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Demographics of the Jews of Italy, 2020 
 
     “It’s complicated.”  That comment kept being repeated during all the interviews with Italian 
Jewish leaders in the fall of 2018.  How complicated could a question of the demographics of the 
Jews of Italy in 2018 be?  You have numbers of people, schools, synagogues, and organizations.  
“It’s complicated.” 
     The official count as published by leading demographer Prof. Sergio Della Pergola is 27,400.  
But that depends on what you are using as your source, as well as how you define “Jewish.”  The 
most reliable source is the Jewish community’s register, but even this has problems since there 
are Jews who opt out of being included in this register.  Two examples of those choosing not to 
be included are peripheral Jews and Chabad Hasidim, the latter because they don’t want to pay 
the community tax. 
     Community membership has dropped from about 26,700 in 1995 to about 23,350 in 2017.  
There are only two sizeable Jewish presences, such as in Rome (about 13,000) and Milan (about 
6,000).  Of the 21 officially recognized Jewish communities, seven have fewer than 100 Jews 
(Casale Monferrato, Ferrara, Mantua, Merano, Modena, Parma, and Vercelli), and six have 
between 100 to 200 Jews (Ancona, Bologna, Naples, Padua, Pisa, Verona).  That leaves six with 
between 200 and 1,000 Jews (Florence, Genoa, Livorno, Turin, Trieste, and Venice).  In addition, 
the figures show that the smaller the community, the higher the percentage of people over the 
age of 50. 
     As for the numbers of Jews who are not official members of the community, the specialists in 
the field, as well as the people interviewed give a round number of between 3,000 to 4,000 people. 
     Rabbi Alfonso Arbib, chief rabbi of Milan, describes the Jews of his city as being ethnically 
organized.  In other words, there are Italian Jews, Italian Sephardic Jews, Jews from Iran—
specifically from Meshed, from Lebanon, from Egypt, and from Turkey.  And there is the 
omnipresent Chabad group, with its own setup and agenda.  The best organized are the Meshed 
Jews who have their own synagogue, Talmud Torah, and rabbi.  The Lebanese group, although 
numerically smaller, are also very well organized, with their own synagogue, Talmud Torah and 
Kolel.  But the main Jewish school is run by the Italian Jewish community, and to send their 
children there, the parents must be official members of the community. 
     Rabbi Arbib claims that the other Middle Eastern Jewish groups, such as the Egyptians and 
the Turks, are not organized and are rapidly intermarrying.  Chabad has its own setup and sends 
its rabbis to sometimes take over Middle Eastern and Sephardic rabbinical positions, as there is a 
lack of rabbis in Italy.  He attributes this in part to the length of time it takes to get ordination 
from the Italian rabbinical college in Rome.  Some of the rabbis are ordained in Israel; Chabad 
rabbis are ordained in the United States. 
     As for a Jewish education, most parents in Milan send their children to Jewish elementary 
schools; fewer send them to the Jewish high school.  The main school on Sally Mayer Street has 
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seen their numbers drop from 1,000 to about 550.  This school, from nursery through high 
school, has a general curriculum plus a strong Hebrew and traditional Italian-Jewish studies 
curriculum focusing on instilling a strong Jewish identity.  It is non-denominational and 
pluralist, accepting students from all sorts of backgrounds.  It has extra-curricular activities as 
well, including sports, and cultural evenings set up in collaboration with the Chief Rabbi and the 
Italian Department of Culture. 
     The third largest community is in Florence, with an official Jewish population of almost 900.  
Interestingly, the ages of this small community run from infancy to old age, which is a positive 
element.  There is no full-time Jewish school, so the children attend public schools and get their 
Jewish education in afternoon or Sunday Talmud Torahs. The teachers are local, with an 
occasional Israeli teacher. 
     A very active couple in the community participates in visiting the old and the sick, as well as 
sitting on community committees that deal with outreach and interfaith programs.  Their 
families have lived in Italy for many generations, but they are open in their pessimistic view that 
there is no future for such a small Jewish group.  While they point to the positive actions of the 
Italian rabbis converting people to Judaism, they then say that there is little follow-up, to 
socialize with such individuals and make them feel welcome. 
     The rabbi of the central synagogue actually lives in Rome and commutes to Florence, 
therefore even though he is liked, he will probably not remain in the position.  His choice is 
personal: he has young children and wants them to attend the Jewish day school in Rome. 
     The main center of Jewish life in Italy is the capital, Rome, with about 13,000 Jews in the 
official registry of the community.  There are 19 official synagogues, excluding Chabad which 
seems to function between the cracks.  Of these, not all synagogues are open all the time.  Most 
follow Italian rite, some Sephardic, some Libyan, and a couple follow Ashkenazi custom. 
     The main Jewish school in Rome is located in the old ghetto.  It consists of an elementary 
school, a middle school, and a high school.  The students come from all over the city and many 
have to be bused in.  As in all European cities, security is a prime concern, and there are guards 
on the buses as well as in front of the schools, synagogues, and buildings housing Jewish 
organizations.  The high school is expensive and not top ranked anymore, therefore there is a 
drop in numbers from middle school to high school.  There are also Talmud Torah schools, and 
a couple of private nursery schools. 
     Rome has the main rabbinical school of Italy, recognized by the state.  Two smaller ones exist 
in Turin and Milan.  There are very few students, as the length of time to get ordination can be 
ten years.  Therefore, as in Milan, many of the rabbis are ordained in Israel.  On a side note, 
almost all rabbis, especially chief rabbis, have higher level secular degrees as well as ordination.  
The Chief Rabbi of Italy, De Segni, is also a medical doctor. 
     What is not counted as part of the official community is non-Orthodox synagogues.  The 
Italian Intesa law of 1989, reinstating the nineteenth century laws, only recognizes Orthodox 
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establishments.  Some Reform and liberal synagogues exist, but they are peripheral to the 
mainstream organization.  Their members probably number in the hundreds. 
     The issue of Orthodox establishments only brings up the touchy topic of conversions. “It’s 
complicated” is an understatement.  In a country where the intermarriage rate is anywhere 
between 50% and 90%, depending on the city, one would think that the rabbinate would jump at 
the chance to convert people to Judaism.  Until the last decade or so, potential converts were 
sent to Israel with the excuse that if the Israeli rabbinate took care of this, there would be no 
problems anywhere in the world.  This has changed, but there is a power struggle involved. 
   The chief rabbi wants to have total control over conversions.  His claim is that they will not 
convert anyone who does not live in a Jewish community.  There are two Rabbinical courts in 
Italy—one in the north and one in Rome.  But recently some of the rabbis have broken away 
from this approach and are converting Conversos who live in the south, in Sicily, and especially 
in Sardinia. 
     The story in Cagliari, the capital of Sardinia, begins with the first Gaza War of 2008–2009.  
Mario Carboni, active in Sardinian politics, found “awful anti-Israel comments” online and in 
the local newspapers.  He counter-attacked them and ended up founding the Associazione 
Chenabura, Sardos por Israel.  En route to doing this, he connected with Jews on the island as 
well as “wannabe” Jews.  Gradually the idea grew of having a center for these people, and Mario 
Carboni found a place, turning a street level shop into a center and synagogue.  Israelis became 
interested in the group, and for the men who trace their roots to Conversos, or who have a more 
recent Jewish connection, some of the Italian rabbis are involved in their conversions.  
Conversos are those people whose ancestors were forcibly converted from Judaism to 
Christianity, and became secret Jews.  This forcible conversion in Sardinia dates back to 1492 
when the island was ruled by Spain, and when Spain ordered all its Jews to either convert to 
Christianity or be expelled.   In Sardinia, most Converso communities have family traditions 
connected to Judaism.   
     Through social media the Jews of Sardinia found each other, reaching out to those interested 
in becoming Jewish. The Israelis send representatives for a few days each month to teach the 
group Hebrew.  They meet every Sabbath, praying together, eating together, and studying 
together.  However, according to the rules of the central Communita in Rome, the group cannot 
be officially recognized until there are ten Jewish men.  Right now there are five, with two more 
studying to become Jews.  Optimistically they are certain to reach ten in a couple of years. 
     The final issue complicating matters is that of intermarriage.  The experts see that figure as 
anywhere between 60% (in the big cities) and 90% (in the small cities).  The Secretary General of 
the Communita, Gloria Arbib, stressed that there has to be an open discussion with the rabbis on 
many topics including that of intermarriage.  How can young people be reached?  In a world 
where religious identity is being replaced by ethnic and cultural identity, what can be done to 
encourage the younger generation to be actively involved? 
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     These questions are being posed to all Jewish communities around the world, including in 
Israel, which has its own special issues.  But for a small community such as Italy’s, this may be 
crucial for the future.  Europe is not a happy place for Jews right now, as fascism is raising its 
ugly head again.  The number of anti-Semitic incidents is on the rise, and many young Italian 
Jews are moving to Israel, where there is now an Italian-Jewish synagogue in Tel Aviv as well as 
in Jerusalem. (Three hundred fifty-three people made Aliya in 2015.) Also, young people leave 
to study in British and American universities and do not necessarily return home. 
     Italian Jews have the longest presence in the history of Europe and have overcome many 
obstacles along the way.  The hope is that the community—however it is defined—will continue 
in the future. 
 
    


