TRADING WITHOUT COINS: THE BARTER
WEB OF SOUTHERN AFRICA
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Before coins clinked in pockets and notes rustled
in wallets, trade in Southern Africa moved to a
different rhythm. Goods changed hands through
conversation, trust, custom and careful negotiation.
This was the world of barter, where value was
decided not by price tags but by need, skill and
social relationships. Across Southern Africa,
different traditional societies specialised in
particular products, and when they met, trade :
stitched them together into a lively economic 2 gl
tapestry. i

The Khoisan: Masters of the Land
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Groups: San (Bushmen) and Khoikhoi
What they bartered: Nguni Societies: Wealth on the
o Animal skins and leather clothing Hoof
e Ostrich eggshell beads

e Hunting tools like bows, arrows and
poison

e Dried meat
The San, skilled hunter-gatherers, traded
items made from animals and natural
materials. Their ostrich eggshell beads were
especially valued and travelled far beyond
their own communities.
The Khoikhoi, who were pastoralists,
bartered livestock such as cattle, sheep and
goats, as well as milk and hides.
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Nguni Cattle
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Groups: Zulu, Xhosa, Swazi, Ndebele
What they bartered:

o C(Cattle (the most important item)

e Grains such as sorghum and millet

e Iron tools and weapons

e Beadwork and crafted items
Among the Nguni, cattle were more than
food. They were a measure of wealth, used
in marriage negotiations (lobola), rituals and
trade. Grain was also commonly exchanged,
especially during times of drought.

Sotho-Tswana Societies: Farmers and
Craftspeople

Groups: Basotho, Batswana, Pedi
What they bartered:

e Grain and vegetables

o Clay pots and baskets

e Iron tools and weapons

e Livestock
Living in well-organised settlements, the
Sotho-Tswana were strong agricultural
producers. Their_pottery and metalwork were
widely traded.
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Venda Communities: Keepers of Craft
and Culture

What they bartered:

Agricultural produce

Iron tools

Pottery and woven goods

Ritual and ceremonial items

The Venda, living in the far north, were
skilled farmers and craftspeople.
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Venda Divination Bowl
Tsonga (Xitsonga) Communities:
Traders of the Lowveld

What they bartered:

e Fish and dried seafood

e Agricultural produce

e Woven mats and baskets
Living near rivers and the coast, the Tsonga
had access to resources others did not.

When Societies Met: More Than

Trade
“Dried Fish / ' Barterin'g between groups was pptjust
n economic. It was social and political.
Shona Communities: Long-Distance Successful trade built trust, alliances and
Ferelors shared customs. Ceremonies often
accompanied exchanges and elders played a
What they bartered: key role in negotiations.
R However, when trade broke down, usually
. Ivory over cattle, land or misunderstandings of

value, conflict could follow. Still, for centuries,
barter remained a powerful system that linked
different societies together.

e lIron tools

o Pottery and textiles
Although mostly found north of South Africa,
the Shona influenced Southern African trade
networks.

A Living Legacy
Today, money dominates trade, but barter has not disappeared. Skills are exchanged, services swapped
and community support still thrives, echoing the practices of the past. The traditional societies of
Southern Africa remind us that trade was once about relationships first and objects second.
In their world, value walked on four legs, shimmered in beads, or grew from the soil. And through
barter, Southern Africa was connected long before coins ever arrived.
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