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Abstract 

The emergence of a ‘new middle’ or a group of people that are neither poor nor in all likelihood 

completely secure from poverty in many middle-income countries (MICs) raises a series of 

questions: Is this group really a new ‘middle class’? How is this group new or different from the 

established ‘middle class’ or the poor or rich (however defined)? What does the new group mean for 

understandings of societal stratification? In this paper we take the case of Indonesia in order to 

explore the characteristics of this new group that is evident in many MICs. We use 5 rounds of DHS 

household data for the period 1994-2012 to consider the evolution of societal stratification through 

transportation and other assets during economic development in Indonesia.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

The ‘emerging’ or ‘new’ middle classes have attracted increasing interest from social scientists (e.g. 

Banerjee & Duflo, 2008; Birdsall, 2010; Ravallion, 2010) and relatedly the role such new groups may 

play in the evolution of political and economic institutions. The emergence of a ‘new middle’ or a 

group of people that are neither poor nor in all likelihood completely secure from poverty in many 

middle-income countries raises a series of questions: Is this group really a new ‘middle class’? How is 

this group new or different from the established ‘middle class’ or the poor or rich (however 

defined)? What does the new group mean for understandings of societal stratification? These 

questions can only be answered given a workable definition of the new group. Our paper analyses 

the recent emergence of new social groups in Indonesia in order to contribute to debates on the 

characteristics and implications of the ‘new middle classes’. We use 5 rounds of DHS household data 

for the period 1994-2012 to consider the evolution of societal stratification through transportation 

and other assets during economic development in Indonesia. We see this analysis as a building block 

in the construction of a multidimensional measure of the ‘middle class(es)’, which would 

complement existing monetary/expenditure measures (typically daily expenditures used in much of 

the recent literature, eg. Ravallion, 2010). 

This paper is structured as follows: In section 2 we provide an overview over Indonesia’s 

recent economic development and review trends around the ‘new middle’ in Indonesia. In section 3 

we discuss approaches to conceptualization and measurement of the middle class and introduce the 

rationale of our asset based approach. Section 4 presents results from our data analysis, breaking 

down mobility classes by household characteristics and showing the temporal evolution of vehicle 

ownership in Indonesia. Section 5 concludes and discusses potential implications of our analysis.  

 

2. A CHANGING CONTEXT 

2a. Indonesia’s Recent Development 

 

In the aggregate, Indonesia has gone through a period of strong economic development. For 

example, data from World Bank (2014) give a broad overview picture (see table 1): Real GDP per 

capita of Indonesia (constant 2005 international $) has grown from just over USD 2000 in 1990 to 

over USD 4000 in 2012 (constant 2005 USD). After the slump of the 1997 monetary crisis, GDP per 

capita has grown steadily since 2000.2  

 

                                                           
2
 Further the new PPP data from the International Comparison programme puts Indonesia’s GDP pc PPP at 

$8500 per capita. In short, almost $25/day mean per capita income. 
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Table 1. Indonesia – Economic indicators, 1990 vs 2012 

 1990 2012 

GDP per capita, PPP (constant 2005 international $) 2072.6 4271.5 

Agriculture valued added (as % GDP) 19.4 14.4 

Poverty at $1.25 a day (PPP) (% of population) 54.3 16.2 

Poverty at $2 a day (PPP) (% of population) 84.6 43.3 

Source: World Bank (2014) 

 

Since 2000, the Indonesian economy has experienced a mean GDP per capita growth of almost 4% 

and the proportion of value added from agriculture has declined slowly but steadily.3 The literacy 

rate of the adult population has increased from about 80% to over 90% and nearly 99% of the 

relevant age group is enrolled in primary education. In 1990 less than half the population in the 

relevant age group had been enrolled in secondary education, while this was the case for more than 

80% of that group in 2011. The ratio of people in the relevant age group enrolled in tertiary 

education has more than tripled from about 8% to about 25%. Indicators of malnutrition have 

improved. The birth rate has fallen from over 25 to under 20 per 1,000 people and, consequently, 

population growth has decreased. Life expectancy at birth has risen from over 63 to over 70. There 

are now about 15 in 100 people who have access to the internet, while the number of mobile 

cellular subscriptions exceeds that of the total population. The ratio of children aged 7-14 who are in 

employment is down from close to 9% in 2000 to less than 4% in 2010. The country’s score on the 

Human Development Index has improved from 0.422 in 1980 to 0.629 in 2012, slightly less than the 

improvement for the East Asia and Pacific region. 

Taking an aggregate view of the economic development of Indonesia, the increase in 

consumption and the reduction in poverty is among the most conspicuous phenomena. According to 

World Bank PovcalNet data, mean consumption has more than doubled during the period of 1984-

2010. The squared poverty gap decreased significantly, indicating that the number of individuals 

who are extremely poor has been reduced. 

 The consumption density chart (figure 1) shows a large shift of population away from the 

poorer end of the distribution and into the $2-$10 range. However, decile 1 (the poorest population) 

to decile 8 had a constant share in the total consumption, with a slight tendency to decrease, while 

D9-10 (the richest population) had an increasing share of total consumption. Correspondingly, 

metrics of material inequality show a rising trend. The Gini has increased from 0.31 in 2001 to 0.41 

in 2013 (Yusuf et al., 2014). 

                                                           
3
 All data in this section is from World Bank (2014). 
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In relative terms, there is no preeminent development in the middle sections of the income 

distribution: Their share of the expanding total consumption has remained constant. Indeed, the 

stability at about 50% of GNI capture by the ‘middle 5 deciles’ between the poorest 40% and richest 

10% as per Palma (2011) holds (see figure 2). It is the income of the poorest 40% that has been 

squeezed somewhat as the richest 10% increased their share (and given that the $2 poverty rate in 

Indonesia of is about 40% of the population this means in Indonesia the “poor” by this definition are 

the same as the poorest 4 deciles).  

 

Figure 1. Consumption Density Chart, 1984-2011 

 

Source: Sumner and Edward (2014) 
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Figure 2. Distribution of Consumption by Deciles, 1984-2011 

 

Source: Sumner and Edward (2014) 

  

 

2b. Indonesia’s Middle Class – A Brief Review of the Literature 

 

Research on the Indonesian middle class can be traced back, at least, to the seminal works of 

American cultural anthropologists Clifford and Hildred Geertz in the 1950s. In the recent literature, a 

report by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) has been influential in framing the debate on the new 

middle classes in the region. The ADB finds that, “as rapid economic growth has reduced poverty 

across Asia, the middle class has grown rapidly in size and spending power” with the result of a 

“hugely expanded markets for consumer goods” (Asian Development Bank, 2010, p. 48). However, 

as pointed out by the ADB, “much of the middle class remains extremely vulnerable to falling back 

into poverty” and the emulation of “resource-intensive Western lifestyles” associated with the Asian 

middle class is one of the challenges of its expansion (Asian Development Bank, 2010, p. 48). 

Refuting apriori quantitative definitions of the Indonesian middle class, Ansori (2009) 

underlines the consumerist lifestyle of Indonesia’s middle class. Being middle class, in the 

constructivist view of Ansori (2009, p. 89), “happens when people share and feel common 

experiences and interests, articulate their identity, and at the same time distinguish themselves 
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from class 'others'". Despite its consumerist disposition, he sees a “dependence on the state” as 

characteristic of the middle class in Indonesia, which he describes as beneficiaries of the New Order 

economy (Ansori, 2009, p. 94). 

Without systematically defining the middle class, Van Klinken et al (2014) ethnographically 

describe the behaviour and ambitions of the middle classes in Indonesian provincial towns. While 

they accept the notion of an expanding middle, they are sceptical of ADB’s “sweeping statistical 

reports” (p. 1). Van Klinken (2014, p. 23) concurs with Ansori in underscoring the importance of the 

Indonesian middle class’s close relationship with the state, underlining the “mutually constitutive 

role of the state and the provincial middle class” as “one of the most important emphases” of their 

studies. For them the provincial middle classes, 

 

[R]esemble less the comfortable bourgeoisie of nineteenth-century Europe than an anxious 

and conservative petit bourgeoisie. Historically this politically active group has been created 

by the state – they are teachers, government clerks, police officers and their private business 

partners. In recent times the proportion coming from the private sector has grown (…). The 

prosperity even of those in the private sector also depends on connections with the state 

through government contracts and subsidies. (Van Klinken, 2014, p. 30). 

 

Van Klinken’s elaboration on the central role of the state in the life of the Indonesian middle class 

also corresponds with earlier observations by Robinson (1996) who goes so far as to describe the 

Indonesian middle class as “the creation of the state” (p. 84). Essentially conservative in their 

ideology, the middle class is found to depend on the state “for jobs, careers, contracts and 

monopolies and, more broadly, as the engine of economic growth” (p. 80).  

 

3. AN ASSET-BASED APPROACH TO SOCIAL STRATIFICATION 
 

3a. Conceptualizing the Middle Class 

 

Of the few things about which the research on middle classes is in agreement, one is that there is 

“little consensus and therefore little systematic data on who or what that middle class is” (Birdsall, 

2010, p. 15). Examining class schemes applied in the developing country context, Ravallion concludes 

that “the degree of arbitrariness in all these definitions is worrying” (Ravallion, 2010, p. 446). Nayab  

(2011, p. 1) concurs that “despite a general acceptance of the important economic, political and 

social role that the middle class plays in society, the term itself remains ambiguous and arbitrary”. 
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According to Lopez-Calva and Ortiz-Juarez (2011, p. 2) “most writing on the subject lacks clarity on 

the definition of what it means to be middle class”. Reaching back farther, Mann (quoted in Butler, 

1995, p. 26) finds that “defining the middle class has always been contentious. The rise of ‘middling 

groups’ immediately presented conceptual problems for nineteenth century observers. Most used 

the plural ‘middle classes’, impressed by their heterogeneity”. This observation remains valid today. 

Due to vagueness of the class-label some scholars refuse to accept the middle class as valid social 

descriptor, for instance: Parker (2013) understands it as a “discourse” that is in constant flux and 

might tell more about those who use it than those to whom it is applied. 

In classical social theory, “the concept of class can be traced back to Karl Marx (…) and Max 

Weber” (Nayab, 2011, p. 1). Although Marx provided an amount of differentiation by introducing 

subgroups like the “petty bourgeoisie” and “lumpenproletariat”, he envisaged the fundamental 

antagonism in society to be binary, between owners of the “means of production” and wage 

labourers. In Marxism, it “would generally be predicted (...) that transformation of class structure 

should be characterised by a continuing process of increasing proletarianization” (Wright & Martin, 

1987, p. 3). The rise of a substantial intermediary group between capitalists and the proletariat 

contradicts this “immiseration thesis”. Weber, on the other hand, emphasised the concept of “life 

chances” in his influential class conception. His approach focuses on the observation that individuals 

fare differently in the market and, as a result, enjoy different living standards. The Weberian concept 

of class shares commonalities with Marx’s in that he underlines the importance of the structure of 

ownership but “there is no assumption in Weber that class will be the major source of conflict within 

capitalist society or that classes will necessarily serve as a source of collective action” (Breen, 2005, 

p. 33).  

Since the times of Marx and Weber, and often with reference to one or the other, numerous 

competing attempts have been made in developing further conceptions of social class. Table 2 

shows a selection of influential class schemes in chronological order of their appearance. 

Traditionally, “sociological approaches to class share a focus on labor market and occupational 

resources” (Torche & López-Calva, 2014, p. 7). 
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Table 2. Social Class Taxonomies 

 

Class Scheme Author(s) 

(Lumpen)Proletariat / (Petty)Bourgeoisie Marx 

Working class / middle class (workers with formal credentials) / petty 

bourgeoisie / dominant entrepreneurial and propertied groups 

Weber 

Workers / semi-professionals / professionals / managers / manager-experts 

/ petty bourgeoisie / employers 

Wright 

Working class / intermediate class / service class Goldthorpe 

Precariat / Emergent service workers / Traditional Working Class / New 

affluent workers / Technical Middle Class / Established middle class / Elite 

Savage 

Precariat / Working class / Proficians / Salariat / Elite Standing 

Poor / Middle Class / (Rich) Banerjee & Duflo, 

Ravallion, Birdsall, 

Easterly 

 

While contemporary sociologists have tended to favour complex, differentiated models, 

recent development economics (cf. bottom row in table 2) has tended towards simpler, ad hoc 

models, derived from the common three-stratum model. It is striking that some of the definitions of 

the middle class in recent development economics set out just above the poverty threshold. There is 

thus no room for a ‘working class’ in the traditional sense. A reason for this might be the fact that 

“the lines separating middle classes and working classes in the developing-country context are 

extraordinarily ambiguous” (Davis, 2004, p. 40). 

 

3b. Approaches to Measurement 

 

Broadly speaking, two diverging approaches to class measurement can be conceived: One is to take 

the notion of “middle class” literally and look at who is in the middle of an income distribution. This 

means to create a relative measure of the middle class with differing characteristics from country to 

country. A problem with this approach is that individuals in the middle of an income or consumption 

distribution might show some/all characteristics associated with poverty. Thus this measure risks to 

“exclude most people who are thought of as middle class by their peers and would include many 

who are not” (Parker, 2013, p. 3). For Ravallion (2010, p. 446) “it is unclear why a definition of the 

middle class relevant to a poor country would be centered on that country’s median, which may well 
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entail a very low level of living, even below poverty lines typical of poor countries.” For Lopez-Calva 

and Ortiz-Juarez (2011, p. 16) “relative measures face the problem of different income or 

consumption distributions from one country to another, and thus they compare different middle 

classes”.  

The competing approach is based on a universal concept of the middle class. Belonging to 

the middle class is traditionally associated with education, financial security, employment in the non-

manual sector and so forth. Takashi (2008, p. 1), e. g., finds that, in Southeast Asia, individuals 

belonging to the middle class “share a lot in common, among their professional lives and their 

lifestyles, in fashion, leisure and entertainment, in their aspirations and dreams”. A shared set of 

professions – often white-collar –, education and urban lifestyle are thus often considered to be a 

defining characteristics of the middle class. These standards are absolute and, in theory, remain valid 

across countries and over time. Accepting a universal absolute conception of the middle class, would 

then require us to ask to what extent this class exists in a given country. This sort of middle class will 

not be in the middle of the income distribution of a low-income country. Moreover, an absolute 

income range or asset bundle defining the middle class will, given economic growth, become 

obsolete in the future. Individuals in the income range between 2 and 10 dollars, e. g., will at some 

point in the future be considered poor rather than middle class and thus the middle class will 

“disappear” with rising levels of incomes (cf. Torche & López-Calva, 2014, p. 9). 

 

Table 3. Approaches to Measuring the Middle Class 

 

 Absolute Relative 

Monetary eg. USD 2 to 10 income, owning 

assets worth USD 5,000, etc. 

eg. 5th to 9th income decile,  

being financially secure, etc. 

Non-Monetary eg. occupation, consumption of 

certain goods, education, etc. 

eg. status, prestige, life satisfaction, 

self-labelling, etc. 

 

Table 3 classifies measuring attempts to the middle class. However, not all studies fit in one of the 

above categories: Most of the recent studies focusing on developing countries embrace the idea that 

the middle class is “neither poor nor rich” (Birdsall, 2010, p. 1) – suggestive of a relative view – but, 

still, establish absolute income or consumption thresholds. They accept that these thresholds differ 

between low-income and high-income countries (i. e. implicit relativity). What is more, the use of 

purchasing power parity adds an element of relativity and cross-country comparability. As a result, 

the monetary ranges that Banerjee and Duflo, Easterly, Birdsall and others set up tend to be pseudo-
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absolute measures. A reason for this could be the intuitiveness and simplicity of a daily USD range 

which corresponds to the measurement of absolute poverty.  

Arguably, all the complexities which are characteristic of the measurement of poverty 

similarly apply to the measure of the middle class in developing countries. As with poverty “the 

measurement of middle class is dependent on a particular period and place and it is determined by 

several factors, such as history, culture and the development stage of a society” (Lopez-calva & 

Ortiz-juarez, 2011, p. 2). 

One approach is that of a study in Chile, Mexico and Brazil that suggests that the risk of 

falling into poverty was as low as approximately 10 per cent at an initial income of $10/day per 

capita in all three countries but fell to zero in Chile and Mexico at an initial income close to $20/day. 

The authors refer to this as a “vulnerability approach to identifying the middle classes” (López-Calva 

and Ortiz-Juarez, 2011). This approach was taken by Birdsall et al. (2013, p. 2) to characterize a new 

group called the “strugglers”: a vulnerable group of people that lives “well above the international 

poverty line, but below what we would call the secure middle class” which they defined as $4-

$10/day per capita PPP using the poverty lines typical in Latin America ($4). They note that $10 is the 

mean per capita PPP income of those who have completed secondary school across Latin America, 

suggesting such completion of schooling – as a human asset - can be associated with some kind of 

greater security.  

 

3c. The Rationale for an Asset-based Approach 

 

Savage et al. (2013, p. 5) point out shortcomings of middle class definitions focussing either 

only on income and wealth or on occupation and stress the “appeal of developing a new, multi-

dimensional way of registering social class differentiation”. An attempt in constructing a 

multidimensional measure of the middle class in high-income countries has been undertaken by 

Atkinson and Brandolini (2011) using the Luxembourg Income and Wealth Studies. 

The path of multidimensional approaches has, so far, been taken mostly in the developed 

country context. Still, a first, and interesting, attempt in adopting the concept to developing 

countries was developed by Nayab (2011) who constructs a multidimensional metric of the Pakistani 

middle class, using household survey data. Nayab built a weighted composite index using 

components from various domains (from education and housing, to occupation) and considers an 

income-based universal definition of the middle class as “meaningless” (Nayab, 2011, p. 2). Another 

promising approach is developed by Torche and López-Calva (2014) who construct an “index of 
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economic wellbeing” for Chile and Mexico which includes various household assets in addition to 

income. 

Generally speaking, “there is a growing international consensus about the multidimensional 

nature of both development and poverty, and their irreducibility to the income dimension” (De 

Muro et al., 2010, p. 2). Of course a multi-dimensional approach, albeit not purely asset based, to 

poverty identification has also recently received considerable attention (see Alkire & Foster, 2011; 

UNDP, 2010). A problem with anchoring class in monetary metrics, like a stratum of the income 

distribution, is the risk of creating “disembodied and abstract social structures” (Savage, 1995, p. 

20). Some measures of the middle class can be suspected of being artefacts of social and 

demographic statistics without real correlates in society.  

The multi-asset measure of the new middle in Indonesia, which we develop in this paper 

(see section 4), could confront this valid criticism. We think that our data analysis can provide a 

more tangible and concrete estimate of social stratification in Indonesia that is ultimately easier to 

verify with the observed reality on the ground than purely monetary measures.  

 

3d. Vehicle Ownership as Key Indicator 

 

Vehicle ownership is understudied as a class indicator and has potential for generalization (with 

international data being readily available). It is a straightforward, simple indicator with fewer 

ambiguities in its measurement than e.g. income or consumption.  

Birdsall (2010, p. 8) notes that household assets can be “a better indicator of permanent 

income than current consumption/income”, albeit she considers them “not sensitive to changes in 

the economic environment except over longer periods”. In contrast, our data suggest that the 

change in the ownership of mobility assets in Indonesia even over periods of a few years is 

substantial. In fact, vehicles are cheap enough to reveal changing patterns of consumption within 

short time spans but expensive enough to not be universally available like TVs or mobile phones.  

Furthermore, in combination with other assets, vehicle ownership captures the idea that 

“when we speak of the middle class, what we are really getting at is a way of life” (Wheary, 2005, p. 

8). Changing lifestyles and living standards are arguably better captured by assets than an income, or 

wellbeing, metric. 

We are not the first to consider transport and the “new middle”. Dadush and Ali (2012) take 

car ownership data to consider a global middle class. We think with reference to Indonesia, and 

other MICs, this does not capture the new, burgeoning group, but rather the long established upper 

middle or, indeed, the upper class. Our study supports the use of transport assets as an indicator of 
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the new, non-polar groups in MICs but suggests that the approach of Dadush and Ali (2012) is in 

need of further differentiation. 

Finally, we see the strong political and environmental implications of changing patterns of 

private transportation in many MICs as a further justification of a focus on transport assets when 

identifying and analysing the emergence of new social groups in these countries. 

 

4. TRENDS AND CHARACTERISTICS OF INDONESIA’S ‘NEW MIDDLE’ 

 

4a. Analytical framework         

 

As a first step in the construction of a multidimensional middle, we look at the prevalence of vehicle 

ownership as an indicator of social stratification defined by different modes of mobility. 

Furthermore, we explore the different characteristics of these groups. 

We separate the upper segment by the ownership of at least one car (with an option of 

owning scooters as well), the middle by the ownership of at least one scooter, and the lower 

segment by owning neither a car nor a scooter.4 We term the latter group the “Walking Poor”, as 

this segment predominantly includes poor households, as measured by other assets. This 

terminology is in line with a mobility-based conception of poverty according to which the poor 

“make fewer trips, and more of their trips are undertaken by foot. For most purposes they are 

restricted to whatever services (…) that can be accessed within walking distance, making them 

'accessibility poor'" (World Bank, 2002, p. 27) as well as exposing them to safety risks and potentially 

other deprivations. 

We explore data from the Indonesian Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) carried out in 

Indonesia. The DHS are “nationally-representative household surveys that provide data for a wide 

range of monitoring and impact evaluation indicators in the areas of population, health, and 

nutrition”.5 As a unit of analysis we choose the household. It is important to keep this point in mind, 

which implies that, unless otherwise stated, we are not making statements about characteristics of 

                                                           
4
 The ‘class’ divisions are thus defined along ownership of motorized vehicles. We do not consider bicycle 

ownership to be an unambiguous, robust indicator for our analysis of social stratification in Indonesia: It is 
declining across all mobility classes and, despite affordability, much higher among households which own 
motorized vehicles. In 2012, according to the DHS, over half of the car owning households owned bicycles in 
contrast to under a fifth of the 'walking poor'.  
5
 They contain “large sample sizes (usually between 5,000 and 30,000 households) and typically are conducted 

about every 5 years, to allow comparisons over time”. 
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individuals6. The dataset contains five survey waves, carried out 1994, 1997, 2002-2003 (henceforth: 

2002), 2007 and 2012. Data are weighted to ensure the sample is representative of the population. 

The total dataset from 1994 to 2012 contains 185,634 cases (i.e. households). The mean 

household size during that time has decreased from 4.47 (SD ± 2.08) in 1994 to 4.22 (SD ± 1.95) in 

2012.  

 

4b. The Mobile Middle in Indonesia: The Evolution of Mobility Classes 

 

Using 5 waves of DHS survey data collected over a period of 18 years we find that the most 

striking development has been in the expansion of the scooter owning households and simultaneous 

decrease in the fraction of households which own neither a scooter nor a car. The rate of increase 

and decrease, respectively, is greater in the 2000s than in the 1990s in line with increased growth 

rates. The share of households that own cars has increased very slowly. The proportion of 

households with no motorised vehicles follows the share of the $2 a day poverty count in Indonesia 

(see figure 3). This figure is indicative of growth at various levels of incomes but should not - of 

course - be read to mean that households without motorised vehicles will always be the expenditure 

poor nor that the ones with such vehicles will not.  

 

Table 4. Share of Mobility Assets and Income Poverty Thresholds, 1994-2012 

 

 DHS    PovcalNet (closest years available) 

Year Walking Scooter Car  $2/day $1.25/day $10/day 

1994 82.8% 13.5% 3.7% 100% 84.6% 54.4% 99.8% 

1997 77.4% 18.3% 4.3% 100% 77.0% 43.4% 99.6% 

2002/3 68.7% 25.5% 5.7% 100% 67.0% 29.3% 99.5% 

2007 53.9% 39.5% 6.5% 100% 56.1% 24.2% 98.9% 

2012 32.3% 59.0% 8.6% 100% 43.3% 16.2% 98.4% 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on DHS 1994 - 2012 and PovcalNet 

 

  

                                                           
6
 E.g., when we are considering a household as “walking poor” which has no scooter and car, this does (of 

course) not mean that a random individual, who does not own a scooter and car, would be categorized as 
“walking poor” – only people that live in households where nobody has these transport assets will be so 
classified.   
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Figure 3. Share of Mobility Assets and Income Poverty Thresholds, 1994-2012 

 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on DHS 1994 - 2012 and PovcalNet 

Figure 4. Number of Motor Vehicles by Types, Indonesia 1987-2012 

 

Source: Badan Pusat Statistik (2013) 
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Figure 4 shows the number of different types of motorised vehicles, as reported by the state 

police of Indonesia (Badan Pusat Statistik, 2013), over an extended period and confirming the 

increased growth rate since the 2000s. According to the latest available data, there were more than 

76 million scooters in Indonesia, roughly one scooter in every three persons. One could note the 

emergence of a cheaper source of vehicles, notably scooters (from China) and credit availability 

during the period as part of this trend.7 

 

4c. Educational Attainments of Mobility Classes 

 

Figure 5 shows the highest educational attainments per mobility class as an average over the 

selected period. The “classes” are evidently different in terms of their education with the walking 

poor being separated roughly evenly into households whose members have either a primary or a 

secondary education. The scooter class is characterized by the bulk of households whose highest 

education attainment is a secondary education while more than half of the car class has a higher 

education. 

  

                                                           
7
 For example, currently, the factory price for a new Honda city scooter in Indonesia lies between 10 to 20 

million Rupiahs (about USD 850-1700 at current exchange rates) (Motorcycle Info, 2014). However, second 
hand scooters can be bout for as little as 2 million Rupiah. The monthly nominal wage of a manufacturing 
worker (below supervisory level and working in the Jawa Barat, DKI Jakarta and Banten regions) was around 
1.9 million Rupiah (about USD 150 at current exchange rates) in early 2013 (Badan Pusat Statistik, 2014), 
indicating that purchasing even a second hand scooter is a substantial investment for the average Indonesian – 
comparable, perhaps, to the purchase of a car for a manufacturing worker in a high-income country. Vehicles 
are associated with a mobile, networked lifestyle that can imply commuting, shopping and leisure activities. In 
a country that is strongly reliant on private transport, lack of a motorised vehicle in a household will, in many 
cases, be a deprivation.  
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Figure 5. Highest Educational Attainment of Households by Mobility Class, 1994-2012 Averages 

 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on DHS 1994 - 2012 

 

4d. Place and Quality of Residence of Mobility Classes 

 

Figure 6 shows that the scooter class is roughly evenly split between rural and urban residences 

while car owning households are predominantly urban and the walking poor are located 

predominantly in rural Indonesia. Figure 7 shows the differences in the main wall material of 

households broken down by mobility classes. As might be expected, most car-owning households 

live in buildings with brick walls. Half of the “walking poor” live in accommodations with walls made 

of natural materials such as wood or bamboo. 
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Figure 6. Place of Residence of Households by Mobility Class, 1994-2012 Averages 

 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on DHS 1994-2012 

 

Figure 7. Main Wall Material of Households by Mobility Class, 2012 

 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on DHS 2012 
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4e. A Combined-Assets Indicator 

 

In a further, explorative, step we take three of the above criteria – vehicle ownership, housing 

quality and education – and combine them into a single measure. We find that, in 2012, 32.3% of 

Indonesian households have a secondary education as their highest educational attainment, own a 

scooter and live in an accommodation that had brick walls. Table 5 shows how this combined 

indicator evolves over time. Of the, more restrictive measure, 57.5% live in urban areas, nearly all of 

them own a television and half of them own a refrigerator in addition to the TV. 

 

Table 5. Expansion of the Multidimensional Scooter Classes (% Population and Millions) 

 
1994 1997 2003 2007 2012 

Total population (mills) 191.1 200.1 218.1 230.9 246.9 

Mean household size 4.47 4.31 4.38 4.18 4.05 

Millions (individuals) 

Scooter  28.61 39.77 59.12 97.22 153.87 

Scooter + secondary education 17.95 25.29 39.44 65.24 104.85 

Scooter + secondary education + brick wall home 12.51 17.84 29.93 49.09 79.16 

% of households and household sizes (DHS sample) 

Scooter 13.5% 18.3% 25.5% 39.5% 59.0% 

Mean household size 4.96 4.68 4.66 4.46 4.28 

Scooter + secondary education 8.2% 11.3% 16.5% 25.9% 39.0% 

Mean household size 5.12 4.82 4.80 4.56 4.41 

Scooter + secondary education + brick wall home 5.7% 8.1% 12.6% 19.6% 29.7% 

Mean household size 5.13 4.74 4.77 4.53 4.37 

 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on DHS 1994-2012  
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4f. Child Mortality across Classes 

 

How close are these groups to poverty? Their housing conditions and secondary education suggest 

these are not the ‘traditional poor’ in terms of housing and education attainment. Studies using the 

Indonesian Family Life Survey associate such conditions with the non-poor (by literature review and 

various poverty lines – see Sumner et al., 2014). 

Comparing the health standards of the multidimensional groups, we find that, among other 

things, they differ significantly in the prevalence of child mortality under the age of five. While 

households that own cars show child mortality rates similar to those found in Latin American 

countries, the “walking poor” show rates that resemble Asian low-income countries. During the 

period 2007-2012, there is a more than a double relative risk for children to die before reaching the 

age of five in non-motorized households compared to households with cars. The child mortality rates 

of the scooter classes are similar to the national mean (34.5) and do not show strong variance within 

the subgroups. However, some caution is needed because the sample including children who died 

before the age of 5 is small for some of the subgroups and therefore precise proportions cannot be 

inferred with a high degree of confidence. 

The differences between the upper-level groups’ mortality rates are evident from the table above. In 

order to demonstrate that these differences could not have easily arisen by chance, we use 

Pearson’s chi-square test of independence. The null hypothesis states that mobility class and child 

mortality are statistically independent. Based on the results (see table 7), we reject the null 

hypothesis with a high level of significance (p<0.01).  

As can be also seen from the table above, estimates for the under-5 mortality rates within the 

subsets of the scooter class are very similar. Using chi-square analysis, we find no significant 

differences in child mortality rates between these subgroups (p>0.05). 
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Table 6. Under-5 Child Mortality Rates across Classes 2007-2012 

Mobility class  

(in 2012) 

Deaths before age of 5 

per 1000 live births  

(2007-2012) 

95% Confidence 

Interval 

Similar aggregate 

under-5 mortality 

rates 

(2007-2012 average)  

Walking poor 50 40-60 Bangladesh, Bhutan 

Scooter class 29 26-32 Middle East & North 

Africa,  

Dominican Rep. 

Scooter with 

secondary 

education 

32 28-36 Philippines 

Combined 

scooter class 

31 26-36 Korea 

Car class 21 14-29 Latin America, Peru, 

Algeria  

Source: Authors’ calculations based on DHS 2012 and World Development Indicators 2014 

 

  



 21 

Table 7. Contingency Table for Child Mortality and Mobility Class 

 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on DHS 2012 

 

Class Count Child is alive   Pearson Chi-Square 

    No Yes Total Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Walking 

Poor 

Count 
219 4166 4385 46.823 1 <0.01 

  Expected Count 149 4236 4385 

 

    

  

% within Walking 

Poor 
5.0% 95.0% 100.0% 

 

    

  

% within Child is 

alive 
39.0% 26.0% 26.5% 

 

    

  % of Total 1.3% 25.1% 26.5%       

Scooter Class Count 310 10352 10662 21.183 1 <0.01 

  Expected Count 361 10301 10662 

 

    

  

% within Scooter 

Class 
2.9% 97.1% 100.0% 

 

    

  

% within Child is 

alive 
55.3% 64.7% 64.4% 

 

    

  % of Total 1.9% 62.5% 64.4%       

Car Class Count 32 1471 1503 8.077 1 <0.01 

  Expected Count 51 1452 1503 

 

    

  

% within Car 

Class 
2.1% 97.9% 100.0% 

 

    

  

% within Child is 

alive 
5.7% 9.2% 9.1% 

 

    

  % of Total .2% 8.9% 9.1%       

 

Total Count 561 15989 16550 

   

 

Total Expected 561 15989 16550 

   

 

Total % within 

Child is alive 100% 100%   

   

 

Sum % of Total 3.4% 96.5% 100% 
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5. CONCLUSION 

 

Indonesia has gone through a period of rapid economic development since the end of the Asian 

financial crisis. Mean per capita growth has been close to 4%, and poverty has decreased. These 

conditions have facilitated the emergence of new lifestyles and new societal groups. Using data from 

the Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS), 1994-2012, we find that the 2000s saw the rise of a new 

scooter-owning class which mainly lives in better housing conditions and has completed at least a 

secondary education. This group is evenly distributed between rural and urban areas and, while it 

had barely existed a decade ago, currently represents about 60% of the Indonesian population 

although the combined measure is a third of the population. We explored how this group is different 

from both the car owning upper (middle) classes and the “walking poor”, who are predominantly 

rural and have lower levels of education. 

Generally, we find a great degree of ambiguity and lack of consensus in the literature on 

middle classes in developing countries. Similar complexities loom in the measurement of the middle 

as in the, always contentious, definition of poverty. We would see this paper as a preliminary to the 

construction of a multidimensional measure of the ‘middle class’ that could avoid the weaknesses of 

existing monetary measures such as daily per capita expenditures. 

 

5a. Implications for the Definition and Measurement of Middle Classes 

 

We find that vehicles are a promising, but context-sensitive, indicator for capturing rapidly 

changing lifestyles characteristic of middle class life. Scooters are expensive enough to be not 

universally available (in contrast to TV sets, mobile phones and similar low-cost durables) but 

inexpensive enough to reveal changing patterns of purchasing power over relatively short time 

periods (in contrast to housing conditions, educational attainments, health characteristics and 

similar more static assets).  

The temporal and spatial relativity of the role of assets in a non-monetary conception of the 

middle class remains an obvious challenge. Middle classes in South-East Asia may currently favour 

the scooter as a means of transport (not least given traffic congestion), though this is likely to 

change in the long-term and might not hold true for other regions in the world. The role of vehicles 

is dependent on the local parameters of not least the density of settlements, the state of the road 

network, the quality, safety and availability of public transport and so forth as well as consumer 

preferences and cultural traditions. 
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In the not too distant future, as Indonesia develops into a high-income economy, cars will 

likely lose their status of an upper class rarity and become more abundant. Newberry (2014, p. 69) 

describes how, for an Indonesian middle class family in Central Java, the purchase of a used minivan 

was an truly extraordinary event in 2006, marking “the attainment of a new level of consumption”: 

“The year the mobil arrived, much of family life seemed oriented around admiring it”. Although car 

ownership in Indonesia is still at very low levels in international comparison, this is likely to change 

gradually as Indonesia is currently adding more than a million cars per year (cf. Badan Pusat Statistik, 

2013). 

 

5b. Is the “Scooter Class” a “Middle Class”? 

 

The traditional middle class in the Western sense will more likely be located within the small 

proportion of urban, car-owning Indonesian households, most of whom have a bank account, 

accommodation with brick walls and half of which have a household member with a higher 

education.  

Arguably, the scooter class is better labelled as a “non-polar” group or belonging to what 

Birdsall et al. (2013, p. 2) characterize as the “strugglers”. Birdsall et al., argue it is this group that 

may be politically (and economically) significant.  

What we term, casually, the “scooter class” is still (significantly) different both from the 

lower and the upper segments of Indonesian society on various important indicators. This group has 

drastically expanded in numbers in the 2000s suggesting that they may be beneficiaries of post-crisis 

democratic Indonesia rather than beneficiaries of Suharto’s New Order, as many traditional middle 

class state employees might have been. 

 

5c. Potential Political Implications of the Rise of the Scooter Class 

 

What role the middle classes play in the political process is an open debate. For the ADB Asia's 

middle class is "better educated, more aware of its rights and better organized than the poor, giving 

it a greater voice in demanding better government services. It is also the main source of social 

activists (…) that demand greater government accountability". Somewhat in contrast to that, Van 

Klinken et al. (2014, p. 2) find that the “booming provincial middle class favours economic 

protectionism, wants more state and not less, and practises a flawed patronage democracy”. This 

description is broadly in line with how Robinson (1996) characterizes the Indonesian middle class. 

Ansori (2009, p. 94), similarly, sees the Indonesian middle classes as beneficiaries of the New Order 
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who “make maximal efforts in preserving their relationship to the state and maintaining the status 

quo”. Taken together, these findings “considerably complicate the received picture of a globalizing, 

consumerist and democratic middle class” (Van Klinken, 2014, p. 9).  

Some sense of such debate is visible in public policy and fuel subsidies. When we identify a 

rising motorized group, what we may be looking at is precisely those individuals that have been 

taking to the streets of Indonesian cities in the face of fuel prices hikes during the last years: “As 

more people move into the middle class, the number dependent on (and accustomed to) low fuel 

prices increases. Efforts to curb [fuel] subsidies have been politically treacherous” in Indonesia 

(Stratfor, 2012).  

The sizeable scooter class, arguably, is then a pivotal actor in Indonesia’s subsidy policy the 

cost of which has mushroomed in the last decade and estimates suggest is highly regressive. The 

Indonesian government continues to subsidize fossil fuels in an attempt to reduce inflation and 

stimulate the economy by making private transportation more affordable. The costs associated with 

this, highly regressive, transfer “have been generally large, reaching 2.8 percent of GDP in 2008” 

(International Monetary Fund, 2013, p. 22) and  are increasingly seen both a fiscal risk for the 

country (cf. World Bank, 2013).  

The expansion of scooter ownership, that we document, reflects an Indonesian government 

policy which, as Hook and Replogle (1996, p. 80) pointed out almost two decades ago, "has strongly 

encouraged motor vehicle ownership and use through massive subsidies to road users, 

underinvestment in public transport and rail systems, and a general public sector hostility to non-

motorized modes of transportation". Understandably, reforming fuel subsidies is a delicate issue in a 

country where a class of scooter owning households constitutes a steadily increasing proportion of 

the electorate. 

The ambivalent role that a motorised middle class plays in Indonesian energy politics suggests 

that the rise of the scooter class does not only imply positive developments but also brings about 

new political and social challenges for public policy. 

 

 

  



 25 

REFERENCES 

 

Alkire, S., & Foster, J. (2011). Counting and multidimensional poverty measurement. Journal of Public 

Economics, 95(7-8), 476–487. doi:10.1016/j.jpubeco.2010.11.006 

Ansori, M. H. (2009). Consumerism and the Emergence of a New Middle Class in Globalizing 

Indonesia. Explorations, 9, 87–97. 

Asian Development Bank. (2010). Key Indicators for Asia and the Pacific 2010. Mandaluyong City. 

Atkinson, A. B., & Brandolini, A. (2011). On the identification of the “middle class” (No. 2011 – 217). 

ECINEQ Working Paper. Retrieved from http://www.ecineq.org/milano/WP/ECINEQ2011-

217.pdf 

Badan Pusat Statistik. (2013). Number of Motor Vehicles by Types, Indonesia 1987-2012. Retrieved 

March 01, 2014, from 

http://www.bps.go.id/eng/tab_sub/view.php?kat=2&tabel=1&daftar=1&id_subyek=17&notab

=12 

Badan Pusat Statistik. (2014). CPI, Nominal Wage, Nominal and Real Wage Indeces of Manufacturing 

Workers Below Supervisory Level by Region, 2008 - June 2013. Retrieved March 01, 2014, from 

http://www.bps.go.id/eng/tab_sub/view.php?kat=2&tabel=1&daftar=1&id_subyek=19&notab

=3 

Badan Pusat Statistik, National Population and Family Planning Board (BKKBN), Kementerian 

Kesehatan (MOH), & ICF International. (2012). Indonesia Demographic and Health Survey 2012. 

Jakarta. 

Banerjee, A. V, & Duflo, E. (2008). What is Middle Class about Classes around the World? The Journal 

of Economic Perspectives, 22(2), 3–28. 

BAPPENAS. (2011). Report on the Achievement of the Millennium Development Goals in Indonesia 

2011. Ministry of National Development Planning (BAPPENAS). 

Birdsall, N. (2010). The (Indispensable) Middle Class in Developing Countries; or, The Rich and the 

Rest, Not the Poor and the Rest. 

Birdsall, N., Lustig, N., & Meyer, C. J. (2013). The Strugglers : The New Poor in Latin America? (No. 

337) (Vol. 2013). Washington. 

Breen, R. (2005). Foundations of a neo-Weberian class analysis. In E. O. Wright (Ed.), Approaches to 

Class Analysis (pp. 31–50). Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town, Singapore, 

Sao Paulo: Cambridge University Press. 

Butler, T. (1995). The debate over the middle classes. In T. Butler & M. Savage (Eds.), Social Change 

And The Middle Classes (pp. 26–36). London: UCL Press. 



 26 

Dadush, U., & Ali, S. (2012). In Search of the Global Middle Class: A New Index, (July). 

Davis, D. E. (2004). Discipline and Development - Middle Classes and Prosperity in East Asia and Latin 

America. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

De Muro, P., Mazziotta, M., & Pareto, A. (2010). Composite Indices of Development and Poverty: An 

Application to MDGs. Social Indicators Research, 104(1), 1–18. doi:10.1007/s11205-010-9727-z 

Fabi, R. (2013, March 24). Indonesia struggles to solve politically toxic fuel subsidy problem. Reuters. 

Jakarta. Retrieved from http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/03/24/us-indonesia-economy-

fuel-subsidy-idUSBRE92N0LK20130324 

Hook, W., & Replogle, M. (1996). Motorization and non-motorized transport in Asia. Land Use Policy, 

13(1), 69–84. doi:10.1016/0264-8377(95)00025-9 

International Monetary Fund. (2013). Case Studies on Energy Subsidy Reform: Lessons and 

Implications. 

Lopez-calva, L. F., & Ortiz-juarez, E. (2011). A Vulnerability Approach to the Definition of the Middle 

Class, (December). 

Motorcycle Info. (2014). Honda Scooter Price lists in Indonesia. Retrieved March 01, 2014, from 

http://mtrclyinfo.blogspot.co.uk/2013/04/honda-scooter-price-lists-in-indonesia.html 

Nayab, D.-E. (2011). Estimating the Middle Class in Pakistan. The Pakistan Development Review, 

50(1), 1–28. 

Newberry, J. (2014). Class Mobil: Circulation of Children in the Making of Middle Indonesia. In G. Van 

Klinken & W. Berenschot (Eds.), In Search of Middle Indonesia: middle classes in provincial 

towns. Leiden, Boston: Brill. 

Palma, J. G. (2011). Homogeneous middles vs. heterogeneous tails, and the end of the “Inverted-U”: 

the share of the rich is what it’s all about (No. 1111). Retrieved from 

http://www.econ.cam.ac.uk/dae/repec/cam/pdf/cwpe1111.pdf 

Parker, D. S. (2013). The Making and the Endless Remaking of the Middle Class. In D. S. Parker & L. E. 

Walker (Eds.), Latin America’s Middle Class (pp. 1–22). Plymouth: Lexington Books. 

Ravallion, M. (2010). The Developing World’s Bulging (but Vulnerable) Middle Class. World 

Development, 38(4), 445–454. doi:10.1016/j.worlddev.2009.11.007 

Robinson, R. (1996). The middle class and the bourgeoisie in Indonesia. In D. S. Goodman & R. 

Robison (Eds.), The New Rich in Asia: Mobile Phones, McDonald’s and Middle Class Revolution 

(pp. 79–101). Abingdon, New York: Routledge. 

Savage, M. (1995). Class analysis and social research. In T. Butler & M. Savage (Eds.), Social Change 

And The Middle Classes (pp. 15–25). London: UCL Press. 



 27 

Savage, M., Devine, F., Cunningham, N., Taylor, M., Li, Y., Hjellbrekke, J., … Miles, A. (2013). A New 

Model of Social Class: Findings from the BBC’s Great British Class Survey Experiment. Sociology, 

0(0). doi:10.1177/0038038513481128 

Stratfor. (2012). Indonesia’s Fuel Subsidy Problem. Retrieved from 

http://www.stratfor.com/sample/analysis/indonesias-fuel-subsidy-problem 

Sumner, A., & Edward, P. (2014). What does analysis of poverty by international poverty lines tell us 

about the long-run evolution of poverty in Indonesia? Bulletin of Indonesian Economic Studies. 

Takashi, S. (2008). The Rise of Middle Classes in Southeast Asia. In T. Shiraishi & P. Phongpaichit 

(Eds.), The Rise of Middle Classes in Southeast Asia (pp. 1–23). Kyoto: Kyoto University Press. 

Torche, F., & López-Calva, L.-F. (2014). Stability and Vulnerability of the Latin American Middle Class. 

Oxford Development Studies, forthcomin. 

UNDP. (2010). Human Development Report 2010: The Real Wealth of Nations: Pathways to Human 

Development. New York. 

Van Klinken, G. (2014). Democracy, Markets and the Assertive Middle. In G. van Klinken & W. 

Berenschot (Eds.), In Search of Middle Indonesia: middle classes in provincial towns (pp. 1–34). 

Leiden, Boston: Brill. 

Van Klinken, G., & Berenschot, W. (Eds.). (2014). In Search of Middle Indonesia: middle classes in 

provincial towns. Leiden, Boston: Brill. 

Wheary, J. (2005). Measuring the Middle: Assessing What It Takes to Be Middle Class. New York. 

World Bank. (2002). Cities on the Move - A World Bank Urban Transport Strategy Review. (World 

Bank, Ed.). Washington: The World Bank. doi:10.1596/0-8213-5148-6 

World Bank. (2013). Indonesia Economic Quarterly - Adjusting to pressures. Jakarta. 

World Bank. (2014). World Development Indicators. Retrieved from data.worldbank.org/data-

catalog/world-development-indicators? 

Wright, E. O., & Martin, B. (1987). The Transformation of the American Class Structure , 1960-1980. 

American Journal of Sociology, 93(1), 1–29. 

 


