Middle class in politics
By Anwar Syed

A WRITER in this newspaper (Sept 3) would have us believe that the middle class has all along played a ‘pivotal’ role in Pakistan’s political development. It leads the lower classes and, as in other countries, it operates as a defender of national sovereignty, stability and democracy. I also saw two opposing views in another publication.

Professor Rasul Bakhsh Rais, a political scientist at LUMS, attributed to the middle class the role described above, whereas another analyst said this class took interest in nothing except self-indulgent ‘consumerism’.

But none of these gentlemen has told us which people compose the middle class and what specifically they do. We cannot then know in what way the role of this class has been ‘pivotal’.

While family line, education, schools attended, accent, manners and occupation may have a bearing on one’s class status, income has come to be the more important distinguishing factor. The middle class is not a single homogeneous group. It may be sub-divided into lower middle, middle and upper middle classes.

Monetary figures of income are one way of assigning a person or family to a class but, because of inflation, they don’t mean the same thing with reference to different periods of time. Living styles and patterns of spending are another and probably a more meaningful criterion.

I cannot be sure where a certain income level will place an individual. The figures that follow are rough approximations based on impressions formed during recent visits to Pakistan. Needless to say, I am open to correction. I should say also that this exercise in matching income with class should be taken primarily as one of the ways of exploring the subject of social classes.

In my reckoning a family of five in one of the larger towns that has a total income of Rs15,000-30,000 per month may be rated as lower middle class, that with an income between Rs30,000-70,000 as middle, and that around Rs100,000 as upper middle class.In rural Pakistan a family owning between five and ten acres of good irrigated land may be counted as lower middle class, between 10 and 40 acres as middle and between 40 and 100 acres as the upper middle class.

These and the above monetary figures may be adjusted if the family is larger than five members or if the ‘Dubai factor’ (remittances from relatives working abroad) is involved.

Let us see how the other criteria (living style and spending patterns) will work. Let us say we are talking of Lahore. A family of five living in a two- bedroom house with some kind of a lounge and a kitchen will probably be placed in the lower middle class. Add a third bedroom and make the lounge slightly larger and the family enters the middle class. It will move up to the upper middle class if it has all this plus a guest bedroom and a drawing room.

Folks who live in the more expensive neighbourhoods — Gulberg, Cantonment, Garden Town, Model Town and one of the six Defence Housing Societies — are likely to have fairly spacious homes, costing somewhere between Rs15 and 30 million. They are almost certain to belong to the upper middle and upper classes.

They go out to dinner and tea parties, and entertain friends at their homes; eat at reputable restaurants fairly often. Their diet contains more than adequate amounts of proteins (chicken, meat, fish, eggs, cheese). Their children go to private schools. They travel abroad for fun. Each of these families owns one or more automobiles.

Quite a few of the middle class families own cars and send their children to private schools but at the cost of other amenities. Once in a while they may visit one of the ‘food streets’, but mostly they eat at home, and I suspect their food intake tends to be protein deficient. The lower middle class does not own automobiles, does not have adequately nutritious food, sends its children to public schools, and barely makes ends meet.The middle class is generally believed to be a force that sustains democracy; the implication being that it participates in politics and keeps it on the right track. Since the mid-19th century, many persons in the English middle class have voted in elections and supported parties of their choice.

Leaders in the Liberal and Labour Parties in the 20th century have come more from the middle class than from the aristocracy. The founding fathers and the first several presidents of the United States were aristocrats, but starting with Andrew Jackson, who initiated mass politics in America, a number of American presidents, including Abraham Lincoln, have come from lower middle or middle class backgrounds.

The middle class participates in local, state and national elections, supplies candidates, takes interest in the organisation and internal elections of political parties.

What does the Pakistani middle class do besides making a living and spending its money? There are three main modes of political participation in this country: attendance in political meetings (jalsas), street demonstrations to express opposition to, or support for, a certain individual or course of action, and voting in elections when they are held.

I am inclined to agree with Dr M. Sayedain Jaffery (letter to the editor, Dawn, Sept 13) that the middle class in Pakistan does little of any of these things. It considers it beneath its dignity to rub shoulders with the masses in street demonstrations or stand in line outside a polling station waiting for one’s turn to go in and cast one’s ballot. It is indeed rare that any of its members will contest the election for a seat in parliament or even a provincial assembly.

Members of my own clan in Lahore are middle or upper middle class people and I am ashamed to say that, to the best of my knowledge, none of them has ever voted, let alone shout slogans in a rally. The Pakistani middle class may discuss politics in drawing rooms but otherwise, as Dr Jaffery says, it chooses to remain aloof and, therefore, it has no say in the conduct of national affairs.

The middle class in Pakistan does not supply top level political leaders. With the exception of generals who seized power and bureaucrats who were either appointed to high office or reached it through intrigue, all of the nation’s heads of state and prime ministers came from the upper class: Mr M.A. Jinnah, Liaquat Ali Khan, Khwaja Nazimuddin, H.S. Suhrawardy, I.I. Chundrigar, Firoz Khan Noon, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif. The same is true of most of the provincial chief ministers and even many of our legislators.

Some pf the political parties in this country are composed largely of middle class people. There are, for instance, the Islamic parties but their commitment to democracy, as commonly understood, is problematic. Then there is the MQM in Karachi and some of the urban centres of Sindh, which is said to be mostly a middle class party. Its commitment to democracy is also doubtful for it considers resort to physical force as a legitimate means of waging politics.

Lawyers in Pakistan, most of whom are middle class people, have recently emerged as a formidable force for the rule of law, and they could be a formidable pro-democracy force if they were so inclined. Journalists, middle class people for the most part, have also emerged as a pro-democracy force. But democracy will not be secure from the grasping hands of potential tyrants until the larger non-aligned and apathetic part of the middle class accepts politics as an essential component of good governance.
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