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Abstract 

Trinidad and Tobago has a diverse population of approximately 40% East Indian and 40% 

African. The remaining consists of Syrian/Lebanese, Chinese, Indigenous, Portuguese, and mixed 

races. Following their enslavement, Africans were not provided monetary compensation or land 

while East Indian Indentured laborers were. Becker’s model of taste-based discrimination says the 

wage differential will disappear over time because discrimination is costly. Darity’s model of 

Stratification Economics tells us that initial conditions drive what we see today. To empirically test 

these, this study conducts Oaxaca decompositions in 1970 and 2000 to analyze the differences in 

outcomes between East Indians and Blacks. The results show that while East Indians performed 

worse than Blacks by approximately 6% by 2000, the gap between the two groups reduced over 

time. Furthermore, the differences due to differences in characteristics (university education, 

secondary education, age, marriage and being the head of the household) decreased significantly 

compared to differences explained by returns to these characteristics. This suggests that while a 

significant portion of the earnings differential changed because these characteristics were more 

similar between the groups, discrimination against East Indians may have also reduced over time. 
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1. Introduction 

This thesis builds primarily on work done by Coppin and Olsen (1998), which observed 

discrimination against Afro Trinidadians in the labor market. Firstly, my work aims to identify 

whether or not Afro Trinidadians are discriminated against when compared to their East Indian 

counterparts based on the groups’ average earnings differentials. Secondly, I aim to investigate 

whether the groups’ average incomes are converging or diverging with time and decompose causes 

for their movement in either direction. My primary hypothesis is that East Indians out earn Africans 

due to the advantage they had in their initial conditions, following the frameworks of Stratification 

Economics. Additionally, following the findings by Coppin and Olsen (1998), I predict that Black 

Trinidadians will be more discriminated against.  Finally, I anticipate that the difference in the gap 

between the two ethnic groups will close over time due to less discriminatory practices in the labor 

market in the period of study (1970 to 2000). 

My intent in comparing ethnically African Trinidadians to ethnically East Indian 

Trinidadians is to assess whether either group is discriminated against relative to the other, given 

the historical context outlined in the following chapter. The inclusion of other groups in some of 

the analysis will help to further my study of the ways the aforementioned groups are performing 

relative to the general Trinbagonian population, potentially informing policy aimed at alleviating 

income inequality. Using Stratification Economic frameworks, I will assess the effect of group 

identity on socioeconomic outcomes and the role of intergenerational transfers in intergroup 

inequality. By studying this evolution between ethnic groupings over time, we can assess whether 

Becker’s theory of discrimination or Darity’s Stratification Economics frameworks holds true. 

In many ways, this project is very ambitious as it aims to compare two groups that have 

both historically been discriminated against in the market they occupy. This is because although 
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they are in the ethnic majority, they both earn significantly less compared to other ethnic groups. 

This means that its findings will likely not be as straightforward as those in other societies such as 

the United States, where the racial majority discriminates against racial minorities and out earns 

those minorities by a substantial amount due to systems of oppression. The nuanced differences 

within the context of this study are outlined in proceeding chapters. 

2. Background, Context and Theory  

2.1 Historical context 

The history of racial groups’ arrival in Trinidad and Tobago is a complex and multifaceted 

one that spans several centuries. The twin island nation has a rich history of migration and 

settlement that has contributed to the diverse racial and cultural makeup of the country today: 

37.78% East Indian, 36.49% African descent, 16.17% mixed–other, 8.17% mixed–African/East 

Indian (Dougla), and the rest Syrian/Lebanese, Chinese, Indigenous, Portuguese, and racial others 

(Trinidad and Tobago Ministry of Planning and Sustainable Development, 2011). The islands were 

originally inhabited by several indigenous populations, including the Tainos and Kalinagos. The 

arrival of the Spaniards, followed by the British, French, and Dutch, marked the beginning of a 

change in the country's demographics. The first significant influx of the African enslaved to 

Trinidad and Tobago was in the late 16th century when the British took control of Trinidad and 

brought in large numbers of Africans to work on sugar and cocoa plantations (Williams, 1962).  

Although slavery was abolished in 1833, former enslaved Africans were required to serve 

an extra ‘apprenticeship’ period, which ended in 1838 with full emancipation (Burns, 1954; 

Williams, 1962). Following emancipation, the British government recruited indentured laborers 

from India, China, and Portugal to work on plantations in Trinidad and Tobago (Bryan, 2004; 
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Vertovik, 1995; Williams, 1962). Although these workers were not officially classified as enslaved, 

they faced many of the same challenges as enslaved Africans, including poor working conditions 

and limited personal freedom. East Indian indentured laborers arrived in Trinidad between 1845 

and 1917,1  making up the largest single ethnic group in the country by the early 20th century. The 

Chinese and Portuguese indentured laborers arrived in smaller numbers with the Chinese becoming 

major merchants and investing in the then budding petroleum industry (Ho, 1989), and the 

Portuguese mainly working in agriculture and commerce.  

East Indian indentured servants chose land at the end of their indentureship rather than 

return passage to India, resulting in their transition to peasant farming (Reddy, 2011) and eventual 

move into retail trade (Munasinghe, 2001). Former enslaved Africans, who had been in the 

Caribbean for much longer, were not compensated with money or land for their labor or treatment 

within institutional slavery and therefore, left plantations without any capital upon which they could 

build wealth (Kelly, 2022). By the mid 20th century, East Indians elevated their economic standing, 

composing most of the ‘urban’ middle class. They were able to do so because of the land and money 

to start businesses they received. At that time, Africans remained in the lower urban class (Brown, 

2020). 

During the 20th century, Trinidad and Tobago experienced significant immigration from 

other Caribbean islands, particularly from Barbados, Grenada, and St. Vincent. These immigrants 

were mainly of African descent and came to Trinidad and Tobago in search of work opportunities. 

In the decades following Trinidad and Tobago's independence in 1962, the country experienced 

immigration from Asia, the Middle East, and Latin America, further diversifying the national 

demographic. The legacy of slavery, however, continues to be felt in the country's social and 

 
1 East Indian Indentured laborers contracts lasted for 5-10 years on average 
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economic structures. Therefore, the ongoing struggle for racial equality and social justice in 

Trinidad and Tobago is rooted in the history of slavery and its legacy of inequality and oppression.  

2.2 Contemporary race relations  

In order to more fully understand the attitudes towards Afro and Indo Trinidadians in the 

country, it is important to outline the dynamics that emerged as all these racial groups came into 

contact. The term "colored people'' was used throughout the Caribbean to refer to people mixed 

with European, African, and Indigenous ancestry. Historically, ‘coloreds’ have been seen as 

"better" than people of African or Indigenous descent due to their closer proximity to Whiteness. 

This history of mixing resulted in the perception that ‘race’ does not exist in the traditional 

definition of mutually exclusive, discrete biological categories (England, 2008).  

The term creolization has been used to describe the national character of Trinidad and 

Tobago as a society that was created out of mixing many different racial groups and their cultures 

(England, 2008). On one hand, this concept has been promoted to create a more harmonious and 

inclusive society. On the other, it has downplayed the historical and ongoing impacts of racism and 

inequality. Moreover, this concept can be used to promote a colorblind approach to race relations 

that ignores the ways in which race and ethnicity continue to shape people's experiences in Trinidad 

and Tobago. In other words, the image of national unity through mixture (a multicultural society) 

competes with the image of the plural society where the country is neatly divided into different 

ethnic groups, living together but inhabiting different cultural, social, and political worlds (England, 

2008).  

Although race and ethnicity are commonly understood as two distinct categories, with these 

social contexts as well as the linguistic habits of Trinbagonians in mind, the terms race and ethnicity 
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are used interchangeably throughout this paper. Additionally, the terms Indo Trinidadians and East 

Indians as well as Afro Trinidadians, Africans and Blacks will be substituted for one another. 

2.3 Douglarization in a Callaloo Nation: Discourses of Race and Mixing of Indo and Afro 

Trinidadians  

2.3.1 Mixing and Mobility 

During colonial times the strategy of racial mixing to achieve upward mobility created a 

complex system of racial accounting in which fractions were used to prove one’s distance from 

African or Indigenous ancestry (Segal, 1993). This was true of the mixing of Africans and Whites, 

where mixing could mean moving one’s children into another tier of society by ‘whitening’ them 

(England, 2008). Indo Trinidadians used their own notions of religious and caste purity to 

encourage endogamy, religious conservatism, and ethnic unity (England, 2008).  

Prior to independence, non-whites had little or no voice in government affairs (Murrel, 

2000). Today, White Trinidadians have mostly receded from the public stage, but not from 

economic power (Coppin and Olsen, 1998). A few European-Trinidadians migrated out of the 

country during the latter half of the twentieth century, primarily because they were losing their grip 

on political power with the rise of nationalism and independence (Murrel, 2000). Additionally, 

initial colonial hierarchies were challenged by the Black Power Movement of the 1970s; the 

entrenched ideas about the value of whiteness were challenged and replaced with a forceful 

valuation of Blackness (England, 2008).  

That being said, Whites still hold substantial economic advantage in the country whose 

racial groups can be regrouped into White, 'Nearly-White' or Off-White', 'Mixed', Black or Negro, 

and Indian or East Indian (Camejo, 1971). Nearly White or Off-White is applied to immigrant 
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groups who have Europeanized features (skin, hair etc.), but are seen as less powerful economically 

and politically. This group seeks to maintain their 'ethnic' or cultural identity through Associations 

and by identifying with Whites. 

2.3.2 Indo Afro Mixing 

 

For Indo Trinidadians, creolization is not seen as the equal blending of races and cultures 

into one, but rather as a process of culture loss (Puri, 2004). Colonial ideologies of racial hierarchy 

contributed to a lack of integration with Afro Trinidadians. Following colonization, Indo 

Trinidadians were placed in an ambiguous position of being the inheritors of European high 

civilization, but simultaneously racially inferior to Whites (Khan, 2004). This led to the idea that 

Indo Trinidadians were culturally saturated and ethnically pure while Afro Trinidadians were 

viewed as culturally naked due to their cultures being forcefully stripped from them because of 

slavery (Segal, 1993).   

The term ‘dougla’ is used to define someone who is a mix of both African and Indian. The 

dougla threatens to break down the structure of separation of two groups that has been strategic in 

the battle for economic resources and political patronage (Abraham, 2001).2  The term has 

historically had a negative connotation of something not pure and not legitimate, a mongrel, or a 

‘pot hound’ (Reddock, 1999), leading to a different kind of body than that of the ‘colored’ person. 

As with the mulata, the mestiza, and the chola of other parts of the world who are seen as a sign of 

the sexual availability of nonwhite women to white men, the dougla was seen as a manifestation 

that an Indian man or woman decided to violate the rules of endogamy, crossing over ‘to the African 

side’ (England, 2008). 

 
2 This concept is further discussed in section 2.51 
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 Additionally, many Indo Trinidadians maintain the values of the caste system in India and 

liken darker skin to a lower socioeconomic status.  Dougla Trinidadians occupy a unique position 

in the country's racial landscape as they negotiate their identity and cultural heritage in a society 

that still struggles with the legacies of colonialism and slavery. Because caste became less important 

than race as a marker of Indo Trinidadian identity in post-colonial times, the mixture that posed the 

most danger to Indo-Trinidadian constructions of purity was that between Indo and Afro 

Trinidadians. This is a form of continued discrimination against Blacks.  

Unlike the United States, one drop of African (Black) or Indian blood does not currently 

make one African or Indian. Those who have less than one-quarter of either African or Indian are 

usually regarded as “too far physically and culturally from that side of the line to be considered a 

dougla” (England, 2008). All these things considered; younger generations are shown to be more 

tolerant of Indo-Afro mixing than those who came before them.  

2.4 Theory  

2.4.1 The Approach of Traditional Economics  

Becker's (1957) taste-based model of discrimination posits that discrimination will naturally 

disappear in a market economy because it is inefficient and ‘irrational.’ The model suggests that 

discrimination can be driven by the preferences or "tastes" of individuals or groups, rather than by 

economic factors such as supply and demand. According to the model, some individuals may derive 

a sense of satisfaction or social status from being part of a particular group and may therefore choose 

to discriminate against other groups in order to maintain that sense of identity or belonging.  

Becker’s model shows that prejudiced employers are willing to pay a financial penalty for 

not hiring employees of color. In this model, discrimination is not based on rational economic 
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calculations, but rather on irrational things such as prejudice, stereotypes, or cultural norms. 

Becker's model suggests that discrimination can have negative economic consequences since it can 

lead to inefficiencies in the labor market or reduce the productivity of firms that engage in 

discriminatory practices.   

According to Becker, more non-discriminating employers enter the market – they have a 

competitive advantage – and consequently the wage differential disappears over time. Because the 

market squeezes out discriminating employers, this theory assumes that a good education results 

in a good job, leading to gaining income and eventual accumulated wealth - the individual’s life 

trajectory. The reality of persisting discrimination in many societies suggests that the social and 

psychological benefits that individuals derive from discrimination may outweigh these economic 

costs.  

2.4.2 Stratification Economics  

While Becker minimizes the importance of discrimination in persistent inequalities over 

time, Stratification Economics, a theory developed by economist William Darity Jr. (2005), 

examines the impact of social hierarchies on economic outcomes. He posits that economic 

inequality is not solely the result of differences in individual abilities or choices but is also shaped 

by structural factors such as racism, sexism, and other forms of discrimination. Darity's theory 

argues that stratification is a crucial aspect of economic analysis and contends that conventional 

economic theories fail to account for the ways in which historical and current social hierarchies 

affect economic outcomes. Stratification Economics tells us that privilege is rational because it 

allows certain groups to maintain power over others. It says that group action and group identity 

play a large role in influencing economic outcomes, since intergenerational wealth transfers and 

structural racism perpetuate socioeconomic stratification.  
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According to Darity, there are three main forms of stratification: class, caste, and color. 

Class stratification is based on differences in income, wealth, and occupation. Caste stratification 

is based on social status and is typically associated with the Indian caste system. Color stratification 

refers to the ways in which race and ethnicity affect economic outcomes. These forms of 

stratification are interconnected and reinforce one another. To Darity, racial discrimination can lead 

to persistent disparities in income and wealth, which limit opportunities for education and other 

forms of social mobility. Similarly, class and caste systems can create barriers to economic 

advancement based on social status. To address these issues, Darity advocates for policies that 

directly address structural forms of inequality.3 Darity’s model, unlike Becker’s, posits that 

discrimination leads to inequality that will persist over time. This is generally what is seen 

empirically. Based on the aforementioned logic, generational wealth leads to continued income 

generation which leads to continued access to better education. In other words, initial conditions 

drive what we see today. 

2.4.3 Test of Theories  

Both theories add an economic perspective to sociological research that has been conducted 

in the field of inequality. However, they provide very different empirical implications for what to 

expect. Darity tells us that original conditions of different populations matter for long term 

inequality; Becker tells us that they do not. All three of Darity’s stratification forms (class, caste, 

and color) are relevant to our analysis of income inequality in Trinidad and Tobago, so we follow 

his approach in our discussion of outcome variables: wealth, income, and education. 

 
3 Examples of these are reparations for historical injustices, affirmative action programs, and universal basic income.  
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2.5 Race & Wealth  

2.5.1 Politics 

One of the primary sources of tension between Indo Trinidadians and Afro Trinidadians has 

been political competition. A large share of voters in Trinidad and Tobago still use ethnicity as a 

heuristic for vote choice. This is reflected in studies on motivated reasoning which show that voters 

affirm their own social identities by ascribing positive views to other group members (Khadan, 

Ruprah & Godinez-Puig, 2022). Citizens are therefore more likely to positively evaluate candidates 

that belong to the same groups as them (Bolsen et al., 2014; Fiske et al., 2007). The two largest 

political parties in the country, the People's National Movement (PNM) and the United National 

Congress (UNC), have tended to draw their support from Afro and Indo Trinidadians, respectively. 

This has often led to a perception that one community's gains are the other community's losses. 

Ethnic voting is indeed rewarded politically, as it increases the chance of finding public sector 

employment if their party wins (Khadan, Ruprah & Godinez-Puig, 2022). This is notable since 

public employment averaged 30% of total employment for the period 1999– 2014 (Khadan & 

Ruprah, 2019). 

The PNM (the predominantly Black party) has been in power for 34 years, a significant 

portion of Trinidad and Tobago's existence post-independence. This is juxtaposed to the UNC’s 

(the predominantly East Indian party) 10 years of political power distributed across the nation’s 

sixty-one years of independence. Hence, the East Indians fit the description of Becker’s 

“subordinate population” (Cross & Swarztzbaum, 1969) because of comparatively less political 

power. Although historians recognize this legacy of tension between Afro Trinidadians and Indo 

Trinidadians as an example of ‘constructed ethnicity’ encouraged by colonial policies and 

ideologies, these tensions are now understood as natural, and are potently mobilized by politicians 
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and cultural groups to gain state power and political patronage (Miller, 1994; Yelvington, 1995; 

Abraham, 2001). 

2.5.2 Family- owned businesses 

 

Other than political puissance, legacies of entrepreneurship are significant indicators of 

wealth in this society. Ascent into the business elite has historically occurred through inheritance 

of positions in family firms.4 This condition is associated with 'market discrimination' since Afro 

Trinidadians have historically been excluded from business by being denied access to capital. 

Camejo (1971) finds that eligibility for decision-making or 'power' roles is limited to family 

members who are usually immediately admitted into the business elite through family ties. In the 

making of loans, some racial groups prefer to do business with members of their own group or with 

certain racial groups as opposed to others. Once more, we see that people perceive individuals as 

belonging to different racial groups based on color, nationality or ethnicity, religion, wealth, or 

"power" (Camejo, 1971). The Afro Trinidadian is then put in the most unfavorable position 

historically since fewer members of the population were inheritors of family-owned businesses. 

2.6 Race & Income 

2.6.1 Impacts on career outcomes 

 

Most of the literature reports lower levels of remuneration in the labor market outcomes for 

Afro and Indo Trinidadians than for other ethnicities, with African descent Trinidadians being the 

most discriminated against. Coppin and Olsen (1998) found that these groups would benefit if they 

 
4 Alternatively, this is done by building up a firm on one’s own account or being hired or 

promoted into an elite position (Camejo, 1971). 
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received the same rates of remuneration for their educational endowments as workers of other 

ethnicities. Racial discrimination in employment operates most probably in 'organizational 

discrimination,’ specifically in the promotion and hiring of preferred groups by organizations. Thus, 

this has significant implications for the ascent into the business elite. Camejo (1971) finds that the 

whiter the person, the fewer formal qualifications were required of them in being hired into top or 

middle positions in private business organizations. This suggests possible discrimination in hiring 

people into topmost positions in the organizations that prefer Whites and “Off-Whites” who 

comprise most of the business elite and who control decision-making positions in private business 

organizations in the country. This indication of discrimination is also evident in promotion from 

middle to topmost positions. 

2.6.2 Types of jobs  

 

The literature also finds that the most frequented occupational category for East Indians is 

in unskilled, semi-skilled and agricultural work. As such, they comprise most of the manual labor 

workforce.  Meanwhile, over half of Black people are in skilled and white-collar occupations which 

would include a considerable proportion in the minor grades of the Civil Service (Cross & 

Schwartzbaum, 1969).  

Trinidad established its first oil refinery in 1917 and saw significant benefits during the oil 

boom of the late 70s to early 80s. The shift to a petroleum-based economy from agriculture saw the 

emergence of an Executive Managerial class thereby creating a 'new' upper class (Camejo, 1971) 

wherein Indo and Afro Trinidadian lawyers and doctors had to maintain values of the White upper 

class to become part of the ‘high society’ (Braithwaite, 1953). Economic competition has also 

played a role in the tensions between the two primary communities since Indo Trinidadians have 

been perceived as more economically successful than Afro Trinidadians, leading to accusations of 
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discrimination and unfair advantage. This has been compounded by the fact that Indo Trinidadians 

are thought to be more involved in the country's lucrative energy sector, which has been a source 

of both wealth and political power. 

2.6.3 Discrimination in employment and entrepreneurship  

 

 According to Camejo (1970), members of the business elite who had progressed on their 

own merits as entrepreneurs saw disparities between proportions among the racial groups just as 

wide as those among inheritors. Camejo finds that Whites and “Off-Whites” who were recruited to 

top positions were no better off by formal educational standards than members of the other racial 

groups. Business elite who were first hired into those positions with low education were Whites. 

They find that Whites and Off-Whites are given preference over other racial groups in selection 

processes for middle and top positions, and promotion to elite positions. There was no indication, 

however, that Whites or Off-Whites had more 'experience' compared with other racial groups 

according to their first job in organizations.  

2.7 Race & Education 

2.7.1 Differential Importance of Education 

 

Coppin and Olsen (1998) found that levels of education were lower for men than for women 

and that fewer than 50% of African and Indian men proceeded beyond the primary level. Employed 

East Indians were the least likely to have attained training and East Indian men were least attached 

to the formal labor market due seasonality in agricultural employment. East Indian men with 

university degrees were found to have the same rate of return as Black men. They also found that 
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‘Other’ Ethnicities had greater access to the limited number of places in the post-primary education 

system and, where they could not take advantage of this, still got high quality jobs.  

Coppin and Olsen (1998) also found that education remunerates Indians better on average. 

East Indian boys were also much less likely to attain a secondary education. This is either because 

they have a lower propensity for jobs which require formal schooling or access to such jobs is less 

easy for them than for other workers in Trinidad.  East Indian men also had the highest returns to 

institutional training, government sector employment and urban residence. East Indian girls were 

slightly over-represented in the total secondary school population compared to their male 

counterparts. This is potentially because East Indian girls are more likely to get educated to increase 

their marriage prospects. Cross & Schwartzbaum (1969) found that Black girls were the least likely 

to attain secondary education. This is likely due to there being fewer familial restraints than those 

imposed on Indian girls, more employment opportunities with low educational requirements (i.e., 

factories, offices, etc.) and possibly a greater reliance on Black girls’ contributions to maintain and 

support the household. It is therefore clear that different ethnic groups perceive different values to 

education, with East Indians placing a greater emphasis on education as a means of social 

advancement due to their cultural heritage.  

2.7.2 Location Matters 

 

Another finding by Coppin, Addington, and Olsen (1998) was that living in a rural location 

is related to lower per capita educational investment. This then explains findings that show that East 

Indians are less likely to get an education since they mainly populate rural spaces. The larger Indian 

rural presence could potentially be due to their early acquisition of land and propensity to 

agricultural practices. Additionally, the common curriculum was shown to be less useful in rural 

environments than in the case of their urban counterparts. Rural students do not fare as well as their 
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urban and semi-urban counterparts in the attainment of free school places (Cross & Schwartzbaum, 

1969). They tend to compensate for their failure to obtain positions in government and government-

assisted institutions by enrolling in private schools. This tells us that the secondary school system 

favors those who spent most of their time in an urban environment and penalizes those who were 

raised in rural communities. Since the majority of East Indians reside in rural areas this exacerbates 

their educational frustrations.5  

2.8 A path forward 

Altogether, the previous literature has shown that Afro and Indo Trinidadians both have 

held historically disadvantaged positions when compared to other ethnicities in Trinidad and 

Tobago. However, cultural norms and practices have led to the ongoing perception that Afro 

Trinidadians are even more discriminated against at the societal level. We can use the tools provided 

by the Stratification Economics framework to study whether this discrimination can be seen with 

regards to the income earned by members of both groups. By outlining the historical context in 

which we are operating, conceptualizing the structures of race, and outlining the necessary 

theoretical approaches based on previous literature, we are able to set up the mechanisms upon 

which this paper is built.  My work aims first to identify whether Afro Trinidadians are 

discriminated against when compared to their East Indian counterparts based on the groups’ average 

earnings differentials. Secondly, it aims to investigate whether the groups’ average incomes are 

converging or diverging with time and decompose causes for their movement in either direction.  

 
5 Whilst male members of the rural extended families are diverted towards the cane fields and supporting the family 

unit, girls are generally only given the alternative of attending school or remaining in the home (Cross & 

Schwartzbaum, 1969) 
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3. Methods and Data 

3.1 Empirical Approach 

The objective of this analysis is to explain ethnic earnings differentials between East Indian 

Trinidadians and Afro Trinidadians. I anticipate that East Indians out earn Africans due to the 

advantage they had in their initial conditions, following the frameworks of Stratification 

Economics. I predict that Black Trinidadians are more discriminated against based on the historical 

context outlined in Chapter 2. I also anticipate that the difference in earnings will converge over 

the years due to less discriminatory practices in the period studied. To determine these outcomes, 

we utilize multiple Oaxaca decompositions.  

The Oaxaca decomposition is a statistical method used to analyze differences in the mean 

outcomes of two groups. It involves breaking down the differences in outcomes between groups 

into differences arising from two sources: variances due to differences in the characteristics (age, 

education, experience, and occupation) and variances due to differences in the returns to those 

characteristics (different wages or income for the same endowments) - also referred to as the 

“explained" and "unexplained" components respectively. The unexplained portion is where 

potential discrimination can be identified.  

3.1.1 Earnings Regression 

We start by estimating regression models for each group, using group characteristics as 

predictors of the outcome variable - log income. This is illustrated by the following equation: 

𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌 =  ß
0

+ ß
1
 𝑋1 + ß

2
 𝑋2. . . +ß

𝑛
 𝑋𝑛 + 𝜀           (1) 

Where ß
0
 is the intercept of the group, 𝑋1 through 𝑋𝑛 are the characteristics or independent 

variables that affect logY and  ß
1
 through ß

𝑛
 are the coefficients or returns to those characteristics. 
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In other words, X is a vector of characteristics, ß is a vector of returns to these characteristics, and 

logY is logarithmic earning. This is a standard earnings equation that we run separately by group. 

3.1.2 The Oaxaca Decomposition 

 To perform the Oaxaca decomposition, we estimate the group-level differences in mean 

outcomes by subtracting the outcome of one group from the outcome of the other group. For ethnic 

groups B and I (Black and East Indian respectively), the earnings differential is given by:  

𝑙𝑜𝑔 𝑌̂𝐼 −  𝑙𝑜𝑔 𝑌̂𝐵 =  ß̂
𝐼
𝑋𝐼 − ß̂

𝐵
𝑋𝐵                (2) 

 This difference in means between the two groups can be decomposed into the portion explained 

by cross group differences in characteristics and the portion explained by cross group differences 

in returns to those characteristics. In order to do this we essentially add 0 in the form of ( ß
𝐵 

𝑋𝐼 − 

ß
𝐵 

𝑋𝐼) to the right hand side of equation (2) to get to equation (3): 

𝑙𝑜𝑔 𝑌̂𝐼 −  𝑙𝑜𝑔 𝑌̂𝐵 
=  (ß̂𝐼𝑋𝐼 − ß̂𝐵𝑋𝐵)  + (ß̂𝐵𝑋𝐼 − ß̂𝐵𝑋𝐼)      (3) 

We can redistribute terms in the first and second expression on the right-hand side: 

𝑙𝑜𝑔 𝑌̂𝐼 −  𝑙𝑜𝑔 𝑌̂𝐵 = ( 𝐵𝑋𝐼 − ß̂𝐵𝑋𝐵) + (ß̂𝐼𝑋𝐼 − ß̂𝐵𝑋𝐼)     (4) 

  To separate the differences in characteristics from the differences in returns to those 

characteristics, we can further rearrange the above equation into: 

𝑙𝑜𝑔 𝑌̂𝐼 − 𝑙𝑜𝑔 𝑌̂𝐵 = ß̂𝐵(𝑋𝐼 − 𝑋𝐵) + 𝑋𝐼(ß̂𝐼 − ß̂𝐵)     (5) 

 The first term on the right-hand side of equation (5) is the value of the advantage in 

endowments possessed by group I; the portion of the earnings differential 'explained' by differences 

in characteristics. The second term evaluates the difference between how group I’s equation would 

value the characteristics of group B and how B’s equation actually values their characteristics; the 
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portion of the earnings differential ‘explained’ by differences in returns to characteristics. 

Intuitively, this could also be seen as: 

𝑙𝑜𝑔 𝑌̂𝐼 −  𝑙𝑜𝑔 𝑌̂𝐵 =  ß̂
𝐼
(𝑋𝐼 −  𝑋𝐵) + 𝑋𝐵 ( ß̂

𝐼
− ß̂𝐵)        (6) 

The difference in the predicted outcomes when each group is afforded the same labor market 

returns is the portion of the difference that can be attributed to differences in the group 

characteristics. The remaining difference in means is the difference in outcomes due to varied 

returns to those characteristics. This is often interpreted as discrimination or other forms of 

differential treatment. These decomposition techniques are employed here to determine the amounts 

of the ethnic earnings differential resulting from differences in the mean characteristics across 

ethnic groupings, and from different market valuations of those characteristics (potential 

discrimination).   

3.1.3 A more detailed decomposition 

The tables outlined in section 4.5 push the Oaxaca decomposition further: not just whether 

differences are explained by differences in characteristics or by differences in returns to 

characteristics, but we are able to specify differences in which characteristics or differences in 

returns to which characteristics are contributing most to earnings differentials. The portion 

attributed to differences in characteristics is: 

ß𝐵( 𝑋𝐼 −  𝑋𝐵)  = ß𝑈𝑛𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦𝐵
 ( 𝑈𝑛𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦𝐼 − 𝑈𝑛𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦𝐵)   +  ß𝑆𝑒𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑟𝑦 𝐵

 ( 𝑆𝑒𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑟𝑦𝐼 −  𝑆𝑒𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑟𝑦𝐵) +ß𝐴𝑔𝑒𝐵
(𝐴𝑔𝑒𝐼 −

 𝐴𝑔𝑒𝐵) +ß𝐴𝑔𝑒𝑠𝑞𝐵
(𝐴𝑔𝑒𝑠𝑞𝐼 − 𝐴𝑔𝑒𝑠𝑞𝐵) + ß𝑀𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑒𝑑𝐵

(𝑀𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑒𝑑𝐼 − 𝑀𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑒𝑑𝐵)+ß𝐻𝑒𝑎𝑑𝐵
(𝐻𝑒𝑎𝑑𝐼 − 𝐻𝑒𝑎𝑑𝐵)    (7) 

The portion attributed to differences in returns to characteristics is: 

𝑋𝐼( ß𝐼 −  ß𝐵)  = 𝑈𝑛𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦𝐼  ( ß𝑈𝑛𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦𝐼
− ß𝑈𝑛𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦𝐵

)   + 𝑆𝑒𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑟𝑦𝐼 ( ß𝑆𝑒𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑟𝑦 𝐼
− ß𝑆𝑒𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑟𝑦 𝐵

)   + 𝐴𝑔𝑒𝐼 ( ß𝐴𝑔𝑒𝐼
−

ß𝐴𝑔𝑒𝐵
 ) +𝐴𝑔𝑒𝑠𝑞𝐼 ( ß𝐴𝑔𝑒𝑠𝑞𝐼

− ß𝐴𝑔𝑒𝑠𝑞𝐵
)  + 𝑀𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑒𝑑𝐼 ( ß𝑀𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑒𝑑𝐼

− ß𝑀𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑒𝑑𝐵
) + 𝐻𝑒𝑎𝑑𝐼 ( ß𝐻𝑒𝑎𝑑𝐼

− ß𝐻𝑒𝑎𝑑𝐵
)     

(8) 
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3.1.4 The Blinder- Oaxaca 

This study will assess the change of mean income differences between the two groups 

(Black and East Indian) over time, done separately by gender to account for ways that men and 

women could be differentially impacted according to their ethnic group. This will be done twice: 

once in 1970 and again in 2000. In this case, the method is referred to as the "Blinder-Oaxaca 

decomposition" or "BO decomposition" which aims to explain the differences in mean outcomes 

between two groups across different time periods.  

The simplest decomposition of change is a subtraction of the decomposition components of 

the original Oaxaca at time u from the components at time t and is defined by Kröger, H., & 

Hartmann, J. (2021) as the Simple Subtraction Method (SSM).6 With these two decompositions, 

we isolate which differences in income exist due to personal characteristics and which can 

potentially be attributed to discrimination.  Given our two groups I and B for which we have data 

for two points in time, t and u with t > u, the change in the outcome difference between the two 

groups and between the two points in time is given by: 

𝛥𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌 =𝛥𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌𝑡 − 𝛥𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌𝑢                                                   (9) 

Changes in outcome differences between two groups and two points in time can be 

expressed as the difference of group differences over time: 

𝛥𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌 =(𝐸(𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌𝑡
𝐼 ) − 𝐸(𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌𝑡

𝐵 )) − (𝐸(𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌𝑢
𝐼 ) − 𝐸(𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌𝑢

𝐵 ))         (10)    

We can rearrange these terms so that:            

 
6 The approach has attracted criticism because it does not estimate the unique contribution of coefficient changes and 

changes in the variable distributions over time. The coefficient differences at each time point are weighted by the mean 

distribution of the endowments at their respective time and, because the endowments likely change over time, the 

coefficient effect captures these changes.  
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𝛥𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌 = 𝐸(𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌𝑡
𝐼 ) − 𝐸(𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌𝑢

𝐼 ) − (𝐸(𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌𝑡
𝐵 ) − 𝐸(𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌𝑢

𝐵 ))

 𝛥𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌 =𝛥𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌𝐼 − 𝛥𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌𝐵      (11)  

This can be further broken down into: 

𝛥𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌 = (𝛥𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌𝑡
𝐼 − 𝛥𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌𝑢

𝐼) − (𝛥𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌𝑡
𝐵 − 𝛥𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑌𝑢

𝐵)        (12) 

To isolate the different effects of characteristics and returns over time, Equation (17) takes 

equations (10) and (11) and breaks them down even further.  

       (13) 

The difference between each C1 is the intercept change, between each C2 is the coefficient 

change and between each C3 is the endowment change.  The interpretation of the intercept effect is 

grouped with the coefficient effect to create the portion that is explained by differences in returns 

to characteristics (potential discrimination). This method is further illustrated in Figure 1. The 

difference between group I and group B is represented by the change in Y at time t and u 

respectively.  In addition to the difference between I and B, the change in each group over time is 

represented by 𝑌𝐼 and 𝑌𝐵.7 

 
7 This follows methods used by Hayfron-Benjamin (2023) 
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The changes associated with differences due to different endowments can be interpreted as 

the part of the change in the gap that is due to changes in the characteristics of each group over 

time. The change associated with differences in the coefficient is the change in the gap that is due 

to differences in the returns to characteristics of each group over time. By running these two 

decompositions, we extrapolate information on potential contributors to a convergence or 

divergence between group outcomes.8  

3.2 Data 

The data used to analyze ethno-racial inequality are from the 1970, 1980, 1990, 2000 and 

2011 Trinidad and Tobago censuses. It is a 10% sample accessible via IPUMs International 

(Minnesota Population Center 2021). I build upon data and methods used by Addington Coppin & 

Reed Neil Olsen (1998), which employed 1993 Continuous Sample Survey of the Population 

 
8 This study uses the Stata implementation of the Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition created by Ben Jann (2008) 
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(CSSP) data for Trinidad and Tobago to investigate the determinants of earnings by ethnicity. My 

use of Census data improves on this because it allows me to have access to more information 

regarding quality of dwelling, amenities, basic demographics, education, employment, and income 

as shown in Table 1. These would offer better insight into differences in the qualities of life in the 

population. Additionally, the data from the census facilitates exploration of issues in ethnic earnings 

differentials

Appendix table 1 contains the names and definitions of the variables that will be employed 

in this study. The data set, comprising workers with non-zero earnings during the survey period, 

contains 69,349 individuals in 1970; 104,402 in 1980; 111,687 in 1990; 111,833 in 2000; and 

115,108 in 2011. Of importance to the analysis of human capital earnings models are variables such 

as education, training, and experience. Demographic, industry, and occupation variables also help 

to illuminate important aspects of these groups9.  

 Blacks and East Indians account for approximately 84% of total workers, with the 

remaining 16% comprising individuals from the other ethnic groups. Like Coppin and Olsen (1998), 

this study will utilize the category 'Other' to encompass White, Syrian/Lebanese, Chinese, mixed, 

and others since these have traditionally been associated with higher social status than Africans and 

Indians in Trinidad and Tobago. Moreover, given the larger African and Indian proportions in the 

data, aggregating all other individuals into this composite group improves on the estimation. 

The first dependent variable of interest in my study is going to be total income.  This will 

be used as a general measure of economic success and is recorded as non-zero income in order to 

account for discrimination towards people who actually work or earn income. I am using income 

 
9 Beyond human capital measures, other variables in the model include demographic measures such as geographic 

location of the dwelling and occupation categories which will help in my analysis.  
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because the Census data on wealth is not as explicit and measuring income gives insight into the 

future possibilities for individuals within each demographic. 

 The second dependent variable that I will investigate is log income. This will give me 

insight into the percentage difference in incomes of each group. The amenities group was created 

by conglomerating dummy variables associated with access to electricity, running water, telephone, 

internet, automobile, hot water, air conditioning, computer, washing machine, refrigerator, 

television, radio, pool and yacht. These variables give us a better idea of the quality of life afforded 

to individuals of each group. This was built on the methods used by Monique D. A. Kelly (2022) 

that used amenities as an indicator of economic well-being10. 

4. Results 

4.1 Graphical Analysis  

In order to more fully investigate whether discrimination exists between Indo and Afro 

Trinidadians, a series of graphical analyses across both years were constructed. These provide a 

visual representation of earnings dynamics across both years and between ethnic groups. 

 
10 A limitation to the data is that the variables recorded were not consistent across each year. For example, there was 

no account for years of schooling in 1970, making it difficult to determine experience in that year. Employing potential 

experience, measured by post-schooling years (age minus years of education minus 5), is used for years other than 1970 

since actual years of experience in the workforce was not recorded. Another limitation arose because the number of 

hours and months worked was not recorded in 2000, making it impossible to account for it in my final regressions. 

Finally, although income was reportedly collected in all of the years, the data for income was only publicly available 

for the years 1970 and 2000. As a result, these will be the years on which my analysis is focused.  

A possible critique of my approach is that I am not looking far back enough in my analysis, with my data stopping at 

1970. I will not go further back than 1970 because in addition to a lack of available data in years prior, Trinidad and 

Tobago is a relatively new nation state, having only gained its Independence from Britain in 1962. Therefore, this 

analysis will  be more representative of outcomes to citizens of the nation when they were able to govern themselves. 
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Figures 2.1 and 2.2 show the distribution of income by ethnicity for the 2 years. This gives 

us a better idea visually of which groups are most represented in different socioeconomic strata in 

this society. Figure 2.1 shows that in 1970, a significant portion of Whites made up persons in 

higher income brackets while the rest of the population, most significantly Afro and Indo 

Trinidadians, occupied the lowest income brackets. Figure 2.2 shows that this outcome shifts by 

the year 2000. The distribution is skewed right where most of the population, including Whites, 

occupy lower income brackets. Of those that occupy higher income brackets, Whites still make up 

the majority. This could potentially be due to the progression of less discriminatory practices in the 

private sector as Trinidad continued to be a more self-governing nation. It could also be a result of 

the outward migration of Whites in the latter half of the 20th century due to their lower levels of 

political control following independence. Blacks and East Indians are within the lower intervals of 

income earnings in both years, with East Indians being slightly more represented in the lowest 

earnings intervals than Afro Trinidadians. Further understandings of these findings would be drawn 

from a more detailed visualization of the actual median income earnings of groups across both 

years. 
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Figure 3 builds on Figures 2.1 and 2.2 by further disaggregating mean incomes by racial 

groups to paint a clearer picture of evolutions over time. The mean outcomes in 1970 in Figure 3 

further sheds light on the outcome seen in 2.1 where White substantially out earn all other members 

of the population. Both Black and East Indians fall below the overall median income level 

(represented in red), with Blacks out earning East Indians only slightly. It reiterates that the far-

reaching advantage by Whites in 1970 becomes less dramatic by 2000 due to their outward 

migration (Murell, 2000). Both Blacks and East Indians see higher mean household income 

earnings than they did 30 years prior, with each of them earning just about the overall median 

household income for the entire group. This potentially suggests that less overtly discriminatory 

practices may have led to slightly greater income equality over time. The fact that the median 

income for Whites, Syrians and Chinese rise significantly above the overall median household 

income level suggests that there still might be some level of discrimination occurring in the labor 

market. This outcome potentially supports Darity’s theory of Stratification Economics since the 
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aforementioned ethnic groups are those that have historically held wealth due to continued 

ownership of business and other assets. 

 Another view of this result of the Stratification Economics framework is painted by 

showing the relationship between income and educational attainment in Trinidad and Tobago. 

 
 

Figures 4.1 and 4.2 show the trends across income and educational attainment for 1970 and 

2000 respectively. This gives us visual insight into how much university completion generally 

affects income and how that has changed over the 2 time periods. From both figures, we see a 

positive linear relationship between income and university completion. They demonstrate that mean 

income and university education are positively correlated in both years. This could either be an 

indication that higher education leads to higher income (and greater wealth over time) or that greater 

wealth results in higher familial income, resulting in better educational opportunities and outcomes 

for the individual.   

With figures 2, 3 and 4 all taken together, one could draw the conclusion that the idea posed 

in the Stratification Economics model positing the perpetuation of inequality due to generational 

wealth transfers holds when we compare other groups to East Indian and Black. However, our initial 

prediction (that East Indians would out earn Blacks) was incorrect. 
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4.2 Descriptive Statistics 

 A further analysis of the data allows us to gain insight into the conclusions drawn from our 

graphical analysis. Our study focuses mainly on Black and East Indian populations, but we initially 

compare these groups to other racial categories in order to paint a complete of racial dynamics and 

their subsequent outcomes in Trinidad and Tobago.11 Table 1 shows the mean values of variables 

of interest, separated by ethnic group and gender.12 

 

 
11  African Female’s lowest returns to education concurs with earlier work done by Cross and Schwartzbaum (1969) 

which found that African girls had more employment opportunities with low educational requirements. 
12 The ethnic/ racial groups are broken down into Black, East Indian, and Other. The ‘Other' category encompasses 

White, Syrian/Lebanese, Chinese and mixed since these have traditionally accorded higher social status than Africans 

and Indians and aggregating them together improves our estimation given the smaller nature of their population sizes. 

The ethnic/racial groups are further separated by gender  
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4.2.1 Mean Observations for Men 

Black Men out earned East Indian Men ($2367.57 compared to $2221.03).  These numbers 

analyzed at a logarithmic level show us that on average, Black men earn 4% more than East Indian 

men. An analysis of employment variables shows us that Black men work the most hours a week 

than all other ethnic/ gender groups (they are surpassed only by Other men) at 43.86 hours a week. 

Black men are also most likely to have work experience of the whole group at 24.1 years on average, 

but they are also more likely to be unemployed than their East Indian counterparts. This is notable 

since it reveals potential discrimination against Black men who are potentially more qualified but 

less likely to find employment.  

An analysis of variables relating to the types of jobs occupied by ethnic/ racial groupings 

shows that Black men are more likely to work in the public sector than their East Indian counterparts 

who are more likely to be hired privately. This potentially speaks to greater ease of finding 

government employment due to Black people’s advantage politically13. Of the entire group, East 

Indian men are most likely to be self-employed, which could be due to the group’s higher likelihood 

of inheritance of family-owned businesses.14 A closer look at individual and household 

demographics tells us that Black men are older on average than their East Indian and Other 

counterparts. This may then account for the greater level of potential experience these groups have 

as discussed above.  

 

 

 
13 This follows the findings of Ruprah Khadan & Godinez-Puig (2022) which revealed that ethnic voting is indeed 

rewarded politically, as it increases the probability of voters finding public sector employment  
14 Likely because of their initial conditions which led them to move into retail trade (Munasinghe, 2001) 
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4.2.2 Mean Observations for Women 

 

 Black Women out-earned East Indian Women ($1915.7 to $1834.15) on average. Their 

lowest average monthly earnings among the three ethnic groupings might be a manifestation of the 

extent of Indians' attachment to the wage labor market (Coppin & Olsen 1998). In logarithmic 

terms, Black women earn 5% more than their East Indian counterparts across all of the years (1970 

to 2011). East Indian women are the least likely to be unemployed, again pointing towards potential 

discrimination against Black women who have more experience and more schooling but are still 

less likely to be employed.15 An analysis of variables relating to the types of jobs occupied by 

particular ethnic/ racial groupings shows that East Indian women are least likely to work in both 

the public and private sectors, which could be the result of practices where East Indian women are 

more likely to work in the home. Black women are least likely to be self-employed, potentially 

pointing to the risk-averse nature of the group that is culturally expected to take care of the home 

while working16. This seems to be supported by the fact that a third of the Black working women 

in the sample were heads of household; this compares with 15 percent for their East Indian 

counterparts and 22 per cent for their Other counterparts.  

4.2.3 Mean Observations Overall 

  Overall, Table 1 reiterates that the mean total incomes of the groups shows us that, in 

accordance with the figures discussed in section 4.1, relative to Black and East Indian Trinidadians, 

Others earn more. Additionally, Black people earn more than East Indians on average. That being 

said, their higher level of experience and education may account for their higher income earnings 

 
15 This aligns with Coppin and Olsen’s (1998) findings that East Indians had a lower propensity to jobs which require 

formal schooling 
16 Conclusions about East Indian and Black women’s average propensity to different sectors of jobs are based on the 

findings from Coppin and Olsen, 1998. 



 

 30 

relative to East Indians. This may also be because East Indians tend to populate rural areas in 

Trinidad and Tobago so they tend to pursue the different types of labor (agriculture vs corporate 

jobs).17 Taking our learnings from Figures 4.1 and 4.2 into consideration, Black men and women’s 

higher average years of schooling might also account for their higher earnings in relation to their 

East Indian counterparts.  

All these variables considered allow us to have a more detailed understanding of racial and 

gender average outcomes and possible contributors to income earnings differentials observed. 

While the discussed differences between the Other group and both Afro and Indo Trinidadians are 

extremely notable, for the purposes of this paper, our primary focus is between the Black and East 

Indian populations. Using the Oaxaca decomposition, we can determine more concretely which 

factors contribute most to income differentials. 

4.3 A Closer Look at Income Differentials 

 

Table 2 breaks down our observations from Table 1 more concretely, with a close focus on 

income gaps between the two groups. We see that for both men and women, Black Trinidadians 

out earn East Indian Trinidadians. This goes against our initial hypothesis that East Indians would 

 
17 This is again a manifestation of their inheritance of land following their indentureship period and eventual move into 

peasant farming (Munasinghe, 2001 & Reddy 2011). 
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out earn Black Trinidadians due to the initial conditions discussed. We can use our decompositions 

to make sense of this outcome. The raw income gap between Black and East Indian women was 

greater than that for men in 1970 while in the year 2000, the raw gap between the men’s groups 

was larger than that of the women’s. Additionally, the raw gap increased for men while it decreased 

for women from 1970 to 2000. When these differences are looked at from a logarithmic level, the 

percentage difference in income is much higher for women than men in 1970 (-21% compared to -

17%) while it is similar for the two groups in 2000 (-6%). These logarithmic outcomes point to 

potential lower levels of income inequality between the two groups across both years. Performing 

the Oaxaca decomposition across both years will allow us to determine whether this is the case as 

well as whether discrimination is at play, helping to answer whether our 2nd and 3rd predictions 

were correct. 

4.4 Multivariate Analysis: Regression 

To perform the Oaxaca decomposition, we must first run regressions following equation (1) 

for both groups. Tables 4 and 5 present the results of ordinary least squares regression estimations 

of earnings on education (university and secondary), work type (public sector, private sector and 

self-employed) and individual demographics (age, head of household and married). This is done 

for the logarithm of worker's earnings in 1970 and 2000 respectively. The model is estimated 

separately for each of the four gender/race groupings. The first column shows the estimated model 

for the full population.  
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4.4.1 Men’s regression analysis for 1970  

Table 3 shows the regression described in equation (1) for the year 1970. As expected, we 

see that university education is associated with higher log income for all groups at a statistically 

significant level. Remarkably, East Indian men saw much greater returns to university than Black 

Men (2.212 vs 1.844) at the statistically significant level. East Indian men also saw greater returns 

to secondary school education than their Black counterparts. Additionally, East Indian men saw 

greater returns to public sector work than Black men. East Indian men saw significantly higher 

returns to private sector work than Black men (a difference of .31) and East Indian men also 

benefited from extremely higher returns to owning their own businesses than Black men (a 

difference of .677). In fact, the return for East Indian men was even higher than the return to the 
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full sample, which includes White and White adjacent racial groups. This result is unsurprising 

given the mean results in table 2 which reveal that East Indian men are more likely to be self-

employed while both groups of women were less likely to embark in entrepreneurial endeavors.  

That East Indian men saw almost double the returns to age as members of the other groups 

indicates that they benefit substantially more from being older in the labor market. Black men saw 

the highest returns to income in terms of being the head of the household and being married gave 

Black men the highest returns to income of the whole group.  This tells us that married Black men 

benefit more in the wage market than married East Indian men.18 All of these taken together suggest 

that despite their higher ‘Constant’ term, Black men may be discriminated against compared to their 

East Indian counterparts given their lower returns to most of the dependent variables in 1970.  

4.4.2 Women’s regression analysis for 1970  

East Indian women also saw greater returns to Secondary school education than their Black 

counterparts (a difference of .207). Black women saw greater returns to public sector19 work than 

East Indians who actually received negative returns to private sector involvement compared to a 

positive return for Black women.20  Both groups of women saw negative returns to 

entrepreneurship, with Black women seeing the lowest returns of the whole group, supporting their 

potential aversion to entrepreneurship in the first place. Both groups of women also had very 

similar, small returns to their age and negative returns to income due to being the head of the 

household. This concurs with their lower likelihood of being heads of the household in Table 1. It 

 
18This follows the idea posited by Coppin and Olsen (1998) that employers pay married workers more than their 

counterparts in common law unions if the former are perceived to be more stable workers. It is possible that Black men 

see higher returns because the Black population is generally more inclined to common law relationships, therefore 

married Black men were perceived as even more stable than their East Indian counterparts in the year 1970. 
19 Likely due to the political advantage held by Black people 
20 This could potentially be due to East Indian women’s higher propensity to get an education to increase marriage 

prospects rather than enter the workforce. 
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is notable, however, that although Black women see the lowest returns to being the head of their 

household, they are more likely than their East Indian counterparts to do so. This again speaks to 

the culture of Black women being expected to provide for the home even when it is detrimental to 

their success, and potential discrimination against Black women with regards to their household 

head status. 

4.4.3 Men’s regression analysis for 2000 

 

 

Table 4 reveals that in the year 2000, East Indian men again saw higher returns to a 

University and Secondary education compared to Black men. Remarkably, the results from Tables 

1, 3 and 4 taken together show that Indian men have less education but get higher returns to that 

education than Black men in both years. Moreover, while Black men saw greater returns to working 



 

 35 

in both the public and private sector East Indian saw significantly higher returns to owning their 

own businesses, pointing to potential discrimination in entrepreneurship against Blacks.  

 Black men saw greater negative returns to their age in 2000 than East Indian men, pointing 

towards potential discrimination against them. Being the head of the household once again 

benefited Black men more than East Indian men at the statistically significant level. Finally, once 

more we see that Black men benefit the most out of the entire group to being married21. This points 

to the likelihood that being married is associated with “being more stable” more so for Black men 

than their East Indian counterparts (Coppin & Olsen, 1998).  

4.4.4 Women’s regression analysis for 2000 

East Indian women once again have higher returns to university and secondary education.  

Combined with the results from previous tables, we see that, although East Indian women have less 

education, they get higher returns to that education than both Black men and women in both years. 

East Indian women also saw greater returns to working in the public sector and more than double 

the return to private sector participation. This could potentially speak to the progression of women’s 

rights over the 30-year period and East Indian women’s move into the workforce following their 

educational attainment. A big difference from 1970 is that East Indian women now benefit the most 

from owning their own businesses at a return of 0.345. This is much higher than that of Black 

women (0.093).  

The only group that saw positive returns to age was East Indian women at the statistically 

significant level pointing towards possible greater discrimination towards older workers (other than 

East Indians) in general. Black women now benefit more from being the head of the household and 

 
21 This is potentially because being married in the Black community is less common than all other communities, 

where Black people typically engage in common law relationships if documented at all (Coppin, 1998).  
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from marriage than their East Indian counterparts. This speaks to potential advantages Black 

women receive for being married compared to their East Indian counterparts. With all these findings 

revealed, it stands to test which of these factors are the most significant contributors to observed 

income differentials by constructing Oaxaca decompositions in both years. 

4.5 Decompositions 

Having completed the regressions for both Afro and Indo Trinidadians for both years, we 

can now run a Oaxaca decomposition to investigate the sources of the differences in income across 

groups. This will be done by comparing East Indian men to Black men, and East Indian women to 

Black women. Table 5 shows the Oaxaca decomposition of the earnings differential for the year 

1970. Building on the regressions shown in Table 3, It breaks down the differences in outcomes 

between two groups into differences arising due to differences in the characteristics and differences 

arising due to differences in the returns to those characteristics. The lowest panel of the table helps 

us in further understanding the nature of potential discrimination.   
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4.5.1 Men in 1970 

 
 

Firstly, looking at the results of men, the “Overall” section (panel 1) reveals that East Indian 

men had 17% lower income relative to Afro Trinidadian men. This concurs with the findings 

presented in Table 2. Only 3% of this difference is explained by differences in characteristics. 

Hence, just based on their characteristics, if East Indian men and Black men got the same returns 

to their respective characteristics (i.e., if they were treated the same in the labor market), the 

earnings of East Indian men would be only 3% lower than those of Black men. This is the expression 

on the left-hand side of equation (7). In reality, their earnings are 17% lower, with the remaining 

14% difference explained by differences in returns to the characteristics- the majority of the 

earnings differential. This is the expression on the left-hand side of equation (8). This is what occurs 

when they are treated differently for having the same endowments. This is what economists 
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typically refer to as discrimination: people who look alike but are treated differently. These results 

say that most of the earnings difference is due to labor market discrimination. 

We can construct a closer analysis of these observations by looking at panel 2. We observe 

that there is a negative impact on income with regards to secondary schooling of 2%. This tells us 

that if East Indian men had the same returns as Black men, the difference in their characteristics 

would result in income that is 2% lower. This means that, because Black men are more likely to 

have completed secondary school, and because secondary school is a valuable credential in labor 

markets, Black men earn 2% more. At the same time, differences in age of the two groups account 

for an overall -3% difference in log income. This incorporates the full nonlinear effect of age on 

income by including the effects of both age and age squared. East Indians’ characteristics with 

regards to marriage would lead to a higher income of 2.7% at a significant level. This is a noticeable 

positive impact that reflects East Indians’ higher likelihood of marriage. The impact of university 

and being head of the household is negligible in terms of the amount explained by characteristics 

for men.   

Turning to the final panel, we can assess the role of differences in returns to characteristics. 

It reveals that secondary education has a +2.44% effect, showing that East Indian men have greater 

returns to secondary education. This is notable since they are less likely to have this education. 

Being the head of the household has a smaller -2.34% effect, indicating that East Indian men benefit 

less from being the heads of their household when compared to Black men with the same 

characteristics. University education and age do not seem to have significant effects on the income 

differential. Marriage accounts for the largest amount of the earnings differential explained by 

differences in returns at -11% at the statistically significant level. This is the most remarkable 

outcome of this table since it indicates that if both Black and East Indian men were equally likely 
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to be married, Blacks would benefit substantially more given their higher returns to marriage. This 

is more than three quarters of the ‘discrimination’ portion of the 14% income gap.  This result 

suggests that East Indian men are discriminated against by not getting as significant a benefit to 

being married. 

4.5.2 Women in 1970 

Turning our attention to income differences among women, East Indian women have 

income that is -21% compared to Afro Trinidadian women. Like the men, only a small portion of 

this is explained by differences in characteristics: 5.5% attributable to differences in characteristics 

with the remaining 16.2% attributable to differences in returns to the characteristics. Panel 2 shows 

us that secondary education results in a -4.6% difference, meaning that if East Indian women had 

the same returns as Black women, they would earn significantly less given their lower average years 

of schooling. Age has a significant -3% effect on income, indicating that East Indian women with 

the same returns as Black women would receive less on average because they are younger. 

University education, marriage and being the head of the household all have negligible effects on 

the income gap due to differences we see. Therefore, the largest portion of the income difference 

due to characteristics is due to their varied rates of secondary school completion as the highest level 

of educational attainment. This makes intuitive sense since, according to Table 1, East Indian 

women are less likely, compared to Black women, to have attained a secondary school education. 

When looking at the last panel for women, the amount explained by differences in returns, 

we observe that East Indian women who are more educated receive 2.77% more than Black women 

with the same endowments. Significantly, age has an overall -36% effect, meaning that East Indian 

women the same age as Black women receive 36% less given their varying returns. This is the 

largest result of all the controls. Marriage has a -4.28% impact telling us that East Indian women 
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who are married benefit less than Black married women due to the differences in their returns to 

marriage. Being the head of the household yields a positive outcome of 4.85% - East Indian women 

who are the heads of their household are likely to earn more than Black women who are the head 

of their households given the differences in their returns.  

4.5.3 1970 Overall 

The key takeaway of Table 5 when coupled with the results of Table 1 reveals that although 

East Indians are most likely to be married, they generally see lower returns to marriage than their 

Black counterparts. Almost all the income difference for men is due to differential treatment of East 

Indian married men compared to married Black men. For women, the largest portion of the 

difference is due to differential treatment by age older East Indian women compared to older Black 

women. Interestingly, schooling has almost no effect for either group. Overall, Table 5 reveals 

potential discrimination towards East Indians in 1970 since nearly all the substantial earnings 

differential for both gender groups is explained by differences in the returns to their characteristics. 

We can perform a similar analysis for the year 2000.  
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4.5.4 Men in 2000 

 

We now turn our attention to the more recent data, investigating earnings differentials in the 

year 2000. Table 6 shows detailed decomposition of the earnings differentials in the year 2000. 

First, the most striking result is that income gaps between East Indians and Africans closed 

substantially in the thirty years between 1970 and 2000, dropping from approximately 20% to only 

6%. In the year 2000, East Indians had 5.9% lower income relative to Afro Trinidadians in both 

gender groupings. While the gaps are of the same size – about 6% – we see a substantial difference 

in whether that gap is explained by different characteristics in the two racial groups or not. For men, 

the -6% gap is a combination of a +6.6% ‘explained’ portion and -12% ‘unexplained’ portion.  

A closer look at panel 2 for men shows that, with respect to age, East Indian men would see 

a 5.1% benefit in their income if they had the same returns to their characteristics as Black men 
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since they are older. Marriage has a statistically significant +2.47% impact on income, meaning 

that since East Indians are more likely to be married, they would earn more if both groups had the 

same returns. Panel 3 reveals more drastic effects on the earnings differentials due to differences in 

returns. Age has an overall +5.64%, telling us that East Indian men the same age as Black men 

would benefit more due to their returns to age if they had the same returns. Secondary education 

has a larger positive impact of 1.39% on East Indian men’s earnings. This tells us that if Blacks and 

East Indians had the same secondary school completion rates, East Indian men would earn 1.39% 

more because of their differences in returns to secondary education. The effects of university 

education, marriage and being the head of the household all had negligible impacts. Most notably, 

the effect of marriage on the income differential has gone down significantly over the 30-year 

period. Most significantly, the constant term of -15.9% suggests that East Indian men are 

discriminated against without any “real” characteristics when compared to Black men. 

4.5.5 Women in 2000 

For women, almost none of the -6% gap is explained by differences in characteristics. Panel 

2 shows that the effect of age on income is a net +1.44% (6.58%- 5.14%) at a statistically significant 

level with regards to differences in characteristics. This tells us that if East Indian women had the 

same returns as Black women to their age, they would receive more because they are older on 

average. The amount explained by marriage is positive at the statistically significant level (2.35%), 

telling us that East Indian women benefit from being likely to be married on average. There are 

negligible explained differences due to characteristics of university, secondary and being the head 

of the household for women.  

The entire negative income gap is explained by differences in the returns to East Indian 

women compared to Black women in the year 2000. Panel 3 again reveals that the amount explained 
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by returns to secondary education is +5.49% at a statistically significant level. This tells us that if 

East Indian women had the same propensity to secondary education as Black women, they would 

benefit from 5.49% higher income given their higher returns to secondary education. Age has the 

largest effect on earnings differential since it results in an overall -28% (31%- 53%) difference in 

the earnings between East Indian and Black Women. This aligns with similar findings in the year 

1970 shown in Table 6. This means that East Indian women the same average age as their Black 

counterparts receive less income due to their returns to age. University, marriage and being the head 

of the household all have negligible effect on the earnings differential observed compared to age 

and secondary education.  

4.5.6 2000 Overall 

The key takeaway of Table 6 is that age is the most influential contributor to earnings 

differentials due to differences in returns for both men and women in the year 2000. Over the 30-

year period, marriage was less of a contributing factor for both groups, leading to the assumption 

that there is less of a correlation between being married and earning more income for Black men 

and women. Overall, the earnings differential between East Indians and Afro Trinidadians, though 

still negative, reduced significantly for both groups over the 30-year period. A decomposition of 

both decompositions is performed in Table 7 to help us further understand these evolutions over 

time.  
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4.5.7 Men across both years 

 

Table 7 compares the Oaxaca done in 1970 with that which was done in 2000. This is done 

for both gender grouping as well as for both groups together in order to understand the evolutions 

of the two groups collectively over time. It shows us how much of the change in differences in 

income between groups Blacks and East Indians and between 1970 and 2000 is due to changes in 

the groups’ characteristics versus returns to those characteristics. 

For men, we see that the raw difference is 11%, meaning that the gap decreased by 11 

percentage points from the year 1970 to the year 2000 (this difference is also reflected in Table 3). 

Of this decrease, 9.6 percentage points were due to a decrease in differences due to differences in 

characteristics while only 1.36 percentage points were a result of a change in returns to the same 

characteristics. Panel 2 tells us that University education had a very low positive change to closing 
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this gap while Secondary education had a slightly higher positive change. These tell us that Black 

and East Indian men generally are seeing more similar characteristics in terms of education over 

time. The amount explained by characteristics is largely seen in age which has an overall positive 

effect of 8.5%, meaning that Blacks and East Indians are likely seeing more similar characteristics 

in terms of age over time. Marriage and being the head of household, however, had a negative 

negligible effect on income with regards to differences in group characteristics over time. This tells 

us that the large effects of marriage are mainly seen in the treatment of married men and women 

over time.  

The third panel shows that marriage saw the largest and most significant effect of 9.83%, 

meaning that a change in the attitudes towards marriage had the most significant effect in reducing 

inequality between the ethnicities with regards to the differences in returns each group received. As 

stated in the analysis of Table 7, this once again shows that the returns to marriage Black men has 

decreased over time. Overall, age had a +1.2 (39.1-37.9) percentage point effect on the earnings 

differential change over time. This means that attitudes towards age actually helped to decrease the 

gap between the ethnic groups for men over time. University, secondary education and being the 

head of the household had negligible impacts on the changes in income inequality observed between 

the years. 

4.5.8 Women across both years 

For women, we see that the gap decreased by 15.7%. Of this 15%, 6.07% was due to a 

change in the amount explained by characteristics. This means that East Indians and Black women 

likely had more similar characteristics. Much of the decrease in the gap, 9.66%, was due to a change 

in the amount explained by differences in returns to those characteristics. This means that Blacks 
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and East Indians saw an even greater convergence with regards to attitudes towards their 

characteristics than a change in their actual characteristics.  

A closer look at panel two tells us secondary education had a positive impact of 2.94% in 

closing the gap. Hence, the earnings differentials because of secondary school completion between 

the two groups went down. Age had an overall positive effect on closing the gap of 3.71%. This 

suggests that both groups of women saw more similar characteristics in terms of age over the years. 

University, marriage and being the head of household had negligible negative effects on the gap 

across the years.  

Panel 3 reveals Secondary education accounts for +2.72 percentage points of the overall 

+9.66% impact on the earnings gap between the years due to differences in returns. This means that 

Black and East Indian women likely saw more similar returns to education over time, following the 

logic outlined in equation (10). Age had the largest impact of a positive overall effect of +7.94% in 

closing the income gap. This tells us that for women, East Indian and Black Trinidadians are treated 

more similarly for their ages over time. Marriage has a +5.58% impact on the income gap, meaning 

that married East Indian and African women are seeing more similar returns.  Finally, being the 

head of the household actually increased the gap most significantly of the amounts explained by 

differences in returns at -6.97%. This indicates that when it comes to being the head of the 

household, Black and East Indian women see increasingly different returns with Black women 

seeing lower returns to being the head of the household.  

4.5.9 Across both years overall: understanding changes in the decomposition. 

Overall, Table 7 tells us that the raw difference in income between the two groups decreased 

by 12.5 percentage points (as indicated in panel 1 of column 1). Most of this is explained by changes 

in differences in characteristics (8.25%) while the rest is explained by changes in the differences in 
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returns to those characteristics (4.31%), pointing to a decrease in discriminatory practices. This 

means that the income gap closed because characteristics converged (about ⅔ of the reduction) and 

because returns converged (the remaining ⅓ of the reduction).  Of the amount explained by 

characteristics, age had the greatest impact of closing the gap (6.6%) because women of the two 

ethnic groups saw a convergence in their mean ages. Of the amount that was explained by difference 

in returns to characteristics, the largest impact was made by Marriage at 9.0%, mainly because the 

attitude towards married Black men aligned more with the attitudes toward married East Indian 

men over time. In other words, they saw more similar returns to marriage. Ultimately, Table 7 

reveals that there was a convergence in the income gap in the thirty years between 1970 and 2000, 

with marriage and age being the two most notable contributors to men and women respectively. 

Surprisingly, although it is commonly thought that differences in education contribute to income 

differentials,22 it played little to no factor in closing this gap compared to marriage. These results 

are interesting because it may point to less discrimination over the years since the change explained 

by differences in characteristics was positive.23 

5. Implications and Conclusions 

Our analysis found that in 1970, a significant portion of Whites made up persons in higher 

income brackets while the rest of the population, most significantly Afro and Indo Trinidadians, 

occupied the lowest income brackets in both years. My primary hypothesis was that East Indians 

would out earn Africans due to the advantage they had in their initial conditions, following the 

frameworks of Stratification Economics. This was proven to be incorrect since East Indians were 

slightly more represented in the lowest earnings intervals when compared to Afro Trinidadians. 

 
22 This follows Becker’s theory that better education leads to more earnings and thus more wealth. 
23 This result was especially true for women. 
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Specifically, Black Trinidadians out earn East Indian Trinidadians in both gender categories. When 

these differences are looked at from a logarithmic level, the percentage difference in incomes is 

much higher for men than women in 1970 (-21% compared to -17%) while it is the same for the 

two groups in 2000 (-6%). This was mainly due to differences in the type of jobs occupied by 

Blacks and East Indians respectively.24 

Additionally, following the findings by Coppin and Olsen (1998), I predicted that Black 

Trinidadians would be more discriminated against. The result of this is ambiguous because of the 

impact of marriage. The outcomes to marriage were surprising but are sensible considering Copping 

and Olsen’s (1998) findings that married workers are seen to be more stable. Considering that Black 

people are more likely to be in common law relationships, those who do marry see significantly 

higher returns. Therefore, on one hand, East Indians were discriminated against for not receiving 

high returns to being married compared to their Black counterparts, while on the other hand, Black 

people who were married were treated very differently compared to Black people who weren’t. 

This suggests that Black people benefited more from conformation to traditionally acceptable 

practices (such as marriage) while East Indians weren’t as impacted. Further research could be done 

here in order to further understand this finding. 

My last hypothesis was that the difference would converge over the years due to less 

discriminatory practices in the period studied. This was correct since the raw difference in income 

between the two groups collectively decreased by 12.5%. Most of this is explained by changes in 

differences in characteristics (8.2%) while the rest is explained by changes in the differences in 

returns to those characteristics (4.3%). Of the amount explained by characteristics, age had the 

greatest impact of closing the gap (6%) because women of both ethnic groups saw a convergence 

 
24 Much of this was due to differences in political power which gave Blacks an advantage over East Indians following 

Independence. This impacts the Stratification Economics framework since it shifts the “conditions” of both groups. 
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in their mean ages. Of the amount that was explained by difference in returns to characteristics, the 

largest impact was made by marriage at 9.03%, mainly because the attitude towards married Black 

men aligned more with those of married Indian men over time.  

Ultimately, there was a convergence in the income gap between the 2 years with marriage 

and age being the two most notable contributors to men and women respectively. My decomposition 

shows that relative incomes between East Indians and Afro Trinidadians have changed at a .1% 

significance level. Overall, both the effects explained by differences in characteristics and 

difference in returns contributed positively to closing the gap over time. This shows that East Indian 

Trinidadians may be  discriminated against less, primarily because they have more characteristics 

that allow them to earn more.  

The Oaxaca decomposition can help researchers identify the relative contribution of 

different factors to group-level disparities in outcomes and shed light on potential sources of 

discrimination or other forms of unequal treatment. Future research could take my findings a step 

further by assessing the evolutions of income inequality between these two groups and the ‘Other’ 

category which out earned both groups by a significant amount. Due to data limitations, I was 

unable to assess the impact of being Dougla on these evolutions.  This could be a viable avenue for 

further research for more recent years. Finally, it would be worthwhile to expand this type of 

analysis to include more gender groupings, helping to push this research outside of the traditional 

gender binary. 

Altogether, Becker’s taste-based model, Darity’s Stratification Economics and the Oaxaca 

decomposition all provide ways of understanding inequality and discrimination. In the context of 

Trinidad and Tobago, it is evident that inequities persist with regards to Afro and Indo Trinidadians 

compared to members of other ethnic groups. This tells a clearer story of persistent inequality that 
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aligns more closely with the concepts outlined in Stratification Economics. The story of what occurs 

between Afro and Indo Trinidadians, as this paper showed, is not as straightforward.
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