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must be a socially established institution if the exchange of commodities is to
take place. The types of exchange that occurred in the late 19th century were
most similar to Marx’s accidental form, C—C'.

During the early twentieth century a series of changes began to occur in
Navajo lifestyle and economy, as well as in their land. The relationships between
all of the changes are obscure; in some cases the relationships are causal, and in
others apparently they are not. Raiding and warring ended during this period,
and the Navajo became primarily recognized for their herds and crafts (White,
215). Almost simultaneously, land began to erode through gullying, the Navajo
population increased, herds grew larger, and the commercial production of rugs
began (White, 215).

The Navajo initially relied more heavily on agriculture than sheep for
subsistence. But, gullying caused the water table to drop, which had the effect of
injuring floodwater farming (White, 227). As a result, there was a reduction in
production from farming, and I believe the Navajo responded with an increased
emphasis on herding and then crafts.

Sheep herds have a cultural and economic importance for the Navajo.
The Navajo had great concern for their herds, which were private property,
because they feared poverty and wanted a balanced subsistence that gave them
security and respect.

Prior to the existence of transcontinental railroads, trade in wool and
hide products was minimal. With the introduction of the transcontinental
railroads, the potential for trade with the east coast improved. “Trade and
market dealings, however, were hardly natural and inevitable. The Navajos
desired some European manufactures — especially metal goods and cotton cloth
— but their demands were not insatiable” (White, 243). The implication is that
producers and distributors of these manufactured goods were seeking new

markets for their ever expanding capitalist system. This trade can be considered
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the first step into the circulation of commodities, as Marx describes it, for the
Navajo. Manufactured goods came from the east to trading posts on the
reservation. The traders in charge of those trading posts paid cash for their
goods. This exchange is M—C. Then the trader would exchange these items
with the Navajo for wool or rugs. This exchange is C—C’. Then, the trader
would take C" and sell it in eastern markets for a profit. This exchange is C'—M’.
There are two possible analyses of this early trade:
1) Neither the Navajo nor their eastern market counterparts figured exchange-
value, because they were not in a socially direct interaction. As a result, traders
priced items according to the laws of supply and demand. Because the Navajo
desired the use-value of other commodities, and calculated less use-value in their
own commodities, the Navajo engaged in trade. The traders set prices in order
to satisfy both the Navajo and the markets in the east.
2) Because traders controlled access to the markets, they could arbitrarily set the
rates of exchange without regard to exchange-value. Their profits depended on
the power to set prices.

Although money is the universal equivalent for exchange, wool and
rugs became the local equivalent for the Navajo. The Navajo used wool and rugs
to purchase whatever they needed from the traders. Statistics from the 1930s
show that the Navajo were trading mainly for foodstuffs — flour, sugar, coffee,
and canned goods (White, 244). “The Navajos entered the market to obtain food
and became partially dependent on commerce for their subsistence” (White, 244).
I believe this is the point at which the Navajo began to produce rugs solely for
exchange purposes, and not just as items that could be exchanged in the
accidental form. The commercialization of rug production reinforced the
cultural/economic importance that the herds had for the Navajo. Using wool to
make commodities put a balance back in their economy that had been lost as

farming became less productive. “Trade gave them a way of restoring some of
g ) &
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their lost security” (White, 246).

The increased demand for rugs in the east is one reason for the new
role that trade had in the Navajo economy. Another was the extension of credit.
A family subsistence unit could get all of the goods that it needed from a trader
on credit. When it came time to shear the herds, the Navajo would pay the
trader in wool. Thus, some understanding of exchange-value existed between
the trader and the Navajo. In Marx's terms, the local universal equivalent, wool,
was used as money. The exchange that the Navajo engaged in was C—C’,
mediated by the money value of Cand C".

A new balanced economy of herding, trade, and crafts continued until
the erosion of the land became more severe. The U.S. Government, fearing the
loss of investment in the southwest’s eroding land, decided it needed to solve the
problem. Although the Navajo did not agree, the U.S. government ordered the
reduction of herds as a solution to a problem the government reported was
caused by over-grazing. During the mid-20th century, the production of herding
took a direct blow as a result of the stock reduction, so that a new form of
income became necessary. The Navajo could not survive by just selling their
commodities. So, as Marx predicted, the next stage became the selling of labor as
a commodity.

With fewer sheep to take care of, less hands were needed to work at
home, and with the economy changing toward one based on money, people
began working as wage laborers. To maintain a secure economy, the Navajo
subsistence unit became more dependent on income from wage labor (e.g.
mining, railroads). The reliance on a diversified income made capitalism
culturally possible. Thus, labor became a commodity and the Navajo began to be

incorporated in the larger capitalist economy.
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The balanced economy exists in all of the phases of the Navajo
economy that I have examined. The original Navajo economy was one of
agriculture and herding. When agriculture was no longer possible in some areas
because of harsh land conditions, and when raiding ended, the Navajo became
primarily herders and produced commodities for trade. Then, when the stock
reduction occurred, production of commodities for use and exchange suffered.
The result was a need to sell labor as a commodity, which made the Navajo a
semi-capitalistic society. The Navajo are still not fully capitalistic because they
do not rely solely upon labor as a commodity. Their wages are balanced with
products such as rugs and jewelry that the subsistence unit produces at home.
Because of this, the Navajo are not paid wages that are equal to the exchange-

value of their labor.
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