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The Witwatersrand is an extenSively urbanised complex in Gauteng, South Africa. The complex IS divided into three 
regions, namely the East Rand, Johannesburg and West Rand . In February 1994, prior to the democrabc elections, a 
study of the trade in traditional herbal medicines in the region was initiated. Before the survey of the plant species 
could commence the regional distribution of the herb-traders and also theif ethnicity and gender was established in 
order to select traders for the study that were proportionately representative of the herb-traders actually present. Using 
municipal trade licence records, telephone directories and personal communications the nature of the 'urban mosaic' 
of herb-traders was established. There were approximately 244 herb-traders in 1994, 70% of whom were located in 
Johannesburg, 20% in the East Rand and 10% in the West Rand. In addition, 52% of the traders were Black followed 
by Indian (25%), White (16%) and Coloured (1%). Since the elections the pattern of the mosaic has visibly altered to 
reflect the current pattern of South Africa's demography more accurately. 
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Introduction 
The Wi twatersrand is a multicultural and cosmopolitan centre for 
African trade and traditional practices. The need for cheap labou r 
on the gold mines in the region was a tri gger for early African 
urbanisation and led to the entrenchment of the migrant labour 
system. The ensuing rural-urban osci l lation of people from 
arollnd the country enhanced the introduction oftraditi olla l acti v­
ities, such as herbalis111, in the city to meet the demands of the 
population for trad i tional medicines (Dauskardt 1990). Most of 
the earl y herbalists and muthi store owners established their 
practi ces near the migrant labour force in the mines and mine 
hostels. Nevertheless, urbanisation does not preclude the use of 
traditional medicines and the demand for herbs are met by 
herb-traders and traditional healers who are supplied with plants 
by a large network of commercial gatherers from both rural and 
urban areas. A growing popu lation has increased the demand for 
herbal medicine and has put such pressure on these resources that 
they are in danger of over-exploitation and extinction (Cunning­
ham 1988a). 

The number of plant species lIsed by people is often a reflec­
tion of species diversity and the customary botanica l knowledge 

of the resource users (Cunningham 1(9 1). On the Witwatersrand 
the medley of ethnic groups using traditional medici nes from al l 
over southern Africa have contributed to the lise and trade in a 
diverse range of fl ora. Due to urbanisation and the increased 
commercialisation of the herb-trade, the activity of harvesting 
medicinal plants, formerly the specialist domain of traditional 
healers, has also become the domain of untrai ned commercial 
gatherers who supply the urban areas wi th plants. This has had a 
disastrous effect on many popular species (Cunningham 1988b) 
because commercial harvesting is morc des tructive than custom­

ary harvesting practices. 
In the past several decades the nature ofethnobotan ical inves­

tigation has changed from the compil ation of species-use lists to 
a multi-disc iplinary approach that encompasses diverse disci­
plines such as geography, anthropology, botany, nutrit ion, ecol­
ogy, conservation, pharmacology and economics (Balick 1996). 
In 1987 a study of the Chacabo Indians in Bolivia was one of the 
first to use the term 'quantitative ethnobotany' (Boom 1987). 
This was a major step towards a more rigorous methodology 
where a stat istical approach was util ised (Prance el at 1 987~ 

Balick 1(96). Rigorous ethnobotanical studies demand accurate 

Figure I The Wi twatersrand study area. The Witwatersrand is a ridge of gold-bearing rock wi thin Gauteng. wvering an area of aboll t 100 
x 40 km. The distribution of the mines is indicatt:d by the small circles. and the paralkl distribution of the urbanized areas is shaded. 
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Table 1 The total number of herb-traders, Iheir propo­
tiona I distribution and Ihe number of herb-traders 
selected to survey the Witwatersrand commercial medici­
nal plant trade, as established from telephone directories 
and municipal licence records (June 1994). The figures in 
bold are the regional totals 
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determination of appropriate sample size, for example, to ensure 
that the information 011 a spec ific plant is relati ve ly complete 
(Balick 1996). A quantified approach also a llows one to analyse 
information and draw conclusions based on statistica ll y sound 
principles. 

In February 1994 a project was initiated to establish the nature 
and extent of commercial harvesting of medicinal plants for the 
Witwatersrand medicina l plant trade. One aim of the project was 
to develop effective methods for quantifying the regional herbal 
medicine trade accurately - the se lection of representative rather 
than arbitrarily chosen traders is part of this process. This article 
quantifies and character ises the rnuthi traders on the Witwa­
tersrand. and outlines the methods used to assess the number of 
traders present. The importance of using an appropriate sampling 
strategy was highl ighted in a previous study (Wi lliams 1992), 
which showed that factors such as trader ethnici ty and location 
influenced the source and suppliers of plants harvested for the 
trade. 

Study area 
The Witwatersrand is part of a geological super-group consisting 
of a thi ck sequence of shales, quartzites, and gold-bearing con-
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Figu re 2 The study <}n!a within the province of Gauteng. 

gJornerates in Gauteng, South Africa ( Lowrey & Wright 1987). It 
is also the name given to an extensively urbanised complex run­
ning along an East- West axis of approximately 100 x 40 kill from 
N igel to Randfontein (Figure 1). To a large extent, urban growth 
in the area is centred around the c ity o f Johannesburg, which is 
also at the centre of an emerging North-South industrial axis 
(Dauskardt 1994). 

The reg ion represents 30% of South Africa's metropolitan 
populat ion and, in terllls of racinl composition, over h"lo-th irds of 
the current population is Black (Dauskardt 1994). Spatiall y the 
Witwatersrand can be divided into three regions, namely the East 
Rand, Johannesburg and the West Rand. The research was car­
ried out in the 18 municipalities comprising the Witwatersrand 
(Figure 2). The municipalities wi thin the region are: 

i) East Rand : Alberton, Bedfordview. Benoni, Boksburg, Brak­
pan, Edenva le, Germiston, Kempton Park, Nigel and Springs 
ii) Johannesburg: Johannesburg, Midrand, Randburg, Sandton 
iii ) West Rand: Krugersdorp, Randfoll tein, Roodepoort and 
Westonaria. 

Procedure 
Trac ing the herb-traders and tradi tional healers to establish how 
many there are and where they nre located is a labourious 

Table 2 The percentage of herb-traders from the differ­
ent ethnic groups and genders (June 1994) (n = 166). N.D. 
= Not determined 

Gl!nuer 

Eth nicity % Male % Female % N.D. Total % 

Dlack 28.3 21.7 2.4 52.4 

Indian 24.1 0.6 0 24.7 

White 9.7 6.0 0.6 16.3 

Coloured 0,6 () II 0.6 

N.D. 0 0 6.0 6.0 

Total 62.7 28.3 9.0 100 
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exercise. Th is is partly because there was never precise clar ity at 
national, provincial and local government levels 0 11 how traders 
and herbalists were to be licenced (Dauskardt 1994). Most trad­
ers operated under one of three types of licence, namely 'General 
Dealer', ' Dealer in Household, Patent and Proprietary Medi­
cines' and/or 'Hawker' until J 1 May 1994, when new legislation 
was enacted that made it ullnecessa ry for traders to possess any 
licence, Despite the difficulties, tracing some of the traders 
through the old licencing system was poss ible at the municipal 
licenci ng offi ces. Additional sources of information were te le­
phone directories and personal communications. An obstacle that 
presented itself, however, was trac ing the township traders. 
Trade records for these areas were either scarce or unavailable. 

Between February and May 1994 the licencing offices of 
eighteen municipalities gave permission, in some cases after sev­
eral weeks of negotiations, to have their records of trade licence 
applicati ons searched. The purpose was to locate herb-traders 
with anyone of the three types of licence. The information on the 
licence applications was used to estab li sh: l) the name. address 
and phone number (if given) of the store and hence the location; 
and 2) the first name and surname of the trader from which gen­
der and ethnicity (broadly Black, Indian, Coloured and White) 
cou ld be detenllined . The records in most licencing offices are 
not filed under the type of licence but alphabetically under the 
name of the business or the date the applioiltion for the licence 
was submitted. Therefore, searches for information in large 
licencing offi ces. sllch as Johannesburg, sometimes took several 
days to several weeks because every application had to be 
viewed. In order to differentiate the herb-traders from other trad­
ers with a Genera l Dealers licence. keywords such as 'muthi', 
' herbs' and ' herba li st' were searched for in the names of the 
businesses. In addition, businesses with 'Kwa ... .' (e.g. Kwa 
Dahulamanzi) in the name were investigated after it became 
apparent that many muthi stores in Johannesburg began with the 
term. Where the records were unclear a personal visit or phone 
call was made to the store where possible. 

Telephone directories are a valuable source of information, 
enabling the location of the names and addresses of herb-traders 
not li sted with licencing offices and confirming many of (he 
entries in the municipal licence records. In addition, a few herb­
alists practising from home were located. Their occupation is 
usually abbreviated as ' hblst' following their name. Thoroughly 
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Figure 3 Flow diagram indicating the plant trade network from 
gatherers to consumers. 
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Table 3 The percentage of herb-traders from the differ­
ent ethnic groups in the three regions of the Witwa­
tersrand (June 1994) (n = 166) 

R~gi()n 

EthnicilY Fast Rand .I\)h~lI l ncshurg. Wt:st Rand 

Black l.H -lX .2 2.4 

Indian 7.N 15.1 LX 

White 7.2 3. 1 6.0 

Coloured I) () (l.() 

Not Determined .J • .) ~ I) I) 

searching the telephone directories of the East Rand, Johannes­
burg and the West Rand took approximately three weeks. Once 
the number of herb-traders in every ethnic group in each region 
had been established, the inform ation was compared using a X~ 
contingency table. 

Results and Discussion 
Traders in tradi tional medicine call be differentiated into two 
sectors, namely formal and informal. The fOl'mal sector is repre­
sented by herb-traders. including traditional healers. occupying 
fixed licenced premises (the 'muth i' stores). The informal sector, 
on the other hand. is represen ted by transient commercial gathe r­
ers, hawkers and trad itional healers who hawk health from the 
pavements and open markets. The network and inter-relation­
ships of herb-traders , gatherers and consumers are best repre­
sented by a fl ow diagram (Figure 3). 

Number and distribution of traders 
Records from the munic ipal trade liccnce offices lip to June 1994 
located 166 licenced herb-traders on the Wi twaters rand (Table 
I). Besides confirming the licence records of 49 herb-raders, the 
telephone directories located a further twenty three unlicellced 
trade rs, bringing the total number of herb-traders to 189, and the 
number of traders with telephones to 72. Estimating the total 
number of 'expected' herb-traders 0 11 the Witwatersrand has thus 
been poss ible, using the following equation: 

\ViIS herb·uadel'S = No h"",b·uadcfS Wllh td~phonC$ . No h~lb·t,ad",rs. wlIlllclc:phon<':S 

= 166 X 12 
49 

= 244 

N" ht cnud h ... ,b·lradtIS wllh telephones 

Seventy percent of the he rb-traders are located in Johannesburg, 
20% in the East Rand. and 10% in the West Rand. The presence 
of the traders in the regions and towns of the Witwatersrand are 
likely to represent the demand and density for traditional 
medicines by the work force. 

Of the 115 licenced herb-traders in the Johannesburg region, 
37 are clustered in the Mai Mai Bazaar, with the remainder 
located in the Johannesburg CBD. Randburg and Sandton. The 
Mai Mai , situated in the south eastern section of the Johannes­
burg CBO and establ ished c. 1890, could be described as a 'mall 
ofmuthi ' (Williams 1996). A unique feature of the bazaar is that 
it was one of the few localities in the Johannesburg CBD where 
Black traders could own busi nesses during the Apartheid era . 
Within the walls of the complex, traditional healers, main ly 
female Zulu sangomas, trade in traditional medicines alongside 
healers of other cultural groups such as the Swazi, Sotho. Venda 
and Shangaan. Each healer is the keeper of pi ants and knowledge 
specific to their cultural groups, and they usually attract patients 
and customers with similar affiliations. 
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A survey undertaken in 1960 located fifty lTIuthi stores in the 
'City and Suburban' reg ion of the Jc~annesbu rg CSO (incl uding 
the Mai Mai Bazaar), four in the 'Western' area (former ly the 
Western 'Jative Township) near Coronationvil 1e, and one in the 
Eastern Native Township (presently a series of hostels near Den­
ver) (Dallskard t 1994: Dr P.Bonner. pefS. com.). The survey also 
located thirty-four stores between the various suburbs of So we to. 
Significantly, in 1994 no herb-traders could be found in any of 
the townships except Alexandra. The four herb-traders in Alex­
andra. however, are on the border of the township tinct the Wyn­
berg CBD. and are the only muthi stores (apart from two in 
Randburg ) in the ' northern suburbs' of Johannesburg. 

The disappearance of the herb-traders in the former Eastern 
and Western Native Townships were the result of the forced relo­
cation of people in the early 19605. The fate of the herb-traders 
in Soweto, however, is less certain. One possible explanation is 
that the large number of traditionai healers practising from home, 
estimated to be at least 12 000 (Dr S . Moh laba. pers. com.), 
meets the needs of the residents requiring trad it ional med icine. 
In addition, the la rge work force that commutes to town are 
likely to buy herbs from the numerous muthi stores near the 
major travel nodes (such as train stations and taxi ranks). Hawk­
ers and commercial gatherers are the second category of trader rn 
the city. As transitory traders, they are difficult to count. How­
ever at Faraday 'Station', the only open market for commercial 
gatherers on the Witwatersrand , there are just over 100 gatherers 
present at anyone time. Three-quarters of the gatherers there are 
female . When stocks of plants are low the gatherers return to the 
rura l areas to harvest more plants before returning to the c ity one 
to two weeks later. Tn 1992 there were no more than ten commer­
cial gatherers trading at the Faraday Market. This market has 
since grown ten-fold in fi ve years and it follows therefore, that 
there has been a dramatic increase in the quantity and diversity of 
species harvested for the regional trade and so ld at thi s market. 

Ethnicity and gender of the herb-traders 
Records from the municipal li cencing offices and personal visits 
to the herb-leaders established that most of the herb~traders on 
the Witwatersrand in June 1994 were black (52 .4%) and male 
(62.7%) (Table 2). The difference be tween the number of people 
from different ethnic groups and genders trading in traditional 
medicine is sign ifican t (X' = 9.766, d.f= 3, P = 0.021). However, 
the predominance of herb-traders of different e thnic groups dif­
fers between the regions (Table 3). 

On the East Rand. there were s ignificrmtly more Indian and 
White herb-traders compared with Black traders (X' = 6.502, d.f 
= 2, P = 0.039) - a factor likely to be related to the more conserv­
ative politics of the area. In the West Rand, there were more 
White herb-traders than other ethnic groups , also related to the 
more conservative residential population (X:! = 5.506, d.f = 2, P = 
0.079). Significantly in Johannesburg, however, the largest pro­
portion o f herb-traders were Black (X' = 82.265, d.f = 3, P = < 
0.00 I). This is partly because o f the large number o f Black 
herb-traders in the Mai Mai Bazaar and also because deregula­
tion affected the more liberal Johannesburg region before the 
more conservative East and West Rand. 

The pattern of the ethnic mosaic in 1992. and to some extent 
1994, was largely a legacy of the previous Apartheid legislation. 
Because a licence to trade was required by the city counci l and 
herbalists were expec ted to operate from fixed premises most 
Black people were barred from operating in 'White' areas or the 
CBD's (Dauskardt 1992). In the 1930's to 1950's therefore , 
black herbalist stores were located primarily in the freehold areas 
o f Sophiatown, Newclare and Alexandra and in the municipal 
townships of Orlando (Dauskardt 1992) (except for the Mai Mai 
Bazaar). As a result, the herb-trade was monoT'()lised by mainly 
Indian and White traders (the fonner owned ', u% of all muthi 
stores in the late 1980's) who developed a knowledge of herbal 
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medicines andlor employed Black staff to work in the sto res 
(Dauskardt 1992). The result was that un til Apartheid legislation 
was terminated and desegregation made a difference, the Witwa­
ters rand muthi trade consisted of Black herbalists opera ting from 
townships, while Indian and White-owned businesses function ed 
primari ly as wholesale or reta il dispcnsaries (the ' muthi ' stores). 

Recent observations wh ile visiting the market, however. indi­
cate that the pattern of the ethnic mosaic has changed since the 
investigation in 1994. The main changes have been in the decline 
and closure of the Indian and Whitc-ov·med busi nesses , espe­
cia lly in the Johannesburg CBD. and the increase in the number 
of commercial gatherers and hawkers. Factors that influenced 
this change include the deregulation of the trade licencing sys~ 
tem, and the recent politica l changes as South Africa moves into 
a new era to meet the needs of its current metropolitan popula­
tion. 

From 1994 to the present, therefore, the pattern of the ethnic 
mosaic has been a fading, changing relic of the Apartheid era, 
but the infl uences established over the past fifty years are sti ll 
visible in places. Whilst the spatia l pattern of the herb-trader 
mosaic has been shaped by political forces, past and present, 
these forces have also determined the pattern of urbanisation of 
the Wi twatersrand. 
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