
GARY: The SDGs cover a huge number 
of seemingly intractable issues. What 
might surprise many people is that there 
is a good chance they will succeed. There 
are six reasons to be optimistic. First, the 
fact that 191 countries actually agreed 
the SDGs is in itself somewhat astonish-
ing. Anybody familiar with how inter-
national negotiations are conducted will 
testify to that. 

Second, the SDGs are mobilizing 
all development organizations around 
the Goals. In the past, funds to support 
poverty reduction or other social or health 
objectives were more scattered and driven 
by the individual donors’ priorities. 

Third, the role of the private sector 
is central to efforts to achieve the Goals 
– which was not the case in the past. 
Fourth, this is a time of massive techno-
logical innovation, when technology is 
speeding up and transforming the devel-
opment process. 

Fifth, generational change. Survey 
after survey shows that firms offering 
millennial employees a compelling vision 
related to advancing a social or environ-
mental issue will get trac-
tion. There is increasingly 
an expectation on business 
that it should play a wider 
social role. This is feeding 
into the calculus of compa-
nies and changing corpo-
rate behaviour. 

Finally, a big difference 
between this effort to end 
the big global problems 
and previous attempts is 
the unrelenting focus on 
measuring and reporting 
progress. 

JAN: The chance the SDGs will succeed 
is nil. There are six reasons to keep a 
sense of realism. First, a recent assess-
ment by the European Commission 
claimed that European countries lead 
globally on the SDGs, but had to add that 
none are on track to achieve the Goals by 
2030. In other words, even those in the 
lead lag behind!

Second, the SDGs are not really mobi-
lizing people or communities, mostly 
because of their complex nature. Jour-
nalists, teachers and preachers seldom 
mention them; civil society hardly uses 
them to keep government accountable, as 
was the case with the Millennium Devel-
opment Goals (MDGs).

Third, the private sector has engaged 
with the SDGs, yet it remains an open 
question whether this will foster pro-
gress. Fourth, the belief in techno-fixes is 
widespread, but development is foremost 
about transformation. Reducing mater-
nal mortality, for example, is as much 
about changing attitudes vis-à-vis women 
as providing adequate healthcare.

Fifth, the evidence that corporate 
behaviour has fundamen-
tally changed is slim, while 
examples of continued mis-
behaviour are rife. The SDGs 
have not changed the logic 
of the big players, who tend 
to put profits before people 
and planet. Governments 
that approved the SDGs 
have by and large stuck to 
business as usual too.

Finally, the SDGs mostly 
consist of fuzzy and woolly 
targets that cannot be 
objectively verified.
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We are a third of the way towards 2030, target date 
for the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
Gary Rynhart and Jan Vandemoortele differ over 

how likely the Goals are to be achieved.
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NOGARY: One of the reasons there is such 
pessimism about the SDGs is the wider 
narrative that things are terrible. It has 
become increasingly common to read 
doom-laden articles on the state of 
modern society in the media. Extreme 
poverty on the increase. Wars and 
famine everywhere. The end of democ-
racy and so on. 

It is an embedded narrative. However, 
it is simply not true. 

The world is actually more peaceful 
than at any time. The number of con-
flicts between countries is at its lowest. 
The world is richer than ever before. 
And fewer people are living in extreme 
poverty. These are all indisputable facts.

Much of this can be attributed to the 
concerted efforts by the UN over the past 
20 years to develop a consensus on how 
to tackle the big issues of our time – wars, 
poverty, famine and disease – and to 
measure the impact of those efforts.  The 
MDGs more than halved the number of 
people suffering from hunger; massively 
expanded universal primary education; 
reduced the child mortality rate by more 
than half; and halved the global maternal 
mortality ratio.   

What the MDGs did and the SDGs are 
now doing was create a well-signposted 
roadmap that outlines ‘what success 
looks like’ and that all development 
actors can support.  

JAN: So-called indisputable facts can be 
subjective. Agreed, survival, nutrition and 
education have improved globally. But if 
this era is relatively peace-
ful, why is the number of 
displaced people in the 
world at record highs?

Regarding extreme 
poverty, I wish the narra-
tive were true. But it has 
more to do with ‘repetition 
bias’ than with reality. The 
truth is that a dollar a day 
doesn’t keep poverty away, 
as the World Bank statis-
tics want us to believe.

Psychologist Daniel 
Kahneman explains that 

a ‘reliable way to make people believe in 
falsehoods is frequent repetition’. Thus 
beware of ‘facts by repetition’.

And what about massive inequal-
ity? Evidence shows that high inequality 
exerts an inordinate and harmful influ-
ence on the way we feel, think, behave 
and relate to each other. People who feel 
poor have as many years from their life 
subtracted as those who are poor. Why do 
so many people, even in rich countries, 
feel part of the precariat, despite unprec-
edented global wealth?

Aggregate statistics may be useful to 
paint an optimistic picture of the world, 
but they overgeneralize and oversimplify 
reality. At best, they tell part of the story; 
at worst, they mislead us.

No, this is not simply that you see the 
glass as half full and I see it as half empty. 
I am not a disciple of Schopenhauer, the 
philosopher whose pessimism was leg-
endary, but rather cautioned by Kierkeg-
aard’s concept of ‘subjective truth’.

GARY: A key reason to be hopeful that 
the SDGs can be achieved is generational 
change. According to Global Shapers (the 
most recent data from this worldwide 
survey are from 2017), whether directly 
or indirectly, in relation to the SDGs 
82 per cent of the young people surveyed 
claim to take a role in achieving them.  

The fact that not all respondents 
know what the SDGs are (some 45 per 
cent) means the UN has lots more to do 
to communicate them.  But it’s indica-
tive of the way young people view the 

big issues. 
Take the emotive topic 

of refugees. To the pro-
posed statement ‘I would 
welcome refugees in…’ most 
respondents answered ‘my 
country’, ‘my neighbour-
hood’ and ‘my city’, while 
over one-quarter indicated 
‘my home’!  

According to a Deloitte 
2019 survey more Mil-
lennials and Gen Zers 
say they want to ‘make 
a positive impact on 
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community/society’ (47 per cent) than 
‘start a family’ (45 per cent).  Accord-
ing to research carried out by the con-
sultancy Global Tolerance in the UK, 62 
per cent of Millennials surveyed want to 
work for a company that makes a posi-
tive impact. Over half of young people 
prefer work that makes a difference to 
work that would pay them more! Those 
are lots of reasons to be hopeful. 

JAN: These responses by Millennials 
are indeed encouraging, and certainly 
welcome. But they are noble intentions. 
The so-called ‘May ’68 generation’ held 
equally strong ideals, only to result in 
unsustainable outcomes that the SDGs are 
now trying to address. The road to hell 
is often paved with good intentions. For 
intentions to become a practical reality, 
they need supporting institutions and apt 
leadership, both in politics and business. 
More than a generational change, we need 

a major transformation in how we organ-
ize and perceive the world.

Undoubtedly, Covid-19 is likely to be 
a major setback for the SDGs. Yet it may 
bring us closer to such a transformation. 
Many observers argue that a return to 
business-as-usual after confinement and 
lockdown would be ill-advised. Several 
philosophers actually believe that such a 
return is unlikely, that people have paused 
and understood how progress, albeit 
respectable, has been totally unsustain-
able, deeply inequitable and extremely 
harmful. Let’s hope they are right.

What an irony! A nasty virus could 
lead to societal transformations based on 
green deals, solidarity, fair taxation and 
social protection. Are we about to replace 
Homo Economicus with Homo Empathicus? 
And to perceive progress, not in terms 
of the survival of the fittest, but of the 
kindest? Such changes would certainly 
give a much-needed boost to the SDGs. ●

DOES CELEBRITY ACTIVISM DO MORE HARM THAN GOOD?
Readers respond to the debate in our last edition (NI 525).WHAT  
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We will print a selection of 
your views in the next issue.

Being in the public eye does not take away the rights of celebrities to be activists. 
Anyone has the right to be an activist, including celebrities. If brands pay them thou-
sands to endorse their brands then why would activism not benefit from their endorse-
ment? They can reach many whom regular activism can’t reach.

LESLEY MCGILVRAY, VIA FACEBOOK

Obsession with celebrities diminishes us all. At least in former times people generally 
only gained celebrity status through a particular talent – for acting, say, or sporting 
excellence. Now people win fame and make their livelihood by appearing on reality 
TV shows or by endorsing products on Snapchat or TikTok. We are witnessing daily 
the damage celebrity culture can do in the shape of Donald Trump and Boris Johnson, 
two narcissistic charlatans who rode to political power largely on the basis of self-glori-
fication in the media and who have proven ludicrously ill-equipped to lead us through 
the terrible crisis of Covid-19.

BRENT ALLWOOD, VERMONT, US

I’m afraid this is just the reality of the world we live in and we will need to suck it up 
and turn it to advantage howsoever we can. Even New Internationalist is pleased to 
highlight its own famous supporters such as Emma Thompson and Jarvis Cocker 
when it needs to grab people’s notice. If activists can draw more attention to a worthy 
cause by enlisting someone in the public eye they should obviously do so. And if you 
can raise a million dollars for the homeless or the hungry with the help of a celebrity 
endorsement but would only raise a thousand without one, who in their right minds 
would not take that opportunity?

KELLY DANVERS, GWENT, WALES
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