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Defining who's in the "niddle class' still proves el usive

Zaki ah Koya

EVER since the Prime Mnister tal ked about the need to increase the number
of m ddl e-cl ass Bumi putera busi nessmen in March there has been a flurry of
activities by the rel evant agenci es and organi sati ons, and numerous
statenments averring the sentinments of Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanad

Suddenly it is discovered that Mara, an authority set up a long tinme ago
to hel p Bum puteras and create an entrepreneurial class has not done
enough and State econom ¢ devel opnent corporations were directed to help

Soon nunerous | eaders were echoing the sentinments that the pool of
m ddl e-cl ass Bum putera entrepreneurs nmust be enl arged.

The Education Mnistry cane in with the need to increase niddle-class
Bumi put era professionals and technocrats.

The effort is on going.

But, really, who are these people we termas mniddle class.

Everyone seens to think they know who are in the niddle class and who
are not. A popular definition is nenbers of society occupying a socio-
econom ¢ position between the working class and the weal t hy.

Last week it was the topic of the Mal aysian Research Studi es roundtabl e
di scussi on.

Those who took part in the discussions included prom nent researchers
and acadeni ci ans such as Prof Jomp K. Sundram Abdul Rahnman Enbong, Noran
O hrman, statistician Tan Poo Chang and Dr Rahi mah Abdul Azi z.

They each tried to identify the mddle class in Ml aysian society and
also the criteria by which Bum puteras fall within this class in their own
community and within Ml aysi an society.

Abdul Rahman, a soci ol ogi st known for his studies on the m ddle cl ass,
in his paper titled "Ml aysian Mddle Class Studies: A Brief Overview',
identified the mddle class in traditional society as the gol ongan
bangsawan or nobility.

He said that since this group was pl aced between the royalty and the
masses, they could be referred to as the "m ddl e cl ass".

The "new middl e class” in Malaysia are those descendants of the nobility
who had been recruited into the civil service.

Soci ol ogi st Rahi mah di scussed the nmeking of the "mddle class". It was
an exhaustive discussion and it nmethodically and scientifically explained
the historical enmergence of the Ml aysian m ddl e class(es) and sonme of
their characteristics found today.

VWhile it was quite difficult to really pin down those that could be said
as belonging to that class, she said the mddle class is the group of
peopl e who fit in neither the nobility nor the peasantry.

In pre-independent Mal aysia, they were called the new cl asses as they
fit in nowhere - consisting of European bourgeoisie, Chinese conpradors,

I ndian chettiars, a small group of European officers, junior Mlay
adm nistrators, Asian white collar enpl oyees and a grow ng prol etari at
(mai nly Chi nese and | ndi an).

She said: "The social formation called the mddle class(es) - being a
category in the mddle - is definitely elusive to define and poses
boundary probl ens with cl asses above and bel ow t hem

"For exanpl e, where can we draw t he boundary between the mddle and
upper cl asses, as well as between the m ddle and | ower classes? At the
same tine, the mddle class itself is internally differentiated, making it
nmore realistic conceptually and enpirically to refer to themas consisting



of the new niddle class, old mddle class and nargi nal mddle class -
hence the preference for the usage of the termin the plural - niddle
classes - as enployed in this paper, rather than the singular.

"The internal differentiations make it al nost inpossible to speak of the
m ddl e classes as a “class for itself' in terms of ideological orientation
and political nobilisation, since they are not clearly bounded, nor
cohesi ve social wholes."

Jono in his paper "A Ml aysian Mddle C ass?: Sone Prelimnary
Anal yti cal Considerations” plays it safe with the term

"The notion of the mddle class is generally recognised to be
probl emati c.

"It is understood rather differently by those involved in marketing,
econom ¢ and soci ol ogi cal research. Even anpbng soci ol ogi sts, there are
various di fferent approaches ..."

He said the middl e class woul d best be identified by their occupations.

"\Wi |l e conveni ent, the occupational approach also lends itself to
provi di ng evidence of a clearly bounded, reasonably coherent and self-
conscious mddle class," he admtted.

Jonmo spoke of the confusion of the sociologists and researchers by
stating that "beyond the | oose and broad definitions, thereis little
consensus as soci ol ogi sts and ot hers di sagree over nore precise or exact
definitions of the termmiddle class".

He said that it was difficult to actually speak of a "m ddle class" as
if it were a coherent cl ass.

"It is not my intention to insist on a particular definition here, but |
want to enphasise that in so far as the termrefers to two rather
different social categories - one defined in ternms of size and nature of
busi ness i nvol venment and capital accumul ation, and the other in terns of
status, function and/or (amnbiguous or contradictory) class location - we
cannot really speak of a middle class as if it were a coherent class.

"Neverthel ess, it seens possible to speak of a petty or smal
bourgeoisie, or "old nmddle class', as well as of a "new nmiddle class',

t hough we may di sagree over precise definitions.”

Tan said that she did a sanple study of the people in Klang Valley (whom
she thinks fit into the "mddle class' category).

But at the outset she adnitted that only a | oose definition of the term
"mddl e cl ass" was possible - "a group of persons with fairly high
earni ngs in managerial, professional and other white collar positions".

She al so admitted that her study was limted. The sanple included active
Mal aysi an citizens, between the age of 30 and 55 years, reflecting the
et hnic, sex and occupational distribution in the Kl ang Valley, using the
1991 Popul ati on Census.

The di scussion on the "m ddl e cl ass” ended as an academi c exerci se.

Alot of views were aired but a definitive definition of the term
"m ddl e class" did not emnerge.

But nmany anong the audi ence were quite clear as to who forned the m ddl e
cl ass.

Thei r understandi ng m ght be just inpressionistic but, there is no
doubt, it is this understanding that is going to provide a working
definition for those involved in enlarging the pool of mddle-class
Buni put era entrepreneurs.

( END)
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