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Abstract

In post-apartheid South Africa, traditional religions, represented by indigenous African
religions, Christianity, Islam, and Hinduism, have not disappeared due to modernization.
Instead, they have exhibited complex adaptive development in interaction with dramatic
social changes, and demonstrated remarkable vitality and influence through adaptation
and innovation within the new social and legal environment. They not only provide
spiritual guidance at the level of faith but also play multi-dimensional roles in education,
poverty alleviation, economic development, ethical reconstruction, and policy advocacy.
Despite facing challenges such as secularization, political polarization, and resource
constraints, traditional religions, with their deep cultural roots, organizational
capabilities, and moral authority, continue to participate in shaping a more just,
inclusive, and culturally confident South African society. In this process, religion is both
reshaped by social change and actively reshapes society.

Keywords

South Africa; Traditional Religions; Post-Apartheid.

1. Introduction

In April 1994, South Africa held its first non-racial democratic elections, with the African
National Congress (ANC), led by Nelson Mandela, winning and marking the end of 46 years of
apartheid. In the post-apartheid era, South African society underwent profound political and
economic restructuring and a reconstruction of cultural identity. Against this backdrop,
traditional religions did not disappear due to the impact of modernization; instead, they
demonstrated remarkable resilience and adaptability, continuing to influence multiple
dimensions of national identity, social ethics, and public life. They are both guardians of cultural
traditions and active participants in social change, profoundly influencing the process and
direction of South Africa's democratization. This article aims to systematically examine the
development trajectory of traditional religions during this historical period and their diverse
social impacts, thereby revealing their unique position and function in the post-colonial context
of South Africa.

2. Characteristics of Traditional Religions in South Africa

2.1. The Indigenization of Christianity

Christianity has approximately 620 million followers in Africa, with South Africa accounting for
about 79.8% of the total. Whether during or after apartheid, religious belief has had a broad
and profound influence on South African society. A 1995 World Values Survey showed that a
staggering 81% of South African respondents considered themselves religious, confirming the
significant role of religion in the country's social life. Christianity's dominance in South Africa
is inextricably linked to its colonial history. Dutch and British colonists not only brought
political rule and economic systems but also established a white-centric church system. The
Dutch Reformed Church and the Anglican Church, among other denominations, played
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important roles in the apartheid regime, even providing theological justification for racial
policies. However, Christianity was not simply transplanted but underwent a complex process
of integration and conflict with local culture. [1]It wasn't until the 20th century, with
urbanization, widespread education, and the rise of the Black theological movement, that
Christianity truly penetrated the Black community and completed its Africanization process.

Another major change in the Christian demographic structure after the end of apartheid in 1994
was the rapid rise of Pentecostal Charismatic Christianity. The 1996 census data showed that
Pentecostal charismatic churches comprised 5.4% of the total population, with 2.2 million
members. As people shifted from large, established churches to smaller apostolic and
charismatic groups, Christianity became increasingly fragmented, and the vast majority of
these smaller churches likely belonged to the Pentecostal denomination.

2.2. The Survival of Indigenous Religions

Indigenous religious followers comprised 28.5% of all religious followers in South Africa,
forming a large community. Most of the "traditional” population living in South Africa arrived
from West and Central Africa around 1500 years ago. These religious systems do not rely on
written scriptures or fixed hierarchical systems, but are passed down through oral traditions,
mythological narratives, ancestor worship, and healing rituals. Many traditional South African
religious followers belong to Bantu-speaking groups, such as the Zulu and Xhosa, whose
religious practices are deeply rooted in community life and cultural identity. The "healing
dance" in Khoisan religion is not only a ritual but also a mechanism for social integration and
psychological support. [2]Dancers use collective singing, physical movements, and altered
states of consciousness to heal illnesses, resolve conflicts, and maintain social bonds. This ritual
is still widely practiced in many rural areas and some independent churches in Africa.[3]

Furthermore, ancestor worship, prevalent in traditional religions, strengthens continuity
between family and community, becoming an important mechanism for maintaining moral
order and social memory. In this system, elders typically assume religious functions, and
political leaders often possess spiritual authority, demonstrating a high degree of integration
between religion and daily life and power structures. Despite facing the dual impacts of
modernization and foreign religions, traditional religions have shown strong adaptability.
[4]They not only persist in rural areas but also reappear in new forms within urban immigrant
communities, becoming an important source of cultural identity and spiritual sustenance for
many South Africans.

3. Adaptation and Development of Traditional Religions in the Post-
Apartheid Era

3.1. Changes in the Belief Landscape

During the apartheid era, the African Independent Churches (AIC) were completely
marginalized, lacking any public influence. The dominant denomination in society was the
Afrikaans Church, guided by its unique Reformed Confession. This doctrinal ideology was
integrated into many aspects of South African culture through the Christian National Education
(CNE) policy, shaping South African school curricula, promoting conservative Christian
morality, and marginalizing other religions and worldviews.[5] By the time the Nationalist
Party seized power in 1948, a unique symbiotic relationship had already formed between the
Reformed Churches, whose official language was Afrikaans, and the Afrikaans. In 1952, Visser
Hooft, former Secretary General of the World Council of Churches, visited South Africa and
noted in his report: "Among the few nations in the world, one can find a case like the Afrikaans,
where such a close alliance and symbiotic relationship exists between the church and the
people." Following the democratic transition in 1994, the new South African constitution
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explicitly stipulated the principles of separation of church and state and religious freedom,
granting different faiths equal legal status for the first time. South Africa's major political
parties, in principle, agreed with secular doctrines and recognized the church as an important
player in the democratic process. Their role in this regard was similar to that of other civil
society movements. The 1993 interim constitution gave special consideration to human rights,
including religious freedom, and Article 15 of the 1996 South African constitution guaranteed
citizens' freedom of religious belief, while Article 31 recognized the right of religious
communities to self-regulation. [6]This shift in the legal environment provided a solid
foundation for religious pluralism. Since then, South Africa has maintained constitutional
protection for different faiths and religious beliefs. Subsequently, South Africa's religious
landscape rapidly became more open and pluralisticc On the one hand, traditional
denominations such as Catholicism, Anglicanism, and Islam actively adjusted their roles and
participated in the national reconciliation process. On the other hand, new religious movements
and independent churches also expanded rapidly, particularly in impoverished urban areas and
among young people.

3.2. Development of Theological Thought

The political and social changes in South Africa in 1994 brought about dramatic changes in
religious studies, ushering in a new institutional framework for theological and social science
research. Religious communities reflected on and reconstructed their theories, developing new
theological thought dedicated to reconciliation, justice, and development. In 1975, the
University of South Africa established the Institute for Theological and Religious (ITR), now the
Research Institute for Theology and Religion (RITR).[7] The establishment and development of
this institution have always been closely intertwined with South Africa's unique socio-political
context. In this country, theology is not only about the study of faith and doctrine, but has also
become an important force in the anti-apartheid struggle and the subsequent process of
national reconciliation and development. In the post-apartheid era, South African Black
theology, rooted in the life experiences of the impoverished, profoundly influenced the
development of religious and theological studies in South Africa.

Over the past fifty years, the RITR has made pioneering contributions in New Testament studies,
African theology, universalism, religious ethics, and religious philosophy. By advocating
interdisciplinary and critical methods of religious studies, the institute has had a lasting impact
on South African academia and the wider social sphere. Particularly in the 1980s and 1990s,
the RITR became a crucial platform for liberation theology. This theological school dedicated
itself to reinterpreting Christian doctrine from the perspective of the struggle for socio-
economic justice, directly responding to the realities of South African Black people under
apartheid. Liberation theology became an important intellectual resource for resisting
apartheid. It emphasized God's preference for the oppressed and called on the church to engage
in social justice movements. For example, the renowned theologian Albert Nolan's proposition
that "Jesus' options prioritize the poor" greatly influenced the public stance of the South African
church. The emphasis on "prioritizing the poor" and the church's responsibility in promoting
social justice, as stressed by liberation theology, resonated strongly with the political and social
realities of South Africa at the time. [8]Entering the post-apartheid era, RITR continued to
promote universalism, particularly focusing on the role of the church in promoting
reconciliation and nation-building. Simultaneously, its research scope expanded to the field of
interreligious dialogue, demonstrating a profound understanding of building interreligious
relations within the context of South Africa's multicultural democracy.

3.3. Modernization of Organizational Forms

South African religious organizations have also demonstrated strong institutional innovation
capabilities in the new era. Many churches and religious groups have fully utilized the
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constitutional guarantees of freedom of association and freedom of expression to expand their
social service and communication networks. For example, the Christian Revival Church (CRC),
founded in Bloemfontein, South Africa in 1994, not only emphasizes the experience of in-person
worship but also actively embraces digital technology, adopting a hybrid model of simultaneous
in-person gatherings and online live streaming. People can watch sermons weekly on the
Canadian Television Network (CTV), Trinity Broadcasting Network (TBN), and Rhema TV.
[9]The CRC's new auditorium in Johannesburg, with a capacity of 5,500, is equipped with a
professional audiovisual production system, allowing people to gather and watch online
sermons. CRC also produces its own independent music label, CRC Music. Music plays a central
role in Christian worship, and integrating the music label with religious dissemination channels
not only effectively expands the reach of religious ideas but also rapidly builds cultural identity
within the religion.

Meanwhile, South African religious organizations collaborate with the South African Ministry
of Health to promote HIV/AIDS prevention. In 2020, the Christian HIV/AIDS Prevention
Network established 200 "AIDS Care Centers" nationwide, providing psychological counseling
and medication reminders to those infected. It also promotes prevention knowledge through
religious venues, reaching 3 million people by 2022 and helping to reduce the new HIV infection
rate.

4. The Social Impact of Religion in South Africa

4.1. Impact on Public Policy

As an important social force, religion has played a positive role in the formulation of South
African public policy. Between 1996 and 2003, South African society engaged in extensive and
intense public debate regarding the status of religion in public education. This debate
culminated in a significant achievement in 2003-the "African Religious and Educational Policy"
was formally promulgated within the framework of the South African Schools Act (Act 27 of
1996). This policy was not an isolated administrative decision, but rather the result of long-
term consultation and cooperation among multiple religious groups, including the National
Religious Leaders Forum. In the area of social welfare policy, religious groups have pushed the
government to improve the social security system: In 2010, the South African Council of
Churches (SACC), in conjunction with Islamic and Hindu groups, launched the "Universal Basic
Income" initiative, lobbying the government to provide basic living security for the poor. [10]In
2017, the South African government launched the "Social Assistance Scheme,” providing
monthly assistance to the elderly over 60, the disabled, and impoverished children. Data
provided by religious groups, including the number of people living in slums and the degree of
poverty, provided crucial information for policy formulation.

The role of religion in the South African political landscape has historically been complex.
Religious leaders played a key role in the anti-apartheid struggle, earning widespread moral
prestige. However, in the post-apartheid era, some religious groups began to align themselves
with specific political factions, a shift that sometimes weakened their moral authority. When
religious institutions become overly involved in the political agenda, it can not only erode
secular governance principles but also divert society's attention from pressing socioeconomic
issues such as inequality, unemployment, and corruption. The moral authority of religious
groups makes them important oversight agents of public policy. In 2018, the Gupta corruption
scandal erupted within South Africa's ruling ANC, prompting the South African Religious
Council to issue a statement condemning corruption and organize a nationwide moral march
demanding a thorough government investigation. However, excessive entanglement of religion
and politics can also weaken their oversight function, with some religious leaders remaining
silent or even defending the ruling party's policies in order to secure government resources. In
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2022, the South African government cut education budgets, impacting school operations in
impoverished areas, and the African Christian Democratic Party (ACDP), closely affiliated with
the ANC, did not object, sparking public criticism that this action compromised the moral
independence of religion.

4.2. Economic Development and Poverty Reduction

In recent years, South Africa's poverty rate has continued to rise. Faced with this somewhat
pessimistic social reality, religion has demonstrated its positive role as a "beacon of hope."
Religious groups in South Africa have consciously undertaken the mission of poverty reduction,
actively filling the gaps in government social welfare provision, and have become an
indispensable force in the grassroots social protection system. In Islam, Zakat is not only a core
religious practice but also a strategic poverty alleviation mechanism aimed at systematically
assisting the poor, the distressed, and the destitute. As one of the five pillars of Islam, Zakat is a
legal obligation that Muslims must fulfill annually, and its funds are specifically used to alleviate
poverty and support various charitable causes. Similarly, Hindu groups in South Africa are also
actively involved in community poverty alleviation work. Their doctrine of "selfless action”
(nishkama karma), derived from the Bhagavad Gita, advocates that believers act selflessly,
dedicating themselves to improving social conditions, enhancing public welfare, and alleviating
poverty.

Religious organizations in many parts of South Africa have built stable community production
networks. The Anglican Agriculture Project in South Africa's Eastern Cape province provides
farmers with seeds and technical training, helping over 1,000 families achieve food self-
sufficiency. In Cape Town, the Bright Bakery employs impoverished women to make bread,
supplying local supermarkets; in 2023, it achieved a profit of 1 million rand and provided stable
income for 20 women. Furthermore, religious activities indirectly drive positive economic
effects. By advocating ethical values and promoting business integrity, they enhance mutual
trust through community networks, effectively reducing transaction costs and creating a more
favorable environment for micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises and local economic
development. Christian churches generally establish charitable departments.

Social enterprises, such as food banks, secondhand shops, and community cooperatives, are
examples of this. Furthermore, grassroots organizations like African Independent Churches
(AICs) often leverage community trust networks to launch savings groups or small
entrepreneurial projects, enhancing the resilience of the grassroots economy.

4.3. The Role of Cultural Shaping

Perhaps the most profound contribution of religion in South Africa lies in its shaping of social
values and cultural identity. Especially in a newly democratic country experiencing severe
historical trauma and a coexistence of diverse cultures, religion provides crucial moral
resources and cultural continuity. Religious communities are among the most influential social
structures and organizations in South Africa. Based on South Africa's deep community ties, their
culture profoundly integrates religious beliefs into daily life and generally places collective
values above individualism. In many South African communities, religious institutions form the
core of social life, serving as the focal point for social cohesion and moral decision-making.

Ubuntu philosophy resonates strongly with the interdependence and shared responsibility
emphasized in South African religious doctrines. This philosophy advocates a governance style
rooted in collective solidarity and community well-being, rather than individualistic or self-
interest-first values. Within the framework of Africa-centrism, the emphasis on collectivism
further strengthens the sense of solidarity and social responsibility among members of society.
Incorporating such collectivist principles into the governance system helps ensure that the
interests of the people are always prioritized in public policy decision-making, promoting a
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more inclusive and responsive political mechanism. South African religious communities, by
promoting traditional values such as Ubuntu, continue to influence governance ethics and social
practices from the grassroots to the national level.

5. Conclusion

In post-apartheid South Africa, religion has not retreated to the margins of the private sphere;
rather, it has demonstrated remarkable vitality and influence through adaptation and
innovation within the new social and legal environment. They not only provide spiritual
guidance at the level of faith but also play multi-dimensional roles in education, poverty
alleviation, economic development, ethical reconstruction, and policy advocacy. Despite facing
challenges such as secularization, political polarization, and resource constraints, traditional
religions, with their deep cultural roots, organizational capabilities, and moral authority,
continue to participate in shaping a more just, inclusive, and culturally confident South African
society. In this process, religion is both reshaped by social change and actively reshapes society
itself.
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