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South African Jews and Apartheid: Self-preservation at the Cost ofMoral Righteousness

South Africa’s Jews resemble other New World Jew-
ish communities, but are unique because of apartheid.
They were part of the privileged white class in a system
of racial discrimination in which every detail of the lives
of the black majority was dominated by a white minority.
At the heart of this contemporary historic investigation
by Gideon Shimoni, distinguished historian and head of
Jerusalem University’s Institute of Contemporary Jewry,
is a moral dilemma. How were the Jews of South Africa–
the only white religious minority in the country–to re-
spond to the racist system of apartheid instituted in 1948
by a newly elected government, whose members, until
that time, had been avowedly anti-Semitic and even pro-
Nazi? What historic factors influenced the response of
the community’s leadership and what were the historic
outcomes of that response? The record of South African
whites in general is a stain on humankind’s moral con-
science, but what of South Africa’s Jews? Do Judaism’s
moral demands and the Jews’ own particular experience
of oppression place them in a special category? Did the
South African Jewish community act with or without a
conscience? These are the primary questions that un-
derlie Shimoni’s study, which, in the light of the racist
victimization Jews had recently suffered in Europe, am-
ply demonstrates the particular poignancy of the South
African Jewish experience.

The book focuses mainly on the way the South
African Jewish Board of Deputies, whose task is to pro-
tect the community’s civil and religious rights, to counter
anti-Semitism, and to act as the Jewish community’s

spokesbody on all issues of importance, responded to
apartheid during the period 1948-1994. It was during
this time that this iniquitous system of social engineer-
ing was established, rose to its heyday, and then began
to crumble, ultimately to give way to a nonracial democ-
racy through negotiations. Unlike early South African
Jewish histories, like The Jews in South Africa: A History
by Gustav Saron and Louis Hotz (1955), which were bent
on stressing the positive contribution of Jews to society,
this book is part of a more critical South African Jew-
ish historiography that has been emerging over the last
few decades.[1] Its main strength is its consistently rigor-
ous historical approach, in that it painstakingly examines
Jewish reactions against the backdrop of each set of cir-
cumstances under which groups or individuals operated,
giving due weight to the factors, both internal and exter-
nal, that shaped their decisions and actions. It is minutely
researched with copious footnotes.

The historic record suggests that the Jewish commu-
nal response to apartheid, represented by the board, was
very timid. Only in 1985, at its 33rd National Congress,
did the board explicitly use the word “apartheid” and
openly condemn it, by which time the Nationalist gov-
ernment itself was considering secret talks with the
African National Congress. Individual Jews, however,
were at the forefront of the struggle, Jewish radicals
being disproportionately prominent among white anti-
apartheid activists. It is this paradox that Shimoni’s book
seeks to explain, observing simultaneously that themain-
stream of South African Jewry gravitated toward the cen-

1

http://www.h-net.org/reviews/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1584653299


H-Net Reviews

tre of the political spectrum. Shimoni also considers a
wide spectrum of other actors in the Jewish community.
Among these are the rabbinate, the mainstream commu-
nity, the business community, the Zionist leaders, the
students, the Zionist youth movements and, as the Na-
tionalist government began to “refine” apartheid, ridding
it of some of its more crass racism, groups like Jews for
Social Justice.

Retrospective judgment of the board’s actions is of-
ten too facile. One cannot second-guess history. No
one could anticipate how theNationalist government and
its supporters may have reacted had Jews openly con-
demned apartheid. It certainly did not hesitate periodi-
cally to threaten and embarrass the community, such as
when Israel condemned apartheid, and it made frequent
scathing remarks about the high profile of Jewish radicals
in the anti-apartheid struggle.

A Jewish presence in South Africa long preceded
the institution of apartheid and the rudiments of the
country’s racial system prevailed long before the term
“apartheid” was used. But it is not possible to understand
Jewish thoughts and actions without some knowledge of
South African Jewry’s origins, character, and experience,
which Shimoni supplies in the earlier chapters of the
book, where he discusses the community’s relationship
with the governing powers, particularly the National
Party. This material is not new, as it appeared in his book,
Jews and Zionism (1980), and in a chapter specifically on
the South African Jews and the Apartheid Crisis in the
American Jewish Year Book, 1988.[2] What this book does
is to bring the role of the Jews and their leadership, in
both the apartheid and post-apartheid years, up to date.
It analyzes a great deal of post-apartheid material: Jew-
ish responses to the Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion, new Jewish community outreach initiatives such as
Tikkun, recent statements and actions of Jewish commu-
nity leaders and members of the mainstream community,
as well as appraisal of publications by and on the com-
munity. It is in the earlier chapters of the book, however,
that the moral dilemma that is so pivotal to the book re-
ceives its rationale.

The year 1948 was a watershed, particularly for South
African Jews. Only three years after the Holocaust and
the brutal elimination of one-third of the world’s Jews,
the National Party came to power in South Africa and, al-
most simultaneously, the State of Israel was born. South
African Jews had always been pro-Zionist, having inher-
ited from their Lithuanian forebears a deep love of and
attachment to Zion. As Shimoni, in the American Jewish

Year Book 1988 observed, in the “comparative perspec-
tive of the English-speaking countries, there is no more
distinctive feature of South African Jewry than its over-
whelmingly Zionist character” (p. 27). Thus, there was
considerable apprehension among Jews about the well-
being of the fledgling State of Israel, but there was also
deep concern about the racist policies of the new South
African government. It was, however, not possible for
the board to ignore the anti-Semitic record of the Na-
tional Party, which had spearheaded the discriminatory
anti-Semitic immigration legislation of the 1930s that had
barred Jews from entering the country when they most
needed refuge. This forced it into following a morally
ambiguous path.

As it happened, the National Party changed course
when it came to power. Immediately perceiving the need
to woo all sectors of the white community in the face
of what it saw as its mounting “race” problem, it en-
tered into rapprochement with the Jewish community,
suspending its anti-Semitic utterances and creating firm
links with the State of Israel. Prime Minister D. F. Malan
was the first statesman who, while in office, made an of-
ficial visit to Israel. Zionism, Shimoni observes, was rec-
ognized by the consensus of South Africa’s political elite,
whether in power or in opposition, as an integral mani-
festation of Jewish identity (p. 5).

Acutely aware that rapprochement could not be ef-
fected if it came out openly against the government’s
apartheid policies, the board found itself in a dilemma. It
could not easily bypass the ethical demands of Judaism,
so it formulated a policy of “communal non-involvement
in politics, except where Jewish interests were impli-
cated” (p. 17 and passim). The board would take no part
in the party-political struggle and issue no directives on
how to vote. Jews were to make their own political deci-
sions and act according to their individual convictions, a
policy that enjoyed broad consensus in the community,
though it did not go entirely unchallenged. All state-
ments and actions had, however, to be made with “a due
sense of responsibility” (p. 113 and passim). This func-
tioned as an effective restraint should anyone wish to be
openly adversarial, but it also introduced an unmanage-
able ambiguity for the community and marred the de-
fensibility of the board’s policy. The board argued that
there is no collective Jewish attitude to the political is-
sues which citizens of South Africa are called upon to
decide and, even if there was, it would be both undesir-
able and possibly dangerous to the interests and safety of
the community to attempt to formulate it.
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Where, however, do politics end and ethics begin?
The strategy of non-involvement in politics undoubtedly
impinged on the moral sphere concerning human rights
and dignity and, at every congress of the board, whether
to say something about those rights that transcended for-
mal party politics was hotly debated. As Arthur Suzman,
chairman of the board’s public relations committee, ar-
ticulated the problem in 1965, “though we may rightly be
expected to speak with one moral voice–to do so with-
out entering the political arena appears to be a well-nigh
insuperable task” (p. 33). The issue was made even more
complicated by the board’s cautious caveat that, while
every Jew has the right to his/her own political views
and actions, these had to be expressed in ways “of course
within the framework of the law.” This strategy, through
which the board delicately trod “its precarious path be-
tween non-embroilment in the political thicket … and the
impulses of moral conscience, had the effect of muzzling
the communal voice in the face of indefensible laws (p.
32).

Cognizant of the moral price of this policy, the board
relegated to the rabbinate the responsibility for provid-
ing guidance on the moral ethos of Judaism. It also relied
on its affiliate organization, the Union of Jewish Women,
to serve as its unofficial arm for practical social action
both within and beyond the Jewish community, a task
the Union achieved with great distinction. But the rab-
bis, too, though it was granted that they had a duty and
right to speak on ethical principles relating to the prob-
lems of the day, were asked to “deal with those important
matters in moderate and sober language and with a due
sense of public responsibility.” This acted as a brake on
them as well. Although most rabbis concurred with the
board’s view, several rabbis spoke out, few conveying the
ethical ambiguity as poignantly as the Chief Rabbi, Louis
I. Rabinowitz. At the height of apartheid repression, he
described the position of rabbi as “one of peculiar diffi-
culty, which is well-nigh intolerable” (p. 41). He later
criticized the caution the board had shown in “refusing
to declare a Jewish ethical attitude on the vexed problem
of race relations” (p. 41).

It is testimony to the difficulty of the board’s task at
that time and to Shimoni’s non-judgmental approach that
he says, “If ever there was a rabbinical personality pow-
erful enough to make an attempt to lead the Jewish com-
munity into such a battle it was Louis Rabinowitz. That
he did not do so is in itself evidence of the constraining
power of the Jewish sense of vulnerability in the heyday
period of apartheid” (p. 42). Lamenting that the strategy
of non-involvement in politics inevitably “meant the ab-

dication of any claim to give a lead in these matters”, Ra-
binowitz too was not prepared to risk the consequences
for the Jewish community (p. 42).

Given the South African Jewish community’s strong
attachment to Israel, the latter’s shifting attitudes to
apartheid–from condemnation during the sixties, to close
relations with the apartheid government in the eighties–
affected local Jewish responses. When in 1961, during the
second decade of apartheid rule, Israel entered the United
Nations anti-apartheid campaign joining some African
states in an attack on South African foreign minister, Eric
Louw, it was perceived as a “stab in the back.” Funds from
SouthAfrican Jews to Israel were stopped with the warn-
ing: “The Jews will thus have to choose where they stand
… with South Africa or with Israel. It can no longer be
with both” (p. 51). In 1967, the Six-Day-War resulted
in a wave of sympathy for Israel sweeping across white
South Africa, but there were accompanying hostile ac-
tions from the Arab bloc and the United Nations, and,
by 1974, there was an almost total severance of relations
between Africa’s nations and Israel. This wholesale de-
sertion “virtually drove Israel into the [by then] all-too-
willing arms of South Africa” (p. 156).

From the late 1970s, the unattainable, nonviable, and
immoral nature of apartheid was becoming apparent. By
the late 80s, with rioting and dissension from within the
country, and international condemnation and sanctions
from without, it was obvious to most, including the gov-
ernment, that apartheid was moribund. As this ideologi-
cal shift developed, the boundary of moral criticism per-
mitted by the white consensus was extended, culminat-
ing in the board’s open condemnation of apartheid in
1985. This ideological shift is the key to understanding
the increasingly emboldened political stance of the board.
The turning point came in 1976 when the chairman of
the board was able, for the first time, to imply publicly
criticism of apartheid. In the presence of the National-
ist Prime Minister, B. J. Vorster, he stated, “Attitudes and
practices, the heritage of the past, bearing upon the re-
lations between our various racial groups are no longer
acceptable … we must move away … from discrimina-
tion based on race or colour, and … must accord to every
man and woman respect and human dignity and the op-
portunity to develop to their fullest potential” (p. 136).[3]
Rather lame-sounding now, this was a watershed.

The book is largely chronological in its approach, the
one break being an interesting discursus on Jewish radi-
cals (pp. 73-93). Basing his argument on interesting bio-
graphical material, which makes the various individuals

3



H-Net Reviews

come alive, Shimoni explores the possible reasons for the
large number of Jews among white activists. He makes
a distinction between Jewish liberals–those whites who
sought to conduct their opposition within the parameters
deemed legal by the regnant white policy, and radicals–
those who moved beyond those parameters. A main
cause of Jewish radicalism, he concludes, is marginal-
ity, or outsider status, in relation to the established elites
and interests of white society, compounded by alienation
from the normative life of the community. This was usu-
ally conflated with some degree of ideological radicalism
imbibed either from the family or the social environment.
Exposure to Zionism, he suggests, is another causative
factor, but he finds no real evidence to bear out the the-
ory that “Judaic values” were a decisive motivation. De-
riving his explanationmore from sociology than religious
dynamics, Shimoni observes an inverse relationship be-
tween Jewish observance and political activism. What-
ever the case, Jews were seen as prominent in moves to
subvert the state.

No book on the behavior of the Jews in apartheid
South Africa can escape controversy. So fraught a sub-
ject is bound to evoke either apologia or moral indig-
nation. But Shimoni resists making moral judgements.
The historian’s task is neither to excuse nor indict, but to
present as objective, balanced, comprehensive, and em-
pirically documented an account as possible. This is a
task that Shimoni has achieved admirably, though there
is unlikely to be consensus even on the nature or extent of
evidence he has summoned to make his case. The board’s
actions will always be variously interpreted from indi-
vidual perspectives, as either “admirable discretion” or
“reprehensible timorousness” (to use Chief Rabbi Rabi-
nowitz’s 1961 words cited on page 40). Crucial in under-
standing the fears and concerns of South African Jews is
the realization that, prior to the victory of the National
Party, anti-Semitism “was a central point of consensus”

in Afrikaner nationalism. It was “the very linchpin of ac-
cord” between the adversaries in the Afrikaner ideolog-
ical conflict. The community thus felt itself well advised
to heed Dr. Malan’s warning, delivered at the December
1940 Transvaal Party Congress, that the Jews had best
not forget “they were guests in South Africa” (p. 14).

The board may be judged to have failed in the anti-
apartheid struggle, but changing South Africa was not
its mandate. It was elected to protect the South African
Jewish community, a responsibility it did not betray,
notwithstanding the fact that its historical stance is often
frowned upon in South Africa’s new democracy. “On the
whole,” Shimoni concludes, “the community’s leaders,
lay and religious, acted consciously but with deep pangs
of conscience, although whether this at all qualifies as a
morally redeeming factor will no doubt remain a point of
contention” (p. 276). There is nothing in this record, he
suggests, “deserving of moral pride,” but “neither does
it warrant utter self-reproach. From a coldly objective
historical perspective, this was characteristic minority
group behavior–a phenomenon of self-preservation, per-
formed at the cost of moral righteousness” (p. 276).

Notes
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