raised Traditional, a little under half currently identify as such, 
around a quarter switched to Orthodox, and an eighth are now Secular/Cultural 
Jews. The numbers switching into the Traditional group, primarily from the Ortho-
dox, do not offset these losses. For those raised Orthodox, the retention rate stands at 
approximately three-fifths, with just under a fifth switching to Traditional.

In common with other Jewish communities, the retention rate among the strictly 
Orthodox is the highest, at a little under three-quarters. Compared with retention 
rate for this group in Israel, which is estimated to be well over ninety percent (Pew 
2015), this is a fairly low number, indicative of the high rate of religious volatility in 
the South African Jewish community. A slight majority of those raised Progressive/
Liberal continue to identify with these subgroups, while the retention rate of Secu-
lar/Cultural Jews is a little higher, at over three-fifths. The majority of new adherents 
to these groups were raised Traditional, which is unsurprising given the high pro-
portion of respondents raised Traditional and the low retention rate of that subgroup.

South Africa’s high emigration rates could conceivably contribute to religious 
polarization, for example, if those who identified as Traditional were disproportion-
ately likely to emigrate. We are unable to fully account for this possibility as South 
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African emigres, who are now spread across several countries, are not included 
in the survey population. Were it feasible to locate them, it would be difficult to 
ascertain their religious identity prior to emigration. Furthermore, it would be 
almost impossible to disentangle the effect of their South African upbringing from 
the impact of their new environment and the migration process itself, on religious 
change decisions.

Notwithstanding these difficulties, the South African Jewish Community Survey 
does include an indicator of the attitudes of South African Jews towards emigra-
tion. Similar proportions (between 33.0% and 46.6%) of all religious subgroups 
considered emigrating in the last 12 months. There is no clear relationship between 
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Fig. 2   Religious Switching, South African Jews in 2019
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position on the religious spectrum and likelihood of contemplating emigration. The 
Orthodox are, admittedly by a small margin, the most likely to have considered such 
a move, followed by those who identify with Judaism and another religion, strictly 
Orthodox, Traditional, Progressive/Reform, and Secular/Cultural. Thus, there is no 
evidence to support the hypothesis that religious polarization in South Africa has 
been caused by differential emigration rates by religious subgroup.

Conversely, fertility differentials by religious subgroup do contribute to religious 
polarization. In South Africa, fertility and switching are not two countervailing 
trends as they are in Jewish communities elsewhere, but complementary ones, as 
natural growth in the Orthodox and strictly Orthodox communities is augmented by 
switching to these subgroups. In any case, this research focuses on religious trajec-
tories of the individual, rather than generational differences driven by changing pro-
portions of each religious subgroup in each subsequent generation.

Table 1   Multinomial logistic regression (odds ratios) of direction of religious switch on cohort, child-
hood religiosity, and sociodemographic variables

Numbers in parentheses are standard errors
* p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
Reference categories are as follows: cohort—pre-1950; gender—male; nativity status—native born; eth-
nicity—Ashkenazi; education—high school matriculation or less; Friday night meal as child—usually; 
marital status—never married

Switch toward religion Switch toward secularity

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

Cohort
 1990–2001 −0.449* (0.179) 0.071 (0.203) −0.284 (0.166) −0.491* (0.198)
 1980–1989 0.281 (0.153) 0.357* (0.160) −0.510** (0.179) −0.465* (0.186)
 1970–1979 0.751*** (0.133) 0.741*** (0.137) −0.124 (0.150) −0.042 (0.155)
 1960–1969 0.553*** (0.133) 0.581*** (0.136) −0.129 (0.149) −0.105 (0.153)
 1950–1959 0.077 (0.137) 0.055 (0.138) 0.094 (0.137) 0.142 (0.138)
 Female −0.056 (0.083) −0.039 (0.084) −0.001 (0.092) −0.058 (0.094)
 Foreign born −0.321* (0.141) −0.383** (0.142) 0.112 (0.146) 0.164 (0.148)
 Non-Ashkenazi 0.184 (0.141) 0.218 (0.142) 0.332* (0.155) 0.287 (0.157)

Education
 University 0.163 (0.088) 0.116 (0.089) 0.011 (0.096) 0.042 (0.096)

Friday night meal as child
 Always −0.437*** (0.107) −0.446*** (0.108) −0.194 (0.114) −0.198 (0.115)
 Sometimes 0.242 (0.141) 0.302* (0.142) −0.357* (0.172) −0.393* (0.173)
 Never 2.013*** (0.180) 2.068*** (0.182) −0.912* (0.360) −0.952** (0.361)

Marital status
Married 0.949*** (0.151) −0.502*** (0.138)
Formerly married 0.608** (0.191) −0.032 (0.173)
Total (N) 3687 3687 3687 3687
Nagelkerke (R2) 14.3% 16.8% 14.3% 16.8%
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Determinants of Religious Switching

The results of multinomial regressions (Table  1) indicate that birth cohort is an 
important determinant of the direction of religious switching. Both models confirm 
the hypothesis that respondents born in the 1960s and 1970s are much more likely 
to have switched to a more religious subgroup than those born before 1950. Previous 
research has demonstrated that religiosity increases with marriage and family forma-
tion, which could explain the differences in religious patterns by cohort. However, in 
model 2, which controls for this effect, the pattern is unchanged, indicating that the 
tendency of those born in the 1960s, 1970s, and to some degree the 1980s, to switch 
to a more religious subgroup is not simply a matter of life cycle stage and family 
formation. Those born in the 1990s demonstrate signs of stability in their religious 
subgroup identity relative to those born prior to 1950, perhaps because they are too 
young to have switched in great numbers. Any increase in the population share of 
the Orthodox and strictly Orthodox in the last 20 years is therefore not a result of 
religious switching and is more likely a function of higher fertility rates among these 
groups.

When year of birth is related to a life event, it may be a function of age, period, 
or birth cohort. Age effects are unlikely in this case, as controlling for marriage (in 
model 2) does not much alter the relationship found in model 1. Little can be read 
into the finding that those who are married are likely to have switched subgroup in 
the direction of greater religiosity as this may be a cause or effect of their switch 
and is included simply to control for life-cycle effects. Furthermore, while religi-
osity may fluctuate across the life course, the evidence suggests that the majority 
of religious switching tends to occur during adolescence and emerging adulthood, 
rather than at the age of family formation (Beider 2022; Desmond et al.2010; Vaidy-
anathan 2011).

Therefore, we suggest that cohort effects are strongly responsible for this pattern 
of religious switching. The cohorts born in the 1960s and 1970s were adolescents 
during the mid-1970s to the mid-1990s, a period of turmoil and instability in South 
Africa. These were the years of the Soweto uprising, the State of Emergency, and the 
fall of apartheid. Those born in the 1980s appear to have been somewhat affected, as 
stability did not return immediately after the end of apartheid in 1994.

Contrary to expectations, Jews born outside South Africa are much less likely 
than native South African Jews to have switched to a more religious subgroup, con-
sistent with the notion that this is a uniquely South African phenomenon, a result 
of the political environment that shaped these particular cohorts as their adolescent 
experiences shaped their religious trajectories. A sense of security seems to be a 
precursor to switching away from religion (Norris and Inglehart 2004), whereas in 
times of uncertainty and violence, it may be that people are more likely to turn to 
religion. While these events could be considered period effects, their effect is con-
centrated on specific birth cohorts, rather than impacting upon the entire population 
and will therefore be considered a cohort effect.

The relationship between childhood religiosity and religious switching seems 
counterintuitive at first glance. Those who always attended Friday night dinners in 
childhood are more likely to have switched to a less religious subgroup, while those 
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who were less likely to have attended Friday night dinners as children are more 
likely to have switched to a more religious subgroup. However, some of this may 
be explained by the available possibilities of religious switching. Those raised at 
either end of the religious spectrum are limited in their future religious mobility. For 
example, those raised strictly Orthodox are the most likely to have always taken part 
in Friday night dinners as children but could not possibly have switched to a more 
religious subgroup, as no such subgroup exists. Similarly, the positive association in 
model 2 between non-Ashkenazi ethnicity and switching away from religion is prob-
ably due to them having been raised in a more traditional environment than their 
Ashkenazi peers.

Marriage is very strongly correlated with switching towards religion. The inclu-
sion of marriage in model 2 increases the explanatory power somewhat, indicating 
that life-cycle factors are closely related to religious change decisions. Whether mar-
riage encourages greater religiosity or those who have switched towards religion are 
more likely to marry is beyond the scope of this analysis.

Discussion and Conclusions

There are clear signs of polarization in the South African Jewish community, as the 
Traditional center is declining and the strictly Orthodox, Orthodox, Progressive/
Reform, and Secular/Humanist subgroups are all increasing in size. This is in line 
with trends in Jewish communities around the world. Some of the causal mecha-
nisms are similar to those found elsewhere, such as differential fertility rates by 
religiosity and switching away from strict religion. However, South Africa bucks 
the trend found for Jews in Israel (CBS 2002–2021), the USA (Pew 2020), the 
UK (Graham et  al. 2014), and Australia (Graham and Markus 2018) in that most 
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religious switching is in the direction of stricter religiosity (Fig. 3). In fact, only a 
slight majority of South African Jews remained in the subgroup in which they were 
raised, with a quarter switching towards religion and just over a fifth away from it. 
It is likely that the true proportion moving away from religious tradition is a little 
higher, as those who no longer identify as Jewish in any way would not be included 
in the survey. However, accounting for this possibility, switching patterns among 
South African Jews are clearly dissimilar from those found in Jewish communities 
elsewhere, such as in Israel and the USA.3 In those countries, religious retention 
rates are significantly higher, and switching is overwhelmingly away from stricter 
forms of religion.

Patterns of switching within the South African Jewish community are all the 
more remarkable given that the community was already centered around the Tra-
ditional subgroup. Therefore, trends in religious switching among South African 
Jews are not simply a function of the kind of religious revival found primarily in 
countries where the majority of the population are very secular (Northmore-Ball and 
Evans 2016). In those countries, when religious switching occurs, it is more likely 
to be towards religion because for most people, there is no more secular subgroup to 
switch to. Among South African Jews, in contrast, large scale switching away from 
religious tradition was certainly a possibility, but the path towards stricter religion 
proved more popular.

The reasons for this remarkable pattern of religious switching, we suggest, are 
related to both the external environment, and to the characteristics and development 
of the Jewish community itself. Switching towards a more religious subgroup is 
much more common among the cohorts born in the 1960s and 1970s who came of 
age during the period from the mid-1970s to the mid-1990s. This was a period of 
marked turmoil following the Soweto uprising of 1976 and the declaration of a State 
of Emergency in 1985 (Shimoni 2003; DellaPergola and Dubb 1988) that increased 
the likelihood of switching to a more religious subgroup. The effect began to sub-
side when apartheid ended and multiracial elections were introduced in 1994. While 
outreach has continued in the post-Apartheid South Africa, the liberalizing influ-
ences appear to have had a negative effect on the voluntary embrace of a particular-
istic lifestyle (Lipskar 2017; Tatz 2017).

Indeed, some influential contemporary rabbinic figures drew the same con-
clusions. Rabbi Mendel Weinbach, the then head of Ohr Somayach in Jerusalem 
encouraged his emissaries to go to South Africa precisely because its instability 
had produced a serious mindset among the student population, which would make 
them far more susceptible to adopting a strictly Orthodox lifestyle than their care-
free peers in the USA and the UK (Fachler 2022). Braude (1999) has suggested that 
the esoteric teachings of the very popular Rabbi Dr. Akiva Tatz provided a much-
needed distraction from the harsh realities of the conditions that prevailed in the 
country.

3  Data on Jews in Israel are taken from the 2015 Pew Survey of Religion in Israel and data on Jews in 
the USA are taken from the 2020 Survey of Jewish Americans.
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Interestingly, although religious identity in Africa has remained remarkably sta-
ble over the past 20 years (Gez et  al. 2022), in South Africa, there are signs that 
suggest a shift toward religion, and certainly levels of religious mobility not found 
in neighboring countries. However, this is in the context of a general instability in 
the data that makes it difficult to draw firm conclusions (Afrobarometer 2002–21). 
Separate analysis of data from the Pew (2009) surveys of religion in 19 sub-Saharan 
states indicate a similar pattern, although of lesser magnitude, for South African 
non-Jews born in the 1960s, among whom there was a marked tendency towards 
switching to religion, whereas switching away from religion is more common 
among later cohorts. It appears likely that political instability had a similar impact 
on both Jewish and non-Jewish South Africans, just as Norris and Inglehart (2004) 
theorized. The significance of local factors in driving switching to religion among 
South African Jews is underlined by the fact that no such tendency is noted among 
foreign-born South African Jews, who grew up in more stable environments, outside 
South Africa.

While the patterns of religious switching among South Africans of all religions is 
similar, the magnitude of the shift among Jews is much more marked. We suggest a 
number of structural and historical reasons for this. The South African Jewish com-
munity was highly traditional in outlook, in part due to the fact that the government 
controlled the media, censoring and filtering news and ideas it deemed undesirable. 
South African Jews were thus more sheltered from modernizing and secularizing 
global currents that swept through other Jewish communities and were, therefore, 
more receptive to the ideas of Orthodox Judaism. Their strong sense of Jewish iden-
tity was also a legacy of the organization of the population along ethnic or racial 
lines and the regime’s attempts to discourage mixing between such groups (Rutland 
2022). The result is that South African Jews were more attracted by the particular-
istic Jewish messages associated with Orthodoxy and also evinced strong support 
for Zionism (Gilbert and Posel 2021). Young people in particular were drawn to 
such approaches. This also coincided with the rapid decrease by the 1970s of rabbis 
preaching the universalist message so common to their parents’ generation. Indeed, 
the South African government’s racial policies and its reputation as a pariah state 
deterred more liberal minded rabbis from ministering in South Africa. As a result, 
seekers of a more spiritual Judaism were left with no option other than that offered 
by adherents of strict Orthodoxy (Kaplan 1998).

Additionally, the community was and continues to be marked by a high degree 
of homogeneity. Over 80% of South African Jews can trace their ancestry back to 
rural Lithuania, and apart from a small number of immigrants who arrived in 1936 
from central Europe, there has been almost no wide scale immigration from as far 
back as 1930, the year of the Quota Act (Shimoni 2003). Homogeneity coupled with 
the emphasis on ethnicity as an organizing principle of society (Gilbert and Posel 
2021) led to dense social networks within the community that, in turn, facilitated 
the spread of new ideas and trends. Whereas in other countries, switching towards 
a more religious subgroup was very much a fringe activity, in South Africa switch-
ing, or at least expressing interest in increased religious practice, became more 
mainstream.
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Furthermore, a number of charismatic rabbis, such as Avraham Hassan 
of the Kollel, Mendel Lipskar from Chabad, and Shmuel Moffson from Ohr 
Somayach played a significant role, capitalizing on the situation and making 
great headway in inducing more secular Jews to embrace a strict form of Ortho-
doxy (Kaplan 1998; Shimoni 2003). Thus, in the 1970s Kollel Yad Shaul and 
the Chabad movement recorded relatively rapid successes in attracting many 
members of the Jewish student population in Johannesburg who subsequently 
adopted a religious lifestyle. An even greater embrace of strict Orthodoxy, 
under the aegis of the international Ohr Somayach movement took place in the 
1980s and 1990s.

Though we contend that the switch toward greater religion was, in line with 
the general trend, impacted greatly by political instability, we must add some 
caveats. While Johannesburg and its surroundings witnessed growth among the 
strictly Orthodox sector, this success was not replicated in the second largest, 
but much smaller Jewish community of Cape Town. Further study is neces-
sary to establish whether this is a function of different trajectories in those two 
communities, or selection bias, with more religious people choosing to move to 
Johannesburg.

This paper is based on snapshot data from the communal survey of 2019. We 
cannot be certain when switching between subgroups occurred. Ideally, longitu-
dinal data dating back several decades would be used to establish with greater 
certainty whether political instability did indeed influence religious switching 
patterns. However, given that as religious change generally occurs in the teens 
and early 20s (Beider 2022; Desmond et  al. 2010), we can reasonably assume 
that experiences in adolescence are crucial in determining religious change 
decisions.

The unusual switching patterns found among South African Jews, wherein 
switching toward stricter religious subgroups is more common than switching in 
the direction of secularity contribute to religious polarization there. The proximate 
cause may have been the arrival of a number of charismatic ultra-Orthodox rabbis 
and the establishment of the Kollel Yad Shaul in 1970, Chabad in 1972, and Ohr 
Somayach in the mid- 1980s, all of which, in turn, and over the years, spurred the 
growth of other independent ultra-Orthodox synagogues and educational institu-
tions. However, we argue that the conditions arising from the South African Jew-
ish community’s traditional outlook, insularity and homogeneity, and the broader 
South African political and economic instability provided optimal conditions 
for large-scale switching toward stricter religion. This paper highlights the need 
to account for both internal processes that are unique to the Jewish community, 
alongside broader trends, to gain a full understanding of religious trends among 
Jews.



	 N. Beider, D. Fachler 

1 3

Appendix

Descriptive statistics of variables included in the analysis

Variable Percentage (N)

Cohort
1990–2001 11.3% (415)
1980–1989 12.5% (462)
1970–1979 19.3% (710)
1960–1969 18.3% (674)
1950–1959 19.3% (710)
Pre-1950 19.4% (716)
Gender
 Female 51.8% (1912)
 Male 48.2% (1776)

Nativity status
 Foreign born 10.7% (395)
 Native born 89.3% (3293)

Ethnicity
 Ashkenazi 89.9% (3315)
 Non-Ashkenazi 10.1% (372)

Education
 University 63.3% (2332)
 High school matriculation or less 36.8% (1356)

Friday night meal as child
 Always 61.4% (2264)
 Usually 19.1% (706)
 Sometimes 11.8% (434)
 Never 7.7% (283)

Marital status
 Married 67.7% (2497)
 Formerly married 15.2% (560)
 Never married 17.1% (630)
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