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Across climate governance, disability rights, Indigenous land struggles, and HIV 

prevention, a shared analytical warning emerges: Inequality is not a residual problem 

awaiting better solutions, but a constitutive feature of social systems. The articles featured 

in this Volume 4 of the Graduate Inequality Review collectively challenge the dominant 

assumption in contemporary policy discourse that innovation, efficiency, and technical fixes 

can resolve deeply rooted injustices without confronting the power relations that produce them 

in the first place. 

From a political economy perspective, this assumption reflects what Nancy Fraser 

describes as the displacement of redistribution and recognition by managerial governance, in 

which social problems are treated as technical challenges to be managed through efficiency, 

metrics, and policy design rather than through structural reform (Fraser, 1998, 2008). In the 

contexts illustrated in this journal, policy responses prioritise and optimise certain targets—

reducing emissions, scaling health technologies, expanding formal access. However, these 

policies leave in place deeper structures that determine who is protected and who is left at risk. 

As the articles in this Volume make clear, innovation that is not grounded in justice risks 

reinforcing, rather than reducing, existing inequalities. 

Coutinho’s (Article 1, pp 1–6) intervention into climate discourse provides a crucial 

starting point by situating the Anthropocene not merely as a geological descriptor, but as an 

ideological and cultural project rooted in liberal capitalism, consumerism, and Eurocentric 

rationality. Drawing on Gramscian notions of hegemony and decolonial critiques of modernity, 

the article exposes how extractivism, growth, and consumption are normalised as common 

sense, foreclosing alternative ways of living and relating to the natural world (Escobar, 2018; 

Gramsci, 2011; Malm, 2016). The unequal distribution of climate harm—where marginalised 

populations bear the brunt of ecological disruption while contributing least to emissions—is 

therefore not accidental but structurally produced. As political ecology scholars have long 

argued, environmental crises are socio-environmental conflicts, shaped by historical and 

ongoing relations of power (Schlosberg, 2007). 

This critique flows directly into the analysis of green grabbing in Afghanistan and India, 

which illustrates how these ideological foundations materialise in contemporary climate policy. 

While renewable energy transitions and net-zero targets are framed as progressive and 

necessary, the article by Das and Das (Article 2, pp 7–17) demonstrates how they frequently 
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rely on extractive practices that dispossess Indigenous communities of land, livelihoods, and 

cultural heritage. This dynamic reflects what David Harvey (2003) famously conceptualised as 

accumulation by dispossession, whereby new rounds of capital expansion are secured through 

enclosure and displacement. Under the banner of sustainability, Indigenous territories once 

again become sacrifice zones—this time justified not by colonial conquest or industrial 

development, but by environmental urgency. Decolonial scholars warn that these transitions 

often treat Western models of development as universal, while sidelining Indigenous 

knowledge and systems of governance, resulting in a deeply unequal “green” future (Escobar, 

2018). The promise of climate innovation thus risks reproducing colonial patterns of inequality 

unless justice, consent, and participation are placed at the centre of energy transitions. 

The persistence of inequality through ostensibly progressive frameworks is further 

illuminated in Celebrado and Ancha’s (Article 3, pp 18–34) analysis of microaggressions 

against Filipino women with mobility disabilities. Drawing on Iris Marion Young’s discourse, 

the authors show how oppression is sustained through what Young calls the “normal processes 

of everyday life” (Young, 1990). Microaggressions operate as mechanisms of cultural 

imperialism and powerlessness, subtly reinforcing able-bodied and patriarchal norms even in 

contexts where formal rights and inclusive policies exist. This exposes a critical limitation of 

rights-based and innovation-driven approaches: formal inclusion does not dismantle informal 

hierarchies. If cultural and institutional norms that shape everyday interactions are left 

unchallenged, policy reforms are merely offering symbolic inclusion without reducing 

structural inequality (Fraser, 1998). 

A parallel pattern emerges in the domain of HIV prevention. Despite major advances, 

progress remains uneven, with structural inequalities continuing to determine who benefits 

from innovation (UNAIDS, 2024). As Manyeruke (Article 4, pp 35–41) illustrates, access to 

HIV prevention is shaped less by the availability of technologies than by entrenched barriers 

such as criminalisation, stigma, gender-based violence, fragmented services, and unequal 

funding priorities. In this context, biomedical breakthroughs expand what is technically 

possible without necessarily expanding what is socially accessible. As Amartya Sen (1999, 

2009) reminds us, capabilities depend not on tools alone, but on the conditions that allow 

people to use them. Without sustained investment in community-led models, service 

integration, and locally grounded knowledge production, HIV prevention risks becoming 

another case of innovation addressing only the symptoms, while leaving the structural drivers 

of inequality intact. 

What unites these diverse contexts is a shared critique of what might be called 

solutionism—the belief that faster, smarter, or more innovative interventions can bypass the 

demanding work of structural transformation. These articles do not reject innovation; rather, 

they insist that it be politically situated. Feminist, intersectional, and decolonial perspectives 

remind us that inequality is relational and historical, produced through institutions, norms, and 

epistemic hierarchies that determine whose knowledge counts and whose suffering is tolerable 

(Crenshaw, 1997; Kabeer, 2015; Waylen, 2014). 
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Altogether these articles demand more than incremental reform, but transformative 

remedies. Addressing inequality requires more than inclusive language or participatory add-

ons. It requires rethinking the assumptions that underpin policy itself. Indigenous 

epistemologies, feminist disability studies, and community-led health approaches are not 

peripheral perspectives, but critical frameworks for challenging dominant models of 

governance. Without this shift in perspective, even well-intentioned innovations might 

reproduce the very inequalities they aim to resolve. 

In a fast-moving world enamoured with technological fixes, these articles insist on a 

slower, more demanding task. We must understand how inequality is embedded in existing 

social structures and ensure that those most marginalised are not merely recipients of policy, 

but authors of alternative futures. 
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