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A Navajo Assessment and Challenge 

RICHARD POTTINGER 

"Finding the solution to Indian economic problems is a desper- 
task.'I1 Unemployment estimates on the Navajo reservation, 
largest and most populous Indian reservation, range between 

percent and 70 percent; the most conservative estimate indi- 
cates that more Navajos are unemployed and seeking work than 
are currently employed in the wage and salary sector of the reser- 

ion e c o n ~ m y . ~  President Reagan, acting through executive 
order in 1983, established a Commission on Indian Reservation 
Economies, "charged to identify obstacles to economic growth 
in the public and private sector at all  level^."^ The Commission's 
report largely confirmed the conventional wisdom, characteriz- 
ing reservation labor as unskilled and unreliable, with inferior 
educational endowments, and therefore an obstacle to develop- 
ment. Contrary to this expectation, a study undertaken in the 
summer of 1985 revealed a sizable pool of unemployed men and 
women with extremely credible educational qualifications, many 
with relevant employment e~perience.~ This pool is so large and 
so well qualified as to argue that the quality of labor is not a sig- 
nificant barrier or obstacle to industrial development on the lar- 
gest and one of the poorest Indian reservations. 

Why did this assessment go unobserved by the Presidential 
Commission? If the quality of labor at this level is not a signifi- 
cant obstacle to development, where do the actual obstacles lie? 

Richard Pottinger is a Ph.D. candidate in the Department of Anthropology, 
University of Colorado, Boulder. The author wishes to acknowledge the many 
helpful contributions of anonymous reviewers and the editor without relin- 
quishing sole responsibility for content, and also the support and cooperation 
of Mr. M. and Mrs. M of the XYZ Corporation. 
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These are the questions this assessment will address. The ap- 
proach is essentially a policy analysis, based on institutional eco- 
nomics, that seeks to understand the interpretations of 
reservation economies held in centers of power in the United 
States. It is a challenge to these interpretations and offers an al- 
ternative strategy. 

The discussion begins with a review of the Commission's find- 
ings and position on reservation labor. This position will be con- 
trasted with data from a representative sample drawn from about 
600 recent job applicants in a segment of the Navajo reservation 
labor market. While this segment is not characteristic of all un- 
employed persons on the reservation, it is representative of a 
large enough group of people to meet any reasonable develop- 
ment forecast. A test of this assertion matches the qualifications 
of applicants with those of the current employees of a profitable 
and successful reservation employer. 

The "export base" model of regional and local development 
is widely used in the United States by local governments, includ- 
ing the Navajo, as a strategy for designing development pro- 
g r a m ~ . ~  Coupled with economist Amartya Sen's concept of 
"entitlements," the export base model is presented as a useful 
analytical tool for appraising reservation labor  market^.^ The se- 
cond part of this discussion will present this model and argue its 
relevance in the Navajo context. The persistence of ineffectual de- 
velopment strategies and the characterization of Indian labor as 
''unskilled and unreliable" is comprehensible from this perspec- 
tive. Finally, this assessment will offer a challenge for future 
research and initiatives in promoting Navajo development. 

PERSPECTIVES ON LABOR QUALITY AND QUANTITY 

The President's Commission identified an "unskilled and un- 
reliable Indian labor force" as one of the five most significant ob- 
stacles to reservation economic de~elopment .~ In the words of 
the Commission, 

inferior education, high drop-out rates, and the lack of 
labor markets are factors which contribute to the pool 
of unskilled Indian labor. Past federal training efforts, 
such as CETA [Comprehensive Education and Train- 
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ing Act], focused on training individuals through em- 
ployment in tribal government. Since tribal 
government labor markets are dependent upon outside 
grants-in-aid, CETA training for public sector employ- 
ment had generated nearly 25 percent of Indian reser- 
vation employment in non-business activity. Labor was 
also trained for employment in tribal government-run 
businesses which were not capable of maintaining that 
employment without further subsidy. . . . 

Lack of skills, chronic unemployment, absence of in- 
dividual opportunity, and a federally supported system 
of tribal patronage contribute to an environment 
characterized by social welfare dependency, broken fa- 
milies, low self-esteem, alcohol and drug dependency, 
high delinquency and crime rates, ill health, suicide, 
and despair. The reliability of Indian labor is further ex- 
acerbated by inadequate roads and systems of reliable 
transportation on Indian  reservation^.^ 

The magnitude of economic stagnation on Indian reservations is 
illustrated by data from the Navajo Nation. In 1975, employment 
on the reservation was estimated at about 24,700, excluding 
CETA jobs.9 By 1983, a period spanning the growth of significant 
energy resource development on the reservation, employment 
had decreased to 23,800.lo The reservation population through this 
period probably increased by 10 percent or more. Indeed, "find- 
ing the solution to Indian economic problems is a desperate 
task. " 

Since World War 11, a large proportion of the Indian popula- 
tion has migrated to urban areas in search of work." Many of 
these migrants have been reasonbly successful. Concerned with 
the perception of reservation labor markets as consisting of "un- 
skilled and unreliable" people, a research strategy was devised 
to determine the extent to which urban migrants returned to the 
reservation. If local labor was "unskilled and unreliable," then 
surely these returnees, with their proven urban employment 
track record, should be an important development resource.12 

The cooperation of a major private sector reservation employer 
was secured for this study. Matched samples of Indian job ap- 
plicants and employees were developed which included employ- 
ment, educational, and demographic "biographies" of 160 
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p?; 
V people, all Native Americans; 40 female and 40 male job appli- 

cants, and 40 female and 40 male employees. Most of the em- 
ployees of this firm fell into the blue collar craft, operative, or 
white collar clerical, occupational classifications. It is the quality 
of labor in this segment of the labor force that is thought to be 
in scarce supply on Indian reservations. 

The research hypothesis was confirmed. Returnees do dis- 
proportionately and significantly complement the local labor 
force. The surprise in this study, however, was not this confir- 
mation, but the very high quality of the total applicant labor pool. 

About 600 employment applications were received by the sub- 
ject firm in 1985. Perhaps 20 applicants were hired, while a few 
more found jobs with other reservation employers. Most will re- 
main unemployed unless they leave the reservation. Given the 
high high school dropout rate on the reservation, it was expected 
this rate would be reflected in the qualifications of applicants. 
Only about 35 percent of the adult reservation population are 
high school graduates, compared with 70 percent of the residents 
of Arizona and New Mexico.13 It was found, however, that 94 
percent of the 600 applicants were, in fact, high school graduates, 
while about half had some post-secondary, usually college or 
university, experience. 

This was certainly inconsistent with the expectation of 
documenting an "unskilled and unreliable" labor force. There- 
fore, the applicant samples were compared with those drawn 
from the 250-plus employees of this firm. When age, education, 
and experience were all considered and matched, the inescapa- 
ble conclusion was that a large, comparatively skilled and re- 
liable, labor force was available in the industrial sector of the 
Navajo reservation economy. 

One method of assessing the quality of a labor force is by de- 
termining what proportion of job applicants have qualifications 
that match an equivalent proportion of the employees of a suc- 
cessful firm in that market. In other words, how many applicants 
could replace how many current employees? These proportions 
were determined for three sets of qualifications: age, education, 
and experience. Education and experience are important dimen- 
sions of employment skills, while experience is also an indica- 
tion of a person's reliability as an employee. Local labor markets 
are often overwhelmed by young people seeking their first job. 
Matching an older proportion of applicants with a younger 
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proportion of employees provides a measure of where these two 
groups overlap with comparable ages, in effect controlling for this 
age bias in the applicant population. 

Using these comparisons, it is possible to calculate the num- 
ber of qualified applicants relative to the numbers of employees. 
This ratio can also be expressed as the length of time required to 
replace the existing employees with qualified applicants. Accord- 
ing to the Commission, this should be a difficult task. The data 
show an abundance of qualified people. 

The mean age of 95 percent of the female applicants matched 
that of 95 percent of the female employees at the time they were 
hired. Male employees when hired were, on average, signifi- 
cantly older than most applicants. Still, 77.5 percent of the male 
applicant and employee groups overlapped in the dimension of 
age. This was the most signigicant difference in the analysis. The 
mean educational levels of both employees and applicants were 
nearly equivalent and, incidentally, equal to the median educa- 
tional level of all adults in Arizona and New Mexico. l4 There were 
no differences in the prior employment experience of female ap- 
plicants and employees; both groups had 2.5 years of previous 

Table 1. 
The Convergence* of Employment Qualifications 

Proportions of t h e ~ ~ ~ l i c a n t  ~abor  Pool Matching Equivalent 
Proportions of Those Employed 

Category Females Males 

Age 
Mean Age 

Education 
Mean Education 

Experience 
Mean Experience 

Applicants per Employee 
Ratio 
Replacement Time 

95% 
24.4 years 

95% 
12.7 years 
100% 

30.0 months 

3.3:1 
<4 months 

77.5% 
24.5 years 

98% 
12.8 years 
87.5% 

30.4 months 

5.3:l 
<3 months 

"Convergence" refers to the extent to which applicant and employee populations overlap in the 
distribution of qualifications. This analysis progressively excludes the "tails" of the distribution, i.e. 
the youngest applicants and the oldest employees, until the two distributions overlap statistically. 
The approach addresses the question of "How many of your employees could be replaced by the 
available applicants?" For female employees, better than 95 percent could be replaced by 95 percent 
of those looking for jobs. 
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experience at the time of application. Among the men, 87.5 per- 
cent of the applicants matched the level of previous experience 
of 87.5 percent of the employees at the time they were hired. 

There were 3.3 qualified female applicants for each female em- 
ployee and 5.3 qualified male applicants for each male employee 
working for this firm in 1985. With the exception of one special- 
ized vocational qualification among the men, the entire labor 
force could be replaced with suitably qualified people in under 
four months. It would require 10 months to replace employees 
in the specialized vocational category, assuming no active recruit- 
ment efforts were made. 

Since there is also ample evidence that urban Indians are alert 
to reservation job opportunities and are aggressive to respond- 
ing to them, these individuals could be counted upon to augment 
the local labor pool if opportunities were available.15 Therefore, 
there is no shortage of skilled, reliable, labor in this segment of 
the reservation labor market. The quality of labor in this segment 
is not a barrier to reservation development. 

The value of this labor force as a development asset can be as- 
sessed using the export base model of regional economic de- 
velopment. This model provides a theoretical basis for defining 
an effective development strategy within which higher education 
must play an essential part. 

PERSPECTIVES ON EXPORTS, ENTITLEMENTS, 
AND DEVELOPMENT 

Export base theory divides a local, regional, or an urban econ- 
omy into two sectors for analytical purposes: the export base or 
basic sector, and the residency or nonbasic sector.16 The exp6rt 
base is that proportion of the economy that derives its income 
from outside the local frame of reference or region. The residency 
base provides services and products for itself and for the export 
base. All but subsistence economies require an outside source of 
revenues, provided through "exports." These revenues are dis- 
tributed through the local economy as wages of export base em- 
ployees and in return for other factor inputs. 

Revenues circultate through the local economy, providing ad- 
ditional jobs in what is often characterized as the "service sec- 
tor." The linkage between the two sectors is defined in terms of 
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the employment "multiplier." One export base job is credited 
with providing the economic base for two to five residency base 
jobs, thereby "multiplying" the economic effects of each export 
job. Local governments and chambers of commerce, including 
the Navajo, rely on this model as a basis for development 
strategy. Generally, this strategy is directed to bringing "new" 
jobs into the community. The residency base, represented by 
local small business, is usually confident of its ability to provide 
needed goods and services to these "new" employees. 

For labor quality to be an obstacle to development on reserva- 
tions it would have to be demonstrated that export base growth 
was limited by an inadequate supply of local labor with suitable 
qualifications. As demonstrated by the Navajo study, at least one 
industrial export base employer in one local labor market had 
three to five times the numbers of applicants needed to replace 
its entire workforce in 1985 alone. Extending these numbers to 
the five other reservation towns of equivalent size suggests there 
are 3,000 to 4,000 people with similar qualifications who are un- 
employed on the Navajo reservation at any one time. A fraction 
of this number would be more than adequate to meet the most 
wildly optimistic and possible development scenerios, as exem- 
plified by the establishment of another FairchildIShiprock oper- 
ation employing 1,500 people.17 Labor quality and quantity in this 
segment of semi-skilled workers is not a barrier to development 
on the Navajo reservation. 

There appears to be no objective basis for the Presidential Com- 
mission's findings. That the Commission should overlook the 
reality of Navajo labor supplies suggests remarkably poor inves- 
tigative procedures, especially since one in five rural Indians is 
a Navajo. Surely a discrepancy of this magnitude would not go 
unnoticed by representatives of the Navajo Nation. The large 
numbers of Indians who have successfully migrated to urban 
areas and found employment there also presents a common 
sense argument as to the marketability of Indian labor. Why then 
does the image of reservation Indians as unreliable and unskilled 
persist? A reasonable explanation lies in the export of "en- 
titlements." 

The export base model of local development is indifferent as 
to the nature of its exports, although often these are conceptu- 
alized as "hard" goods; agricultural products, oil, gas, minerals, 
and manufactured products. In a classical market economy such 
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a characterization is appropriate; there are no other sources ot 
external revenues. Any source of external revenue, however, can 
provide the basis for developing the local economy. Cash transfer 
payments such as Social Security, federal grants, or pensions can 
be nearly as effective as agricultural exports in providing 
revenues to the local economy.18 In the contemporary welfare 
economy, it is not self evident that welfare and grants may be a 
less stable source of income to a community than manufactur- 
ing or agricultural employment. While this soon leads to a dis- 
cussion of factor integration or agglomeration effects, for 
relatively small areas, like Indian reservations, the concept is a 
useful analytical tool. Furthermore, it lends itself to a discussion 
of "entitlements" in economic development.19 

Economist Amartya Sen argues that, 

perhaps the most important thematic deficiency of 
traditional development economics is its concentration 
on national product, aggregate income and total sup- 
ply of particular goods rather than on "entitlements" 
of people and the capabilities these entitlements gener- 
ate. Ultimately, the process of economic development 
has to be concerned with what people can or cannot 
do, e.g. whether they can live longer, escape avoida- 
ble morbidity, be well nourished, be able to read and 
write and communicate, take part in literary and scien- 
tific pursuits, and so forth. It has to do, in Marx's 
words, with "replacing the domination of circum- 
stances and chance over individuals by the domination 
of individuals over chance and circumstance." 

Entitlement refers to the set of alternative commodity 
bundles that a person can command in a society using 
the totality of rights and opportunities that he or she 
faces.*O 

The commodity bundles of entitlements available to native resi- 
dents of Indian reservations are governed by treaty, law, and 
policy according to the various administrative identities reserva- 
tion communities can generate, first as Native Americans, but 
also as local governments, school districts, impoverished people, 
underdeveloped areas, enterprise zones, etc. Entitlements also 
include market access for the various tangible products of the lo- 
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cal economy such as oil and gas exports, silver work, rugs, and 
mutton, and the less tangible products such as tourism. 

The suitability of a person's skills and experience for employ- 
ment, or for unemployment, is part of that person's entitlements. 
Unemployment "qualifications" have no value in a market econ- 
omy, but in a grants economy they may be a valuable export 
commodity, providing access to lucrative cash flows from vari- 
ous government programs. In the grants market for unemploy- 
ment a problem for Indian administrations and the federal 
bureaucracy is the effort required to maintain the credibility of 
grant justification, e.g. the portrayal of the unskills and unrelia- 
bility of the labor force. This is especially important when there 
is little hope that employment alternatives, such as private sec- 
tor initiatives, will prove successful. In 1983 there were nearly 
4,000 CETA jobs on the Navajo re~ervat ion.~~ No private com- 
pany is likely to generate employment on this scale. The grant 
process itself is the employment program. 

Considerable efforts are required to characterize populations 
or segments of populations as legitimate recipients of the funds 
in various grants programs. In their relationship with the federal 
bureaucracy, this may become a full-time activity for many In- 
dian officials. Drawing on the experience of his own ethnic back- 
ground, Cherokee economist Gary Anders has characterized the 
Indian managers of this process as "compradors." Compradors 
were the domestic agents of Spanish colonialism in the Americas. 
Now, however, these Indian compradors serve federal masters 
in a relationship characterized by dependency. The Cherokee ex- 
perience serves as a model of the tribal-federal relationship. 

These compradors perpetuate the Cherokees' under- 
development by using the tribe's resources to promote 
the interests of the dominant white economy at the ex- 
pense of the tribe. The Oklahoma Cherokees remain 
underdeveloped despite massive injections of federal 
funds because their tribal economy is entirely con- 
trolled by a powerful class of "white Indians." In fact, 
this small ruling elite has been able to gain effective 
control over the tribe's resource base. It has trans- 
formed the once self-sufficient Cherokee tribal econ- 
omy into one completely oriented toward using Indian 
poverty as a means of securing lucrative government 
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anti-poverty grants that eventually wind up in the 
hands of the local white contractors, merchants, and 
bu~inessmen.~~ 

The image, and perhaps to some extent the reality, of Indian 
reservation poverty is maintained as a vital export of the reser- 
vation economy. The Navajo, however, have sought to maintain 
a climate of "genial intimidation" with corporate residents, 
border towns, and other "white" or more appropriately, "an- 
glo" interests.23 The Navajo have been aggressive in pursuing 
royalities and taxes from energy companies and have been crit- 
ical of the labor practices of many reservation employers.24 

While reservation incomes often are spent in border towns, this 
is certainly not the intent. The characterization of the reservation 
''grants" economy, however, is historically accurate. As recently 
as 1980, 70 percent of the Navajo government's budget of $140 
million was based directly on federal sources, the equivalent of 
about $20,000 in "revenue" generated by each of the govern- 
ment's nearly 5,000 full time employees.25 This grants "export" 
industry is big business for the Navajo and, presumably, other 
reservation governments. 

A perspective on the Navajo grants economy can be developed 
by comparing the Navajo government with a private corporation. 
The Navajo government in 1980 "generated" more revenue per 
employee than a number of major corporations, including Can- 
non Mills, General Instrument, and National Semicond~ctor .~~ 
While it may be somewhat inappropriate to compare govern- 
ments with private corporations, such a comparison does force 
the question of how governments "earn" their revenues. The 
viability of grants exports depends, to some extent, on the main- 
tenance of the image of Indian reservation labor forces as "un- 
skilled and unreliable" and in need of federal programs to 
achieve competitive standards in some mystical future. 

Reviewers have commented that this portrayal does the Indian 
community a profound disservice, that it is misleading, morally 
irresponsible, and patronizing. "What you seem to be suggest- 
ing is that existing data about poverty and unemployment are 
merely a ruse for sustaining the 'grants' economy." In part 
"yes," but for the most part I think "no." The poverty and un- 
employment are real enough. The terms and conditions of the 
grants economy were imposed by Washington. I do not think 
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that I nor the Indian communities would replicate them if given 
the chance. 

This is the moral heart of dependency, which makes dignity 
md integrity the price of survival. It is not congenial to confront. 
Program grants are forthcoming only if one is both unemployed 
and untrained. Employed people are, by definition, trained. To 
be trained and unemployed, therefore, is a logical contradiction. 
If these unemployed stop actively looking for jobs, through dis- 
llusionment or despair in confrontation with a lack of opportu- 
nity, they are actually dropped from the statistical tabulation of 
the "labor force"! Irrespective of the actual availability of jobs, 
they are no longer considered part of the labor force and are 
therefore no longer statistically "~nernployed.~'~7 There is a 
Latch-22 quality about this situation to which I cannot claim 
authorship. It appears to be a product of an ethos, reflected in 
government policy, that is unable to come to grips with the ac- 
tual face of either "community" or "poverty." e 

Given the options, what course would you choose? This dis- 
cussion is, in part, my response, complete with a carefully rea- 
soned argument based in development economics, that at least 
one reviewer has chided as being "a little too long." I do not 
want the next Commission to miss the point.28 

The Presidential Commission employed an explicit research 
methodology to reach the conclusions in its report, including the 
characterization of reservation labor forces as "unskilled and 
unreliable. " 

The President's Commission on Reservation Econo- 
mies proceeded upon the assumption that Indian reser- 
vation economies were an integral part of the national 
economy and not distinctly separate third world econ- 
omies. In conducting its study on Indian reservation 
economies, therefore, it did not explicitly rely upon 
theories such as the Rostow linear stages model, the 
Harrod-Domar growth model, the Marxist neo-colonial 
dependence model, the false paradigm model, or even 
the Dualist model, s sources to explain Indian reser- 1 vation underdeve opment. . . . The Commission 
recognized that no Indian tribe or nation can simply 
import an Industrial Revolution from without, unpack 
it like a piece of machinery, and then set it in motion.29 
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Rather, 

the Commission began work with three assumptions. 
The first assumption was that obstacles impairing In- 
dian reservation economic development are known by 
the Indian people. The second assumption was that the 
technology for analyzing how obstacles impeded eco- 
nomic success was also known and could be applied 
to studying the problems. The third assumption was 
that the President's [American Indian Self- 
Determination] Policy Statement of January, 1983 
would set the parameters within which recommenda- 
tions would be made (emphasis added).30 

Following the first assumption, the Commission simply asked 
the tribes what the obstacles to development were. Mindful of 
the thousands of jobs made available under the rubric of "Com- 
prehensive Education and Training, or CETA," should we be 
surprised that strenuous efforts were not made to alter the por- 
trayal of reservation labor as "unskilled and unreliable?" The 
Commission acknowledged that CETA programs were flawed, 
given their overt mission. However, following the second as- 
sumption, that alternative strategies could be devised, the call is 
for more but better and different training programs. Therefore, 
the Commission recommended that 

tribal governments focus their training programs on 
private sector labor markets where jobs exist, or on pri- 
vate business development activity which is creating 
private sector labor markets.31 

However, there are between 6,000 and 7,000 jobs on the Navajo 
Nation currently held by non-Navajos. Most of these jobs are in 
the public sector, primarily in education and health care.32 A 
more rational policy would be to fill these existing jobs with quali- 
fied Navajos. People on the Navajo Nation are accutely aware of 
these employment opportunities but are extraordinarily frus- 
trated in attaining the credentials needed to occupy these posi- 
tions. As of early 1986, there were about 3,500 Navajo students 
engaged in post secondary education.33 Unfortunately, the fresh- 
man dropout rate is between 70 to 80 percent, and probably one 
student in ten will ever earn a degree.34 It is then little wonder 
that 50 percent of the job applicant population in the Navajo 
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study had some post secondary education, since they were 
largely college dropouts. 

Navajo development might proceed more effectively by replac- 
ing the permanent, transient non-Navajo work force with 
Navajos who will make investments in a future on the reserva- 
tion and, in doing so, provide more effective role models for fu- 
ture generations. 

In fairness to the Commission's findings, the Navajo private 
sector, particularly the residency base, is profoundly underde- 
veloped. Only recently the domain of the trading post; it has 
been estimated that between 80 to 95 percent of all export base 
derived revenues immediately leave the reservation and are 
spent in reservation border towns, principally Gallup, Farming- 
ton, and F lag~taf f .~~  In rural Arizona and New Mexico, outside 
the reservations, there is one job in wholesaling and retailing for 
every seventeen people. The reservation ratio is about one job 
for every one hundred people. If the reservation were to reach 
the ratio of other rural areas, and adjustments were made for 
differences in per capita income, perhaps nearly 3,000 new jobs 
would be created. Unfortunately, small business is a difficult area 
to target effective training programs. Trial and error in actually 
running a business is probably the most effective teacher, and 
the establishment of policies favorable to small business would 
be the most effective form of support.36 An important step in this 
process would be to increase the numbers of Navajos employed 
in the exportlentitlement sector to positions in which they can 
effectively patronize local business.37 

DEVELOPMENT POLICY: OPTIONS AND CHALLENGE 

It is argued that the ongoing portrayal of reservation labor 
forces as "unskilled and unreliable" provides access to entitle- 
ments important to the reservation economy. Furthermore, the 
Presidential Commission accepted this portrayal without objec- 
tive empirical evidence, actually participating in constructing and 
maintaining this image. The Commission was, however, serving 
the President, and indirectly, the budgetary process in Congress. 
Being unskilled, unreliable, and unemployed is apparently an ac- 
ceptable entitlement, justifying a grant "exchange" in the cur- 
rent American governmental ethos. While not achieving their 
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targeted objectives, these revenue flows do support local de- 
velopment by providing employment in the export base. In lieu 
of an effective strategy and program of rural reservation develop- 
ment, it is wise to do as much as possible to maintain existing 
cash flows. The reservation is being stimulated toward develop- 
ment in spite of a convoluted rationale. Skills and unskills are via- 
ble in the Navajo export base, and both can provide an impetus 
to economic development. Dependency in the Navajo context 
reflects a misuse of talent. 

We should not be surprised if local governments organize to 
maximize export earnings as efficiently as possible. Recognizing 
that the reservation administrative or institutional structure did 
not choose to create these conditions, and that they grew from 
the ideation of government planners, mostly in the Congress, 
helps to avoid the perjorative connotations that often accompany 
discussions of "dependency." Nevertheless, this inaccurate por- 
trayal of Indian labor perhaps explains some of the bitterness 
with which Native Americans sometimes characterize their rela- 
tionship with the dominant community. 

Communities are long term investments. This fact, perhaps, 
gives Indian reservation development a relevance beyond tribal 
boundaries because it is here that the actual effects of government 
programs are most visible in community life. Unlike the inner ci- 
ties, many Indian reservations remain communities in the best 
sense of the word. They have not lost their sense of common ori- 
gins and destinations. They provide a measure of the effects on 
communities of government programs. From this perspective the 
present analysis forces a number of questions. How can we as- 
sess the Navajo grants economy? What are the alternatives? Must 
policy reflect reality? If so, which one, the qualitative assessment 
of the Navajo labor force or the need for a viable export base 
economy? The choices are difficult. 

The argument can continue to be made that reservation de- 
velopment is hampered by the image of an "unskilled, unrelia- 
ble" labor force. This characterization is acceptable to the 
Commission and perhaps offers the best chance of ensuring ad- 
ditional federal grants. On the other hand, this portrayal of the 
labor force makes the reservation unattractive to the private sec- 
tor, who fear the problems of having to utilize the "hard core un- 
employed." This portrayal also damages the self-image of Indian 
young people, thousands of whom have worked hard to attain 
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their education and skills. Which approach is most likely to serve 
the long term interests of the Navajo? Does this choice foreclose 
the search for more viable options? To what extent are these two 
options forced as to the outcome of the current lack of viable al- 
ternative strategies, policies, and commitments on behalf of In- 
dian reservation development? 

The answers to these questions are hampered by a lack of hard 
data on the contemporary Navajo experience in the wage econ- 
omy. We know very little about sexual differences in employ- 
ment and how family ties influence migration and careers. We 
do not have an accurate appraisal of the scale of underemploy- 
ment or of the skills which are available now but are going un- 
used. How many Navajos are able to establish a viable family life 
without full-time employment? Why is the Indian dropout rate 
at area colleges so high? How many of the 6,000 to 7,000 non- 
Indians employed on the reservation hold jobs requiring profes- 
sional education? Is higher education the most significant barrier 
to Navajo development at the present? These are all empirical 
questions toward which little research has been directed in spite 
of their significance for the long term viability and renewal of In- 
dian communities. 

This analysis has argued that the most recent and prestigious 
[ policy analysis of reservation economies is seriously flawed in its 

assessment of reservation labor. Further, the issue of manpower, 
or most appropriately "person-power," development is not sim- 
ply a single topic in a catalog of issues but may be central to the 
development of these economies in the control of their own resi- 
dents. The field of development economics is currently in a state 
of disarray much as are the Indian policy initiatives of the Rea- 
gan administration. The concept of entitlements is one of the few 
recent innovations showing promise of influencing future 
policy.38 Historically, development theory has had a heavy in- 
fluence on domestic and foreign development strategy and 
policy. There is a real need for an accurate base of information 
on the Navajo experience. For the reasons discussed, this need 
is not likely to be met by the federal government nor, under- 
standably, by the Indian bureaucracy. This is a challenge to the 
research community. 

Finally, many things in the Indian universe tend to flow full 
circle. This analysis is no exception. Conducted from the versvec- 
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to my own door. If at least one significant path to Navajo de- 
velopment lies through higher education, who then is respon- 
sible for the terrible dropout rate? Navajo Chairman Peterson Zah 
(former chairman as of January, 1987) has no trouble assigning 
that responsibility. "The Navajo Nation has done its part [by 
making education a top priority], it is now time for the . . . 
universities . . . to do their part."39 
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