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Introduction: What Is Vulnerability, and Why Does
It Matter for Moral Theory?

Catriona Mackenzie, Wendy Rogers, and Susan Dodds

In the first section of this introduction, we identify four questions that an
ethics of vulnerability needs to address: What is vulnerability? Why does
vulnerability give rise to moral obligations and duties of justice? Who
bears primary responsibility for responding to vulnerability? And how
are our obligations to the vulnerable best fulfilled? We explain how these
questions have been addressed in the recent literature on vulnerability
in ethics, bioethics, and feminist philosophy and articulate the central
theoretical challenges for an ethics of vulnerability. In addressing the
question “What is vulnerability?”, we propose a distinctive taxonomy
of different sources (inherent, situational, and pathogenic) and states
(dispositional and occurrent) of vulnerability. The second section of the
introduction provides an overview of the structure of the volume and a
précis of each essay.

Human life is conditioned by vulnerability. By virtue of our embodiment,
human beings have bodily and material needs; are exposed to physical illness,
injury, disability, and death; and depend on the care of others for extended
periods during our lives. As social and affective beings we are emotionally
and psychologically vulnerable to others in myriad ways: to loss and grief; to
neglect, abuse, and lack of care; to rejection, ostracism, and humiliation. As
sociopolitical beings, we are vulnerable to exploitation, manipulation, oppres-
sion, political violence, and rights abuses. And we are vulnerable to the natural
environment and to the impact on the environment of our own, individual
and collective, actions and technologies.

Although moral theorists, political philosophers, and bioethicists generally
acknowledge that our human vulnerability is normatively significant, there has
been little systematic analysis of the concept of vulnerability. The aim of this
volume is to address this gap. By bringing a range of theoretical perspectives to
bear on the concept of vulnerability, we hope to focus philosophical attention
on its importance for moral theory and bioethics. In both everyday moral dis-
course and moral theorizing, vulnerability is often invoked in connection with
a range of other concepts, including harm, need, dependency, care, and exploi-
tation. The essays in this volume begin the theoretical work of understanding
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and disentangling these conceptual connections. In doing so, they identify
and seek to address some of the central challenges involved in developing and
applying an ethics of vulnerability. One challenge is to delineate the scope of
the concept—does it apply universally to all persons or mainly to persons or
groups who are “more than ordinarily vulnerable (Sellman 2005, p. 4)? Other
challenges include explaining why vulnerability generates moral and politi-
cal obligations and clarifying the nature of these obligations, elucidating its
connections to related ethical concepts, and addressing the danger of using
discourses of vulnerability and protection to justify unwarranted paternalism
and coercion of individuals and groups identified as vulnerable.

Despite the general undertheorization of the concept of vulnerability, it has
been the focus of recent debate and discussion in three main areas. First, work by
feminist theorists, such as Virginia Held (1987) and Eva Kittay (1999), on depen-
dency and the ethics of care has highlighted the normative significance of vul-
nerability, and its importance for moral and political theory, a theme taken up
subsequently in the work of Alasdair MacIntyre (1999) and Martha Nussbaum
(2006). The focus on vulnerability and dependency in the work of feminist the-
orists also draws on Robert Goodin’s (1985) influential welfare consequential-
ist theory of vulnerability, which places duties to protect the vulnerable at the
center of moral obligation. Indeed Goodin is an important interlocutor for our
discussion in this introduction and for many of the contributors to this volume.’

Second, the concept of vulnerability has been the focus of debate in bio-
ethics, particularly in research ethics and more recently in the work of the
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO
2005) and the European Commission on the core principles of bioethics.”
Within bioethics, vulnerability is variably viewed as an ontological condition
of all human existence and as a marker to identify those who require extra
care, where the especially vulnerable are “those whose autonomy or dignity or
integrity are capable of being threatened” (Kemp 1999, p. 9). These two con-
ceptions of vulnerability are invoked in UNESCO’s recent Report of IBC on the
Principle of Respect for Human Vulnerability and Personal Integrity (UNESCO
2011), which acknowledges universal human frailty, emphasizes contextual
features that create or exacerbate vulnerability, and identifies specific groups
who are especially vulnerable.:

Third, Judith Butler’s (2004, 2009) explorations of the ethics of corporeal
vulnerability have sparked interest in the notion of vulnerability as an onto-
logical condition of our humanity. Butler explores the ethical implications of
the inherent vulnerability of the human body, which exposes us to the actions

' The work of Goodin and Kittay is also discussed extensively in chapter 7 by Dodds.

*Vulnerability is identified as one of the European Commission’s Basic Ethical Principles in Bioethics
and Biolaw (Kemp 1999, p. 5).

3 For an extensive discussion of the place of vulnerability in bioethics, see chapter 2 by Rogers.
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of others and may elicit a wide range of responses from them—from violence,
abuse and contempt through to care, generosity, and love. This ambiguity is
an ineradicable feature of the self-other relation and renders human life pre-
carious. Butler suggests that precariousness—our human vulnerability to the
actions of others—generates ethical obligations to ameliorate suffering and
redress the inequities that exacerbate vulnerability. While emphasizing that
precariousness is an ontological condition of human life, Butler also stresses
that we are not all affected by it to the same degree. Some individuals and
populations are disproportionately precarious, namely, those exposed to social
and political violence and the ills associated with poverty.*

Recently, this has led Butler to a concern with human rights and distributive
justice, a central theme in the work of other theorists who have taken up her
notion of corporeal vulnerability. For example, legal theorist Martha Albertson
Fineman (2008) appeals to the idea of corporeal vulnerability in the context of
a critique of liberal legal and political theory, proposing that the concept of the
vulnerable subject provides a new theoretical perspective for understanding
inequality and disadvantage. Sociologist Bryan S. Turner (2006) draws on the
notion of corporeal vulnerability in the context of human rights discourse and
argues that human rights legislation responds to and seeks to mitigate corpo-
real, ontological vulnerability. Butler’s work on ontological vulnerability is also
connected to recent European activism and theoretical writing on precarity
(Standing 2011), which refers primarily to the increased economic vulnerabil-
ity experienced by some social groups as a result of globalization, the ideology
and influence of neoliberalism, and the effects of the global financial crisis.

Our aim in this introduction is to motivate the project of the volume, to
explain in more detail some of the theoretical and practical challenges for an
ethics of vulnerability, and to situate the essays in the context of recent research
and debate. Since the work of feminist theorists has played a crucial role in
highlighting the normative significance of vulnerability, we see the volume as
an important contribution to a range of ongoing debates in feminist ethics and
bioethics, as discussed in the following sections.

1. Theoretical Issues
An ethics of vulnerability must begin by addressing four questions: What is

vulnerability? Why does vulnerability give rise to moral obligations and duties
of justice? Who bears primary responsibility for responding to vulnerability?

* For a sympathetic appraisal of Butler’s corporeal humanism, see Murphy (2011). Many of the
central themes in Butler’s work resonate with our concerns in this volume, and her work is highly sug-
gestive. However, we do not engage in more detail with her work in this volume, in part because of her
resistance to normative ethical inquiry.
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And how are our obligations to the vulnerable best fulfilled? In this section
we outline some of the ways these questions have been addressed in recent
literature. In the following section we provide an overview of the volume and
summarize the argument of each chapter.

1.1. WHAT IS VULNERABILITY?

There are two broad kinds of response to this question in the literature. The first
links the concept of vulnerability to its derivation from the Latin word vulnus
(“wound”) and to the capacity to suffer that is inherent in human embodiment.
To be vulnerable is to be fragile, to be susceptible to wounding and to suffering;
this susceptibility is an ontological condition of our humanity, “a universal,
inevitable, enduring aspect of the human condition,” as legal theorist Fineman
(2008, p. 8) points out. Other theorists who understand vulnerability this way
are as diverse as Butler (2004, 2009), Maclntyre (1999), Nussbaum (2006),
Ricoeur (2007), Schildrick (2002), and Turner (2006). According to Turner, it
is because we are embodied that human beings have “an organic propensity to
disease and sickness, that death and dying are inescapable, and that aging bod-
ies are subject to impairment and disability” (p. 29). MacIntyre and Nussbaum
draw attention to our human animality—that our bodies are animal bodies,
which are liable to affliction and injury. These theorists also link our corpo-
real vulnerability to the inherent sociality of human life: as embodied, social
beings, we are both vulnerable to the actions of others and dependent on the
care and support of other people—to varying degrees at various points in our
lives. As Butler (2009, p. 31) puts it, “The body is constitutively social and inter-
dependent,” and it is this embodied vulnerability to others that makes human
life precarious. Vulnerability and dependency are thus intertwined.’

An important motivation of theorists who highlight the universality of
inherent ontological vulnerability and the interconnections between vulnera-
bility and dependency is to focus attention on the need to reframe some of the
founding assumptions of contemporary moral and political theory. MacIntyre
(1999), for example, argues that moral philosophy has largely ignored the
moral significance of vulnerability and dependence, a mistake he suggests
arises from an overemphasis on rational agency and the concomitant mis-
taken “belief that our rationality as thinking beings is somehow independent
of our animality” (p. 5). Placing vulnerability and dependence at the heart of
moral theory, he argues, reveals that “the virtues of rational agency need for
their adequate exercise to be accompanied by ...the virtues of acknowledged
dependence and that a failure to understand this is apt to obscure some fea-
tures of rational agency” (p. 8).

5 We discuss the complex relations between vulnerability and dependency in what follows. See also
chapters 7 by Dodds and 8 by Scully.
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Nussbaum (2006) also contends that moral theory, particularly in its
Kantian variants, has failed to account for the normative significance of
human vulnerability. Although the concept of dignity is central to Nussbaum’s
version of capabilities theory, she contrasts her understanding of dignity, and
its underlying conception of the human being, with a Kantian conception of
dignity and personhood. She interprets the latter as founded on the Stoic idea
that what specifically characterizes human personhood are the capacities for
moral reason and freedom, which are radically distinguished from our ani-
mality and from the realm of natural necessity. It is in virtue of these capaci-
ties that human persons have a respect-worthy status. In contrast, Nussbaum
situates her conception of dignity within an Aristotelian/Marxist tradition.
According to this tradition, as Nussbaum characterizes it, human rationality
and morality are interwoven with human animality, vulnerability, and bodily
need. Thus, she says, “Our dignity just is the dignity of a certain sort of ani-
mal...that very sort of dignity could not be possessed by a being who was not
mortal and vulnerable” (p. 132)—that is, a “needy enmattered being” (p. 278),
whose rational capacities develop and change over the course of a human
life. Furthermore, according to this tradition, sociability is a fundamental
and pervasive characteristic of human life: “We live for and with others and
regard a life not lived in affiliation with others to be a life not worth living”
(Nussbaum 1992, p. 219). To be a human being is to be a particular kind of
animal whose existence and flourishing depend on social relations with oth-
ers, including relations of care.

Fineman (2008) proposes that the concept of universal vulnerability
provides a powerful theoretical lens for reconfiguring legal and political
approaches to inequality and disadvantage. She argues that antidiscrimination
law and notions of formal equality fail to rectify inequalities and disadvantage
arising from social exclusion and structural injustice because they are founded
on the “myth” of the autonomous, independent, adult subject of liberal the-
ory.® A focus on universal vulnerability exposes this myth and necessitates a
reframing of social policy around the figure of the vulnerable subject and his or
her needs: “The vulnerable subject approach does what the one-dimensional
liberal subject cannot: it embodies the fact that human reality encompasses
a wide range of differing and interdependent abilities over the span of a life-
time” (p. 12). Whereas the myth of the liberal subject places responsibility for
disadvantage onto individuals, for failing to make the most of the opportuni-
ties afforded them, placing the vulnerable subject at the heart of social policy

¢ However, we question Fineman’s conception of the autonomous subject and her understand-
ing of vulnerability and autonomy as opposing states. For more detailed discussion see chapter 1 by
Mackenzie. Other contributors to this volume also suggest that relational theories of autonomy (see,
e.g., Mackenzie & Stoljar 2000) can reconcile the apparent tensions between vulnerability and auton-
omy (see chapters 5 by Anderson and 7 by Scully; see also Anderson & Honneth 2005).



