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In this essay, Jona  than D. Jansen and Samantha Kriger make visi  ble the inner lives 
of the first Black prin ci pals in white-major ity schools in South Africa. Through in-
depth, on-site, nar ra tive inter views with thir teen prin ci pals, and using the lens of 
interi  or ity, they report on the anx i eties, inse cu rity, and uncertainties expe ri enced by 
these pio neers in the after math of apart heid, as well as their aspi ra tions, com mit-
ments, and determination to transform predominately white institutions. Respon-
dents spoke openly and can didly about their vul ner a bil ity as Black lead ers in white 
schools, discussing the toll of school-based rac ism and resent ment on their emo tional 
lives, explaining the struggle between advanc ing and yet hold ing back c hange to 
avoid alienat  ing white parents and teach  ers, and reveal ing how the racialized con-
texts in which they work awak ened a reassessment of their own iden ti ties and of those 
they lead.

      

Keywords: interiority, school principals, predominantly white institutions, trauma,
transformation leadership

          
   

The stories we present make vis  i ble the inner lives, or interiority, of the Firsts—
in this case, the first Black princi pals to lead pre dom  i nantly white schools in 
the wake of apartheid. In the pro  cess, the principals’ stories reveal an undoc-
u mented moment in the drama of South Africa’s transi tion to democ racy:  
the human costs of school leader  ship inside a racially divided countr y in the 
throes of social change. At the same time, the indi vid ual nar ra tives lay bare the 
enduring effects of race and resent  ment in the lives and lead er ship of these 
first Black principals.
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Interiority refers to the inner lives of the Black prin cipals as pio  neers in the 
deracialization of South African schools—their aspi ra  tions and insecurities, 
commitments and anxieties, determination and uncertainty—as they stepped
into strange and unfamil iar lead er ship posi tions. The exter nal lives of these  
prin ci pals are very much evident in their daily words and actions. “W e are 
being watched, observed, looked at all the time,” said sev eral of these school  
leaders. Y et little is known about the often-unspo ken hurts and humil i a tions or  
the hopes and healings of Black princi  pals in white-majority schools. 1

        

Telling and hearing  these stories in the princi pals’ own  words is important.  
Storytelling cre ates connec tions and is a pow  er ful means for these lead ers to 
teach and inspire oth ers. We approached the sto rytell  ing as mem bers of the 
Firsts. Samantha Kriger was the first Black teacher in a white sub urban school,  
and she expe rienced many of the same emo  tions the prin cipals in this study  
expressed. Similarly, Jon a than D. Jansen (2009) was the first Black dean at 
an urban white univer sity and the first Black vice chan cel lor of a largely rural  
white uni ver sity. While the mem ory of our own inte rior lives as tran si tional 
leaders enabled us to craft appro pri ate inter  view questions and to under stand  
the struggles of  the Firsts, we tried to bracket our own experi ences  so that the 
words of the respondents enjoy prom i nence in the tell ing of their stories. 

We approach the stor y telling with a focus on inte ri  or ity, documenting the 
ways these princi pals responded to racially demand ing sit u  a tions in their 
schools. We explore how they reasoned with them selves, what inter nal adjust -
ments they made in their encoun ters with whiteness, and how their racialized  
context s shaped their educa tion al decisio ns. In short, we are curious  about 
what happens inside the social, emo tional, psy cho log i cal, and polit i cal lives of  
Black princi pals in the course of lead ing  white-majority  schools and their set-
tled inhabitants.

Schools in South Africa

At the dawn of South Africa’s tran si tion from apart heid to democ racy in 1994, 
the coun try had four racially seg re gated edu ca tion depart ments—one each for 
whites, Indians, Coloreds  (“mixed race”), and Africans—which  in the case of Afri-
cans was further divided eth ni cally into ten rural Ban  tustan (home land) depart -
ments and one department for  those living in  the urban areas.2 Whites constituted
a small minority in South Afri can soci ety , just 13 percent of 41.5 mil lion i n 1995 
(CSS, 1996). White schools with a mere 3,436 prin ci pals served 932,181 stu-
dents. In the urban African schools alone, there were 7,800 prin ci pals at the  
same time leading  more than 2.2 million  stu dents, with another 3,000 African  
prin ci pals respon si ble for more than 3.26 mil lion stu dents in just one of the 
larger rural Bantu stans (KwaZulu Natal) (Lindsay & Zath, 1994). 3

    

In general, each school under the four seg  regated depart ments had prin  ci-
pals, teachers, and stu dents from their offi cially des ig nated racial group (e.g.,  
white teachers taught white stu dents in schools under the lead er ship of white  
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princi pals). However , the end of apart heid meant that legally no stu dent could 
be denied admission to any school and that all  teach ers could apply for adver -
tised positions at  the educa tional  institu tion  of their choice. Similarly, princi -
pals could compete for lead er ship jobs at any South Afri can school. 

In South Africa, each local school’s School Governing Body (SGB), which 
includes parents, select teachers, and principals, advertises vacant posi tions, 
inter views a short list of can didates, and then sub  mits the names of pre ferred 
candidates to the government’s provincial department of education, which
makes the final choice for appointment, though in most cases the school’ s first 
choice is respected. That is the for mal process. In real  ity, most white schools, 
heavily priv ileged  in terms of status  and resources, tend to enroll mainly white 
students and appoint mostly white teach ers and prin ci pals since school author -
ities  enjoy con sider able  autonomy  in deci sion-making  (Jansen & Kriger, 2020).

          

However, since the early days of democ racy white schools have been under 
polit i cal pres sure from pro gres sive Black and white par ents in their schools 
and their respec tive depart ments of edu ca tion to open access to Black stu-
dents and teach ers. Slowly some of the for mer white schools also started to 
appoint Black prin ci pals as “the Firsts” of their group, and it is this pio neer 
group whose stories of leader ship we pres ent in this essay .

The prin ci pals we spoke to were from the Western Cape of South Africa, in 
par tic u lar the more densely popu  lated area of metro  pol i tan Cape Town. This is 
the area where many of the most elite white schools of South Africa were estab-
lished over more than a cen tury ago, with tra di tions entrenched in racial exclu-
sion since colo nial occupa  tion (1650s on) through the years of formal  apartheid  
(1948–1994). In these Cape Town schools a small group of white princi  pals con-
tinued to be (re)cir cu lated through an elite sys tem of priv i leged schools until  
recently, when some of them opened their doors to the first Colored princi  pals.4

It was expected that com ing into these established white schools as the first 
Black prin cipals  would be a harrowing expe rience,  given the nation’s long  
his tory of racial exclu sion, cul tural prej u dice, and class elit ism (Jansen & 
Kriger, 2020). To work as a Black teacher alongside white col leagues would be  
diffi cult enough (le Roux, 2022); to lead white teach  ers and the chil dren of 
white parents in the wake of apart heid would be a com pletely dif fer ent chal -
lenge. But what actually hap pened to these pioneering Black prin ci pals, and  
how did they account for their experi  ences? Until now, the early leader  ship 
experi ences of the Firsts were clouded in mys ter y.

Understanding Interiority

How do Black prin cipals think, feel, and account for their expe  riences inside  
white-majority schools? What wres tling hap pens within, and how do they make  
sense of these unfamil  iar, some times hos tile envi ron ments? We describe the 
complex,  conflicted,  and concealed inner lives of the princi pal  leaders  as their 
interiority. 
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Interiority is sel dom vis i ble; it is, rather, an inner dia logue with one self. 
In the stories that fol low, we find that Black prin cipals in white schools often  
keep their internal emo tions in check. Over time, as the first Black leader set -
tles into the school commu nity , it becomes easier to talk about those inner  
distresses with rela tive strang ers, such as research ers, and to “share stories and  
experi ences that [they] thought were stored away” (Carter , 2020).

Interiority also implies a constant wres tling with one’ s own histor y, identity , 
and position. Learning, teach ing, and lead ing in all -Black schools, the Firsts  
were seldom chal lenged in their inner lives with ques tions of their racial iden -
tity. But in their role as a Black prin cipal in white-major  ity schools, they find 
them selves questioning their own iden ti ties in rela tion to white col leagues, 
par ents, and stu dents. Who are they really? What accom mo da tions should 
they make in terms of their own values, cul ture, and pol i tics? And how do they  
make sense of whiteness and white iden tity in the con fron ta tions to their lead -
ership? As the stories will show , these are deeply unset tling questions that dis -
turb their innermost lives. 

It is through the lens of interi or ity , therefore, that we make vis i ble how these  
leaders grap ple with rac ism and resent ment fol low ing their appoint ment. How  
they make sense of white flight and the fury of white teachers, par ents, and  
gover nors within their schools. 5 How they account for racial humili a tion and  
self-doubt in their encounters with white ness and explain and defend their  
reasons for desir ing to lead in these fraught con texts. How these lead ers man -
age assimi la tion pres sures and dimin  ished expecta tions from the school com -
munity and plot and plan for the trans for ma tion of their schools. 6 This deep 
look into the interior lives of Black prin ci pals reveals extraor di nar y stories of 
race, emotio n, and transfor  matio nal leader shi p, starting with how they are 
received at the gates of their new institu tions. 

Principal Narratives: From Arrival to Allyship

The stories of these thirteen Black prin ci pals, six women and seven men, came  
out of in-depth con versa tions we had with them at their respec  tive schools. We 
began these conver sa tions by hav ing them sketch out their biog ra phies, then  
asking them to detail expe ri ences within their cur rent schools. W e probed how 
they navi gated the new space and finally asked what les sons they had learned  
as Black prin ci pals in white-major ity schools. We orga nize the stories around 
common expe ri ences of the Firsts, includ ing their recep tion, grap pling with  
self-doubt, and ultimately act ing authen ti cally and from their val ues. 

Facing Humiliation from the Start

A person can only take so much humiliation. (Neville)

When Neville arrived for his first day as prin ci pal of a small pri mary school, 
he was met at the gate by the chairper son of the SGB. “Y ou are not welcome  
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here,” said the for mer navy cap tain. As the first Black head of this white,  
seaside school, Neville was dev  as tated. He had been appointed by the regional 
govern  ment’s Department of  Educa  tion over the SGB’s preferred white  candi -
date. “I was not allowed to fulfill my duties for about three days,” he reported.  
Neville sat in his car outside the school until the Depart ment inter  vened. 
Unlike at other schools when a new head is appointed, Neville was not accom-
panied by the chair  per son of the SGB when he was intro duced to the par ents 
at a first meeting. “I walked in alone,” he said with sad  ness. It was a humil i a-
tion he would never forget. But some how he found the cour age to reas sure  
the whites in the room: “This is not my school; it is our school.”

It was not always direct insults, as Andrew, the new prin ci pal of a pri mary 
school, discov  ered. The slightest “mis take” would be pounced on, such as when 
he was haughtily told, “Y ou do not sign a certi fi cate with a blue pen”—which to  
Andrew “was so condescending, the way she implied ‘don’t you know?’”

For Soomaya, race, gender , and reli gion com bined to humil i ate her. “I was 
a Colored, Muslim woman and had about three res ig na tions  . . .  They were 
quite open about it,” she recalled. A poll conducted before her appoint ment 
asked the staff what they expected in terms of the new princi  pal at their coedu -
cational high school. The response was unequiv o  cal: “It must not be a Muslim  
and it must not be a female.” Once appointed, Soomaya had to determine how  
to deal with antici  pated hos til ity from staff. In a previ  ous dep uty prin ci pal ship 
at a white school, Soomaya had already felt the sting of being unwanted as a 
senior Black profes  sional: “I was not their cho sen can di date, so they tested me, 
my mental strength.” 

For Chris, the insults kept com ing, often unvar nished. He ini tially thought 
it was a joke when he was told that “this must be quite an achievement for a  
chap like you,” but he soon realized that his col league was “dead seri ous.” He  
was introduced to the staff as hav ing “a back ground in finance, so we will all  be  
okay.” “It hurt,” he said of this sug ges tion that the finances of the school would 
not collapse under the first Black prin  ci pal.

Roland thought he was paying his new white Afri kaans school a com -
pli ment when he told one of the depart ment heads, “Ma’am, this school 
is very clean.” Her response was devas  tat ing: “Ek hoop jy gaan dit sό hou”  
(I hope you will keep it that way). “I was totally, totally shocked,” he reported.  
Afri kaans schools pro vided teachin g in a home lan guage for white Afrik aans 
fami  lies. This was an attempt to maintain the white-major ity learner body in  
these schools, which is counter to inclusion in a coun tr y where 92 percent of  
the popu  la tion is Black (Jansen & Kriger, 2020).

Shannon came from the hardscrab ble work ing-class com mu nity of Bonte -
heuwel on the Cape Flats, where peo ple speak a less for mal Afri kaans and a 
flat, plain English. Though more qual i fied than most of the white teach ers, 
Shannon bore the brunt of the intertwined preju  dices of race and class. “They 
made fun of me, the way I speak,” she said. “They laughed at me and that was 
so painful. Y es, my English may not be so posh, but I’m a quali  fied teacher . . .  
It was an inter nal bat tle for me, a jour ney [emphasis added].” 
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When reaching out to white parents, Rookaya received racially tinged reac -
tions. Her former white high school had quickly turned Black after a series of  
very public con tro ver sies; white fam i lies had fled from the still-white neigh bor -
hood, leaving behind “the lit tle Black school,” as it was called. Rookaya, as a  
Black princi pal,  wanted to keep a diverse school, but the response was sharp. 
One parent told her , “I have R50,000 [US $2,900] . . . I’m not going to bring  
it to [your] school.”

The only thing worse than being questioned was to question,  as Anisha, the 
new Black princi pal of a pri mar y school, discov ered when she questioned the  
outgo ing white prin ci pal about the school’ s academic results. “The look on  
her face was, ‘Who the hell do you think you are?’ and I looked back and I’m 
thinking, ‘I’m going to wait for your answer .’ Finally, she gave it.” The emo-
tions of race and resentment on the part of whites fil tered through the expe -
riences of most of the Firsts, and it took its toll. 

Encountering Resentment and Resignations

You quickly become aware of the sinking ship nar ra tive. (Chris) 

It was not only Soomaya who witnessed the depar ture of white teach ers after 
her appointment. At Chris’ s school about half the staff left. Some of the white 
teachers  left for better  pay or promo tion,  others  because they simply  did not 
like the new direc tion of the school, and still oth ers because there was a Black 
prin ci pal. “Just be aware,” an out go ing white prin ci pal told the first Black 
head. “There are a num ber of peo ple asking for a tes  timo nial”—that is, a ref -
erence for another job. 

For some, there was a wait-and-see atti tude, as Basil found when he asked 
a white dep uty prin cipal whether she had met a fel  low First at her nearby 
prominent girls’ school. “No,” the deputy prin ci pal said. “I’m still sussing  
[checking] her out; I’ll see how things go. There’s no guaran tee  I’m sticking  
around.” The Black woman princi  pal, Berenice, was unsure whether anyone  
had left because of her appoint ment—“not that I know of,” she shared, but 
then quickly added, “I’m not naïve. There are prob ably those voices [talking  
about leaving], but I’m not eas ily offended.” 

Behind all these depar tures was a nar ra tive of loss. The Firsts recalled these  
kinds of state ments in slightly dif ferent var  ia tions across the thir  teen inter-
views: “The ship is sink ing.” “The stan dards will drop.” “Nothing has hap-
pened yet,” but the antici pa tion of loss was already a real ity in the minds of  
many, though cer tainly not all , of the white teach ers. Basil felt the sting per-
sonally  as an incoming  princi pal: “I  will never forget.  When I came to [the pri-
mary school], some body came in and they said that the school will prob a bly 
go to the dogs now because here comes the Colored boy.” Of course, the stan-
dards did not drop, and the school extended its aca demic repu ta tion, even as  
more Black learn ers were enrolled. By the time Basil left to lead another white 
school, some of the par ents were beg ging him to stay because he was “the best 
thing that happened to the school for a long time.” 
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Yet, for all the prin ci pals, at the time of appoint ment there was a clear mes -
sage that “we’re headed for a downward spi ral,” and this affected them emo -
tionally  as they sought ways of responding to the feeling  of impending doom. 
They felt that their “creden tials were being questioned,” and that regard less of  
quali fi ca tions or expe ri ence, or any evi dence to the con trar y, as Black princi -
pals they were expected to lead the school on a downward tra jec tor y.

Not all white  teachers left. Some remained because they  had no options in 
a tough labor mar ket for teach ers. Others stayed because they liked the new 
direc tion of the school under the new prin ci pal. And there were always pro-
gressive white teach ers who wel comed the first Black appoint ment at their  
school. Yet, in every school there was a resis tant group of teachers who either  
left immedi ately or stayed to test the inner for ti tude of a new prin ci pal. 

To a resistant core, the Firsts were seen to be enjoying access and priv i le ges  
properly reser ved for whites. When Roland asked a white teacher to accom-
pany him to deal with an irate white parent, her response was bit ter: “No, you  
wanted to apply for this post. Why must I help you?”

Chris, too, faced white resentment on arrival. He could not even get the  
keys to the school. “I was cold-shoul dered,” he remembered viv idly . There was 
no handover but a lot of resent  ment, not least from the white dep uty princi pal  
who lost out in the selection pro cess. Chris felt alone. 

Experiencing Self-Doubt

I was insecure, always wor r ying about what the white peo ple would say . (Basil)

The rejection and resis tance by white gov er nors, par ents, and teach ers gnawed  
away at the already shaky confi dence of the  Firsts. All but one of these Black 
prin ci pals arrived with “inner tur moil” from a life time of doubting whether 
they were good enough. The Firsts were remark ably cand id about the ways 
apartheid had built in them a sub jec tive sense of Black infe ri or ity to white peo -
ple and white insti tutions. “I was inse  cure, coming from Hanover Park,” said  
Ivan of his upbringing in a vio lent and unsta ble work ing-class com mu nity . Yet 
he went on to become one of the most sought-after prin cipals of Cape T own’s 
elite white schools.

We pressed the Firsts, asking, “Why so much self-doubt?” One par tic u -
larly revealing inter  view exposed the roots of the problem. Basil explained,  
“Because we come from a histor y where unfortu nately Black teach ers always  
had the stigma that we don’t work hard, we don’t have a work ethic, we’re 
lazy.” Then he recalled an expres sion that was defined in an apart heid-era 
Afrikaans dic tio nar y that had been used in schools: “So dronk soos ‘n Kleurl-
ing onderwyser”—as drunk as a Colored teacher. He said that that racist mem -
ory informed his personal drink ing hab its as a teacher and prin ci pal: “People  
laugh about it, but they can read it. So, I don’t touch alcohol from Mon day to  
Friday , because I don’t want to walk into a school and feel like there’s some-
thing for them to say like ‘Oh, typi cal!’” 
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This tension between the objec tive real ity of being com pe tent and the  
subj ecti ve feeli ng of lacking confi d ence ran througho ut the interv iews. The 
exception was one First who was phil o soph i  cal about the matter , saying, “It is  
human nature to ask, ‘Is it really that they’ve taken me because I’m capa ble 
or it is because of the color of my skin?’” The assess ment of that new princi -
pal’s appoint ment was clear: a very pub lic racial cri sis at that white-major ity 
school had forced the hand of the governing body; the next princi pal had to  
be Black.

Andrew had no illusions about his work ing-class roots and how they shaped  
his inter nal response to whiteness. As with the other prin ci  pals, the moment of 
rev e la tion came when he entered the staffroom: “Walking in gave me a fright, 
all  those white faces!” Similiarly, Roland expe ri enced “Black shock” when he saw

a sea of whiteness, all  looking at you and because of the way you were raised,  
white people were supe rior , white people are always right. When I came here,   
I had that sense also, but now you had to sink or swim; there’s nothing else you  
could do.

And there was the reality of white shock that  every Black leader encountered  
when first enter ing white spaces. Chris recalled, “How many times this has 
hap pened here. I introduce myself, and then that reac tion. Y ou can see the 
clocks turning, tr ying to pro cess the ques tion, ‘What am I deal ing with here?’”  
Others, in the moment of shock, said they became overfriendly, as Soomaya 
explained: “Overcompensating for them being white and me being Colored.”

A differ ent shock awaited Andrew—that he might have been appointed for  
much more mundane rea sons: 

I heard after ward that there was a thrust toward a sort of Colored, Black prin ci-
pal, since the intake had become darker and disci pline  had become a problem.  
The husband of one of the teach ers actu ally told me, “Hulle het mos gesoek vir  
‘n kleerling ou want daai man moet nou die dissipline kom reg maak” [They 
searched for a Colored chap because that man might come and fix the disci pline  
problems].

Andrew felt deflated. In his mind he had been hired to create a com pel -
ling vision for the school, to drive a change strat egy, to lead and inspire staff 
and students. “Now I felt almost lesser ,” he con fided. “Is this all ?” That led to 
another round of self-doubt.

It was, however , not only feelings of per sonal inad e quacy that the Firsts  
had to reckon with on arrival. The instant sense of class privi lege also had to  
be confronted. “We don’t have boardrooms where I come from,” obser ved  
Berenice. Chris noted that even as a teacher at a white school, he had already 
felt the sting of gener a tional ineq uity: 

I sat in the staffroom, and all my col leagues were talking about their hol i day in  
Italy or the United Kingdom, and one has a holi day  house, but we were the same 
age; up until that point I never understood what a finan cial leg acy was. 
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The per sonal wrestling  with the priv i le ges of race and class had never been so 
real for the Firsts. But there was a job to do, even as they grappled with their  
internal emo  tions and the chal leng ing pol i tics that confronted them.

Being Oneself amid Assimilation

I am actu ally a staunch Mus lim, but I don’t wear my scarf in this envi ron ment. 
(Soomaya)

Clear from our inter view data, white schools (and uni ver si ties) in South Africa 
hire leaders who “fit into” the reg  nant cul ture of the insti tu tion. Several of the 
princi  pals in the study said they were selected to lead a school because they 
had expe ri ence as teach ers in other white schools—“I was a safe bet.” Gopal, 
the first Indian princi pal of  a white school in the conser  vative north  ern sub-
urbs of Cape Town, had a sterling rep u  ta tion as a senior teacher in school 
manage  ment. Thus, he was expected to both stamp his author ity on the school 
as prin ci pal and apply what he had learned through his experi  ence. Soomaya 
also worked in pre dom i nantly white schools as a dep uty prin ci pal, and this, she 
believed, eased her into the lead er ship of another white school. Both of these 
Firsts had already, to some extent, assimi  lated into the cul tures of these schools 
and were expected to be less out of place than might other  wise be the case.

The pressure to assim  i late was also felt by those Firsts whose class and cul-
ture were not too differ ent from their new schools’. Berenice was ada mant:  
“I’m just who I am, I’m not going to assim i late to any body or what any body 
thinks the princi pal needs to be like.” She was, how ever , referring only to  
her style of lead er ship as com pared to that of the out go ing prin ci pal. For 
Soomaya, though, the decision to assim i  late or not was easily the hardest deci -
sion among the Firsts, because it went to the heart of her faith com mit ment. 
But not assimi  lat ing was an almost unbearable bur  den for this Black, Muslim  
woman leader, so she decided against wearing the scar f.

In the white Afri kaans schools, the fast track to assim i la tion for the Firsts 
was to speak the resi  dent language. The new prin ci  pals were acutely aware 
of this unspo ken rule of assim i la tion—praat Afrikaans (speak Afri kaans)! 
Andrew calcu lated that “unless you become a white per son you won’ t fit in,” 
and so he acted accord ingly: “I made it my busi ness to speak more Afri kaans.” 
Soomaya also discov  ered that being accepted into a circle of local prin ci  pals 
also required language  assimi  lation:  “They used to be a closed group, but  
I think my advantage is that I can speak Afri kaans ver y well, and when I speak 
Afrikaans to them it’ s more like I can commu  ni cate with them and then they 
sort of trust you.”



Shannon felt the pressure to assim i  late more than any other of the Firsts. 
Speaking with a flat township tone, she stood out in the white pri mar y school 
where she was first appointed teacher, later deputy prin  ci pal, and then acting  
princi  pal. “My accent was a prob lem, so I had to change the way I said things, 
but, for me, I was still Shannie.”
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For the Firsts, assim i la tion was always uni di rec tional. The new lead ers could 
not expect accommo  da tion of their language, cul ture, or reli gion in the   
white school and its com mu nity. Being accepted into the school meant mak-
ing inner and outer adjust ments, or the task of lead ing became even more 
difficult.

Managing Emotions

Don’t go in and change every thing, because you’re going to have resis tance, 
unless that’s your intent. (Chris)

The Firsts learned quickly that as leaders who were closely watched, they  
needed to modu  late their internal emo  tions. Every reaction to prov o  ca tion 
had to be care fully mea sured, every insult absorbed. This was dif fi cult for 
Chris when he was openly demeaned by a white parent dur  ing an open forum 
event. Chris knew that any reaction would be labeled an over  re ac tion in this 
heavily white commu  nity, and so he made some internal  adjustments—“Y ou’re 
supposed to keep quiet even as things get tense.” 

Yet, the Firsts’ decisions to be care ful, quiet, and mea sured meant that the  
change strategy for their new schools would invari  ably be grad ual, mod er ated 
by the spo ken fear of the loss of “every thing.” Especially in the early years of 
appoint ment, all  the princi  pals made a conscious deci sion not to rock the  
boat too much and to keep as many people as pos si  ble on their side. “I want 
to drive my objec tives,” said Berenice, “but I need to be care ful.” Their default 
response was one of reassur  ance: standards would not drop, staff would be  
appointed on merit, nobody would lose their jobs. Whatever change was 
planned would be pursued lightly .

Accordingly, all  the Firsts engaged in con sul ta tive pro cesses with every one 
inside and outside of the school. “Process is your friend,” said one, describ  ing 
how they had adopted open-door poli  cies, conducted sur veys, and sched uled 
one-on-one staff meet ings. Another prin cipal  spoke of “nav i gat ing con ver sa-
tions that are not con fronta  tional.” This approach—which allowed the new 
leader to probe how the organi  za tion worked, identify allies, build rela tion -
ships, refine strat egy—was new in most of the schools, and it was gen er ally wel-
comed as “a breath of fresh air.”

Most impor tantly, con sul ta tions allowed the prin ci pals to build their inner 
confi  dence to lead. They could now take on the really diffi  cult trans for ma tion 
impera  tives, such as changing the names of buildings or houses to make them 
more inclusive. Taking the con sul ta tive route, it was pos si ble for the Firsts, with 
careful  steering of the change pro cess, to build a new identity  for the school—
despite being told, “You’re messing with the histor y of the school.”

One of the most com mon change imper a tives was deal ing with par ents 
who refused to have their children taught by a non white teacher or even 
seated next to a nonwhite child. Said Basil, “I shud der ever y year when the 
kids come to meet their new teacher. Then the emails come. ‘I’m not happy 
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about my child going into this teacher’s class.’ Not because she’s not compe -
tent but because she’s Colored and the other teacher is white.” White teach-
ers even channeled their own chil dren attend  ing the school to the classrooms  
of white col leagues. “You need to be very obser vant,” warned Chris, because 
“some teach ers plot for their child to only be in the blonde teacher’s class.” 
However, in time, the Firsts offered, the same white par ent-teach ers admit-
ted that “it was the best decision” to have their child in the class of a teacher   
of color.

The more settled  prin ci pals, those with experi  ence of the school and a 
track-record of manage ment, could act with con fi  dence. So, when a teacher 
bowed to a white par ent’s com plaint that she did not want her child sit ting 
next to a Colored child, Gopal drew a firm line: “If that hap pens again, I don’t 
want you in my school.” For Roland too, in time it became his school: “After 
five, six, or seven years I became comfort  able, and after a school function  
would say, ‘Nobody leaves here until every thing is cleaned up!’ I started to find 
my feet. Now I’m in control. Now I am fully in charge.” There is a direct link  
between how the princi  pals man aged their inter nal emo tions and the nature, 
pace, and timing of change lead  er ship.

Drawing on Values

These values shaped me, despite education under apartheid. (Basil)

Deep inside the conscious ness of the Firsts was a strong sense of the steer -
ing values that informed their lead er ship prac tices. For Basil, it was spir i  tual  
values—“my reli  gion formed my value sys tem.” As a Cath o lic, he believed that 
he brought to his leader  ship strong founda  tional val ues. That sense of his core 
commit ments framed his rela tion ships with stu dents, teach ers, and par ents.  
It also guided his approach to change—“I am here to work for you”—and his 
mes sag ing to the school com mu nity—“We are on this jour ney together.” His 
latest appoint ment was at an elite pri vate Cath o  lic girls school after years of 
ser vice in pub lic schools.

In contrast, Denise told us that her value set came from her long involve -
ment in pro gres sive pol i tics in the Cape. What informed her lead er ship 
practice was a deep commitment to democratic values like participative deci-
sion-making and inclu  sion regard less of race, class, faith, or cul ture. But that 
commit  ment to inclu sion took an unusual twist at her school. In a short period 
of time, the white fami  lies fled as more and more children of color enrolled.  
This partic  u lar school sat on the margins of a white area and a mainly Col -
ored middle-class area, so that the local Colored fam  i lies could afford the 
modest school fees. However , that for mer all -white, lower-mid dle-class school 
became a mostly Mus lim, Colored school in terms of stu dent enroll ment  
(Jansen & Kriger, 2020). For Denise, both sit u a tions (all  white or all  Mus lim) were  
unaccept  able given her poli  tics of inclusion. So Denise started recruiting non- 
Muslim students.

       



D
ow

nloaded from
 http://m

eridian.allenpress.com
/her/article-pdf/93/2/225/3245159/i1943-5045-93-2-225.pdf by U

niversity of Johannesburg user on 11 August 2023



236

Harvard Educational Review

Like Denise, Rookaya was an educa tion activ ist and a mem ber and one time  
leader of the Progressive Principals Association. She came to her school as 
white parents fled the Black-major ity enroll ment and fol low ing a highly pub lic  
clash at the school over hair reg ula tions that were per  ceived as rac ist toward 
Black girls. So Rookaya also started to recruit white and Colored students back  
into the school out of a deep com mit ment to diver sity. The trans for ma tion 
com mit ments of these two prin ci pals went beyond race, how ever. It was also 
about installing a dem o cratic cul ture in these once-elite schools: “I needed to  
do the opposite of what the pre vi ous prin ci pal did,” said Rookaya. 

Berenice, though more cautious than the polit i cal activ ists, also rec og nized  
that what she did on the outside—her vis i ble lead er ship actions—came from  
who she was on the inside: “I bring who I am into this space.” Building rela-
tionships and being approach able were ver  y much a conse quence of who she  
was as a person. It was her own Cath o lic pri mar y school, she said, that instilled 
those values in her despite the harsh ness of apart heid soci ety .

The Firsts often had to draw deep on those inner value reserves, whether 
they came out of faith or poli  tics or simply com mon human decency . Racial 
con flicts in the schools brought out the com plex ity of those value com mit-
ments. It happened, for instance, when teach  ers refused to par tici pate in the  
Firsts’ projects. In one exam ple, Soomaya decided that a good edu ca tion prac -
tice was to meet with teach ers in their workspaces, but “they were resis tant 
to me visit ing their clas ses.” This par tic u  lar case sits on the margin between  
teacher auton omy and lead ership sup  port. Yet, in the caul dron of change, it 
could so eas ily be interpreted as white teach ers keeping the Black prin  cipal at  
arm’s length.

These kinds of confron ta tions trou bled the inte ri or ity of the Firsts, espe -
cially when they believed that they were doing the right thing. More than one 
princi pal  con fided that they had had to recalibrate their assessments of  whites 
as a result of trou bling expe ri ences of rac ism. Chris said, “I’m going to say 
something to you now . I’ve never been as aware of my racial iden tity as I have 
been since I started working here.” 

Experiencing Allyship and Antagonism

Those who understood where I wanted the school to go were my greatest allies.  
(Roland)

The experi ence of rac ism and its chal lenge to the inte ri or ity of Black prin ci -
pals was uneven within the partic i pants’ for mer white schools. All the prin ci -
pals spoke of white allies who supported them in devis ing change strat egies,  
implementing oper a tional plans, and nav i gat ing dif fi cult sit u a tions. As Basil 
recalled, his strongest  allies were those who trusted him and bought into his 
vision for the school. But white allies had to be cau tious so as not to be seen as 
too enthusi as tic in their sup port of the Black prin ci pals. Roland stated: 
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There were a lot of white people who were on my side—if you can say on my  
side—not openly, but you can sense it when you were in con ver sa tions and in 
meet ings, and when they spoke to you and they complimented you on some-
thing, you could see they actually were. 

Often those allies were men tors—an out go ing prin ci pal, a for mer head of 
the school, or simply some  one with expe ri ence of lead ing in white edu ca tion. 
These mentors proved invalu  able on sev eral fronts. They helped many of the 
Firsts keep perspec  tive in these racially fraught contexts. Clearly not all  whites  
were against them or the trans forma tion  project  as they offered wisdom  and 
direction in dif fi  cult situ  a tions. They provided friend ship in what was some -
times a lonely experi  ence. And they strengthened the inner com po  sure of 
many of the Firsts, which was so much needed when they were under pres sure.

To the surprise of the Firsts, there was also antag o  nism from a completely dif -
fer ent quar ter: Colored teach ers already at the school. When the white prin ci-
pal left after a scandal, Rookaya was per plexed that it was “nogals [sur pris  ingly] 
my Colored col leagues who gave me a hard time . . .  I have no idea why our peo-
ple are not sup port ive of us.” Andrew had the same expe ri ence: “There were 
many Colored peo ple who pre ferred a white prin ci pal, and that was bla tant.”

Although Soomaya also expe ri enced resis tance from Black par ents—“a 
woman cannot lead a school,” she was told—the stron gest resis tance to her  
and her leader  ship came from Colored teachers. Fighting white resist ers was  
some thing the Firsts expected; deal ing with antag o nism from Colored staff 
was something they did not see com  ing.

Discussion: The Interior Lives of the Firsts

Approaching and telling these stories through inte ri  or ity brings out several  
unique and crit i cal threads. These narra  tives of the Firsts reveal that at the cen-
ter of the inner lives of Black prin ci pals sits a trauma that has yet to be accounted 
for in the educa  tion lead er ship lit er a ture. While the concept of racial trauma  
has been rec og nized in psy chol ogy and psy cho ther apy (Kinouani, 2021), there 
is little empirical work in education scholarship on the physical, emotional,
and mental dis tress that comes with intense expo sure to rac ism inside white- 
major ity insti tu tions. These accounts underscore the need to treat racial injur y 
not sim ply as unfortu  nate or epi sodic inci dents in the lives of Black leaders  but 
as some thing that has health con se quences. As one of the prin ci pals recalled, 
“I got ill there. I lived on injec tions. Today I suf fer from fibromyalgia because 
of anx i ety . . .  I don’t want some body else to treat me like that.”

         

A focus on inte ri or ity also high lights the fun da men tal rela tional nature 
of our inner lives (Berry, 2017). The awareness of the racial self, as Basil  
explained, emerges out of an inescap  able rela tion ship that Black princi  pals 
must form with their white colleagu es on a daily basis. The interior l ives of 
the Firsts are reshuffled in these everyday w orkplace  encoun ters. They must  
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constantly recalibrate their inter nal under stand ings of who they are and who  
their colleagues (white peo ple) are. 

The inner tur moil of these Firsts led to inter esting behav ioral responses to  
racial ste reo types and low expec ta tions of their col leagues. Most of the prin-
ci pals reported that they overworked, often to prove their white detractors  
wrong. There is confir ma tor y evidence for this from other national con texts,  
with another study’s partic i  pant revealing, “I coun tered their neg a  tive influ-
ence by work ing count less hours” (Wiley, 2016, 14). The impending threat 
that “standards will fall” led some of the Firsts to work hard to not only main -
tain but in fact to raise the aca demic stan dards of their school (Jansen & 
Kriger, 2020). Many were already hard workers and com mit ted lead ers, but  
in their new roles they felt com pelled to do more in response to the threat of 
conforming to the stereo types of their group (Steele, 1997). 

In these self-reve la tions of their inte rior lives, the Firsts were caught between  
projecting strength and conced ing inse cu rity . Theirs was a constant wres tling  
with the two poles of their lead er ship iden tity: steering their schools using 
the inspira tion of their inner val ues and at the  same time acknowledg ing how  
the apartheid leg acy dented their con fi dence to lead. Importantly , there is no 
linea r narra  tive of an inse cure new Black princi  pal becom ing a secure, con-
fident, and asser  tive leader years later. They made clear that even when they 
had proven themselves, there was still a nag ging doubt, such as that prompted  
by a white col league asking, “Is meneer se mense almal s ό?”—“Sir, are all your  
people really as good as you?” 

Even in the face of racism and resent ment, it is a par tic u larly pow er  ful dis-
cover y that the response of the Firsts to white rejection was not ret ri bu tion or  
revenge but reas suran ce and rest ora  tion. There was undoubte dly inner hurt 
and distress, but how this worked out in the lives of these Black prin  cipals led  
them to try and restore relation ships with white staff and white com mu ni ties. 

It would be dif fi cult to explain such uncom mon grace in lead er ship out-
side of an inte ri or ity defined by the Jesuit intel lec tual Bernard Lonergan as 
“foun da tional self-pres ence, that realm in which each per son dwells within 
him/her self” (quoted in Jansen, 2018, 235). It’s no small won der that when 
asked about giving advice to “the Seconds”—the Black prin ci  pals appointed  
in the future—all the Firsts turned inward: know your self, retain con fi dence in  
your own identity , be authentic. In other words, look inside of your self. 

This explo ra tion of the inter nal worlds of the Firsts reveals a strik ing can-
dor about their vulner a bil ity as Black insurgents in long-set tled white envi ron -
ments. As observed in other stud ies, “the desire to be accepted by the very 
same people who rejected [them] was ever pres ent” (Wiley , 2016, 4).

Conclusion: Significant Stories

These stories of Black princi pals in white-major ity schools draw both research  
and policy atten tion to what is miss ing in stud ies on edu ca tion, race, and   
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leader  ship in postconflict socie  ties. It is not enough, as these narra  tives show, 
to prepare prin ci  pals with external tools or strat e  gies to deal with everyday  
racial encounters in desegregating schools. The prov o ca  tions that these Black 
lead ers face strike deep into their per sonal lives in ways that evoke pain ful 
memories, unsettle confidences, generate uncertainty, and affect emotional
states. These insights therefore hold intel  lec tual sig nif i cance, since they 
address a lacuna in the small body of research on Black princi  pals in white 
schools across national con texts. The stories also lay the ground work for bold 
theo riz  ing about the inner lives of school lead ers deemed to be out siders in  
white-majority schools.

          


What these accounts of princi  pals’ lives further sug gest is that the prep a ra -

tion of prin cipals for lead  ership has to extend the cur  ricu lum to include con -
cerns about how to lead in racially antago  nis tic environ  ments. Once again, 
such prepa ra  tion must move beyond the so-called tool kit approach and deal 
with the social, emotional, psychological, and political lives of courageous
leaders who are will ing to lead in unfa mil iar set  tings. It should be a matter of  
policy for principal development institutes, for example, that the professional
compe  tences of new school heads include measures of the inner lives of lead -
ers as a starting point for thinking about lead er ship. 

        

          

Then there is a very prac tical sig ni fi cance that emerges from these accounts.  
Just as individ ual  prin cipals (Black, in this case) reveal their inner lives in  the 
stories shared, schools (white, in this instance) have their own racial biogra-
phies, too, which are seldom accounted for in the liter a ture. It is not enough  
to prepare Black prin ci pals for lead er ship in white schools; it is equally impor -
tant to prepare white schools for Black lead  ers. In none of the schools reported 
on in this essay was there any evidence of insti tu tional prep a ra tion for the  
incoming Black prin ci pal. The onus for trans for ma tion can not rest on that   
lone individ ual; it must also rest on the receiv ing insti tu tion as a mat ter of  
course. This is important since a key con tri bu tion that emerges from the  
Firsts’ stories is how school contexts impact and influ ence their inner lives,  
emotions, and responses as incom ing lead ers. 

In other words, when the inner lives of Black princi pals and  white schools 
both receive atten tion in research, pol icy, and prac tice, then there is at the 
very least a connecting point for transfor ma tive con ver sa tions about the larger  
issues of educa tion and social jus tice. 

Notes
1. White-majority schools refers to the immedi ate years after the end of apart  heid when the 

majority of stu dents at these schools was still white. These enroll  ments patterns changed  
across time for some schools where Black students became dom i nant as a result of white  
flight, while others remained white-major ity schools with smaller num bers of Black stu -
dents enrolled. Former white schools is a histor i cal ref er ence only; these were exclu sively  
white, segre gated schools in apart heid South Africa. 
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2. Black is often used in South Africa, as we do in this arti cle, to refer jointly to Indi ans,
Coloreds, and Africans as one group. The descrip tor  nonwhite is frowned on because of
the negative connotation implied in the referential standard “not white.”


       

3. Because official data from that tur bu lent period is scant, a more com pre hen sive pic ture 
on enrollments and appoint ments is not read ily avail able.  

4. An obvi ous expla nation for the appoint  ment of Colored prin cipals in our sam  pled
schools is that the majority  popu la tion  in the Western Cape is Colored people.  A more
noxious rea son might be that white schools pre fer Colored prin ci pals because of per -
ceived cultural affin i ties (such as shared pri mar y languages like English and Afri kaans) 
compared to Afri can heads of schools. 

5. Governors are selected by each school and are responsi ble for man age ment and ensur -
ing poli cies are suit able for the school. 

6. Transformation is the term South Africans use to indi cate the racial trans for  ma tion of
post-apart heid soci ety, which for schools means allowing greater access for Black stu-
dents, teachers, and prin ci pals to the rel a tively well-resourced white-major ity schools. 
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