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Abstract 

 More than twenty years of democracy in South Africa, learners of African descent still battle 

to gain full recognition in former Model-c schools. The topical issue that has become a 

conflict is how School Governing Bodies of Settlers High School and Lesedi Technical High 

School discriminate against black learners. These schools refuse black learners to wear their 

hair in Afro, braids and plaits.  This discrimination extends to learners who wear dreadlocks 

because of their Rastafarian religion. At a political level, this has prompted calls for 

decolonisation of the South African schooling system. At the legal front, this discriminatory 

practice is seen as perpetuation of colonialism and at best, an attempt to alienate black 

learners from their African roots. These restrictions placed on the aesthetic of black learners 

negatively impact their development and their sense of self. This prejudicial practice 

(embedded in School Codes of Conduct) has a possibility to injure the person, dignity and 

self-esteem of black learners. The study is a qualitative study based on the interpretive 

paradigm. The method used to get to the findings was textual analysis where scholarly 

articles, case laws and newspaper articles were analysed. The study is grounded on 

decolonisation theory. The theory has been used to support the assumption that, SGB’s in 

former Model-C schools are more prone to develop Codes of Conduct that perpetuate the 

state of coloniality. At the micro level, (school level) there is a need for intensive training of 

SGB’s on human rights and creation of awareness on relevant legislation and constitutional 

provisions. At a mezzo level, the provincial departments of education need to work closely 

with religious and cultural bodies to align school policies with practices relevant to their 

learners. At a macro level, the department of basic education should work closely with the 

house of traditional leaders and the Justice department to ensure that all school policies are 

compliant.  
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 Introduction  

Even more than twenty years after the democratic dispensation in South Africa, the affluent, 

predominantly white model-c schools, still practice discrimination by discriminating against 

black learners in terms of the language, Hairstyles, Religion and culture.  The School 

Governing Bodies formulate Codes of Conduct that act as gatekeepers to keep the former 

model-c schools predominantly white. The SGBs do this by instilling inferiority complexes 

among black learners. The SGBs of the said schools create parallel pseudo equal authority 

between SGB and the Judiciary. Lastly, the academic progress of black learners is retarded 

through the psychological warfare that is being waged in these schools.  This subtle form of 

discrimination targets black learner’s hair. School Governing Bodies in these schools have 

developed codes of conduct that regulate the style, length and form with which black learners 

need to wear their hair. Through these codes of conduct, schools have turned into institutions 

that perpetuate the negative belief that blackness is inferior and promote the negative 

narrative that whiteness is the ideal aesthetic model. These perceptions are perpetuated and 

reinforced in a racist and demeaning way. This has seen learners being forced to straighten 

their hair, being barred from attending classes and racial slurs being used against them. 

Learners targeted by these discrimatory racial practices are learners who wear their hair in 

dreadlocks, afros, plaits and with extensions.  These prejudicial codes of conduct are a 

vestige of the segregated past institutionalised through apartheid (de Force, 2011;   Parker, 

2019;   Perry,2019;     France-Presse,2016;   Ramji & Hodgison,2016). 

This form of discrimination has also been extended to undermining predominantly black 

religious practices, in particular Rastafarianism. There were instances where learners were 

forced to cut their hair and or refused to put on head gear to cover their hair as customary in 

their religion, (South African Human Rights Commission,2017). 

Some of the abusive tendencies that learners had to put up with include but not limited to 

being told: 

• “Straighten their hair and not to wear Afros” 

• “Their hair was deemed untidy” 

• Were told not speak their “township language” (France-Presse, 2016). 

• “They were not going to writ exams if they didn’t’ fix their hair” 

• That their dreadlocks were “dirty and old” 

One learner was told that her hair “looks like a bird’s nest”. and in one instance a teacher 

referred to a learner as having “kaffir hair” (Ramji & Hodgson,2016). 
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These experiences are no different to what Afro/ American children also went through. In 

their case the learners were presented with similar black and white dolls in the famous baby 

doll test. Both dolls were clad in diapers and the learners were asked to say which one was 

“pretty or good” or “ugly or bad”. Their feedback was consistently that black dolls were ugly 

and bad. These forms of subtle racism instil a sense of self-worthlessness and glorification of 

whiteness. This serves as perpetuation of coloniality a condition that is symptomatic of after 

effects of colonialism, (Perry,2019). Some Model-c schools still serve as remnants of the 

apartheid past through refusal to embrace transformation and inclusivity in particular. It is 

becoming an observable social phenomenon that in transforming societies, there would 

always be those who cling to the past as a conservative black.  

Learners who follow a Rastafarian religion have also been discriminated against. A learner 

was taken through a disciplinary process being accused of a conduct that caused “disruption 

and uncertainty to the school”, (AV School Governing Body, The Settlers High School and 

Others, 2002). “Coloniality …refers to long standing patterns of power that emerged as a 

result of colonialism but that define culture, labour, intersubjective relations, and knowledge 

production well beyond the strict limits of colonial administration. Thus, coloniality survives 

colonialism”, (Maldonado- Torres,2007). 

In the case of South Africa, colonial social relations are kept unchanged in Model-C schools. 

This is done through institutionalising the forms of domination and subordination that kept 

colonialism alive. In this case the most potent weapon has been the consistent onslaught on 

the self- image of black learners, through disruption of their cultural patterns and through 

limiting their aspirations of self. Put together, these tendencies negatively impact on the 

academic performance of black learners to denote notions of false and imagined superiority 

and inferiority. Scholars have illustrated the harmful effects of negative self and racial esteem 

and its implications on academic achievement, (Johnson,2014). Whilst straight hair is 

presented as “good” and “right” the black and Rastafarian (in its natural form) is presented as 

“bad” and “wrong”. The racist and discriminatory aspects of school Codes of Conduct are but 

a codification of residual form of colonialism. In the mind of the black child, a thought is 

planted and nurtured to justify the colonial conquest of black people as an inferior race.  

Wilder and Cain (2011) introduced a concept of ‘colorism’ which denotes racial 

subjugation. ‘Colorism’ as used by Wilder & Cain (2011) in its scholarly context means 

“an interracial system of inequality based on skin color, hair texture and facial features that 

bestows privilege and value on physical attributes that are closer to white”. This is the 
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situation that happens at the Model-C Schools. Black learners who straighten their hair and 

mimic the accent of their white counterparts get more accepted as equals and have access 

to all the school privileges that white learners have access to. This is the danger that 

Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2013: 177-195) warned against. Ndlovu-Gatsheni identifies schools as 

part of the “sites for the reproduction of every kind of coloniality”, (Seroto,2018). It for 

this reason that activists and scholars are calling for decolonization of schooling and the 

education system in general. Decolonization aims to address the embedded legacy and 

hegemony of colonialism. It also seeks to address the ripple effects of colonialism which 

are, derogation, dehumanization and deculturisation, (Sitas, 2017: pp32-33). 

Decolonization is also a call for an Afro-centric education that should be understood not to 

mean, “mere reaction to Euro-centricism”. It is a “paradigm based on the idea that African 

people should re-assert a sense of agency in order to achieve sanity” (Sesanti, 2015: pp40). 

In essence decolonisation seeks to develop (amongst other things) a form of consciousness 

that prioritizes Afrocentrism (African Discourse). 

(Smith, 2015) states that decolonisation struggles also aim to address issues of pedagogy, 

curriculum, aesthetic and composition of teaching staff. Decolonisation is also to address 

the alienating nature of the institutions both “psychologically and physically”. In a South 

African context, decolonisation has also meant challenging the residues of colonialism and 

apartheid that are still very visible, (pp 4-5). 

 Mignolo (2009) introduces the concept of “coloniality of being” which seeks to “make 

primary reference to the lived experiences of colonization and its impact on language. Using 

the hair to demean and discriminate black learners impacts on their knowledge acquisition 

and production capabilities. Making them doubt their self-worth weakens their sense of 

identity. In the instances where even the use of language has been discouraged, these are 

nothing less than an expression and imposition of dominance of ‘whiteness’ over ‘blackness’. 

These tendencies are consciously meant to perpetuate and depict “the master/slave dialect 

(Mignolo, 2007). The argument above is expressed succinctly in the quotation below;  

“Science (knowledge and wisdom) cannot be detached from language; language is not just 

‘cultural’ phenomena in which people find their ‘identity’; they are also the location where 

knowledge is inscribed…(Mignolo,2007). 

Colonialists and those who perpetuate neo-colonialism understand fully well that beyond 

destroying a person’s confidence through undermining their aesthetics, alienating them from 

their language is equally effective. In the Model-C schools where indigenous languages are 
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referred to as “township language [s],” learners are forced to look down on their languages. 

The long term effects of such are that learners get alienated from their culture. This is so 

because language is not only a communication tool, but also a carrier of culture. Language 

carries and sustains culture. In trying to explain the art used by agents of racial segregation 

and coloniality, Ngugi wa Thiong’o posits that; 

           “…the night of the sword and the bullet was followed by the morning of the                                  

chalk and the blackboard. The physical violence of the battlefield was followed by the 

psychological violence of the classroom” (wa Thiong’o, 1986). 

The inclusion of ‘language’ in the discussion about the unpacking of the concept of 

‘coloniality of identity’ is pivotal. Language has another aspect, equally important like 

communication and that is it being a carrier of values of a people. Values define a people and 

they give a people a sense of particularity. Denying people to embrace their value system, 

their culture and the language is tantamount   to alienating them from what defines them as a 

people. Important to note as the most significant issue is that language as culture are clearly 

expressed in Ngugi wa Thiong’o book, ‘Decolonising the Mind’.  

 

The Doors of Learning and Culture Shall Be Opened! 

 The democratic South Africa strives to enable young people of all races to freely appreciate 

and practice their cultural heritage. The letter and the spirit of the Constitution of the 

democratic order promotes cultural expression and appreciation and respect of other cultures 

as equal. The spirit of inclusivity and cultural diversity is also enshrined in the Freedom 

Charter as the guiding document that informed the drafting of the Constitution, “The aim of 

education shall be to teach the youth to love their people, their culture, to honour human 

brotherhood, liberty and peace” (Compschreur & Divendal,1989). 

Methods. 

Data was collected through textual analysis where scholarly articles, newspaper articles and 

case law were used. The research terms used were: Black hair at school, discrimination at 

Model-C schools, coloniality at school, language and coloniality. All these selected articles 

were used for final data analysis. 
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Coloniality and the rule of Law. 

 

 

                                                         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Grosfoguel’s model of coloniality (Grosfoguel’s 2007, 203–246) 

Coloniality of Power. 

Coloniality of power refers to racial and global structural hierarchies. An example is how the 

Western powers converted Africans to Christianity in order to colonise their consciousness 

and their minds so that they may accept a Eurocentric hierarchy of power (Quijano, 2000: 

533-579). 

Coloniality of Knowledge. 

This refers to the negative impact of colonialism on the different areas of knowledge 

production. This assertion moves from the premise that schools in colonised countries are 

“Westernised”. Knowledge systems like Indigenous Knowledge get relegated to the 

periphery (Grosfoguel,2013; Mpofu,2013:109-110 & Mbembe,2015). 

Coloniality of Being. 

Scholars on coloniality of being posit that colonial relations of power negatively impact on 

the person’s sense of being. Coloniality of being also explains how indigenous people were 

portrayed to an extent of them being objectified and commodified, (Ndlovu-Gatsheni,2013; 

Mignolo, 2007:242).   

The judiciary in South Africa has always acted as the cornerstone of and defender of 

democracy. This is witnessed in the judgements passed by the courts in cases where racism 

and /or discrimination were detected in the conduct and decisions of some of the former 

Coloniality of Power 

Coloniality of being Coloniality of Knowledge 

http://www.ijiset.com/


IJISET - International Journal of Innovative Science, Engineering & Technology, Vol. 7 Issue 2, February 2020  

ISSN (Online) 2348 – 7968 | Impact Factor (2019) – 6.248 

www.ijiset.com 

247 
 

Model-C schools. Below are some of the cases that were brought before the courts involving 

the discrimination of black learners on the basis of their hair.  

In instances where this form of discrimination has been legally challenged, courts found in 

favour of the applicants. In the case of AV Governing Body, The Settlers High School and 

Others [2002], the court looked at Section 8(3) of the South African Schools Act 84 of 1996, 

with Section1.4 and 1.6 focussing on positive discipline and the need to achieve “a culture of 

reconciliation, teaching, learning and mutual respect and the establishment of a culture of 

tolerance and peace in all school.” 

While section 4.5.1 of the schedule stipulates that, “Freedom of expression is more than 

freedom of speech. The freedom of expression includes the right to seek, hear, read and 

wear,” This therefore implies that the freedom of expression is broadened to include forms of 

“outward expression as seen in clothing selection and hairstyles.” 

Whilst in the Radebe and others case versus Principal of Lesedi Technical School and others 

[2013]. The court looked at the Constitutional right of a child which guarantees “the right to 

basic education.” According to the court, the right is contained in Section 28(2) of the 

Constitution of South Africa,1996 which provides that “in every matter affecting the child, 

the child’s best interest is paramount”. The Court also pronounced against religious 

interference as a breach of the Constitution of the land. 

These two ground breaking judgements entrench important Constitutional principles that 

should guide School Governing Bodies. The first one is that any form of punishment metted 

against a child, should not infringe the right of the child to receive basic education. This helps 

to put a stop to such practices as using sending a child out of class or away from school as 

form of punishment.   

The second important principle is the definition of “freedom of expression”, to include dress-

code and hairstyles. It therefore makes it illegal to discriminate against learners on the basis 

of their hair.  

The third important principle is to entrench the quality of all religious beliefs. 

What these judgements exposed is that some Model-C Schools have been using School 

Codes of Conduct that are unconstitutional and therefore illegal. South African Courts once 

again came through as cornerstones and defenders of democracy. 

Discussion 

The undeclared and subtle form of discrimination has far reaching consequences that of 

undermining the intellect and self-worth of black kids. Model-C schools portray black 
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learners as ‘second hand’ citizens and as intellectually incompetent. This has a greater 

negative impact on learners whose communities were undermined and segregated. 

Particularly those “communities whose knowledge has historically been devalued” (Cochran-

Smith and Lytle ,1998:22 & wa Thiong’o, 2012:253). In his ground breaking work, Theory 

and Politics of Knowledge, wa Thiong’o (2012) makes interesting suggestions on how 

literacy research relates and can inform educators on how they can draw on out-oh-classroom 

practices, be they linguistic or cultural as a resource for academic learning.  “In twenty first 

century classrooms, many students traverse multiple cultural boundaries”, 

(Mignolo,2011&wa Thiong’o,2012:253). These different forms of knowledge and 

experience, are informed by different cultural backgrounds and can be harnessed to enrich the 

knowledge production at schools. This would be a step away from the current situation where 

certain knowledge is valued more than the other and some are positioned to be knowing. 

(Banks,2000; Morrow, 1973: 15-17; Gibson, 1988 & Ranuga, 1986) all agree that since the 

days of colonialism conquests and imperial domination, black hair have always fitted outside 

what is viewed as desirable in mainstream society. This has led to black communities 

considering straighter variety and texture are viewed, as “good” afro hair is “bad”. Cooper 

(1971: 7) posits that hair is an “easily controlled variable that can denote status, set fashion, 

or serve as badge.” Hair represents symbolism sexuality such that it is mostly used to target 

black women than men. Such has been a reflection of gender dynamics, stereotypes, and 

patriarchal tendencies within society.  

Those who identify their hair as a symbol of belonging and self-worth feel most humiliated 

when they get ostracized because of their hair or when they are forced to vary their hairstyle 

and texture to fit in. Morrow (1973: 17) posits that in Africa, for centuries, there is a special 

significance between hair and hair grooming. Also, skin color and “curly or kinky hair “are 

interconnected to such an extent that it is difficult to separate the two when talking about 

“black people’s lives”. Morrow goes on to argue that “[h]air is the basic, natural symbol of 

things people want to be … and it’s social-cultural significance should not be under 

estimated.”  In essence, those who ridicule black learners on the basis are basically 

perpetuating the legacy of colonialism and imperialism. According to Ranuga, (1986: 182); 

Gibson, (1988) this condition of coloniality is what preoccupied and deeply depressed Frantz 

Fanon. He posits that Fanon was mostly troubled by “the paralyzing inferiority complex of 

blacks and their abject idolization of whites as their role models (Ranuga, 1986: 152). 
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Conclusions and Way forward 

Some Model-C schools have failed to follow the national imperative of nation building and 

social cohesion. Nation building is a national imperative based on the Constitution of the 

country. The preamble lays the basis for this in identifying part of the reasons for adopting 

the Constitution as “to – [h]eal the divisions of the past and establish a society based on 

democratic values, social justice and fundamental human rights.” 

All schools must harness the energy and possibilities presented by the diversity in their 

learners. The schools must teach them to traverse the complex world of diversity in cultures 

and learn to co-exist. The labour market today requires employees with a strong sense of 

emotional intelligence. Awareness of and appreciation of diversity becomes one of those. All 

schools and Model-C schools in particular, must promote the sense of self-worth in learners 

as acceptance of their identity contributes to them excelling in their studies. Learners must be 

taught to accept that there is nothing paradoxical in the right to be different and the right to be 

the same. As different beings from different socio-cultural backgrounds, they have a right to 

be different. But as beings bound by a Code of Conduct of the same schools, the Constitution 

of one country and depending on the same economy, they have every right to be the same. In 

essence, learners need to be taught to appreciate the ‘right to be different and the right to be 

the same’. 

The government must also enforce that all schools must work closely with micro, meso and 

macro multi-cultural bodies. This will assist in making sure that they develop a sense of 

appreciation of cultural diversity and the need to promote and support it. The training of 

School Governing Bodies should be standardized and should include diversity training and 

understanding of the values of social justice and transformative spirit expressed in the South 

African Constitution. 
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