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Changing the Moral of the Story: a Critique of the Global North’s 

Social Narrative about Africa’s Sustainable Development 

 

Abstract 

In the era of sustainable development, it is important that the 

regions of the world work in unison to realize greater welfare for 

humanity and the planet. To do this, persistent inequalities based 

on destructive power and dominance relations need to be 

critically illumined and brought to an end for the sake of 

inclusive sustainable development. This article discusses the 

outcomes of a narrative inquiry into the story of Africa’s 

sustainable development as told by the global North. By means 

of a critical social narrative analysis of the official inaugural 

Sustainable Development Goals reports, the contribution sheds 

light on the ‘implied author’ and ‘master narrative’ behind the 

texts by critiquing the values, norms and ideologies evoked by 

the social narrative’s storyworld. The article concludes by 

highlighting that a key opportunity is available for Africa to tell 

a different story about herself and craft a new narrative in an 

empowering manner that advances inclusive yet authentic global 

sustainable development. 

 

Keywords: Africa; African Renaissance; SDGs; Sustainable 

Development; Critical Social Narrative Analysis; Global North; 

Global South 
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Introduction 

One fascinating characteristic of human beings is the vital role that stories play in our 

development. Stories are the bedrock of social life as we know it because ‘human beings 

have lived out and told stories about living for as long as we could talk’ (Clandinin and 

Rosiek 2007, 35). When stories are shared from one person to another, they are conveyed 

as narratives, and these narratives are valuable units of analysis when seeking to 

understand how individuals construct reality (Clandinin and Caine 2008). In recent 

decades, scholars and policy makers have begun to take note of the explanatory power of 

social narratives which extend beyond individuals to the collective domain (Shenhav 

2015). 

For example, narratives that emphasize Indian and African solidarity around post-

colonial development have emerged (Dubey and Biswas 2016). Laher (2009) asserted 

that the notion of an ‘African renaissance’ is a social narrative while Ndhlovu (2018) 

recently showed the importance of vernacular discourse in social belonging. In 

development studies, social narrative analysis has been used to study narratives about 

climate change and agricultural policy processes in Malawi (Chinsinga and Chasukwa 

2018). They’ve also been used to study collective stories and discourses on genetic 

modification (GM) technologies in agricultural development policy (Glover 2010), 

climate change narratives in the public sector with their associated conflict and power 

dynamics (Verhoeven 2011) and child undernutrition policy narratives influenced by the 

political economy (Nisbett 2017) amongst others.  

This uptake of narrative inquiry is a testament to the potential narratives have to 

shape social, political and economic reality. One of the key benefits that a focus on social 

narratives bestows is the ability to critically deconstruct discourses which perpetuate 

unequal power relations through narrative reproduction in social settings. As technology 

continues to facilitate the proliferation of information, critical scholarship is increasingly 

required to shed light on possible misinformation and to demystify and contest dominant 

power arrangements (Pickard 2013) that may serve as deterrents to inclusive global 

sustainable development. 

This article addresses power and dominance dynamics between the global North 

and global South where they remain prevalent. The global North-South divide is a term 

that stems from the Brandt Report of 1980 entitled North–South: a programme for 

survival, wherein the North/South distinction was synonymized with Rich/Poor or 
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Developed/Developing (Brandt 1980; Therien 1999). Thereafter, the term evolved to 

global North/South because some scholars began ‘to add “Global” to make it clear that 

this is not a strict geographical categorisation of the world, but one based on economic 

inequalities which happen to have some cartographic continuity’ (Rigg 2007, 3).  

The article contributes to the contestation of dominant power arrangements 

between the global North and global South in the specific domain of sustainable 

development by analysing global North narratives about sustainable development in 

Africa, one of the major global South regions. The discussion of unequal socio-political 

and socio-economic power relations between the global North and global South which 

undermine the South is not new (Ravenhill 1990; Slater 2008), however, this contribution 

is unique in that it extends the discussion to the critical study of sustainable development 

as espoused in the topical Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) with a focus on the 

global North’s SDG narratives about Africa. 

Moreover, the article does not merely end at critique, for that would be the use of 

critique as pessimism (Banet-Weiser 2013). Rather this article engages in critique that is 

constructive and progressive by making recommendations for Africa on how she can 

pursue her renaissance and renewal while decolonising her sustainable development from 

historically rooted global North hegemony (Laher 2009). For sustainable development to 

truly be sustainable, it must be inclusive. Deconstructing global North/South SDG power 

relations will free the ideal of sustainable development, as espoused in the SDGs, from 

unconscious perpetuation of destructive inequalities, thus allowing room for authentic 

and inclusive sustainable development for all. 

Sustainable Development: Power and Positioning 

Sustainable development is a new idea that emerged on humanity’s radar in the 1980s, 

spurred by the publication of the World Commission on Economic Development’s 

(WCED) seminal Brundtland Report (Bolis, Morioka, and Sznelwar 2014). The 

Brundtland Report defined sustainable development as ‘development that meets the needs 

of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs’ (WCED 1987, 31). The report laid out the foundations for sustainability as we 

conceptualize it today, giving rise to the emergence of a new approach to economic 

development based on the pursuit of integrated social, environmental and economic 

welfare (Drexhage and Murphy 2010; Griggs et al. 2013). In order to galvanize the 
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world’s nations towards this new understanding of development, the United Nations (UN) 

institutionalized development goals with the aim of unifying the global community 

towards common developmental objectives (United Nations 2017). These goals began 

with the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) which were recently revised and 

renamed as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) with the target year for their 

realisation being 2030 (Kwon and Kim 2014; Sachs 2012).  

These development goals are not only social institutions but are also shared socio-

economic future pathways and, as such, they are also social narratives (O’Neill et al. 

2015). Narratives are central to society because they are one of the key instruments that 

socio-political institutions use to legitimize their respective interests (Epstein et al. 2014). 

Institutions use stories to advance agendas and to sustain or change social structures and 

arrangements (Polletta et al. 2011). While both the MDGs and SGDs, are laudable 

aspirations for a better world, one overlooked aspect of such social narratives is that they 

propagate the idea of a disempowered Africa who is handicapped when it comes to 

development and socio-economic progress (Barkemeyer et al. 2014; Mutasa and Paterson 

2015). Most concerning of all, is that these narratives undermine Africa and they are used 

to perpetuate the idea of Africa as a failure as explained by Easterly (2009, 26): 

(1) ‘Those involved in the millennium development goal (MDG) campaign 

routinely state “Africa will miss all the MDGs.” This paper argues that a series 

of arbitrary choices made in defining “success” or “failure” as achieving 

numerical targets for the MDGs made attainment of the MDGs less likely in 

Africa than in other regions even when its progress was in line with or above the 

historical or contemporary experience of other regions. The statement that 

“Africa will miss all the MDGs” thus has the unfortunate effect of making 

African successes look like failures.’ 

As a result, Africa’s successes are typically undermined because of the framing 

of the development agenda which ignores systematic injustices that are perpetuated with 

the result being a disempowered Africa. This is not only the case where Africa is 

concerned, these inequities seem to occur across the developed/developing nation divide. 

For example, Moran et al. (2008, 471) found the following in their study of sustainable 

development-related inequalities across the world:  
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(2) ‘We also find an overall trend in high-income countries over the past 25 years 

that improvements to HDI [Human Development Index] come with 

disproportionately larger increases in Ecological Footprint, showing a 

movement away from sustainability. Some lower-income countries, however, 

have achieved higher levels of development without a corresponding increase in 

per capita demand on ecosystem resources.’ 

In Moran et al.’s (2008) case, the researchers found that developed nations were 

actually moving away from sustainable development in their pursuit of higher HDIs while 

developing nations were able to achieve high levels of development without a 

corresponding strain on ecosystems, and so were actually moving towards sustainable 

development more effectively than developed nations in relative terms. Yet this inclusive 

substantial progress is ignored and developing regions such as Africa continue to be 

positioned as the bane of global socio-economic development. This illustrates that even 

sustainable development itself, a concept that purports to eradicate disparities, is 

inseparable from socio-political power inequalities (Meadowcroft 2007). In this vein, one 

of the major criticisms of the MDGs, which scholars have warned can equally impede the 

SDGs, is that the MDGs only placed obligations on developing countries yet ignored the 

required equal cooperation of developed nations as well; resulting in the propagation of 

the idea that Africa is an MGD failure (Easterly 2009; Norström et al. 2014).  

These narratives typically undermine Africa’s progress and emphasize Africa’s 

inadequacies while ignoring fundamental inequalities perpetuated by developed nation 

states and institutions which hinder Africa’s progress (Mutasa 2015; Nhamo 2009). In 

some cases, as found by Amusan and Olutola (2017), pro-climate narratives can lead to 

greater poverty for Africa. Thus, when reflecting on Africa in relation to the current global 

sustainable development agenda, Nhamo (2016) highlighted some key substantial 

inequalities between the developing and developed world. These include, 1) traditional 

climate change inequality challenges where developed nations are the highest polluter, 

yet they expect the least developed nations to pay the most for pollution, 2) the inability 

of Africa to make more powerful nations accountable, and 3) Anglo, Franco and 

Portuguese colonial baggage in the African context (Nhamo 2016).  

It therefore behoves scholars concerned with Africa’s sustainable development to, 

first and foremost, deconstruct such stifling narratives in order to bring about more 

empowering social narratives that will enable Africa to make authentically progressive 
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strides towards her development. Taking this into consideration, the aim of this article is 

to critically analyze how ‘the story of Africa’ is told in relation to the SDGs while 

considering the social implications of such a narrative. Just as individuals have their own 

stories in relation to certain ideas and experiences, so too do groups and institutions have 

stories which relate to experiences and ideas in the social sphere (Esin, Fathi, and Squire 

2013). Such cultural stories, collective narratives or group narratives can be referred to as 

social narratives. Thus, an attention to theoretical questions in this vein constitutes social 

narrative analysis (Shenhav 2015). In this article, a critical approach is taken (Souto-

Manning 2014) where the focus is on how Africa’s SDG related social narrative 

inculcates certain values and norms into popular consciousness based on the premise ‘that 

inequality and power relations are perpetuated through the reproduction of narratives’ 

(Shenhav 2015, 95).  

The article therefore consists of a critical social narrative analysis (Shenhav 2015; 

Souto-Manning 2014) which investigates how the story of Africa is told in relation to the 

SDGs by the global North, and how this narrative may be an impediment to Africa’s 

meaningful realisation of sustainable development while perpetuating long-standing 

inequalities. The article reports the findings of a critical social narrative analysis of two 

key United Nation’s (UN) official SDG reports; the inaugural Sustainable Development 

Goals Report 2016 and the Progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals: Report 

of the Secretary-General, as these represent the first two official UN reports on progress 

made towards the SDGs at the time of writing. The results of the analysis demonstrate 

that a key opportunity is available to Africa through the SDGs; the opportunity to tell her 

own story in an empowering manner that advances the vision of the African Renaissance 

(Laher 2009). 

Social Narrative Inquiry 

The particular approach to narrative analysis taken by this article is based on the social 

narrative analysis theoretical framework developed by Shenhav (2015). Social narratives, 

unlike literary or artistic narratives, are those narratives shared by a group of human 

beings, and are also commonly referred to as group, cultural or collective narratives 

(Shenhav 2015). Social narratives transcend the established view of narratives which 

stems from a parsimonious, closed and linear one-way communication. Unlike the 

traditional notion of narratives, social narratives form a network of communicative events 
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that may occur in various circumstances, taking various forms and including multiple 

actors. In this sense, social narratives are more reflective of the complexity and plurality 

of everyday life.  

The first theoretical disposition underpinning social narratives is that they involve 

a measure of self-narration in the sense that narrators can present themselves and/or the 

audience as both tellers and listeners of stories. The second theoretical disposition behind 

social narratives is that they are the outcome of social multiplicity in the sense that they 

involve numerous narrators, multiple audiences and they are shared in various 

communicative events in space and time. Shenhav (2015, 46 – 47) describes this notion 

of multiplicity as follows:  

(3) ‘In order to be adopted by a group of people, social narratives must be formed 

through the mechanism of multiplicity, by retelling stories or, more usually, 

variations on stories through different means. Multiplicity ensures the 

circulation and integration of narratives, or elements thereof, in the societal 

arena. This process can be carried out orally, visually, or in writing; it can 

involve fiction, imagination, ancient history, shared experience, or future 

prospects. As long as the narrative is adopted by a group and its individual 

members and tells something about that group, we can consider it as social 

narrative.’ 

Therefore, a social narrative can be defined, in essence, as a narrative embraced 

by a group that also tells, in one way or another, something about that group where social 

narratives involve both self-narration and multiplicity by virtue of their collective nature. 

They transcend space-time limitations because they are told and retold by various 

narrators over time. How then, are social narratives studied? To this end, Shenhav (2015) 

developed a theoretical framework to aid inquirers of collective narratives in their 

research. The framework delineates four key elements which constitute social narratives, 

namely; story, text, narration and multiplicity. Researchers can focus on one or all of 

these elements depending on the purpose of the research.  
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Figure 1: Elements of the Social Narrative Analysis Theoretical Framework 

 

 

Adapted from Shenhav (2015, 47) 

 

The framework is illustrated in Figure 1 which shows and defines each element. 

The story or stories in question make up the narrative and are the chronological sequence 

of events therein. The story is concerned with the plot of the narrative and the pivotal 

events which perpetuate or change the story’s emplotment. In essence, the story is the 

content of the narrative. The text is the mode in which the story is conveyed; it is the 

medium as distinguished from the story as content which Shenhav (2015, 75) explains as 

follows:  

(4) ‘A reasonable definition should also pivot on the idea of text as a physical object, 

as the text is, first and foremost, concrete and physical. It can be embedded in 

segments of ink, pixels on a screen, sound waves, visual images, and even body 

language. As long as a text designates a story, we can regard it as a narrative 

text.’ 

Narration is the process of communicating the story and includes the non-verbal 

or visual ways through which the story can be told. Narration can occur within the text 

(textual narration) in authored form or outside of the text (extra-textual narration) such as 

in public discourses. Similarly, the narrator can be a character within the text or, an 

objective narrator who is outside the text. At this juncture, it is important to emphasize 

that where social narratives are concerned, the term narrator does not necessarily refer to 

a natural person but is rather the theoretical personification of the governing 

consciousness, norms, values or beliefs which influence how the narrative is conveyed. 

• the chronological sequence of events derived from a 
narrative, as well as the characters involved in themStory

• the mode in which the story is conveyedText

• the process of communicating the storyNarration

• the process of repetition and variation through which 
narratives are being reproducedMultiplicity
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The last element in the theoretical framework is multiplicity which is the process by 

which stories are told and retold thus reproducing narratives within a given social context. 

Shenhav (2015, 98) explains that: 

(5) ‘In the course of their reproduction, social narratives can also be re-mediated, 

that is, transposed from one medium into another (Herman, 2009). National 

stories for example appear in various forms – for example, on TV, in the press, 

in school books, in speeches, and even in national anthems. Such a variety of 

available forms increases social narratives’ potential for multiplicity.’ 

When analyzing social narratives, it is advantageous to draw on each of these 

theoretical elements. However, even though all elements may be drawn on to some 

degree, there will be an emphasis on one or more of the elements depending on the 

research aims and objectives. In this sense, ‘the question, then, is not which element to 

study, but which element it would be heuristically advantageous to emphasize in a 

particular research project’ (Shenhav 2015, 134). This article will emphasize the story 

and narration elements, with a focus on the content and manner in which Africa’s SDG-

related social narrative is constructed and portrayed. 

Materials and Methods 

Research purpose and questions 

The aim of this research was to critically analyze ‘the story of Africa’ in relation to the 

SDGs. The two research questions guiding the study were: 

 

❖ Research Question 1: What storyworld is evoked in Africa’s SDGs-related social 

narrative? 

❖ Research Question 2: What master narrative is perpetuated by the implied 

author of this narrative? 

The first question is concerned with the storyworld evoked by the narrative. The 

storyworld is the way in which interpreters of narratives reconstruct the narrative 

subjectively and come to see it in their mind’s eye. The storyworld is important in 

understanding how the SDG-related narrative portrays and positions Africa. The second 

question is concerned with the master narrative emphasized by the implied speaker in the 
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story. Master narratives are the ideological and socio-cultural perspectives which give 

rise to stories in the social domain which then become generalized. Therefore, ‘the 

importance of master narratives for the analysis of social narratives stems from the 

understanding that narrators are themselves subject to the influence of master narratives, 

and therefore the texts they produce may tell the same or similar story’ (Shenhav 2015, 

56). Both the master narrative and storyworld are closely linked and reinforce one 

another. The implied author behind the master narrative is not necessarily a person, and 

the idea of an implied author/speaker was conceptualized by Shenhav (2015, 92) as 

follows: 

(6) ‘Neither the implied author nor its alter ego, the implied speaker, is an “author” 

or a “speaker” in the concrete sense of these terms. Neither is endowed with 

agency or appears as a personage in the text. Rather, these constructs can be 

understood as the values, beliefs, and norms conveyed by the author or speaker. 

The idea of implied authors or speakers suggests that it is not always sufficient 

to study figures or other entities that actually narrate a story, for sometimes 

implicit voices that direct the narration of stories are no less important … This 

can be of special interest for critical approaches in studying implicit norms and 

values emerging from narratives.’ 

It can be seen from the quote above that the implied author is not necessarily a 

person and this is the sense in which this article uses the term. By studying the implied 

author in terms of the implicit values, norms and ideologies conveyed in the story, it was 

possible to critically deconstruct the norms that are applied to Africa’s SDG-related social 

narrative. Merely critiquing a social narrative is not enough to inspire progress. The 

ultimate aim of such an exercise is to help Africa develop her own empowered story, 

narrated by her own voice, for the sake of her long-term welfare and renaissance so that 

she can meaningfully contribute to global sustainable development in unison with other 

regions (Laher 2009). In order to answer the research questions posed above, the 

following sources of data and analytic methods were adopted.  

Data sources and analysis 

Africa’s SDGs-related social narrative was analyzed using Applied Thematic Analysis 

(ATA) as developed by Guest, MacQueen and Namey (2012). ATA is a diligent inductive 

analytic technique, that seeks to identify and analyze salient themes within qualitative 
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data in a trustworthy manner (Guest et al. 2012). The research reported on in this article 

sought to analyze Africa’s SDG-related social narrative as per official publicly available 

UN reports on progress made towards the SDGs. The only two official report documents 

which were publicly available at the time of the analysis were: Progress towards the 

Sustainable Development Goals: Report of the Secretary-General, and, The Sustainable 

Development Goals Report 2016. Both documents were included in the study as sources 

of data.  

Given that both documents are filled with narratives related to many regions and 

stakeholders, it was imperative that Africa’s narrative was isolated in order to realize the 

research purpose. As a means to this end, an ATA supplemental analytic method termed 

the Key-Word-in-Context (KWIC) technique was adopted. Unlike ordinary keyword 

searches, the KWIC technique does not only look for keywords, but it also takes the 

context of the keyword into account. Therefore, KWIC searches use keywords to identify 

certain ideas, concepts or characters but then KWIC searches also study the context of 

the keyword (Guest et al. 2012). For this study, the KWIC technique was used to search 

the documents for the term ‘Africa’ and then both the key word and the associated text 

was segmented for further ATA analysis in the Computer Aided Qualitative Data 

Analysis Software (CAQDAS) Atlast.ti.  

 

Table 1: KWIC Technique Data Segmentation Results 

Document Name 
Document 

Code 

Number of 

Paragraphs 

Progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals: 

Report of the Secretary-General 
RSG* 24 

The Sustainable Development Goals Report 2016 RUN** 29 

Total Paragraphs Yielded 53 

* Where RSG is an abbreviation for: Report of the Secretary General 
** Where RUN is an abbreviation for: Report of the United Nations 

 

Table 1 shows the manner in which the data was segmented for the purposes of 

sound analysis. As can be seen in Table 1, the KWIC technique yielded 53 paragraphs 

which contained the key word ‘Africa’. True to the KWIC technique, the entire paragraph 

wherein the key word was found was extracted from the respective report in order to 
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retain the context. Furthermore, the main headings and subheadings under which each 

paragraph was found were also extracted in order to know which particular SDG the 

segmented paragraph was related to, thus retaining the overall reporting context as well. 

The segmented data was then imported into the CAQDAS Atlas.ti for detailed thematic 

analysis.  

Once in Atlas.ti, the segmented data was carefully read in order to inductively 

develop analytic codes related to the research questions. A coding technique termed 

Evaluation Coding by Saldaña (2013) was adopted. Evaluation coding is a method of 

coding qualitative data that involves the development of analytic codes which make 

judgements about the merit, worth or significance of any social phenomenon. As can be 

inferred by the name, this technique stems from the organizational, programme and policy 

evaluation field and it is a type of analytic technique that is appropriate for critical 

qualitative research as well (Saldaña 2013).  The researcher applied critical judgements 

to the narratives contained in the segmented data guided by the social narrative analysis 

framework in order to establish the story told about Africa in the data. Once codes had 

been applied to the data corpus, salient themes were then identified for analysis and 

discussion in line with the ATA approach (Guest et al. 2012). 

Applying the social narrative analysis theoretical framework 

For the sake of maintaining rigour and methodological credibility, this section of the 

article illustrates how the methodology of this research utilized the full social narrative 

analysis theoretical framework while emphasizing the story and narration elements in the 

analysis as suggested by Shenhav (2015). Table 2 below shows the manner in which the 

framework was applied. Table 2 shows that research question 1 and the first part of 

question 2 are concerned with the story element of the framework. The two UN reports 

which are sources of data are the texts through which the narratives are conveyed and so 

they address the text element. The second part of research question 2 addresses the 

narration element which is concerned with the implied author who narrates the master 

narrative in a particular manner.  

 

Lastly, multiplicity forms part of the study by virtue of the fact that, although the 

reports from which the data was obtained are both official UN documents, the two texts 

have different authors, different target audiences and they were published at different 
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times. This represents multiplicity because the same broader social narrative (SDG 

progress) is told and retold by different narrators to different audiences in different social 

contexts. The article will now proceed to present and discuss the main findings of the 

study. 

 

Table 2: Applying the Theoretical Framework Methodologically 

Story 

The first two research questions address the story element of the 

framework which includes a focus on the nature of the narrative too: 

RQ 1: What storyworld is evoked in Africa’s SDGs-related social 

narrative? 

RQ 2: What master narrative is perpetuated by the implied author? 

Text 

The texts are two official United Nations reports published in 2016: 

Progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals: Report of the 

Secretary-General  

The Sustainable Development Goals Report 2016  

Narration 

Research question 2 also touches on the narration element by focusing 

on the implied author and the manner in which the implied author 

narrates Africa’s story: 

RQ 2: What master narrative is perpetuated by the implied author? 

Multiplicity Two different UN report documents published at different times and 

intended for different audiences are used as data sources.  

 

Presentation and Discussion of Findings 

This section of the article presents the main findings of the research. The first research 

question is addressed by presenting the findings pertaining to the storyworld evoked by 

the two reports. The second research question which is related to the implied author and 

master narrative is addressed during the discussion and synthesis of the findings. It is 

important to emphasize that the aim of the article is not to dispute statistics, even though 

development goal statistics such as those of the MDGs ‘have been abused to fabricate 
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evidence’ (Vandemoortele 2011, 1). Rather, the aim is to critique how the statistics are 

presented and, in this sense, how the social narrative is constructed and portrayed. 

The storyworld evoked 

The storyworld evoked in the text is that of an Africa that is the bane of sustainable 

development as espoused in the SDG reports. Both north and sub-Saharan Africa, 

alongside other developing regions such as Asia and Oceania, are frequently noted as 

sources of lacklustre SDG performance. The report paints a picture of an Africa that is 

plagued by developmental problems and where there is some African progress to be 

noted, it is usually downplayed by comparing it with Western, European and other 

‘developed region’ progress which is portrayed as having ‘more substantial’ contributions 

towards realizing the SDGs. When reporting qualitative research, finding statements help 

to convey the major findings of discursive analysis in a clear and concise manner. The 

storyworld evoked by the two SDGs reports can be presented in the two following finding 

statements. 

❖ Finding Statement 1: The storyworld evoked is that of an Africa whose 

contribution to the SDGs is lacklustre. 

❖ Finding Statement 2: The storyworld evoked is that of an Africa which is a 

caveat and source of impediments to the realization of the SDGs. 

Each one of these findings will be presented in more depth below. 

An Africa whose contribution to the SDGs is lacklustre 

This first major finding of the research evokes a storyworld of an Africa whose 

contribution to global progress towards the SDGs is lacklustre and relatively insignificant 

compared to developed regions of the global North. This is evidenced by the comparative 

tone which the two texts adopt when discussing Africa’s SDG-related progress. Examples 

of this are drawn from the way the two texts reported on SDGs 3, 8, 9, 12 and the ideal 

of Ensuring No One is Left Behind.  

SDG 3 is entitled Good Health and Well-Being. This third SDG seeks to ‘ensure 

healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages’ (United Nations 2016, 5). 

Substance use-disorders, including all forms of substance abuse are burdensome on 

public health and need to be addressed if SDG 3 is to be achieved. When reporting on this 

SDG, the text stated the following: ‘In 2013, only about 1 in 6 people worldwide suffering 
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from drug-use disorders received treatment. Approximately 1 in 18 people with drug-use 

disorders received treatment in Africa that year, compared with 1 in 5 in Western and 

Central Europe’ [RSG: Par. 5 – SDG 3]. 

As can be seen from the evidence above, the storyworld evoked here is one of an 

Africa that is performing comparatively poorly regarding treating drug and substance 

abuse. The fact that 1 in 6 people received treatment on a global scale is stated objectively, 

without a value judgement. However, this is immediately followed by a comparison that 

insinuates that Africa’s poor performance is the major source of this lacklustre progress 

towards SDG 3. This way of framing the narrative in the texts evokes the lacklustre 

storyworld portrayed and, by using this comparative literary device consistently 

throughout the text, the storyworld is progressively legitimized. For example, under SDG 

8 – Decent Work and Economic Growth – the goal is to ‘promote sustained, inclusive and 

sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all’ 

(United Nations 2016, 12) yet the same literary comparative device is used to downplay 

Africa’s contribution:  

‘Workers in Southern Asia and sub‑Saharan Africa, for example, are only about 5 

per cent as productive as those in developed regions, when measured as a percentage 

of GDP’ [RUN: Par. 19 – SDG 8]. 

 

‘Despite rapid growth in some developing regions, labour productivity remains far 

higher in the developed regions. In 2015, the average worker in developed regions 

produced 23 times the annual output of an average worker in sub-Saharan Africa 

(which has the lowest labour productivity in developing regions)’ [RSG: Par. 11 – 

SDG 8]. 

The same literary device is deployed in other parts of the texts, as shown in the following 

evidence:  

‘The least developed countries face particular challenges in industrialising. Although 

those countries represent 13 per cent of the global population, they contribute less 

than 1 per cent of global manufacturing value added’ [RSG: Par. 13 – SDG 9]. 

 

‘Domestic material consumption per capita increased in almost all developing 

regions over this period, except in sub-Saharan Africa, where it remained relatively 

stable’ [RUN: Par. 22 – SDG 12]. 
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‘Young people also face other big challenges. In 2015, the global youth 

unemployment rate (among people aged 15 to 24) was 15 per cent—more than three 

times the rate for adults (4.6 per cent). In Northern Africa and Western Asia, the 

youth unemployment rate reached 46 per cent and 31 per cent, respectively’ [RUN: 

Par. 28 - Ensuring No One is Left Behind]. 

 

‘In every developing region, the poorest women are the least likely to have a skilled 

attendant during delivery: In Southern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, less than one-

third of births among women in the poorest 20 per cent of households are attended 

by skilled health personnel, compared with over 80 per cent of births in the richest 

20 per cent of households’ [RUN: Par. 29 - Ensuring No One is Left Behind]. 

As can be seen by the evidence provided above, Africa’s progress and contribution to the 

SDGs is not considered based on the strides the continent makes relative to its history, 

but it is repeatedly minimized by making continuous comparisons with other regions of 

the global North. This obscures the measure of improvement the region is making by 

continuously evoking an idea of an Africa that, regardless of how much it progresses, will 

always be comparatively lacklustre compared to the North. 

An Africa which is a caveat and source of impediments to the realization of the 

SDGs 

The second aspect of the storyworld is that the texts evoke a storyworld of an Africa 

which is one of the major sources of impediments hindering the world in its pursuit of the 

SDG targets. In this sense, the depiction is that Africa is the globe’s SDGs caveat. This 

was evident in the persistent pointing to Africa as the major source of the problems or 

challenges which the SDGs wish to eradicate, for example: 

‘The proportion of the global population living below the extreme poverty line 

dropped by half between 2002 and 2012, from 26 to 13 per cent. This translated to 

one in eight people worldwide living in extreme poverty in 2012. Poverty remains 

widespread in sub-Saharan Africa, where more than 40 per cent of people lived on 

less than 1.90 US dollars a day in 2012’ [RUN: Par. 1 – SDG 1].  

This statement is an example of how the texts evoke a storyworld of an Africa which is 

the caveat of global sustainable development. SDG 1 No Poverty seeks to ‘end poverty 
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in all its forms everywhere’ (United Nations 2016, 3). The first sentence of the quote 

above reports great strides towards this goal based on a 50 per cent decrease in the global 

population living below the poverty line. Yet, instead of celebrating this as laudable 

progress, the text immediately proceeds to add a caveat by emphasizing that poverty 

remains widespread in sub-Saharan Africa. The storyworld this framing evokes is that of 

a world that is progressing in poverty reduction with the exception of Africa. By so doing, 

Africa is portrayed as the exception and the region wherefrom problems continue to stem. 

Consider how this storyworld is achieved through the framing of SDG 2 as well. SDG 2 

Zero Hunger seeks to ‘end hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and 

promote sustainable agriculture’ (United Nations 2016, 4). Yet when reporting on this 

second goal one of the texts stated the following, emphasizing Africa as a major caveat:  

‘Globally, in 2014, nearly 1 in 4 children under the age of 5, an estimated total of 

159 million children, had stunted growth. Stunting is defined as inadequate height 

for age, an indicator of the cumulative effects of undernutrition and infection. 

Southern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa accounted for three quarters of the children 

under 5 with stunted growth in 2014. Another aspect of child malnutrition is the 

growing share of children who are overweight, a problem affecting nearly every 

region. Globally, between 2000 and 2014, the percentage of children under the age 

of 5 who were overweight grew from 5.1 per cent to 6.1 per cent’ [RSG: Par. 2 – 

SDG 2]. 

What is interesting to note in the quote is that proportions are emphasized where sub-

Saharan Africa is concerned, for example, the stunted growth proportions. Yet, where 

obese and overweight children are concerned, the fact that prevalence is highest in 

Western and industrialized countries in North America and Europe was purposefully left 

unsaid. This reveals a deliberate attempt by the implied author to accentuate Africa’s 

challenges while downplaying those of developed nations in such a manner that Africa is 

portrayed as being a burden with respect to the SDGs. This type of narration was 

persistent throughout the two texts as evidenced in the following examples of SDGs 4, 7, 

11, 16, 17 and the section Ensuring No One is Left Behind: 

‘At the end of primary school, children should be able to read and write and to 

understand and use basic concepts in mathematics. However, in 2014, between 40 

per cent and 90 per cent of children failed to achieve even minimum levels of 
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proficiency in reading, in 10 African countries, and in nine of those countries, 

between 40 per cent and 90 per cent of children failed to achieve minimum levels of 

proficiency in mathematics’ [RSG: Par. 6 – SDG 4]. 

 

‘To fulfil the promise of universal primary and secondary education, new primary 

school teachers are needed, with current estimates showing a need for nearly 26 

million of them by 2030. Africa faces the greatest challenges in this regard, with 

nearly 7 in 10 countries experiencing acute shortages of trained primary school 

teachers. In 2013, only 71 per cent of teachers in sub-Saharan Africa and 84 per cent 

in Northern Africa were trained in accordance with national standards’ [RSG: Par. 7 

-SDG 4]. 

 

‘More than 40 per cent of the world’s people still rely on polluting and unhealthy 

fuels for cooking: From 2005 to 2014, the proportion of the global population with 

access to clean fuels and technologies for cooking, such as gas and electricity, 

increased from 54 per cent to 58 per cent. Advancements have been slow in some 

regions, such as sub-Saharan Africa, where access remains very low. Limited 

progress since 2010 falls substantially short of global population growth and is 

almost exclusively confined to urban areas. As a result, the absolute number of 

people relying on polluting fuels and technologies for cooking has actually 

increased, reaching an estimated 3 billion people’ [RUN: Par. 19 – SDG 7]. 

 

‘Almost a third of the urban population in developing regions still live in slums: In 

2014, 30 per cent of the urban population in developing regions lived in conditions 

categorized as slums. In sub-Saharan Africa, the proportion was 55 per cent— the 

highest of any region’ [RUN: Par. 21 – SDG 11]. 

 

‘Despite recent progress, the births of more than 1 in 4 children under the age of 5 

worldwide have not been recorded. In sub-Saharan Africa, over half (54 per cent) of 

children have not been registered by their fifth birthday’ [RSG: Par. 18 – SDG 16]. 

 

‘Death registration coverage is lowest in Africa … Information on deaths, especially 

when it is complete and disaggregated, is key to producing a number of basic health 

statistics and indicators … Sub-Saharan Africa has the lowest levels of complete 

birth and death registration’ [RSG: Par. 22 & 27 – SDG 17]. 
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‘Young people continue to be overrepresented among the direct and indirect victims 

of violence. Some 200,000 homicides each year, 43 per cent of all homicides 

globally, involve children and adults between the ages of 10 and 29. Young males 

have the highest risk of becoming victims of homicide and the highest rates, by far, 

of being suspected perpetrators of homicide. Children are also among those most 

affected by human trafficking. This is particularly true in sub-Saharan Africa, where 

70 per cent of all trafficking victims were children in 2010-2012’ [RSG: Par. 23 - 

Ensuring No One is Left Behind].  

As can be seen by the evidence above, Africa is continually positioned as the source of 

the world’s developmental problems. The prevalence of SDG-related challenges in Africa 

is accentuated. Poverty, violence, hunger, disease and the many other forms of lack of 

resources or competencies are given an African face. Yet even where there is progress 

towards a particular SDG, the texts still unnecessarily emphasize Africa as having failed 

to contribute to the progress. This is quite questionable, because where regions of the 

global North are equally responsible for poor SDG performance, they are not mentioned 

or identified. Thus, the texts dualistically give poor performance an African face and 

progressive performance a global North Western face. 

Discussion and Synthesis: Deconstructing the Implied 

Author and Master Narrative 

Based on the aforementioned findings, the storyworld which is evoked by the narrative 

and the way it is narrated in the texts is that of an Africa whose contribution to the SDGs 

is relatively lacklustre (Finding 1) and an Africa which is a caveat and source of 

impediments to the realisation of the SDGs (Finding 2). The following key insights can 

be drawn from the findings presented.  

The implied author and master narrative will now be discussed in a synthetic 

fashion because these two concepts are intertwined and intimately related. As noted by 

Shenhav (2015, 56), ‘the importance of master narratives for the analysis of social 

narratives stems from the understanding that narrators are themselves subject to the 

influence of master narratives, and therefore the texts they produce may tell the same or 

similar story’. The implied author is not a person, or group of people but rather represents 

the values, beliefs, and norms conveyed by the narrative in the text (Shenhav 2015). The 

findings of this research reveal that the implied author is ‘Western supremacy’ and 
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‘Western hegemony’; what this article will refer to as ‘Western supremacy-hegemony’ 

(Van Der Pijl 2014). This implied author perpetuates the master narrative of Africa as 

‘the dark continent’, a historically persistent metaphor that bears ideological power 

(Jarosz 1992). The master narrative of Africa as ‘the dark continent’ can be defined as a 

metaphor that: 

(7) ‘Identifies and incorporates an entire continent as Other, as a negatively valued 

foil for Western notions of superiority and enlightenment … the metaphor of the 

Dark Continent figures prominently in order to reveal its persistence, its 

pervasive extent, and its negative and racist valuation of Africa and Africans … 

The metaphor homogenizes and flattens places and people, denies the actualities 

and specificities of social and economic processes which transform the 

continent, and obscures a nuanced examination of the forces of cultural and 

economic imperialism unfolding within Africa in their relation to Europe and 

America’ (Jarosz 1992, 105).  

Thus the ‘dark continent’ metaphor legitimates the status quo and perpetuates 

unequal relations of power to the detriment of Africa. The Western supremacy-hegemony 

implied author perpetuates the ‘dark continent’ master narrative, even under the guise of 

an agenda for sustainable development. This supports Meadowcroft’s (2007) assertion 

that even the idea of sustainable development is used to perpetuate socio-political 

inequalities and Easterly’s (2009) findings that the UN’s development goals seek to make 

Africa’s successes look like failures which is typical of Western supremacy-hegemony. 

In this vein Bessis (2003) agrees that the West is continuing to expand its hegemony by 

adapting the theoretical foundations of its supremacy to present trends such as sustainable 

development, because ‘the West forges the tools and deploys the violence to reassert its 

supremacy, and it continues to produce new discourses of self-justifications’ (Bessis 

2003, 6). 

Whilst these tools are manifold, one noteworthy device deployed by Western 

supremacy-hegemony in their ‘dark continent’ master narrative is making African 

successes seem like failures and then emphasising these ‘failures’ while down playing 

the failures and moral atrocities of the global North. For example, when reporting on SDG 

2 which is focused on ensuring food security, improved nutrition and promoting 

sustainable agriculture, the texts blamed childhood malnutrition directly on Africa and 

other developing regions of the global South. Yet childhood obesity, a phenomena 
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prevalent in the North, was cloaked by attributing it to all regions around the world 

whereas it is the industrialized and developed nations of the North who have the greatest 

prevalence of childhood obesity. This claim is evidenced by Wang and Lim’s (2012, 2) 

finding which states: ‘The WHO Americas and eastern Mediterranean regions had higher 

prevalence of [child-related] overweight and obesity (30–40 per cent) than the European 

(20–30 per cent), south-east Asian, western Pacific, and African regions (10–20 per cent 

in the latter three)’. Such are the techniques and literary devices deployed to advance this 

hegemonic Western narrative that the global North perpetuates. 

This is evidenced in the works of Moran et al. (2008) who demonstrated how the 

West hides the degree to which it has benefitted from unsustainable growth paths by 

improving its Human Development Indices (HDIs) at high social and environmental 

costs. Yet the West insists on disregarding how developing nations of the global South 

have improved their HDIs with a lesser degree of social and environmental externalities. 

This explains why, according to scholars such as Nhamo (2009, 2016), Norström, et al. 

(2014) and Mutasa (2015), institutions which seek to promote sustainable development 

lopsidedly place obligations on developing regions of the South such as Africa thereby 

allowing global North regions to continue to benefit from inequalities and historical 

injustices.  

This hypocrisy is underpinned by philosophical, moral and scientific theoretical 

justifications, which Western supremacy-hegemony uses to legitimize its master narrative 

(Bessis, 2003). Puchala (2005, 571) demonstrates how the UN acts as an agent of this in 

the following: 

(8) ‘The United Nations Organization - in New York and Geneva - as well as most, 

and certainly the most important, of the UN specialized agencies are Northern 

or Western creations, as are the world’s institutions of economic management: 

the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Trade 

Organization. These institutions establish, monitor, maintain, and enforce global 

regimes that further Northern and Western goals. Moreover, they institutionalize 

and regulate a liberal internationalist world order that has remained remarkably 

stable for well over a half century. Global institutions are elements and 

instruments of a prevailing liberal internationalist hegemony.’ 

This illumines how, Western hegemony-supremacy is still active today and it was 

indeed found to be the implied author behind the disempowering negative narratives of 
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Africa as evidenced in the data. This implied author perpetuated the master narrative of 

Africa as ‘the dark continent’ by obscuring the actuality of socio-economic progress that 

is occurring within the continent. 

Conclusion: an Opportunity for Africa’s Renaissance 

This article conducted a critical social narrative analysis of Africa’s SDG-related 

narrative as told by the global North. The research analyzed two texts which contained 

the United Nations inaugural reports of the SDGs since the adoption of the 2030 Agenda 

for Sustainable Development. The aim of this article was not to dispute the statistics, but 

rather to see beyond these statistics and analyze how they are framed to tell Africa’s story. 

The analysis resulted in two key findings which revealed that the narrative evokes a 

storyworld of an Africa that is a relatively lacklustre and poor SDG performer compared 

to developed nations of the global North and an Africa which is the major source of 

impediments to the realisation of the SDGs and, in this vein, their caveat. What is 

portrayed by this storyworld unveils that the implied author behind the narrative is 

Western supremacy-hegemony who perpetuates the ‘dark continent’ master narrative, 

which is a historically persistent metaphor that bears ideological power which favours the 

implied author. As such, this article concludes that Africa’s SDG-related narrative is not 

representative of the continent’s strides, but rather merely perpetuates Western 

supremacy-hegemony and the dark continent master narrative.  

However, social narratives are never final; they are subject to change. In this vein, 

the existing narrative offers Africa an opportunity to rewrite her story in her own words. 

A story that will meaningfully contribute to the authentic realization of her renaissance 

while empowering her people and their lands. Bearing this ideal in mind, this article 

recommends that the African Union, supported by all member states, should strengthen 

its statistical and research capacities in order to develop reports that will reveal objective 

facts about Africa’s strengths and weaknesses without attempting to belittle her efforts 

and obscuring the contextual constraints she faces. This article also recommends that 

further research may build on this work by conducting comparative critical analyses that 

look at the narratives around the broader North/South, Developed/Developing and 

Rich/Poor divide. Once disempowering narratives are deconstructed, the work of 

reconstructing authentically empowering narratives begins for there is power in the 

spoken and written word. Further research should therefore share best practices and 
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positive developments that Africa and other regions of the global South can benefit from 

in their pursuit of the SDGs. 
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