Article for Rhodes Centenary magazine

Guy Berger attends a talk by a passionate person and finds himself falling for “Proudly South African”.  

-------------

Martin Feinstein offers an intriguing reason for why he “feels proudly South African”. 

What is it? The one-time Rhodes journalism and politics student keeps his 2003 University audience of MBA students in suspense for a moment before answering. “It’s because I can,” he says. 

Pause. Then, by way of explaining these powerful words, he adds: “It wasn’t possible to say that in the past.”

To be sure, it certainly wasn’t. Feinstein knows this well, not least because he enrolled at Rhodes in torrid times ( the year of the 1976 Soweto Uprising and the year that saw more than 800 dead schoolgoers shot dead by South African security forces. 

The following year, Feinstein edited student publication Rhodeo.  It was the year that saw Steve Biko murdered. It was also a time that saw the legendary headline: “End of The World”, a reference to the banning of Percy Qoboza’s famous newspaper. 
In this climate, Feinstein risked provoking an uprising by Rhodes rightwingers unhappy with his radical politics in the newspaper. The young man also risked serious road-rage. He rode around on a motorbike sporting a particular sticker on the helmet. It read: “Kill Apartheid, not detainees”. 

As a student contemporary, I and others thought this was rather reckless. We marvelled that no one ever bumped him off his bike. Somehow, Feinstein survived the 70s. Today his agenda seems to be to finish burying the body of apartheid.

After graduation, he did a stint at the late-lamented Rand Daily Mail newspaper, before moving on to marketing. And while today his aim remains to bump off apartheid’s legacy once and for all, his methods are less confrontational than they used to be. The trick now is to market for an economic resurrection. 

“We have had our political miracle, but not an economic one. Among the many things that haven’t changed in Grahamstown is the 60 % unemployment rate,” he tells his audience. 

“It has changed: probably up to 70% now,” I call out from the floor. 

Unfazed, he continues. His message: our successful politics need to fuel a new economics. He is optimistic. Which is why, in our ninth year of democracy, Feinstein can now tick off tons of reasons for why today he can feel pride in being South African. 

“I also have a nine-year old son, whose progress is much like the country,” he quips. His point is that both have survived infanthood and each is now wrestling to establish an identity that’s solid both internally and externally. 

Feinstein is not only father to his son, he is also the progenitor of the non-profit company that markets the brand “Proudly South Africa”. Thus, the combined parent and patriot in him gets visibly excited about the identity challenges that emanate from kid and country. 

“I don’t like to call the Proudly South African logo a logo,” he declares. Instead, he argues, it is a symbol about being part of a community identity that is strong, positive and clear. 

For him, Proudly South African is far from being a simple “made-in-South Africa” sticker. It is much more than a matter of our geography.  To use the emblem, he explains, is to communicate to people that that you are someone who produces quality products and services, by means of fair labour practices and environmentally-friendly processes. 

In total, says Feinstein, there are more than 6000 firms and institutions that have so far qualified to meet the conditions of Proudly South African. Rhodes is one of the institutions to use the logo, and likewise Feinstein’s old newspaper (now called Activate).

For him, the more all these groups successfully use the brand to promote South African business, the more we can deal with the crisis of joblessness. 

Feinstein assures his audience that even competing firms can comfortably sign up as Proudly South Africa despite their antagonistic business interests. There are two points he makes:

· As an entire sector competing against imports, it’s often in the interests of rivals to join. He cites the example of tool-making manufacturers. They joined en bloc because they wanted to persuade fellow PSA members like Telkom to use locally-made equipment in the ubiquitous panel vans deployed around the country. 

· Even amongst rivals, the Proudly South African brand can be used in different niches – one financial company sells a special account with the logo; an opposition group is introducing a Proudly South African credit card. 

Feinstein startles the students by saying he is going to criticise Black Economic Empowerment. And he does. The whole thrust, he says, still sorely needs to be married to “Proudly South African”.  

He tells of a parastatal outsourcing to a BEE company which then imported  fibre optic cable from the Far East at the very time a quality local cable maker was retrenching workers. 

We have to stop thinking that imported is necessarily better, he argues. 

In contrast, Feinstein celebrates South African exports. He puffs up in telling about Cape Town’s boat builders who have transferred their talents to turning out light-weight components for aircraft. First-class reclining seats are being churned out for global sales.

He tells of another South African company making hi-tech wheels for major motorbike companies. It can’t keep up with export demand. But Feinstein’s face falls as he describes a nurses training college that has ordered imported tiles way more expensive that anything in the extensive range of locally-made ones. Repeat: a nursing college ( not a fancy hotel. 

Feinstein wants an attitude change ( and for this to convert into behaviour change. And he thinks it’s happening ( that there is a sea-change. 

I ask him if the notion of “Proudly South African” doesn’t reinforce a xenophobia and an arrogance? In other words, qualities which precisely make one feel embarrassed and ashamed to be South African. 

Not so, he replies, and gives a couple of reasons: 

· The campaign is not calling for a boycott of imports, only for South Africans to recognise that there is indigenous quality and buying this will also help create jobs; 

· It is important not to set an example that could see other countries retaliate with counter-nationalism and protectionism against South African products;

· Southern Africa broadly benefits as part of regional economic growth. 

· The whole initiative is in effect a pilot for the long-term building of an Africa brand. 

Feinstein is a convincing communicator. People like the message. He elicits a loud round of applause at the end. Students file out of the lecture theatre, he talks to a few who are asking him questions. 

Left unattended on the desk is his cellphone. “Hmm, can’t steal that ( we’re proudly South African,” jokes one departing student. 

The comment makes me reflect on Feinstein’s initiative. Yes, Proudly South African makes great business sense. Yet, it also strikes me a lot deeper (  takes me beyond the kneejerk “let’s feel good” (and do good) sentiment of the speech. 

In effect, what Feinstein is telling the MBA class is that they (and we) can – and should ( be capitalists who care about combatting poverty. 

In most countries, it’s uncommon for the elite to feel serious solidarity with the local poor.  The appeal ( and, arguably, the success ( of Proudly South African is proof that South Africa is different. 

It is different because, for us South Africans to be proud, we have to accept responsibility in regard to the challenge of poverty. 

Of course, the majority of “us” are poor – and the poverty challenge is 100% practical and unavoidable. 

The small remainder of us are relatively safe, secure and middle class professionals ( even those of us newly-arrived since the democratic elections in 1994. And though we may be focused on fashion, captivated by a new car, yearn after a yacht, even then we still can’t ignore poverty  ( whether we like it or not. 

In short, to be a “have” in South Africa is also to have an excruciating awareness of the country’s “have-nots” ( and their harsh history.  Like Feinstein, it’s having the knowledge that being middle-class in this country is being part of a very lucky minority. Conversely, it is also knowing that the majority remain trapped as legacy victims of a horribly cruel past. 

And even as defensive as some might be, the point is that it is very hard to be comfortably South African and to be completely without compassion for compatriots. 

Thus, you may nowadays live in London, feel neurotic in New York, teach English in Tibet. But, as people say, you can take yourself out of South Africa, but it is very hard to take South Africa out of you. 

Accordingly, you scratch the surface a little, and you feel respect and responsibility for those back home surviving the stress of being poor. Whether direct or indirect, at the doorstep or robot or 10 000 km away, poverty has a deep effect on the lives of middle class South Africans.

Poverty is even there as a spectre for those who are part of the problem ( those South Africans who perpetuate exploitation, who are complicit in rip-off schemes, who refuse charity or development, or who wield callousness and bureaucracy. 

To date, few would deny that post-apartheid policies and practices have kept buttering the toast of us, the middle class. More crumbs than previously have been scattered to the rest of society ( but we still all sit with an enormous problem of millions whose lives are a misery. 

I don’t know what Feinstein would have to say about this. But what I can say is that his Proudly South African is evidence of one man at least who is not leaving solutions only to the government. 

To contribute towards solutions to poverty is a much broader issue than the Feinstein focus. But hats off to him for his strategy. Let’s now see what others amongst us can do. 

Interestingly, it’s exactly what we can do that could give an expanded basis to Proudly South African. 

How so? Simply, we can ensure that Feinstein keep sayings “I’m proud because I can” ( and allow him to add:“I’’m proud because we can”.
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