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VULNERABILITY, PARTICULARITY, ADVOCACY AND TRUST

In her compelling article “February 22, 2001: Toward a Politics of the Vulnerable Body”, Debra Bergoffen considers some potential effects of the 2001 UN war crimes trial, where three Bosnian soldiers were found guilty of crimes against humanity for raping and torturing Muslim women and girls. In linking “women’s dignity to their ‘fundamental human right to sexual self-determination,’” she suggests, the court disrupts an entrenched western pattern of defining crimes against humanity from the point of view of a “normative ‘neutral’ body”: white, male, and in the prime of life.1 This disruption occurs at the core of the post-Kantian social imaginary, with its rarely-contested conception of rational, autonomous human homogeneity. Bergoffen draws attention, by contrast, to the “heterogeneity of ... mutual vulnerability”; to events where “woman’s otherness and vulnerability” speak to “a universal human obligation to acknowledge and abide by the virtue of trust” (133, my italics).This is a large and generous idea, less cloying than the discourse of care, less minimalist than the discourse of rights, and thoughtful in requiring ‘us’ to rethink issues of justice, when substantive equality can be neither presupposed nor achieved. What is involved in starting theory and practice from a place where human beings are imagined not as rational, self-sufficient, self-conscious agents - best realized in the normative status of the Enlightenment “man of reason” - but as vulnerable creatures who can live their vulnerabilities well only in climates of recognition, mutual responsibility, and trust? 



The court’s decision enters public rhetorical spaces carved out, most notably, by the 1993 Second World Congress on Human Rights in Vienna; and the 1995 Fourth World Congress on Women in Beijing. Yet, as a locus of utterance whose pronouncements circulate, if slowly, through social-political discourse, the court reanimates feminist discourse on such matters as autonomy, rights, sexual self-determination, vulnerability, trust, and the specificity of human circumstances, even within their commonalities. Its decision gives momentum to public deliberation; it could initiate a transformative social imaginary, capable of infiltrating and further dislodging the hegemonic imaginary for which autonomous man, self-sufficient, invulnerable, transparent, and infinitely replicable, has been the principal player.


Signalling the heterogeneity of vulnerability, the necessity (in Bergoffen’s words), of acknowledging heterogeneity within “woman’s [and other] otherness” from that sedimented white male norm, points toward a radical epistemic re-imagining of otherness - of alterity: an epistemology committed to taking into account alterity’s points of common reference and its discrete particularities, and to engaging with the power structures that shape and maintain it. In short, and far-reaching in its potential to unsettle a complex of ontological, moral, legal, and other political significations, the disruption the Hague court effects contests epistemological assumptions on which practices that presume to know other people rely, in post-Enlightenment theories of knowledge and moral-political theories. Most salient for my purposes here, it unsettles western epistemology’s self-presentation as a neutral, rational, universally applicable, yet detached and dislocated inquiry into conditions for the possibility of knowledge.


But working toward a politics of the vulnerable body is by no means straightforward,  for professional philosophy maintains a principled disdain for the material-corporeal specificities of human lives; and in the trickle-down effects of that disdain into the received social-political, and legal, imaginary, “anecdotal evidence” - the derogatory label reserved for “testimony” - tends to be discredited as “special interest” pleading. Hence the project of creating spaces where the Hague decision could set in motion discursive re-configurations of thought, deliberation, democratic principles and “our” lives as citizens of this rapidly changing world, is neither easy nor conflict-free. Related issues arise in Judith Butler’s “The Question of Social Transformation”, where she finds “keeping our notion of the ‘human’ open to a future articulation ... [to be] essential to the project of a critical international human rights discourse and politics.” She cautions her readers that taking the field of the human - and thus the entrenched modalities of human intelligibility - for granted can produce a failure “to think critically - and ethically - about the consequential ways that the human is being produced, reproduced, deproduced”, declaring that she “cannot imagine a ‘responsible’ ethics or theory of social transformation” operating without such critical inquiry”.2 Hence, for example, “the ways in which women are said to “know” or to “be known” are already orchestrated by power precisely at that moment in which the terms of ‘acceptable’ categorization are instituted” (215). 


These questions expose the complexity of Bergoffen’s proposal, while underscoring a larger question: what would it be to move “toward a politics of the vulnerable body”? How would it be if vulnerability - vulnerabilities - claimed the moral-political and epistemological attention that contortions around preserving an overblown autonomy ideal have claimed, to the peril of the vulnerable - of all of us?The epistemological issues it generates - the politics of epistemology - are my point of entry into these issues; but I make no sharp distinctions among ontological, moral, and epistemological issues: they are tightly interwoven, and reciprocally constitutive. The question is how to negotiate away from sedimented imaginings in which human beings figure as rational autonomous agents, and toward full, knowledgeable recognition that humanity is indeed comprised of particularities, multiply, diversely vulnerable yet resilient creatures, who could live their vulnerabilities well, realize their strengths and dignity, achieve sexual and other self-determination only in social-political-ecological climates of open debate, where listening claims some of the space reserved for monologic pronouncements, and mutual responsibility and trust promote an autonomy reconfigured in its most basic conception.
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