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“Red Sales In The Sunset”: 
The Rise And Fall of White Trader 
Dominance in the United States’ Navajo 
Reservation and South Africa’s Transkeif 

ROBERT “SKIP” VOLK 

INTRODUCTION 

This paper examines the role of white traders in two distinct locations: the Navajo 
Reservation in the United States and the Transkei, a former reserve in South 
Africa. Despite historical, cultural, and geographical differences, the imposition of 
colonial rule and the establishment of reservation structures in both regons 
meant that the indigenous populations endured many common experiences. In 
these situations, opportunities were present for a class of entrepreneurs to position 
themselves as intermediaries between these populations and the outside world, 
thereby becoming agents of change. These activities expanded and contracted in 
response to changmg internal and external conditions. This paper’s intention is 
to further uncover the forces at work in the process of capitalist development in 
peripheral areas through a comparative analysis of these situations. 

TRADERS AND INCORPORATION 

World-system theorists use the term incorporation or broadening to describe the 
process whereby peripheral areas are absorbed into the global capitalist sys- 
tem controlled by the core nations.2 Primarily an economic process, incorpo- 
ration is shaped by many related factors, including but not limited to: the 
social organization and culture of the people being incorporated; the role of 
the region in the world economy; historical epoch; and the driving incen- 
tive-such as land, labor, or raw materials-of the incorporating society.3 

Robert “Skip” Volk is an assistant professor of sociology at Shippensburg University in 
Pennsylvania. He specializes in inequality and conducts research on race, ethnicity, 
gender, and class. 
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Several theorists have sought to refine Immanuel Wallerstein's rather curso- 
ry treatment of this process. Hall places incorporation on a continuum, begin- 
ning with initial contact and ending with complete absorption into the global 
economy.4 In her study of the Anishinaabe on the White Earth Reservation in 
Minnesota, Melissa L. Meyer outlines the role ethnicity played in the emergence 
of an interracial merchant class, as well as in reservation politics. Highlighting 
the heterogeneity on the White Earth Reservation, Meyer pays particular atten- 
tion to an entrepreneurial class of mixed ancestry whose members, as cultural 
and economic brokers with off-reservation elements, often served as lightning 
rods during divisive periods of internal political turmoil.5 

Wilma Dunaway describes incorporation as a dialectical process involving 
human agency and structure. More specifically, Dunaway, in her analysis of 
Appalachia, explores Cherokee responses to structural changes imposed by 
outside hegemonic forces from Britain, as seen through such areas as politi- 
cal organization and production activities6 P. Nick Kardulias emphasizes the 
bilateral dimension of decision-making in his examination of the impact of 
the fur trade on Native American societies. Though based on debatable theo- 
retical premises, this strategy underscores the importance of working across 
areas and groups in tracing the dynamics of incorporation.7 Many scholars, 
including those mentioned above, stress the importance and complexity of 
internal characteristics and responses of the peoples being incorporated. 

This study expands these analyses in several ways. First, by focusing on the 
role of the traders, it recognizes that dominating forces also involve human 
agency. Whether building roads, hauling freight, exchanging gifts with local 
residents, or negotiating with national corporations, these merchants were 
acting with a degree of independence and initiative. Second, by comparing 
the actions of these agents in two distinct geographic settings, this analysis 
emphasizes the importance of structure in the incorporation process. This 
importance can be seen at multiple levels as traders worked to build an eco- 
nomic system of exchange within the institutional framework of a reservation. 
Finally, this research broadens the picture of ethnicity on reservations, as eth- 
nic divisions remained rather sharp in both cases, in contrast to the situation 
found by Meyer at White Earth. 

RESERVATIONS AND TRADERS 

Reservations constitute areas set aside for the exclusive use of a particular eth- 
nic or racial group. As such they represent peculiar situations where the eco- 
nomic forces are altered from more typical paths toward underdevelopment. 
These social formations are influenced by such factors as divergent land 
tenure systems, restricted and rigidly defined land-bases, political apparatus 
subservient to the national states, and tightly controlled commercial activi- 
ties.8 To this point, most analyses have considered neither the differences 
between reservation and non-reservation processes of underdevelopment nor 
the similarities that exist across reservation situations. A crucial point in the 
establishment and reproduction of reservation economies is where agents 
connect capitalist and non-capitalist modes of production. 
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Traders operate at the interstices of capitalist and traditional modes of 
production? taking advantage of available opportunities by performing middle- 
merchantlo activities that connect local production systems with the national 
and international economies. While the military, government officials, and mis- 
sionaries also serve to spread the material and ideological underpinnings of the 
capitalist mode, it was the traders who worked on a daily basis to undermine tra- 
ditional consumption patterns by providing an outlet for locally produced 
goods and offering for sale items previously unneeded, unwanted, and perhaps 
even unknown. Moreover, traders participated in “expanded” middle-merchant 
activity such as labor recruitment and ci-afts promotion, which complemented 
extant activities and further impacted relations in these areas. These middle- 
merchant activities attest to the active role performed by many traders that had 
far-reaching consequences for the Navajo and Transkeian political economies. 
Ironically, as capitalist relations developed during the twentieth century, the 
importance of the white traders in both situations would subside, but to differ- 
ent degrees and for different reasons. To more fully understand these situa- 
tions, it is necessary to show how the traders’ plights were interwoven with other 
historically specific factors such as population size, cultural differences, nation- 
al economic forces, and state policies. 

TRADERS ON THE NAVAJO RESERVATION 

Officially, Navajo (Dine) territory became part of the United States with the 
acquisition of the Southwest from Mexico in 1848. At that time, small stock 
raising formed the backbone of a highly diverse Navajo economy. To fulfill 
subsistence needs, horticulture, gathering, hunting, weaving, raiding, and 
orchard husbandry supplemented herding to varying degrees depending on 
local conditions and preferences. Although emphasis was placed on subsis- 
tence activities, some trade occurred as intertribal routes connected the 
Navajo people with regions as far away as Sonora, Mexico.11 Life on small 
homesteads spread over a vast, remote territory and a loosely organized polit- 
ical system left most Navajos relatively isolated. Though class divisions cer- 
tainly existed, Navajo society exhibited a high level of equality. Sheep and 
goats represented the main form of wealth, although horses and silver-work 
later developed into important status symbols. Custom, family obligations, 
and easy access to land placed limits on inequality. Women enjoyed high sta- 
tus, owning much stock and occupying a key place in the division of labor. 
This status is reflected in marriage customs and Navajo mythology.12 

Having settled in the Southwest centuries ago, the Navajos for the most 
part resisted domination until their military defeat in 1864 by the United 
States military. The approximately eight thousand surrendering Navajos- 
many impoverished and starving as the result of the scorched-earth war tac- 
tics used against them-were removed to Fort Sumner on what is called the 
Long Walk.13 Located several hundred miles away on the Bosque Redondo 
reservation along the Pecos River in eastern New Mexico, the difficultjourney 
was the beginning of four years of continuous hardship that became perma- 
nently etched in the collective minds of the Navajo people.14 
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Although the four years of incarceration at Fort Sumner failed to estab- 
lish the Navajo as sedentary farmers as intended, it did have far-reaching 
effects on their economy once they returned to the newly established reser- 
vation in 1868. Exposure to new products such as coffee, wheat flour, and 
sugar; new production techniques such as plowing and silver-working; and 
methods of exchange such as ration tokens were all taken back to Navajoland 
where they impacted economic decisions.15 

The Establishment of Trading Posts 

The Navajo Reservation was established on approximately 3.5 million acres 
centered around Fort Defiance, New Mexico. This area was eventually 
expanded to include some 15 million acres in New Mexico, Arizona, and 
Utah.16 The Navajo population grew rapidly, rising from an estimated eight to 
fifteen thousand upon their return to over twenty thousand at the turn of the 
nineteenth century to forty thousand by 1928,17 and exceeding 100,000 
around 1970.18 

The Navajo who survived the Long Walk faced different economic cir- 
cumstances upon their return to this portion of their original homeland.19 
The horticultural base decimated, herds reduced or destroyed, traditional 
trade links severed, raiding no longer viable, and use of much of their former 
land restricted, many Navajos were reduced temporarily to dependency on 
rations distributed at military posts. The US government distributed sheep 
and goats to the Navajo and these small stock quickly formed the heart of a 
highly specialized economy. Military posts served as market outlets for Navajo 
goods-chiefly wool and blankets-in the early reservation years. In addition 
to the trade conducted through the sutlers, some Indian Bureau agents active- 
ly promoted Navajo products in the East.20 In return, Navajo could purchase 
the off-reservation goods to which they had grown accustomed at Fort 
Sumner. 

Other interrelated factors directly and indirectly contributed to a situa- 
tion in which business opportunities presented themselves to enterprising 
merchants. Seeds were in short supply, and those that were distributed by gov- 
ernment officials were for cash crops.21 In addition to the government distri- 
bution of stock, commercial pastoralism was promoted in several ways over 
the years. Restrictions on the sale of ewes encouraged the propagation of 
herds.22 Efforts at breed improvement, designed to increase meat and wool 
production, began shortly after the turn of the century.23 Sheep-dipping to 
ward off scabies began shortly afterward in 1907.24 Irrigation projects that inci- 
dentally provided watering holes date back to 1880.25 A tagging system to 
authenticate Navajo blankets was initiated in 1914.26 

Yet undoubtedly the most important factor contributing to this situation 
was the construction of the railroad in 1881. Passingjust south of the reserva- 
tion, the railroad greatly facilitated the movement of goods in the region. 
Previous to this time, goods had to be hauled by wagon from such distant 
places as Santa Fe and Las Vegas.27 Border towns, which became centers of 
commercial activity, were established along the railroad lines and served as 
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the home bases for various wholesale houses.28 The railroad provided the link 
between the Navajo Reservation and the national and international 
economies. 

As market relations gained in importance, traders were licensed to fill the 
exchange functions once conducted at the military posts. Traders were pro- 
tected by the US Army29 and a monopsonistic (sole buying) position was 
enhanced by the restriction of outside purchasers from entering the reserva- 
tion.30 Combined with remote conditions and tight licensing laws that kept 
competition among traders to a minimum, traders were certain of a reason- 
able return on their investment.31 Due to their familiarity with the Navajo sit- 
uation, many of the early traders were Mormons in the north and former 
army sutlers to the south. These traders were connected with wholesalers in 
the border towns, sometimes through ownership.32 In time these wholesale 
houses became controlled by larger businesses located in cities.33 

Several detailed accounts of the traders’ experiences exist, both bio- 
graphical and aut~biographical.~~ These accounts tend to emphasize the 
rugged individualism, hard work, fairness, and contributions that traders 
made to life on the reservation. They also demonstrate the high level of ini- 
tiative that individual traders displayed. For example, Elizabeth Compton 
Hegemann recounts how she and her husband, Harry Rorick, largely at their 
own expense, arranged to build a road to improve access to their remote post 
at Shonto, Arizona, providing wages to local Navajos in the process. She pho- 
tographed the dashes another trader had painted across a rock bed to mark 
the path of a desert road leading to his post. Hegemann also recalls improv- 
ing postal delivery from about once a month to once or twice a week by build- 
ing a relay shed on the frequently traveled Kayenta road.35 

Other writers have noted how the trading posts became embedded in the 
cultural fabric as they became centers of social activity and as the Navajo peo- 
ple relied on the traders to perform extra-economic tasks.36 These observa- 
tions were based primarily on traders’ perceptions and therefore may be 
exaggerated if not romanticized. Nevertheless, to the extent that this did 
occur, it certainly enhanced trade. 

Mechanisms for Capturing Trade 

The number of traders located on or near the Navajo Reservation grew dra- 
matically in the early reservation period so that an estimated forty-eight posts 
were operating by 1890, increasing to an estimated seventy-nine by 1900, and 
approximately 132 by 1915.37 This growth indicates the favorable circum- 
stances for trade.38 But the presence of monopolistic and monopsonistic ele- 
ments does not mean that trade will automatically occur, because people may 
rely on former practices to some extent (production for consumption, inter- 
tribal trade), and certainly cultural resistance to change existed. Indeed, 
many Navajos reluctantly entered market relations, and attempted to do so on 
their own terms, as in the case of individuals who engaged in temporary wage- 
work as a means to purchase sheep, thus strengthening traditional subsis- 
tence activities.39 
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Consequently, the traders did more than stock the shelves, hang a shin- 
gle, and open their doors to the public. They used devices tailored to local 
conditions to lure Navajo into their stores. These devices included barter, 
credit, pawn, tokens, wide product offerings, and notions of good will. 

Initially, nearly all transactions occurred through barter as money was 
rarely seen on the reservation. In fact, it is reported that the Navajo held an 
aversion toward paper currency, checks, and even gold-an aversion that 
would last for decades. Silver was preferred when barter was not practical, 
because it was more highly valued and useful in crafts production.40 

The advancement of credit, especially during lean times between harvests 
and blankets, was an added inducement for Navajo to trade at the posts. 
Interest rates, however, were high. One trader reported charging 120 percent 
annually.41 Credit was further extended through the institution of pawn, as 
pawn racks became commonplace at trading posts. Navajos received credit for 
silver-work with the understanding that they could redeem the items within a 
specified period, usually not less than six months and sometimes much 
longer. If not redeemed, the trader was free to sell the items to other parties.42 
In this manner, the pawn rack functioned as a bank, providing safe storage 
and collateral for Navajo patrons. 

In situations in which Navajos brought in goods to exchange and found 
desired goods sold out, or when they did not wish to make purchases at that 
time, traders frequently issued tokens, commonly referred to as sc+, seco, tin 
monq, or trade money. These tokens could be exchanged for goods at a later 
date.43 Not representing legal tender, they could only be used at the post of 
issue, thus enhancing the monopolistic position of the trader. 

Trade was also expanded by offering a greater variety of goods. Initially, 
Navajo patrons sought coffee, sugar, and flour for their bags of wool, blankets, 
and pinon nuts. Soon, processed foods, such as canned milk, fruit, and veg- 
etables as well as cloth, metal tools, wagons, and saddles were being sold. 
Eventually, tobacco and soda pop became widespread addictions.44 
Considerable differences in inventory across posts on the reservation reflect 
the highly localized changes in Navajo material culture and demonstrate how 
individual merchants adapted their trading practices to surrounding condi- 
tions and clientele. For example, in 1916 one trader at Keams Canyon was dis- 
covered to have stocked a large number of baby bottles and nipples. 
Apparently local Navajo found them useful in feeding orphaned lambs.45 

Finally, traders used gestures of good will aligned with Navajo customs to 
foster good relations with regular and potential customers. For example, 
many traders donated food and prizes for local, ceremonies and profited 
handsomely from the increased business. Another practice was to have avail- 
able a jar of tobacco and papers so that patrons could help themselves to a 
smoke.46 This custom attracted visitors and encouraged socializing, which 
undoubtedly led to more transactions. 

Good relations spread in other more subtle ways. Some traders learned 
the Navajo language and attended important events. Others offered emer- 
gency first aid. A few traders married Navajo women.47 These kinds of inter- 
action enhanced mutual understanding and trust. 
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Expanded Middle-Merchant Activities 

The exchange of wool for flour, coffee, and sugar constituted the bulk of 
transactions in the early period. Pinon nuts, hides, and blankets were also 
purchased by the traders. But the scope of the traders’ activities did not 
remain limited to merely buying and selling products as they became increas- 
ingly involved in the production process itself by cultivating a craft industry. 
In this manner the traders and, to a lesser extent, the Navajo producers were 
able to capture some of the value added that accompanies processing, albeit 
in a limited product market that did not challenge other producers. Later, the 
traders served as labor recruiters for off-reservation employers. 

Navajo blanket-weaving dates back to the seventeenth century. Spanish 
sheep and the Pueblo loom provided the basic ingredients for the weaving, 
while the Navajo’s sheep-based economy allowed time for women to perfect 
the craft. Nevertheless, weaving was geared toward consumption with only a 
limited quantity entering the trade circuits. Traders, sensing potential profit, 
moved to turn this craft into a viable commercial enterprise connected to the 
Anglo market. This goal was accomplished in a variety of ways. First, several 
marketing routes were established, including direct catalog sales to cus- 
tomers, sales to wholesalers in reservation border towns, and agreements with 
large retailers, most notably the Fred Harvey Company. This network was 
strong enough to withstand a challenge from machine-made imitations. 
Second, blanket sizes and designs were altered toward Euramerican tastes. 
Third, tools and raw materials were changed to increase output. Traditional 
techniques placed severe limits on production because they were extremely 
labor intensive and time consuming. Consequently, a type of clippers 
replaced crude pieces of metal or knives for shearing sheep, cotton replaced 
wool in warp, synthetic dyes and the mordant to bind them replaced Native 
equivalents, and even commercial yarns were imported. Some traders went as 
far as shipping Navajo wool to off-reservation mills for carding, scouring, and 
dyeing before being returned for spinning and weaving by Navajo women. 
Many of these processes resulted in a degradation of quality, but retailers, in 
an effort to protect their market position, began rejecting blankets of inferi- 
or quality, forcing traders and weavers to make adjustments. Finally, traders 
imported lower cost Pendleton blankets for Navajo personal use, thereby free- 
ing weavers to produce for the market.48 

Silver-work followed a similar pattern but with some noticeable differ- 
ences. Silversmithing has a much shorter history among the Navajo than does 
weaving. Spreading during their confinement at Fort Sumner, these skills 
were fairly well-developed by the 1880s. Most of this production, however, was 
destined for Navajo use, encouraged by pawn and longstanding cultural value 
placed on conchas, bridles, buttons, rings, earrings, Ketohs (bow guards), 
tobacco cases, bracelets, and other items made of silver. The tools used by the 
Navajo silversmiths were crude and were slowly replaced as traders spread 
across the reservation selling more efficient tools, including tin buckets to be 
used as forges, manufactured bellows and crucibles, borax for flux, sandpaper 
and emery paper for polishing, and various small tools. Eventually, ounce or 
sheet silver replaced US silver dollars and Mexican pesos as source silver, and 
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polished turquoise was provided to the smiths through a “farming out” system 
that would, for the most part, convert Navajo silversmiths to wage-workers. In 
fact, it was not long before workshops employed hundreds of Navajo and uti- 
lized mass production techniques.49 

Attempts to build an external market for Navajo silver-work were less success 
ful than for blankets. This was offset slightly, however, by stronger internal demand 
as silver-work retained its cultural value among the Navajo people and continued 
to serve as pawn. Large retailers in the Southwest, most notably the Fred Harvey 
Company, that marketed Native American crafts through its railroad refreshment 
centers, worked closely with the traders to align silver-work qualities with the tastes 
of white tourists, which in general meant producing lighter pieces with more 
designs. External demand, then, was restricted primarily to the Southwest tourist 
trade. This market was effectively challenged by imitation machinemade jewelry 
produced in factories located in border towns and cities, sometimes employing 
Native American-largely Pueblo-labor in some stages of production. 

The number of trading posts continued to grow, reaching 162 by 1935, 
until the Great Depression dealt a serious blow to the Navajo economy.50 
Wool prices plummeted and the external crafts market withered. A state- 
imposed stock reduction program designed to counter erosion on the reser- 
vation eliminated around 40 percent of Navajo stock51 and depressed pro- 
duction to sub-subsistence levels for many Navajo families, encouraging or 
forcing many Navajo men into New Deal work programs.52 

But it was the national labor shortage during World War I1 that provided 
traders with the opportunity to tap another source of income by serving as 
labor recruiters. In response to this shortage, the state permitted agents to 
recruit directly on the reservation. These agents are reported to have worked 
closely with the traders as trucks carried workers to various agricultural, min- 
ing, and industrial sites. Over 10,000 Navajos were reported to have been 
engaged in off-reservation wartime employment.53 

After the war the federal government worked with the states of Arizona and 
New Mexico to establish a permanent system of employment offices that, in con- 
junction with unemployment offices, placed Navajo in off-reservation work- 
sites. However, a major exception to this process was the railroad industry, 
which contracted traders as claims agents. The trader-agents were responsible 
for filling labor quotas based on a system of seniority and for arranging trans- 
portation to the main railroad offices in Winslow, Arizona.54 Although seasonal, 
the railroads rapidly became the largest single employer of Navajo workers in 
the postwar period. This employment peaked in the mid-1950s when the earn- 
ings of over 6,500 Navajos exceeded $8 million and an additional $2 million in 
associated unemployment benefits each year. Subsequent changes in the rail- 
road industry, however, most notably increased mechanization and its general 
decline in face of competition with highway and air transport curtailed employ- 
ment opportunities. By the end of the decade the number of Navajo working 
on the railroad was a mere fraction of its mid-decade total, with only 1,666 
employed in 1959.55 

As part of an overall process whereby the Navajo economy was being 
transformed to a money economy, labor recruitment offered advantages to 
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the traders over and above direct capitation fees. Most important of these was 
the increase in sales connected to income remitted from off-reservation 
employment and the relative decline in subsistence activities. Furthermore, 
since trading posts usually serve as post offices, the trader-clerks had access to 
information about their customers that facilitated debt collection.56 

The Demise of Trader Dominance 

Perhaps paradoxically, the entry of so many Navajos into the wage-labor force 
did more than provide some economic benefit to the traders. Combined with 
other forces, wage-labor contributed to the undermining of the monopolistic 
and monopsonistic position enjoyed by the traders. World War I1 stands as the 
turning point in economic relations on the reservation, although many of the 
seeds, such as stock reduction and the New Deal work programs, had already 
been planted by this time. 

The most important factor was the growing importance of cash income, 
relative to traditional economic activities. As late as 1940, over two-thirds of 
Navajo income was estimated to have come from agriculture (58.4 percent) 
and arts and crafts (9 percent). By 1958, these activities accounted for only 9.9 
percent and 1.3 percent, respectively.57 Government employment, off-reser- 
vation work mainly on the railroad, and to a lesser extent employment in min- 
ing and construction industries all contributed significantly to this increase in 
cash income. Transfer payments of various kinds also became important 
sources of support in this period, constituting approximately 16 percent in 
1958.58 Wage-work opportunities on the reservation continued to increase as 
energy projects, state-sponsored development programs, most notably the 
projects funded by the Navajo-Hopi Long Range Rehabilitation Act, the 
growth of tribal government, and the Sureau of Indian Affairs’ policy of shift- 
ing administrative services to reservations employed larger numbers of peo- 
ple.59 These trends continued so that in 1974, 65 percent of Navajo income 
came from wages and 24 percent came from transfer payments. Agricultural 
pursuits and crafts contributed only 2 and 6 percent, respectively.60 

Other factors working against the traders’ position were the improvements 
in transportation and communication systems serving the reservation and the 
rise of alternative sales outlets for Navajo products. Increased contact with other 
areas and peoples and the spread of cars and trucks on the reservation simul- 
taneously provided the knowledge and the means for conducting business 
elsewhere.61 The tribal council became more active in marketing Navajo goods, 
especially wool, in an effort to secure higher prices that further eroded the 
traders’ monopsony. Efforts to establish cooperatives on the reservation as an 
alternative to the trading posts date back to the 1930s, despite trader resistance. 
However, none of the consumer goods cooperatives have lasted long.62 

In sum, the traders, once the predominant broker in the Navajo econo- 
my, now function differently, shunning barter, refusing extended credit 
between harvests or blankets, and not acting as the sole buyer of Navajo 
goods. Except in remote regions, trading posts operate more like local gen- 
eral stores where people buy gas and food. Data from 1973 indicate that the 
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Navajo spent well over half their income off the reservation, while many other 
purchases were made at discount stores in larger towns, particularly those with 
government centers.63 Still, these trading posts continue to perform a func- 
tion and remain part of the reservation setting. Based on Navajo Nation data, 
of the sixty-five trading posts currently operating on the reservation in the 
1990s,6* fifty are owned by non-Navajo who also hold half-interest in another 
three.65 So in spite of efforts to promote Navajo business development and 
employment by the tribal government, whites remain in firm control of the 
trading post business in rural areas of the Navajo Reservation. 

Historically, changes in the role of the traders on the Navajo Reservation 
correspond with the changes in the material conditions as capitalist relations 
become more developed and as the Navajo economy becomes increasingly 
connected to the world economy. Initially, state policy was guided by concern 
for social control and economic expediency. Allowing the Navajo to live in rel- 
ative isolation with traders acting as the primary intermediaries fulfilled these 
goals for over a half-century. This also established what was basically a Navajo 
peasantry that produced primarily for subsistence and marketed a surplus to 
acquire additional items and meet other economic obligations.66 Stock reduc- 
tion, implemented in response to reports linking erosion on the reservation 
to the silting of the Hoover Dam,67 undermined subsistence activities signal- 
ing a more active role by the state in Navajo affairs as economic activities 
based on traditional agricultural pursuits could no longer support a growing 
reservation population in face of fewer livestock and deteriorating ecological 
conditions. Contact with the outside world increased and the functions per- 
formed by the traders were diffused to government agencies at various levels, 
including employment offices, development projects, and welfare offices and 
seventy private employers and other businesses in the process. Thus, greater 
Navajo involvement in the national and world economy restricted the sphere 
of activities and influence of the white traders. 

TRADERS IN THE TRANSKEI 

Most residents of the Transkei are considered to be of Xhosa descent, a 
genealogical group that, along with the Zulu and Swazi, historically make up 
the larger ethnolinguistic group, Nguni. At the time of sustained European 
contact, beginning after the establishment of Cape Town in 1652, the Xhosas 
lived in scattered settlements enjoying the fruits of shifting horticulture and 
cattle-raising, supplemented by hunting and gathering. Traditional crops 
included sorghum, pumpkin, calabash, melon, beans, and some root crops. 
Wheat, sweet potatoes, potatoes, peas, and most importantly maize were 
among crops added later.68 Although relying more on cultivation than neigh- 
boring groups,69 cattle were given economic and cultural priority. Cattle were 
the most important form of wealth, carefully tended by men and required for 
the payment of lobola, the bride-price. A system of transhumance, or seasonal 
migration, was practiced to take advantage of different types of pasture.70 Like 
most pastoralists, meat was rarely eaten: soured milk, however, was an impor- 
tant food source. 
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A diversified economy offered many advantages including stability. 
Cultivation, hunting, and collecting were intensified when herds suffered and 
restricted when herds prospered.71 Trade with outsiders was irregular and 
usually involved cattle and metal articles. Later, ivory became an important 
trade item but was limited by its exhaustible supply. 

Britain regained control of the Cape Colony from the Netherlands in 
1807. The expansion of trade and the military subjugation went hand-in-hand 
during the nineteenth century as Xhosa territory became part of the empire 
and then incorporated into the Cape Colony. Semi-annual trade fairs were 
established in Grahamstown in 1817 and later twice weekly at Fort Wiltshire 
on the Keishama River.72 In 1830 licenses were issued to traders of “good 
repute,” permitting them to enter Xhosa territory to trade.73 As trade expanded, 
it shifted from the hands of nonspecialized Boers, or Dutch colonists, to full- 
time British merchants connected to wholesale houses in Cape Town and Port 
Elizabeth.74 

Trade relations connected to Britain were transforming the frontier 
region. Wool became the major export product ofwhite farmers and the basis 
of trade for manufactured goods. The demands of sheep farming in terms of 
land and labor and the incessant need of British capital to increase the sale of 
manufactured goods pushed the frontier further into Xhosa territory. Traders 
were on the forefront of this expansion in the eastern Cape, as Denoon and 
Nyeko explain: 

While the transformation of colonial and extra-colonial societies was 
proceeding, localised conflicts persisted. As the power which claimed 
responsibility for the whole region, Britain could decide which con- 
flicts to ignore, which constituted a threat to colonial order, which 
local authorities to patronise and support, and which to suppress .... 
But with the expansion of the pastoral frontier in the interior, and the 
frontier of peasantisation along the coast, British direct responsibility 
tended steadily to expand. To the north, the British flag followed the 
trekboer; to the east, it followed the trader.75 

European encroachment upon African lands continued. A series of 
frontier wars were fought during the nineteenth century, each ending in the 
loss of more Xhosa land and the expansion of British authority. Effective 
military resistance was no longer feasible after 1857 when Paramount Chief 
Sirili, responding to the vision of his brother’s daughter, Nongqause, and 
reportedly encouraged by missionaries, ordered followers to destroy their 
herds and crops in anticipation of the return of dead ancestors who would 
lead them into a new millennium. The destruction that ensued, combined 
with food losses associated with British scorched-earth war tactics, devastat- 
ed most Xhosa communities as thousands of starving refugees either 
entered the Cape Colony in search of food and work or sought relief with 
neighboring groups.76 The final military defeat of the Xhosa occurred in 
1878. Most of the Transkei was formally annexed to the Cape Colony by 
1886, with the exception of Pondoland, which was incorporated in 1894 and 
became part of the same administrative unit, the United Transkeian 
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Territories, in 1903. Constituting over 16,000 square miles along the south- 
eastern coast, it represented the largest homeland in South Africa and 
maintained relatively stable boundaries. 

Establishment of Trading Stations 

The first trading stations were established in what became the Transkei soon 
after licenses began to be issued in 1830. These traders exchanged beads, 
metal, blankets, guns and ammunition, horses, and liquor, among other 
items, for ivory, cattle, and grain7’ The number of trading stations grew dra- 
matically as Africans were drawn deeper into market relations. William 
Beinart reports that in 1876 there were over fifty stations operating in 
Pondoland alone, and this number increased to ninety-nine by 1903, and 119 
in 1905.78 By 1932, there were 650 white traders conducting business in rural 
areas of the Transkei79 and 705 in 1945.80 

Bundy has documented how some Africans, most notably the Mfengu, 
prospered by taking advantage of opportunities that market relations and out- 
side circumstances, such as the South African War fought from 1899 to 1902, 
offered.81 Nevertheless, historical forces, of which the traders were a part, 
were in place, working against the interests of the African population in the 
Transkei. The military defeats of the frontier wars noted earlier; the encroach- 
ment of the Trekboers to the North; the population shifts and disruptions 
associated with Shaka’s rise to power among the Zulu;S* and the discovery of 
diamonds in Kimberley in 1867 and to a lesser extent gold on the more dis- 
tant Witwatersrand in 1886 all resulted directly and indirectly in the loss of 
land and contributed to increased congestion in the territory. In addition to 
the cattle-killing mentioned above, traditional economic activities were fur- 
ther disrupted by a series of droughts,*3 as well as rinderpest and East Coast 
fever epidemics that devastated cattle herds in the region from about 1896 to 
1913.84 

In face of severe labor shortages that mining development fueled in the 
national economy of South Africa, state policy was designed to induce 
Africans to leave their lands and seek wage-work, eventually turning the 
homelands into labor reserves. This policy and its consequences have been 
well-documented and discussed.85 These measures included poll and hut 
taxes, which could only be paid in cash and thereby forced residents to sell 
their surplus or seek wage-work. Land laws, especially the 1913 Native Land 
Act, prevented Africans from acquiring more land and eliminated sharecrop- 
ping (“farming on the half‘), driving many African families and their livestock 
to the reserves.86 Restrictions on the movement of cattle as part of the effort 
to control East Coast fever, in effect until 1930, disrupted transhumance pat- 
terns and devalued African cattle.87 Pass laws were instituted to direct the flow 
of labor to specific job sites on a temporary basis in a manner that protected 
the labor supply of white farmers.88 Later, in the face of serious erosion prob- 
lems, so-called “betterment schemes” limited and controlled the production 
of livestock in the Transkei. Attempts to lower the absolute number of live- 
stock, however, were largely unsuccessful.89 



The Rise and Fall of White Trader Dominance 81 

Mechanisms for Capturing Trade 

Traders, representing the driving wedge of colonial expansion into the 
Transkei, frequently worked closely with chiefs and in time became part of the 
social structure and cultural fabric. Their position was strengthened by the 
custom and statute, Proclamation 11 of 1922, prohibiting licenses from being 
issued to white traders within five miles of an already established station.90 A 
two-mile rule applying to Africans was of little consequence because of the 
lack of capital and contacts to external wholesale firms. A similar rule codified 
in Proclamation 164 of 1934 and Proclamation 11 of 1952 prevented the same 
party from owning more than one store within a twenty-mile radius.91 Thus, a 
monopolistic position was enhanced as local traders were protected from 
competition from nearby stations and from the formation of multi-store 
chains that could undercut prices and attract customers over greater dis- 
tances. Moreover, African necessity to obtain cash to pay taxes forced resi- 
dents to market part of their produce or seek wage-work. Hence, the traders 
were in an advantageous position to benefit from the situation shaped by his- 
torical circumstances, state policies, and the changing national economy. 

Like the traders on the Navajo Reservation, however, these merchants 
used similar methods and strategies intended to increase business-barter, 
credit, tokens, product variety, and expressions of good will. These mecha- 
nisms worked to overcome resistance to change that entering market rela- 
tions entails. Many Xhosas preferred subsistence activities, selling enough sur- 
plus to meet necessary obligations or engaging in wage-work on a temporary 
basis, frequently to acquire livestock. 

Barter dominated early trade as Africans had little access to cash but were 
willing to trade ivory, cattle, hides, and grain for items they desired. The cir- 
culation of English coins increased throughout the nineteenth century, how- 
ever, especially in the face of cattle epidemics and drought that limited the 
availability of these items. Coins even became an expected part of the lobola 
in some areas.92 While government authorities and some traders93 discour- 
aged barter, it continued into the twentieth century, especially in indirect 
form.94 Some Xhosa complained of abuses of barter by traders.95 

Credit was extended in various ways to Transkeian residents. Purchases 
made on credit were common but subject to higher prices. In fact, credit 
prices were reported to be twice as high.96 Traders also acted as moneylen- 
ders, making cash advances to patrons in need. Interest rates were extremely 
high, ranging from 150 percent to over 400 percent.97 Debts were sometimes 
guaranteed through the use of cattle as collateral.98 In fact, in what appears 
to have been an adaptation of the traditional custom sisa, cattle are in a sense 
pawned and continue to graze on the original owner's land until the debt is 
settled through redemption by the patron or confiscation by the trader.99 The 
total value of debt owed to traders in the Transkei was estimated to have 
reached one million pounds by the early 1930s.100 

The use of tokens, sometimes referred to as passbooks, coupons-for-credit,'Ol 
or tickets,'O' but more commonly known as good fors, were also issued by traders 
in lieu of cash for goods purchased from Transkei residents. These tokens, 
made of metal pieces or paper slips, served to tie patrons to the local trading 
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stationlo3 and entitled customers to make future purchases at the store.104 
Testimony before the Transkeian Territories General Council in 1923 reveals 
dissatisfaction with this arrangement: 

There was a tendency when they took mealies [corn] to Traders for 
sale for them to give a small piece of paper, or a little tin thing, but 
they could not go and buy at another trader’s shop with that paper. 
When they sold mealies at a shop they wanted money to pay their hut 
tax, but they could not take these notes to the office.105 

Traders offered an increasingly wide range of products in their stations to 
entice local residents into negotiation. These products included both con- 
sumption and production goods. Guns and ammunition became less important 
after the military subjugation and the decline in available game. Nevertheless, 
the stores’ shelves were stocked with processed food and manufactured goods 
including such items as tea, coffee, sugar, pepper, canned meat, bread, and 
wheat flour. Blankets and cotton articles replaced hides as preferred clothing 
fairly early in this process. One trader in 1865 estimated that 7,500 Whitney 
blankets, imported from England, were sold every year in the Transkei, replac- 
ing the traditional kuross, a garment made of animal skins.106 Traders took out 
licenses to sell medicines at their stations, as well. 

As is the case with the Navajo’s merchants, traders in the Transkei demon- 
strated their capacity to adjust to local conditions and people and to overcome 
traditional preferences. For example, Haines reports that some traders’ families 
engaged in dressmaking, while others specialized in making wedding cakes.107 
Clearly, consumption patterns were being transformed as traditional goods and 
services were replaced with new ones and as new wants became necessities.108 

The importation of production goods had an important effect on the 
landscape of the Transkei and its inhabitants. Plows were becoming wide- 
spread by the 1870s, eventually supplanting shifting horticulture as the pri- 
mary means of cultivation.109 This transition affected the division of labor with 
males becoming more involved in farming.110 It also had ecological ramifica- 
tions as more land could be cultivated by the same number of people, and as 
greater emphasis was placed on grain production. New cash crops such as 
wheat, barley, and oats were also introduced.111 Similarly, sheep, imported in 
large numbers beginning before the turn of the century, began to compete 
with cattle for grazing areas as wool became an important cash crop. Indeed, 
there were an estimated 1,720,223 wooled sheep in the Transkei in 1918.112 
Other items included sledges, wagons, metal hoes, and various tools. In short, 
production methods were altered and traditional crafts and manufacturing 
activities waned.113 Even storage pits for grain fell into disuse as people would 
sell their grain to the traders and repurchase it at a later date at a consider- 
ably higher price. There has been speculation that this practice may have 
been encouraged by the possibility of avoiding family obligations because 
wealth could be kept from public view.114 

Notions of good will also worked to the traders’ best intere~ts.1~5 Traders 
performed a variety of functions for Africans such as building coffins for the 
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dead, assisting in wedding ceremony preparation, and advising on official 
forms. Perhaps the most prevalent of these notions was the custom of basella or 
pasela. This custom obliged the trader to present the African customer with 
something extra, a gift, after a transaction, especially one of significance, was 
completed. While social customs, laws, and white-supremacist ideology placed 
limits on intimacy, these activities undoubtedly represented signs of friendship 
and served to bond traders and patrons, albeit within a paternalistic context.116 

Expanded Middle-Merchant Activities 

Buying and selling were the two functions performed by traders in their ini- 
tial contact with Africans in the Transkei. Many Africans prospered, most tem- 
porarily, by taking advantage of the market opportunities opened to them 
through the traders in response to national and international forces. But as 
the production of cattle, milk, and grain declined below subsistence levels 
and as the reality of scarcity and economic hardship became pervasive, these 
functions were increasingly interconnected with-and subordinate to-the 
demands of labor migrancy.117 

Traders benefited from migrant labor in two ways. First, they acted as 
labor agents and recruiters for the mines. Second, much of the income remit- 
ted by workers to the Transkei ended up in the traders’ hands through pur- 
chases or the payment of debt. In time, this second benefit would supersede 
the first in importance as production declined in the face of deteriorating 
conditions, forcing people to live permanently off the reserve. Because of 
this, the traders’ recruitment positions were undermined. 

Organized efforts by the mine owners-led by the Chamber of Mines-to 
increase and direct the flow of African workers to the mines dates back at least 
as far as 1897, when they established the Rand Native Labour Association, 
later replaced by the Witwatersrand Native Labour Association (WNLA), and 
then by the Native Recruiting Corporation (NRC) in 1912.118 At that time 
labor shortages were threatening to increase wages and curtail production, a 
situation also threatening white farmers who were in a weaker position to 
compete with higher wages. Labor recruitment was highly competitive since 
private contractors controlled much of the labor supply. Traders and chiefs 
played a key role in the migrant labor system. Contracted as agents, traders 
were paid a fee, typically two pounds, for each recruit delivered.119 

Encouraged by this source of revenue, traders induced Africans deeper 
into debt and used this as a lever to persuade them to enter labor contracts.120 
One of the most effective means was the cattle system, whereby traders sold 
livestock to prospective workers on credit under the condition that they 
would be repaid after completion of a stint at the mines.121 Traders also were 
permitted to extend cash advances, provided by the mining companies, of five 
pounds against the future salaries of contract workers.122 In 1914, it was esti- 
mated that capitation fees paid to trader-recruiters in the Transkei amounted 
to 200,000 pounds annually, and another 200,000 pounds financed 
advances.123 Jeeves reports that this system lent itself to widespread abuses. 
Lies and misrepresentation, excessive salary advances and credit extensions, 
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liquor, and bribery of chiefs and headmen constituted some of the fraudulent 
devices used in labor recruitment.124 

Conditions continued to worsen in the Transkei as population density 
increased and range and farm lands deteriorated. The estimated de facto 
population grew from 892,100 in 1916 to 1,107,100 in 1936,125 1,180,927 in 
1946,126 and 1,372,000 by 1960,127 with population density increasing from 
65.5 per square mile to 91.8 over the same period. At the same time agri- 
cultural production stagnated with livestock figures remaining relatively 
unchanged since 1925.128 While grain output fluctuates widely from year to 
year due primarily to erratic rainfall, a downward trend began in 1919129 
with a 25 percent decline occurring in the 1930s.130 Whereas at the turn of 
the century Transkei residents were marketing a surplus of grain, about half 
the grain consumed during the third decade was imported.131 As landless- 
ness and inadequate access to land increased and as recruitment efforts 
intensified, thousands of men left the Transkei in search of wage employ- 
ment. The number heading for the mines increased from 8,500 in 1893 to 
over 50,000 in 1910.‘22 

While the seasonal contract, the compound system that confined workers on 
site, and wage agreements between mines kept the cost of labor down, the cost 
of recruitment remained high. This situation changed when the exodus of men 
from the reserves allowed the mine owners to challenge the monopsonistic posi- 
tion of the private recruiters and traders as the NRC became the dominant 
recruiter around 1920.133 The mine owners’ efforts to lower competition for 
recruits and eliminate the costs of intermediary agents were supported by the 
state in the form of the Assisted Voluntary Scheme. Introduced in 1928, it 
allowed workers to bypass the recruiters by providing them with railroad fare and 
a 52 advance. In return, workers would have a say in their contract length and 
mine location.134 By 1931, approximately one-third of the mine recruits in South 
Africa entered contracts using this method, rising to one-half in 1942.135 

Traders were unable to thwart changes in the operation of the migrant 
labor system, including the phasing out of cash advances in favor of a system 
of deferred pay where part of miners’ wages were sent directly home to the 
re~erves.~36 Still, the traders benefited from this arrangement. Deferred pay 
served the dual purpose of encouraging miners to return home and placing 
part of their income within the sphere of trader influence. But it also signaled 
the changing role of the traders in the Transkei as they, along with their 
patrons, became increasingly dependent on remitted income for survival. 

The Demise of the Traders 

The decline of agricultural production and the massive migration of people 
from the Transkei lay at the heart of the process whereby the position of the 
white traders was economically and politically undermined. Overall in South 
Africa the number of Africans living in urban areas moved from approxi- 
mately 14 percent in 1921 to over 25 percent by 1950, and to 33 percent in 
1970.13’ The permanence of this urban population is indicated by the grow- 
ing number of women among them.138 In the Transkei, the absentee rate for 
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males between the ages of eighteen and fifty-four for at least part of the year, 
already high at 53 percent in 1936, climbed to 83 percent in 1974.139 

This movement to urban areas exposed many Xhosa people to new expe- 
riences and consumer opportunities. Modest improvements in infrastructure 
also encouraged residents to shop elsewhere.140 Supermarkets were opened 
in the Transkeian towns of Umtata and Butterworth.141 Also noteworthy was 
the attempt to market African produce directly to wholesalers to improve 
quality and secure higher prices, bypassing the traders. For example, wool was 
sold directly to the South African Wool Board through a cooperative orga- 
nized by the Department of Agriculture and Forestry.142 

As the labor situation became more complicated with the demands of 
industrialization and concomitant urbanization, the South African state con- 
tinued to develop mechanisms for controlling the African population based 
on the premise of racial separation, or what eventually became known as 
apartheid. This effort intensified with the election of the Nationalist Party in 
1948. In terms of ideology and state policy, the presence of white traders on 
the reserves did not fit well into the plan for separate development, which 
called for the eventual establishment of independent nations drawn along 
ethnic lines. Consequently, African business ownership on the reserves was 
promoted. By the middle of the 1950s, for example, no new trading licenses 
were being issued to non-Africans.143 

Pressure in this area mounted as the time to convert the reserves to inde- 
pendent nations neared. In 1964 licensing practices designed to protect the 
traders’ monopolies were abolished, opening them to increased African compe- 
tition.lg4 Despite organized resistance from the traders, a plan was implemented 
to compensate traders and remove them from the Ti-anskei. On the eve of 
Transkei “independence” in 1975, 562 of the 653 white-owned trading stations 
had been purchased by the government-owned Xhosa Development 
Corporation (XDC), 4’74 of these having already been resold to Afri~ans.1~5 
Southall notes that the XDC, while in the process of acquiring and reselling trad- 
ing stations, became an effective competitor to the remaining stations because 
of the considerable number of stores it operated during the transition.146 

In the Transkei, then, the white traders established themselves during col- 
onization and became the primary conduits connecting this area to the 
national and world economies. The traders worked to expand custom and 
benefited from state policies that initially oversaw the peasantization of the 
resident population, and later sought to convert these peasants to migrant 
wage-workers. Resistance to entering market relations on the part of many 
Xhosa residents who preferred subsistence activities was overcome by the real- 
ities of increased poverty on congested and deteriorating land. Increased con- 
tact with the outside world weakened the traders’ position by giving residents 
the opportunity to shop elsewhere. Moreover, the benefits of migrant labor to 
the white traders proved to be short-term as the attempt to reduce the cost of 
labor recruitment precipitated programs designed to limit the traders’ role in 
the migrant labor system. Finally, the demands of a policy of population and 
labor control based on racial separation dealt the final blow to white trader 
dominance in this region. 
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DISCUSSION 

This analysis has demonstrated how for a considerable period white traders 
were the main articulating agents between capitalist and non-capitalist modes 
of production on both the Navajo Reservation and in the Transkei. As buyers 
and sellers, these middle-merchants presented resident populations with pro- 
duction and consumption options previously unknown, connecting their 
livelihoods with larger national and international economic forces in the 
process. In both cases, similar devices-barter, credit, tokens, variety in cheap 
manufactured and processed goods-were used to enhance custom. Also in 
both cases, the importation of production tools and materials changed the 
social and physical landscape. Indeed, while facilitating incorporation of 
these areas into the periphery of the world system, the traders’ activities rep- 
resented the linchpin of a process driving production levels below subsistence 
overall, setting the stage for migrant labor, from which they also profited. 

At the same time, expanding trade worked at another more subtle but 
nevertheless important level involving social relations on the reservations. It 
encouraged accumulation, promoted inequality, contributed to an under- 
mining of traditional values that emphasized kinship responsibilities, and 
altered the division of labor. Monica Wilson describes this process from the 
position of a wealthy man in a rural South African community: 

In the traditional societies a man with 50 head of cattle, and wives and 
daughters to cultivate, and sons to herd and hunt, had more choice 
food than his family could consume. They built their own huts and 
made their own clothes and utensils, and opportunity for trading was 
very limited. The rich man distributed his wealth, and gained prestige 
by doing so, just as a millionaire distributes wealth and gains prestige 
in contemporary society. But once trade with the outside world devel- 
oped, potential consumption, beginning with beads and blankets and 
expanding to include fine houses and pianos, education, and overseas 
travel, was enormously greater. He who had felt himself rich in pos- 
session of cattle was now poor in terms of new wants.147 

This description illustrates the cultural impact of penetrating capitalist rela- 
tions, as resistance to change eventually gives way to new experiences and liv- 
ing conditions. Traders were at the center of this process, functioning as cul- 
tural brokers, promoting western ways and ideas through their continuous 
efforts to maximize profits. 

The power of trade vis-a-vis the other mechanisms whereby capitalist rela- 
tions supplant traditional ones, force and taxation, is also underscored 
through this analysis. This is more obvious in the Navajo case in which the 
reservation population enjoys partial tax-exempt status and where force 
played a relatively minor role after the establishment of the reservation. But 
it was also shown how traders were at the forefront of colonial expansion into 
the Transkeian territory. In reservation areas, where land alienation is techni- 
cally impossible legally, capitalist relations continue to penetrate with trade 
providing the cutting wedge.148 
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It was in the area of expanded middle-merchant activities that differences 
reveal divergent developmental trajectories. Traders on the Navajo 
Reservation, not part of the institutional arrangement until after military sub- 
jugation, actively participated in all aspects of building a crafts industry, 
whereas no parallel development took place in the Transkei. Involvement in 
the migrant labor system, on the other hand, was more extensive and of 
longer duration among Transkeian traders, and is connected to the impor- 
tance of the export of primary products of the semi-peripheral South African 
economy. Their dependency on labor migrancy, indirectly through remitted 
income, continued long after their exit from the recruiting scene. 

Thomas D. Hall stresses the importance of contextualization within the 
processes of the world-system in understanding frontier and local history.149 
Thus, the distinct historical-political contexts must be examined to explain 
these differences. Factors that stand out in this regard are population size, 
ideology, and resource endowment. 

The treatment of the Xhosas has been influenced by their large numbers, 
both independently and as a part of a larger African minority, actually consti- 
tuting a numerical majority in South Africa. This treatment has to be seen with- 
in the context of a racial ideology that emphasized, and was dominated by, 
“master-servant” relationships. Consequently, the extensive contact that whites 
have with Africans throughout South Africa makes the possibility of building an 
industry based on exotic, indigenous art and crafts remote. In contrast, the 
Navajo population (and Native Americans in general) constitutes a very small 
part of the national population and is isolated. The celebration of their talents 
and skills does not undermine the basic ideology upon which the political e c e  
nomic structure rests. Though paternalistic, white stereotypes of Native 
Americans have vacillated historically but cannot be described as master-servant 
in character given the absence of Native American slavery from the public con- 
sciousness.150 Moreover, this industrial activity neither challenged existing 
national capital nor spread to other markets that would. 

The size of the population of the Transkei also enhances their usefulness 
as a cheap labor pool. Policies were implemented to transform independent 
producers into migrant wage-workers. Traders performed a pivotal role in this 
process. Navajo participation in the migrant labor system was never vital to 
the national economy, especially in the presence of Mexican labor. Also, due 
to their small numbers and the resources generated by a core economy, the 
benefits of transfer payments through government-assistance programs were 
more readily extended to the Navajo population, indirectly benefiting the 
traders through increased sales. 

Also of importance is mineral resource endowment. Rich in oil, uranium, 
and coal, the Navajo Reservation attracted mining capital. Infrastructure 
development, needed by and financed in part by energy development, con- 
tributed to the erosion of the monopolistic position of the traders, as did the 
rise of cash income, also provided to a limited extent by energy development. 
The development of the formal political system, the Navajo Tribal Council, 
was financed to a great extent by mineral royalties.151 It attempted, like its 
Transkeian counterpart, to promote Navajo entrepreneurial activity and 
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employment opportunities, but without the ideological imperative of racial s e p  
aration. Thus, the removal of white interests from trading posts was not para- 
mount. In contrast, the presence of white trading stations in the Transkei was 
an anathema to the principles of apartheid and precipitated their extrusion. 

CONCLUSION 

The specific sociohistorical contexts, however crucial, should not overshadow 
the pivotal role played by traders in both reservation settings. This analysis has 
demonstrated the important role of human agency among the dominating 
forces in the process of incorporation of these two areas into the world system. 
At the same time, reservation structures shaped these situations, presenting 
opportunities to these entrepreneurs. 

In striking contrast to what Melissa Meyer found among the Anishinaabe at 
the White Earth Reservation, racial lines remained sharply drawn on the 
Transkei reserve and the Navajo Reservation. This is particularly the case in the 
Transkei, where South African custom and law strongly condemned misce- 
genation, as exemplified by the Mixed Marriages Act (1949) and the Immorality 
Act (1950) that prohibited interracial marriage and sexual relations, respec- 
tively. In the Navajo situation the remote conditions and the generally infertile 
lands that discouraged encroachment by white settlers served to limit contact 
between these groups. The number of traders was very small and isolated. Thus, 
the possibility of a class of mixed ancestry emerging that would be on the cut- 
ting edge of assimilation with the larger society was minimal. 

Frank McNitt makes the case that reservation trading posts in the United 
States Southwest were different in character and function from all other com- 
mercial establishments. Other frontier general stores, for example, such as 
those in Ohio, Illinois, and Missouri, “were soon surrounded, swallowed up, 
and left drowsing in the backwash of the western movement to the 
Rockies.”152 On the other hand, in her comparison between Navajo and 
Basotho women, Betty J. Harris observes that European traders never became 
an important or permanent fixture on the Lesotho landscape, which is made 
even more striking by its proximity to and historical parallels with the 
Transkei.153 But Lesotho, although a British protectorate, avoided incorpora- 
tion as a reservation in the political structure of South Africa and eventually 
gained independence. These observations point to the integral part that white 
traders play in reproducing reservations. Perhaps most revealing is that the 
removal of the white traders from the Transkei foretold the dissolution, com- 
pleted in 1994, of the Transkei itself. 

These observations are consistent with the position taken here: that the 
history of the white traders and reservations were intricately interwoven. 
Using similar mechanisms, the traders drew local populations deeper into 
exchange relations. While communal land tenure prevented complete dis- 
possession, trade and population growth pushed production below subsistence 
levels, contributing to serious soil erosion and spawning middle-merchant activ- 
ities and labor migrancy. Indeed, while the mechanisms surrounding trade 
described here may constitute essential features of the incorporation process 
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affecting many indigenous populations in the world, this analysis suggests that 
reservation structures, when combined with sharp racial boundaries, may extend 
the functions of traders well beyond what occurs in other areas. 

Certainly this analysis is far from complete. For example, the impact of 
the traders on inequality, especially in regard to gender, needs closer exami- 
nation. More research on resistance to incorporation by the Navajo and 
Xhosa is essential to more fully understand these situations. Historical com- 
parisons between reservation (Transkei) and non-reservation (Lesotho, 
Botswana) areas may reveal more insight on the place of reservation struc- 
tures in the underdevelopment process. 

Advancing our understanding of the world system depends to an extent 
on the recognition that development is not a uniform process, varying by 
such factors as location, human agency, ethnic relations, intermediate struc- 
tures like reservations, and historical circumstances. The challenge facing 
world-systems theorists is to incorporate this complexity into these historical 
processes. Comparative analyses offer much potential in this effort. 
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