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The Capability Approach for Pro-poor Tourism
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Abstract

In order to make the pro-poor tourism to contribute to poverty reduction, it is
important to redefine the definition of poverty itself, broaden the informational
base, and capture the reality of poverty. The traditional approach to measure
poverty in terms of income is based on so narrow information that it often
accompanies distortion in other aspects than income. It is necessary to broaden
the informational base to remove the distortion and this is what the capability
approach intends. The capability approach captures the goodness of life in terms
of what people can do and can be, or in terms of richness of alternatives. In this
sense, development is to broaden the scope of alternatives or the freedoms to
choose a life that people have reason to value. This, of course, includes not only
material life but also non-material life. To the contrary, poverty is a restricted life
in terms of the alternative.

The income approach cannot capture the mental and cultural aspects of life.
And this fact is very important when we think about the poverty of ethnic minor-
ity people. Even if we define poverty in terms of goods, we will face the same
problems. When we define poverty in terms of happiness, we will face further
complicated problems. If we define the unhappy people as poor, does this mean
that we have to support those who are unhappy but very rich? On the other
hand, does this mean that we need not help those who are suffering severe
poverty but living happily because they adapted to the poverty? Happiness is
located at the center of economics that assumes people maximize happiness or
utility. A problem of economics is that it assumes happiness or utility is deter-
mined by goods only, which means happiness is determined by income only.
Only if we assume that happiness is determined not only by goods but also other
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factors, the approach from happiness will reach other conclusions than the
income approach.

The so-called pro-poor projects often use poverty reduction as an excuse to
seek profits. In this case, the projects avoid severe poverty and deal with poverty
that can be easily removed. In order to avoid such kind of “poverty as means,” we
need to define poverty appropriately, for which we recommend the capability
approach.

In order to develop tourism, we have to preserve nature and culture as
resources for tourism but even the nature and culture are often treated as means
for profit. In this case, strange monuments may be constructed imitating the cul-
ture of the ethnic minority people, and culture may be “created” in order to
entertain tourists rather than preserved. To treat culture and nature in this way
will affect the mental aspects of the people adversely, which the capability

approach will treat as worsening the quality of life.
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