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Abstract

This study explored how ukubuyisana — an isiZulu concept of relational repair and reconciliation
- can serve as a culturally grounded framework for leadership development among principals in
KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. Paired with the Japanese Kintsugi philosophy of highlighting
rather than hiding cracks, the study reimagines fractured school systems not as broken beyond
repair, but as sites for transformation, where damage becomes part of a more meaningful and
equitable whole. Using a participatory action research approach and photovoice methodology,
school principals captured and discussed photographs taken on mobile devices that reflected
the “cracks” in their educational environments - such as resource inequality, emotional
exhaustion, and structural neglect. The visual method enabled accessible and multilingual
expression, supporting engagement across economic and linguistic barriers. Findings show that
integrating ukubuyisana and Kintsugi fosters reflective, restorative leadership practices.
Principals moved from managerial problem-solving to relational accountability, drawing on
community knowledge and shared vulnerability as sources of strength. Rather than simply
repairing the old, participants began to reimagine new leadership possibilities rooted in dignity,
equity, and care. This study contributes to decolonial scholarship in education by offering a
hybrid, praxis-oriented model for leadership development. It suggests that celebrating what
remains - rather than fixing what is missing - can be a powerful act of epistemic and institutional
repair in contexts of historical and ongoing educational injustice.
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Introduction

Leadership within South African schools remains entangled in the enduring legacy of apartheid,
neoliberal restructuring, and ongoing structural inequality (Christie, 2010; Soudien, 2012).
Principals, particularly those in historically disadvantaged contexts, are expected to sustain
functional learning environments amid deep material and psychosocial challenges - including
resource scarcity, overcrowding, and emotional exhaustion (Walton & Engelbrecht, 2024).
Conventional leadership models tend to prioritise managerial efficiency and performance
metrics (Jarlais & Lynn, 2009), often failing to account for the socio-emotional dimensions of
schooling or the colonial histories that underpin current inequities (Manthalu & Waghid, 2019;
Ngulube, 2025). In response to these limitations, this study explores a decolonial and restorative
approach to school leadership development grounded in ukubuyisana — a Zulu philosophy of
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reconciliation and ethical repair - and inspired by the Japanese Kintsugi tradition of embracing
and honouring damage as part of an object’s renewed beauty (Kemske, 2021).

The Kintsugi metaphor offers a symbolic entry point into post-apartheid educational
transformation. Rather than concealing damage, Kintsugi highlights cracks with gold, making
visible the histories of fracture while celebrating the act of repair (Kemske, 2021). Paired with
ukubuyisana, which calls for accountability, dialogue, and the restoration of social harmony
(Mkhize, 2004), these frameworks reposition leadership as a practice of ethical engagement
with brokenness. They reject the notion of restoring systems to a previous ideal and instead
invite educational leaders to build something new and more just from within the cracks of the old
(Andreotti, 2011; Mncube et al., 2014).

This paper examined how principals in primary and high schools in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa
engaged with this dual framework through a participatory action research (PAR) process
(Cornish et al., 2023) informed by photovoice. Photovoice, a participatory visual method that
involves using photographs to document and reflect on lived experiences, offers a potentially
useful way to highlight what is often invisible in written or spoken narratives (Wang & Burris,
1997). In this study, principals use their mobile devices to capture images of institutional cracks
and everyday acts of resilience within their schools. This visual storytelling is an attempt to
make not only the complexity of their leadership contexts more tangible, but also to enable
collective reflection that is inclusive of multilingual and economically marginalised participants.

By integrating ukubuyisana and Kintsugi, this study advances a decolonial model of leadership
that is culturally grounded, relational, and reflexive. It argues that school principals, when
supported to reflect critically on the fractures in their institutions, can begin to reimagine
leadership as a form of ethical repair that centres the dignity of children, teachers, and
communities (Naude, 2019). In doing so, the study contributes to ongoing efforts to decolonise
educational theory and practice in South Africa by foregrounding indigenous knowledge
systems, participatory methodologies, and the lived experiences of those working on the
frontlines of educational transformation (Chilisa, 2012; Le Grange, 2016).

To deepen the theoretical grounding of this study and situate it within broader conversations on
educational leadership, decoloniality, and restorative practice, the following literature review
explores three key areas. Firstly, it examines dominant models of school leadership in South
Africa, highlighting their limitations in addressing the historical and relational complexities of
schooling in post-apartheid contexts . Secondly, it engages with scholarship on decolonial
education and indigenous knowledge systems, particularly focusing on ukubuyisana as a
culturally embedded framework for ethical repair and transformation. Thirdly, it considers the
role of participatory visual methodologies - especially photovoice - as tools for critical reflection
and inclusive knowledge production in education research. Together, these bodies of literature
provide a foundation for understanding how school principals might enact leadership that does
not merely manage broken systems, but actively reimagines them through collective, context-
specific processes of healing and repair.
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Rethinking school leadership in post-apartheid South Africa

In the decades following apartheid, school leadership in South Africa has been shaped by
policies that aim to redress past injustices while simultaneously aligning with global trends in
accountability, performance measurement, and managerial efficiency (Bush et al., 2011;
Christie, 2010; Jarlais & Lynn, 2009). These dominant approaches - often rooted in Western
managerial paradigms - tend to focus on technical competence, compliance with bureaucratic
targets, and the efficient management of scarce resources (Jarlais & Lynn, 2009; Mestry, 1999).
While such frameworks offer valuable tools for system-wide coordination, they frequently fail to
address the deep-rooted historical, cultural, and emotional complexities of leading schools in
contexts of inequality, trauma, and social fragmentation (Sayed & Motala, 2012; Walton &
Engelbrecht, 2024).

Research has shown that South African principals, especially those in rural and township
schools, must navigate a host of challenges that transcend administrative skill - ranging from the
effects of poverty and violence, to the emotional burdens carried by staff and learners (Msila,
2020). In these contexts, leadership cannot be understood solely as a top-down function of
control, but rather as a relational, context-responsive, and ethically grounded practice (Bush,
2008; Davids & Waghid, 2022). However, professional development programmes often prioritise
managerial compliance over meaningful engagement with the lived realities of schools (Jarlais &
Lynn, 2009), therefore limiting the potential for transformative change (Ngcobo & Tikly, 2010;
Soudien, 2012).

Going further, prevailing models tend to universalise leadership standards without adequately
accounting for the culturally diverse and historically fractured nature of South African schooling
(Hammersley-Fletcher & Qualter, 2009). This has led to a growing call for leadership
approaches that are not only more context-sensitive, but also explicitly decolonial - challenging
the epistemic dominance of Eurocentric norms and recognising indigenous philosophies and
community-based knowledge systems as vital to the work of educational transformation (Chilisa,
2017; Manthalu & Waghid, 2019). In this view, leadership is reimagined not as mastery over
systems, but as participation in collective processes of healing, justice, and imagination
(Hlatshwayo & Shawa, 2020; Naude, 2019).

This study responds to this growing body of critique by centring ukubuyisana, an indigenous
philosophy of ethical repair, and Kintsugi, a global metaphor of dignified restoration, as
counterpoints to the limitations of dominant leadership frameworks. These perspectives offer
alternative ways of thinking about what it means to lead in fractured educational contexts - not
by returning to an imagined wholeness, but by working deliberately with the cracks in the
system to co-create something more just, inclusive, and contextually grounded.

Decoloniality and indigenous frameworks in educational leadership
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In response to the limitations of Eurocentric leadership paradigms (Christie, 2010), decolonial
scholarship in education has emphasised the need to reclaim indigenous knowledge systems,
relational ways of knowing, and culturally situated practices of leadership (Chilisa, 2012;
Tuhiwai Smith, 2012). Decoloniality - unlike decolonisation, which refers to the formal end of
colonial rule - is an ongoing intellectual, cultural, and epistemic project aimed at challenging and
dismantling colonial ways of thinking (Manthalu & Waghid, 2019). It resists the dominance of
Western knowledge systems and seeks to re-centre marginalised, indigenous, and non-Western
ways of knowing that have been historically dismissed as inferior or irrelevant (Mignolo & Walsh,
2018). Within the South African context, decolonial approaches to school leadership call for a
shift away from bureaucratic, hierarchical models toward practices that are rooted in local ethics,
community participation, and historical consciousness (Manthalu & Waghid, 2019; Msila, 2020).

One such indigenous framework is ukubuyisana, a relational philosophy from Zulu traditions that
emphasises restoration, accountability, and the reparation of broken social bonds. Unlike
retributive models of justice or technocratic approaches to problem-solving, ukubuyisana
centres emotional healing, dialogue, and the restoration of dignity in the wake of harm (Mkhize,
2004). As a proposed principle for school leadership, it is put forward to encourage leaders to
see themselves not as sole agents of control, but as facilitators of reconciliation within fractured
educational ecosystems. This framework is particularly relevant in post-apartheid schools where
historical trauma, material deprivation, and social alienation continue to shape everyday
relations among learners, teachers, and communities (Soudien, 2012).

While ukubuyisana is not commonly used as an explicit framework in leadership literature, it
resonates with broader calls for culturally responsive and ethically grounded educational
practices (Manthalu & Waghid, 2019). Le Grange (2016), for example, argues that a truly
decolonised curriculum and leadership approach must engage with African philosophies and
cosmologies not as supplements to Western theory, but as foundational sources of educational
insight. Similarly, Engelbrecht (2020) and Manyike and Shava (2018) call for inclusive education
that values indigenous ways of knowing as central to school transformation. This reorientation
not only disrupts the epistemic violence of colonial schooling but also opens up new possibilities
for leadership development that are embedded in context, community, and care (Msila, 2020).

In this study, the integration of ukubuyisana with the global metaphor of Kintsugi seeks to
develop a hybrid framework that honours both local cultural knowledge and the symbolic power
of global narratives of repair. The fusion of these concepts supports a leadership praxis that is
reflective, restorative, and grounded in lived experience - offering an alternative to dominant
models that prioritise efficiency over ethical engagement. Such a framework positions school
principals as custodians of collective healing, capable of facilitating educational change that
addresses both structural conditions and the emotional labour of schooling.

Participatory visual methods and photovoice in educational research

Participatory visual methodologies have gained prominence in educational research as tools
that democratise knowledge production, centre lived experience, and create space for reflection
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beyond verbal or textual expression (Mcintyre, 2007; Milne et al., 2012; Mitchell et al., 2017).
Among these, photovoice stands out as a method that is particularly well-suited to contexts
marked by social marginalisation, linguistic diversity, and structural inequality (Prins, 2012;
Suprapto et al., 2020). Developed by Wang and Burris (1997), photovoice enables participants
to use photography as a means to document their realities, reflect on social issues, and
generate dialogue for change. It disrupts traditional researcher-participant hierarchies by
positioning participants as co-researchers and meaning-makers (Mclntyre, 2007).

In South Africa, photovoice has been used in various educational contexts to support inclusive
engagement with learners, educators, and community members (Kessi, 2018; Kessi et al.,
2019). It is especially powerful in environments where written or spoken language may exclude
participants due to multilingualism, educational background, or economic disadvantage
(Suprapto et al., 2020). By allowing participants to “speak” through images, photovoice invites
reflection on the emotional and material textures of everyday life in schools - textures that might
otherwise remain invisible in conventional research approaches (Prins, 2012).

Photovoice also aligns with decolonial methodologies by privileging context-specific meaning
making and fostering critical consciousness (Chilisa, 2012). It enables participants to highlight
not only the structural “cracks” in the system but also the acts of care, resilience, and relational
repair that often go unacknowledged. As a methodology that values both testimony and
transformation, photovoice complements restorative frameworks like ukubuyisana by creating
collective spaces for ethical witnessing and narrative healing (Freire, 2018; hooks, 1994).

In the context of this study, photovoice was used to facilitate reflective leadership development
among school principals. Equipped with mobile devices, participants captured images that
illustrated the challenges and strengths embedded in their schools. The photographs became
anchors in an attempt to foster dialogue around the complex experiences that often elude formal
reporting structures. The hope was that this visual process not only would support individual and
collective reflection, but also position principals as creative agents capable of reframing their
leadership through the lens of ethical and cultural repair (Hlatshwayo & Shawa, 2020; Naude,
2019).

Together, these three bodies of literature - on leadership in South African schools, decolonial
and indigenous knowledge frameworks, and participatory visual methodologies - highlight the
need for contextually grounded, ethically engaged approaches to educational leadership
development. The limitations of managerialist paradigms underscore the importance of models
that attend to the relational, emotional, and historical dimensions of school leadership (Jarlais &
Lynn, 2009), particularly in contexts shaped by structural inequality and historical injustice
(Manthalu & Waghid, 2019; Mignolo & Walsh, 2018). Decolonial scholarship offers a compelling
alternative, such as foregrounding philosophies such as ukubuyisana in this study, which
prioritise restoration, relationality, and accountability. At the same time, participatory visual
methods such as photovoice create methodological spaces where reflection, meaning making,
and transformation can emerge from within communities rather than be imposed from above
(Fricas, 2022; Mclntyre, 2007; Seitz & Orsini, 2022).
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This study, then, is situated at the intersection of these theoretical domains. By integrating
ukubuyisana with the symbolic resonance of the Kintsugi metaphor, and by employing
photovoice within a PAR framework, the study explored how school principals might engage in
leadership practices that acknowledge damage, foster collective repair, and reimagine fractured
educational systems from within.

Methodology

This study adopted a PAR approach to explore how school principals in KwaZulu-Natal, South
Africa engage with a decolonial leadership development process rooted in the African
philosophy of ukubuyisana and the Japanese metaphor of Kintsugi. PAR was chosen for its
commitment to collaboration, reflection, and transformation - principles that align with the
study’s theoretical emphasis on ethical repair, relational leadership, and contextual
responsiveness (Chilisa, 2019; McTaggart, 1997). The study aimed to facilitate a process in
which school leaders could not only examine the “cracks” within their educational contexts but
also begin to envision new, restorative possibilities for practice.

The study was conducted in KwaZulu-Natal, a province marked by significant socio-economic
disparities and complex post-apartheid educational challenges. Participants were 34 principals
from both primary and high schools, drawn from a mix of rural, peri-urban, and urban school
settings. All participants were enrolled in a district-level professional development programme
and consented to take part in the research. Participation was voluntary, and ethical clearance
was obtained from The Independent Institute of Education’s Ethics Committee (Reference:
R.0002026 [REC]) on 24 April 2024.

Data were collected through three main strategies: (1) photovoice workshops, (2) pre- and post-
strategy questionnaires, and (3) reflective group dialogues:

Firstly, photovoice was employed as the central participatory method to engage principals in
documenting and reflecting on the symbolic and material “cracks” within their schools (Mclntyre,
2007; Wang & Burris, 1997). Using their mobile devices, participants were invited to take
photographs that captured both visible challenges and moments of strength or restoration.
These images were then shared in small-group workshops, where participants discussed the
significance of their photos and reflected on how the principles of ukubuyisana and Kintsugi
related to their leadership practices. This process enabled multimodal engagement and allowed
for expression beyond linguistic or professional boundaries, fostering collective insight and
critical reflection (Mitchell, 2011; Wang & Burris, 1997).

Secondly, to support the qualitative findings and provide insight into changes in perception over
the course of the intervention, participants completed pre- and post-strategy questionnaires.
These questionnaires included a combination of Likert-scale and open-ended items designed to
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assess participants’ understandings of leadership, their sense of agency, and their views on
ethical repair and school transformation. Comparisons between pre- and post-questionnaires
helped to trace shifts in thinking and to assess the perceived impact of the Kintsugi-ukubuyisana
framework.

Thirdly, photographic and narrative data from the photovoice workshops were thematically
analysed using an interpretive framework grounded in decolonial and relational theory (Chilisa,
2012; Rose, 2022). Thematic categories were co-constructed with participants during group
dialogues, allowing for collaborative meaning making and reducing researcher imposition.
Responses from the pre- and post-questionnaires were analysed descriptively to identify
patterns of change, and open-ended responses were coded thematically to complement the
photovoice findings.

Given the participatory nature of the study and its decolonial orientation, researcher reflexivity
was central to the design and implementation of the project. The researcher (the author), acting
as facilitator, maintained reflective journals throughout the process and engaged in ongoing
dialogue about the ethical and epistemological implications of facilitating leadership
development in historically marginalised school communities. Recognising the dynamics of
power and representation, care was taken to ensure that participants’ voices guided the
direction of both the data collection and the interpretation of findings.

Findings

The data collected through photovoice workshops, reflective dialogue sessions, and pre- and
post-strategy questionnaires revealed a marked transformation in how school principals
conceptualised leadership, systemic damage in education, and the role of visual and
participatory methods in facilitating equity and change. As participants engaged with the
process, their reflections gave rise to four central insights: a growing awareness of ethical
tensions and discomfort, a shift toward relational and restorative leadership practices, the
recognition of photovoice as a transformative pedagogical tool, and a deepened understanding
of equity through the Kintsugi metaphor.

Initial engagement with the photovoice process was characterised by a combination of cautious
optimism and ethical uncertainty. While many principals welcomed the opportunity to use
photography in a reflective and diagnostic way - describing the idea as “exciting”, “brilliant”, and
“‘dynamic” - others raised concerns about legality, consent, and the reputational risks of
exposing the “cracks” in their schools. Several respondents referenced the Protection of
Personal Information Act (POPIA), Act No. 4 of 2013, questioning whether photographic
documentation of staff, learners, and facilities might contravene legal or ethical guidelines. One
participant reflected, “I immediately think about the POPI Act. Will this be legal? How would |
navigate this? Do | have my ducks in a row?” Another admitted, “That | may be presenting my
school in a poor light and that | possibly shouldn’t”. Concerns about misinterpretation were also
raised, with some noting that photos might not fully convey the emotional context of the
situations depicted. However, despite this hesitation, there was broad agreement on the
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potential of images to reveal neglected realities. As one principal noted, “Photos show the real
situation if we zoom in and out. A good tool to use”. This ambivalence reflects the ethical
complexity of visual research while also underscoring its capacity to provoke critical reflection
and uncover latent truths.

As the process unfolded, participants began to reimagine their roles not simply as managers,
but as relational leaders engaged in collective healing (Ratele, 2019). The philosophical
alignment between the Kintsugi metaphor and the indigenous ethic of ukubuyisana resonated
strongly. Principals moved beyond discussion of broken infrastructure to acknowledge deeper,
often unspoken fissures: fractured relationships, diminished staff morale, learner vulnerability,
and the emotional weight of leading within under-resourced contexts. One principal described
the photovoice method as “a brilliant alternative method of being observant”, while another
explained, “It's a great tool... to visualise what is wrong rather than hear the words”. Post-
strategy responses revealed a growing vocabulary of care, restoration, and relational
accountability (Hlatshwayo & Shawa, 2020; Naude, 2019): “Very powerful and imaginative tool
to create stories, participation and belonging as we address cracks in our school”, and “A
picture transcends language barriers, evokes real feelings, connects people to real life
experiences”. Through collaborative dialogue, participants began to see leadership as a space
for ethical repair and emotional resonance - one that demands both vulnerability and hope. This
shift aligned closely with the restorative principles of ukubuyisana, wherein dignity, reconciliation,
and mutual care become central to institutional transformation.

Simultaneously, the photovoice method itself emerged as a powerful catalyst for dialogue,
engagement, and reflective practice. Where early responses to the use of photography included
uncertainty and questions like “Not sure” and “No specific thoughts”, participants’ later
reflections reflected deep enthusiasm and commitment. They described the process as
“amazing”, “practical”, “visually impactful”, and “incredibly powerful’. Photographs served not
only as evidence of systemic issues but also as mirrors of resilience and connection.
Participants noted how images stimulated “lots of engagement and sharing of ideas” and
praised the method as “an amazing way to communicate across many cultures, languages and
opinions”. Beyond the research process, many expressed a desire to integrate visual methods
into their everyday school leadership practices. “Brilliant idea that | am going to use”, one
principal wrote, another commented, “It's an amazing tool to use... | am sure it will provide a lot
more insight”. Photovoice was, therefore, experienced not merely as a data collection method,
but as an inclusive, democratising practice capable of challenging dominant narratives and
amplifying marginalised voices.

Perhaps the most profound shift occurred in how participants came to understand and articulate
the concept of equity through the Kintsugi metaphor. In early responses, many understood the
metaphor in abstract or motivational terms: as a chance to “start afresh”, “remove negativity”,
and “build team and resilience”. Others recognised its potential to foster mindset shifts and
communal growth: “Acknowledging cracks allows for growth not stagnating”, and “Fixing
something takes time and effort and this should build appreciation”. However, by the end of the
process, reflections became more complex, grounded, and systemically aware. Participants
began to see Kintsugi not as a symbolic frame for positivity, but as a material practice of repair

rooted in collaboration, inclusivity, and care. “Fixing a broken bowl is easier with more than one
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pair of hands”, one principal observed. Others highlighted how the method fostered cross-
cultural dialogue, emotional connection, and shared accountability: “It gives everyone a voice -
the young and the old staff - to collaboratively come up with solutions”, and “Meeting every child
where he or she is at and diversifying how we teach once we have met and connected with the
child’. These reflections point to an emerging view of equity as a relational, situated, and
participatory process - one in which all stakeholders are invited to restore what is broken and
imagine what is possible (Sayed & Motala, 2012).

Together, these findings illustrate how an arts-based, decolonial approach rooted in
ukubuyisana and Kintsugi can transform not only school leadership practices, but also the very
ways in which principals understand their ethical and professional obligations. As principals
began to see the cracks not as failures to be hidden but as openings for dialogue, creativity, and
change, new possibilities for just and hopeful educational futures were made visible.

Theme

Description

lllustrative participant
responses

Conceptual
framework link

1. Confronting

Initial reactions to

“Will this be legal?”; “That | may

Ethical reflexivity;

discomfort and | photovoice included be presenting my school in a Visual ethics;
ethical ethical, legal, and poor light”; “Photos do not Researcher
tensions representational convey emotional connection”; accountability
concerns, especially in “Interesting initiative”; “Photos
relation to POPIA and show the real situation”
school image.
2. Reimagining | Participants shifted from | “Leadership is about returning to | Ukubuyisana
leadership as managerial to relational | each other with honesty and (restoration,

relational and
restorative
practice

conceptions of
leadership,
foregrounding care,
emotional honesty, and
shared responsibility.

care”; “Participation and
belonging as we address
cracks”; “Fixing broken parts
makes the school whole again”

dignity, care)

3. Recognising
photovoice as
a
transformative
tool

The method was
embraced as inclusive,
emotionally resonant,
and effective in sparking
deep reflection and
communal dialogue
across differences.

“A powerful tool”; “Visually
impactful”; “Stimulated generous
conversation”; “Amazing way to
communicate across cultures
and languages”

Participatory
visual
methodology;
Embodied
learning
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4, Principals moved from Pre: “New and better is starting Kintsugi
Understanding | abstract optimism to afresh”; “Remove negativity, be | (restorative
equity through | deep insight about more focused on good change”; | transformation);
the Kintsugi restoring value, “Better mindset and Equity as lived
metaphor amplifying voice, and appreciation” process

engaging the community
in collective healing.

Post: “Fixing a broken bowl is
easier with more than one pair
of hands”; “Everyone has a
voice” - “Meeting every child
where they are”; “Unity”

Table 1: Summary of key findings from the study

Discussion

This study set out to explore how the Kintsugi framework, informed by the restorative ethic of
ukubuyisana, could serve as a decolonial tool for leadership development among school
principals in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa (Manthalu & Waghid, 2019; Mignolo & Walsh, 2018).
Using photovoice and participatory reflection (Cornish et al., 2023), the study examined how
principals engaged with the material and symbolic “cracks” in their schools, leading to
transformative versions of leadership that disrupted managerialist models (Msila, 2020) and
foregrounded care, relational accountability, and equity.

A key insight from this research lies in how visual and participatory methods can challenge
institutionalised ways of seeing and knowing (Mitchell et al., 2017). Initially, participants’
reactions to the use of photography reflected hesitation and ethical concern - particularly around
POPIA, school reputation, and consent. Comments such as “Will this be legal? How would |
navigate this?” and “I may be presenting my school in a poor light” captured this initial
discomfort. However, as participants engaged further, these anxieties transformed into
recognition of the method’s potential: “A picture speaks a thousand words” and “Photos show
the real situation if we zoom in and out”. This transition mirrors what Mitchell (2011) and Kessi
(2018) describe as the capacity of visual methodologies to make visible the hidden affective and
ethical dimensions of institutional life - inviting reflection that extends beyond bureaucratic
discourse.

The process also catalysed a reimagining of leadership. As principals collaboratively discussed
their photographs, many began shifting from viewing leadership as managerial oversight to
understanding it as an ethical, relational, and restorative practice. Comments such as “A brilliant
alternative method of being observant” and “Very powerful and imaginative tool to create stories,
participation and belonging as we address cracks in our school” indicated a move toward
humanising forms of leadership that recognise vulnerability and interdependence. This
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resonates with del Carmen Salazar's (2013) humanising pedagogy and with Bangeni and
Kapp’s (2018) argument that ethical leadership in postcolonial contexts requires attention to
emotional, historical, and socio-political realities. The combined lens of Kintsugi
and ukubuyisana thus enabled principals to see leadership as the practice of co-creating repair -
an act of courage, empathy, and shared accountability (Hlatshwayo & Shawa, 2020; Naude,
2019).

Participants’ engagement with the Kintsugi metaphor also reshaped their understanding of
equity. Initially viewed in instrumental or policy-driven terms, equity became reframed as a lived,
processual act of repair and recognition. Post-strategy reflections illustrated this shift: “Fixing a
broken bowl is easier with more than one pair of hands” and “Appreciation of
everything/everybody. Gratitude. We are all human”. Equity was thus understood not as the
redistribution of resources alone, but as the collaborative restoration of dignity within fractured
educational spaces. This conceptualisation aligns with decolonial theories that situate justice
within acts of relational repair rather than mere policy compliance (Tuck & Yang, 2021).

Furthermore, ukubuyisana - with its emphasis on reconciliation, mutual care, and moral
restoration - offered a culturally resonant framework for understanding leadership as emotional
and ethical labour (Farrugia, 2022; Msila, 2020). Participants began to articulate their roles not
as individual managers but as community stewards, accountable for the wellbeing of learners,
teachers, and the broader social fabric. This stands in contrast to the depersonalised, audit-
driven models often imposed through neoliberal reform (Jansen, 2015; Soudien, 2023). By
integrating indigenous ethics with the Kintsugi metaphor, principals engaged in what Giroux
(2001) terms epistemic resistance - reclaiming local knowledge and affective intelligence as
legitimate forms of leadership practice.

Finally, the emotional complexity of this process cannot be overlooked. For some,
photographing “cracks” was a profoundly unsettling act. However, as Ahmed (2013) reminds us,
discomfort signals proximity to transformation. The courage to engage with brokenness - openly,
reflectively, and collectively - became itself an expression of decolonial leadership. Rather than
striving for institutional perfection, participants embraced imperfection as a space of potential
and learning, echoing the Kintsugi principle that strength lies in the visible traces of repair.

In sum, this study demonstrates how patrticipatory, decolonial, and visually grounded leadership
development strategies can foster reflective, compassionate, and culturally meaningful
transformations in educational practice (Auld, 2024; Sayed & Motala, 2012). By “working
deliberately with the cracks”, school leaders began to view repair not merely as restoration, but
as transformation - a process that honours history, invites vulnerability, and builds collective
agency.

Conclusion
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This study has examined the potential of combining the Kintsugi framework and the indigenous
ethic of ukubuyisana as decolonial tools for leadership development in South African schools.
Using photovoice as a participatory methodology, it demonstrated how principals could engage
with both the literal and metaphorical “cracks” in their schools to foster more relational, equitable,
and restorative forms of leadership.

Theoretically, the study contributes to ongoing discussions on decolonial leadership and
participatory pedagogy by showing how culturally grounded metaphors can reframe leadership
from a managerial act to a moral and communal practice (Manthalu & Waghid, 2019; Zembylas,
2018). Practically, it highlights the transformative potential of arts-based and dialogical methods
for nurturing ethical awareness, emotional intelligence, and collective reflection among
education leaders.

Several limitations, however, must be acknowledged. The study involved a relatively small
cohort of 34 principals from one province, limiting its broader applicability. Its short duration
prevented longitudinal tracking of behavioural change, and the use of visual methods introduced
ongoing ethical complexities related to consent, privacy, and representation. Future research
could therefore adopt a longitudinal or comparative design - exploring differences between rural
and urban contexts or involving broader stakeholder groups such as teachers, learners, and
parents. Expanding the participatory scope of photovoice may further deepen its capacity to
democratise reflection and action within the educational ecosystem (Seitz & Orsini, 2022).

Ultimately, this study affirms that leadership development need not rely on imported or
technocratic models (Jarlais & Lynn, 2009). When grounded in indigenous ethics and decolonial
aesthetics, leadership becomes a practice of repair, care, and co-creation. To “celebrate the
gold” in what is broken is to acknowledge imperfection not as failure but as a generative space
for renewal. Through ukubuyisana and Kintsugi, South African school leadership can move
toward a more humane and sustainable vision of equity - one that embraces the cracks as sites
of beauty, growth, and shared responsibility (Hlatshwayo & Shawa, 2020; Naude, 2019).
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