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University of Kochi International Japan Studies Lecture Series No0.68

Title SDGs in New Zealand and beyond: a cultural perspective

Speaker Gavin Thomas (English teacher)
Time June 21, 2024, 18:30-20:00h
Venue University of Kochi, Eikokuji campus (A101)

For the second talk in our series this year, we welcomed Prof. Gavin Thomas, who drew our attention to
the past, present, and future of his native New Zealand and his present home, Japan (Okayama, more
precisely, where he has been living for some thirty years). Geographically speaking, it seems nothing but
obvious to compare the island nation of New Zealand with the Japanese archipelago: somewhat comparable
in size and outlook, mountainous and surrounded by deep seas, boasting a well-developed society, and
attracting many a visitor from all over the world.

Historically, however, what stands out are the differences: the land of the kiwis has always been thinly
populated, and while it used to be knit tightly into the British Empire, there is the outspoken presence of
an indigenous nation'*- And then again, in terms of 21 century social reality — undeniably global — one
finds both differences and similarities, and plenty of material to learn from on both sides. The universally
defined “Sustainable Development Goals,” espoused by governments in both countries, allows us to put
these differences and similarities within a shared framework of development and vision.

Many may have the impression that New Zealand should easily outdo Japan when it comes to the
realization of these SDGs. Statistics show us that this is not correct. The overall picture is more complicated.
Still, when focusing on the goal of women’s participation and equality, and life under water, we see many
changes in New Zealand over the last decades that can offer interesting perspectives for Japan.

So, what lies ahead for citizens here? Where is Japan and its culture heading? The answer is simple:
cultures are not and should not be immutable, and global warming is going to be the agent of all sorts of
unprecedented changes and challenges.

Changes and challenges. Prof. Thomas has been forced to go through some life-altering changes himself.
His condition (amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, ALS) has put him and his family to the test, to a daunting
extent. Still, they did not give up. It was not only the contents of his talk, but also Gavin Thomas’ sheer
presence that constituted a message that inspires: keep working toward positive change, don’t shut out what
is new and challenging, and find people who understand and support you and your cause, beyond the
confines of a small world where things are as they always have been. Thank you, Prof. Thomas, for an
inspiring and forward-looking talk!

We look forward to seeing you at our next event. Lectures will be announced on our website.

For direct notification, contact japanstudies@el.u-kochi.ac.jp
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