ARTHSASTRA

HE INDIAN middle class
has always occupied a
space of intrigue about
its composition and
characteristics. Viewed
with both potential for
change and suspicion
of vested interests, the
middle class has remained an ambigu-
ous entity. This ambivalence results in
difficulty in monitoring the compo-
sitional change within the group and
understanding the patterns of mobility.
These deviations become significant for
drawing distinctboundaries and targeted
policy interventions to increase the mid-
dle class’s share in the country’s growth.
The liberalisation policies of the early

population captures a significantly large
lower middle class with low disposable
income, astatic middle-middle class with
extremely slow mobility and an upper
middle class close to the affluent upper
class. Nobel laureates Abhijit Banerjee
and Esther Duflo calculated the thresh-
olds for the Indian middle class based on
per capita expenditure. With the global
poverty line threshold set at $1.90 daily
per capita expenditure, the lower-middle
classis capped at 2$-4$, and the middle-
middle class is between 4$-6$. With
these numbers being inconsistent with
the national poverty threshold, a correct
evaluation of the middle class on the basis
of per capita expenditure remains incom-
plete. Additionally, the distance between
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excluded from this definition.

However, extending EWS to defining
themiddle classisto see thelatter through
anarrow lens, further obscuring the fuzzy
boundaries between the classes and the
sub-groups. A definitional clarity overthe
middle class is pertinent for a compre-
hensive analysis of poverty and inequal-
ity in our country. While the movement
in and out of poverty could be traced by
comparing the per capita expenditure to
the poverty line, the movement within
the middle class becomes a highly ardu-
ous task. Therefore, it is important to
derive a threshold in order to measure
the movement within the sub-groups.
A heterogeneous entity with both socio-
economic vulnerabilities and accumu-

1990s are believed to have steered the
solidification of the middle class leading
to a higher visibility of the class. The col-
loquialAam Aadmihasbeen caricatured
for their aspirations of a “comfortable
life”. In popular media, an urban middle
class household has been depicted as the
primary beneficiary of theliberal reforms.
The diverse discourse lands the middle
class at the core of economic develop-
ment, presented as the prototype of an
economically healthy class with a high
and dignified standard of living.
Previously, scholars and organisations
have attempted to define the middle class
to map their mobility between classes
and within the sub-groups. A group as
large as nearly 80 per cent of the Indian

the people on the povertyline and thosein
thelower-middle groupis nottrulyrepre-
sentative through the cut-offs established
by Banerjee and Duflo. The NCAER has
set a cut-off for the middle class between
the household income of Rs 2 Lakhs per
annum to Rs 10 Lakhs per annum. The
closest we have of a governmental defi-
nition is the official categorisation of the
Economically Weaker Section (EWS),
whichisbased onbothincome and assets.
A candidate s eligible for reservation un-
der the EWS category if their household
incomeislessthan Rs 8 lakhs perannum.
People with property of notified sizes are

lation of assets and wealth (towards the
upper end of the spectrum), the middle
class symbolises both power and deprav-
ity. The salience of this class in reinforcing
discourses lies in its economic diversity
and varying experiences of inequality and
poverty. We argue for an absolute thresh-
old forthe middle class to analyse the trig-
gering points of descent into poverty or
downward mobility. At the same time,
an absolute definition will help correlate
income or asset-based indicators with
multi-dimensional inhibitors of growth
thatgenerate inegalitarian structures and
aid their sustenance. 2l
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