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Gilded scars: Constructing the Proudly Vulnerable Political
Subject

Recent feminist scholarship has redefined vulnerability as the shared ontological
characteristic of all (human) beings. While this move has enabled reconceptualising
vulnerability as the shared commonality of humanity, it has also brought forward a question
on whether and how this resignified concept might be employable as a source of political
agency. In this article, we offer a typology of three distinct ways in which political agency
based on vulnerability is assembled. Based on extant literature, we distinguish between
political mobilisations of embodied injurability and political mobilising based on shared
precarity. Alongside these, we identify a third modality based on our empirical work where
activists publicly display their many vulnerabilities with an aim to make them acceptable and
valued. We call this transvaluing vulnerability. Through the creation of a ‘proudly vulnerable
political subject’, the activists prefigure a different kind of society based on collective care.
This political project, we argue, is enabled by the ambivalence of vulnerability as both
openness to injury and to care. It does not start from vulnerability as a problem to be tackled,

nor a condition to be overcome, but as a capacity to be accepted and collectively cared for.

Keywords: vulnerability, agency, bodies, visibility, political subjectivity, transvaluation

There has been a significant upsurge of critical feminist interest in vulnerability over, at least,
the last decade (see e.g. Beattie and Schick 2013; Bergoffen 2003; Butler 2004, 2009, 2015,
2016; Cavarero 2009; Drichel 2013; Ferrarese 2016, 2018; Fineman 2008, 2010, 2014,

Fineman and Grear 2016; Gilson 2011, 2014, 2016, 2021; Koivunen et al. 2018; Mackenzie et
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al., 2014a; Murphy 2011, 2012; Oliviero 2018; Petherbridge 2016; Ziarek 2013). The concept
has been employed to investigate, from a new angle, persistent societal inequalities, ranging
from vulnerability’s connections to violence (Murphy 2011, 2012), resilience (Dodds 2014),
security (Butler 2004), care (Tong 2014; Vaittinen 2015), cultural policy (e.g. Part III of
Koivunen et al., 2018), governmental responsibility and the state (Fineman 2008, 2010;
Vaittinen 2015), and vulnerability’s relation to ethics and moral obligations (Lloyd 2015;
Butler 2009; Gilson 2014; Mackenzie et al., 2014a). Another strand of research has explored
the ways in which discourse of vulnerability is used to serve regressive, reactionary, or

conservative ends (Oliviero 2018).

Coinciding with this heightened interest, feminist scholars have undertaken a ‘resignification’
of the concept of vulnerability (Cole 2016). Alongside the specific conditions of harm and
injury suffered by particular people and groups, feminist scholars have proposed vulnerability
as the shared ontological characteristic of all (human) beings (Butler 2009, 2015; Cavarero,
2009; Fineman 2008; 2010; Gilson 2011, 2014). While this move has enabled
reconceptualising vulnerability as the shared commonality of humanity, it has also raised
questions about what this reconceptualisation means for political agency. Alyson Cole (2016:
262), for instance, has argued that such a move makes it harder to delineate between ‘those
who are injurable and those already injured’, with the effect that vulnerability loses its capacity

to name and harness a political subjectivity.
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The purpose of this article is to identify the diverse ways in which people act agentially from a
place of vulnerability. Based on extant literature, we first distinguish between political
mobilisations of embodied injurability and political mobilising based on shared precarity.
Embodied injurability serves as a tool of political agency when (the possibility of) exposure to
physical harm is made visible as a political claim (Lloyd B 2024; 2018; Machin 2023).
Precarity, in turn, can serve as a site of building a political collective based on shared situational
conditions of vulnerability — be they economic, social, legal, cultural or political (Butler 2015).
Alongside these two, we identify a third modality of mobilising vulnerability based on our
empirical work with marginalised activists, as well as a case study of the performance artist
Kris Grey. In it, political actors publicly display their many vulnerabilities with an aim to make
them acceptable and valued. Through the creation of a ‘proudly vulnerable political subject’,
their aim is to show, challenge, and change the cultural norms that define vulnerability as
weakness and failure. We argue that transvaluing vulnerability in this way serves as a tool to
prefigure a society based on collective care by making visible our inescapable shared

ontological vulnerability.

The article explores situational and ontological vulnerability as simultaneously existing
conditions that can both be employable as a source of political agency. Embodied injurability
mobilises our shared corporeal capacity for harm, but often tackles specific situational
conditions of vulnerability. Constructing a political subject based on shared precarity, equally,

operates by mobilising against ‘unlivable conditions’ (Butler 2015: 26), and enables coming
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together as humans with similar needs for sustaining life. Mobilisations based on precarity
often work to eradicate a particular condition of heightened vulnerability. Transvalued
vulnerability, in turn, both mobilises and argues for our shared ontological vulnerability. Its
argument is not against specific conditions of harm, but rather for ontological vulnerability to
be accepted and revalorised. This, we argue, is enabled by the ambivalence of vulnerability as

both the capacity to be injured and cared for.

In our examples, we discuss different forms of vulnerability: alongside examples of embodied
harm and injury, we explore social forms of vulnerability like unrecognition, devaluation and
stigma. Instead of treating these as distinct and separate, we argue for their consideration side
by side as, in the lived realities of many, the two often are constitutive of one another. As
Michele Lamont (2023: 4) puts it: ‘Dignity affects quality of life just as much as material
resources do’. More concretely, situations of intensified social vulnerability are often
connected to heightened risks of bodily harm and injury, and diversely difficult social and

economic conditions (Lamont et al., 2016; Link and Phelan 2001).

Our article proceeds by first presenting existing debates about the political potential of
vulnerability, and the diverse ways to conceive of the vulnerable political subject. After
presenting our data and methods, we offer two illustrations. The first is based on ethnographic
fieldwork among young mental health activists in Finland, and the second on public
descriptions of and published interviews with a genderqueer artist/activist who performs

vulnerability. Through these, we show the creation of the figure of a proudly vulnerable
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political subject. We end by considering the repercussions of such a figure for the possibilities

of political subjectivity based on vulnerability.

Vulnerability and agency

Despite their theoretical differences, many recent feminist approaches begin from the
apparently simple idea that: ‘Human life is conditioned by vulnerability’ (Mackenzie et al.,
2014b: 1). Being both ‘inevitable’ and ‘unavoidable’ (Gilson 2011: 309), vulnerability is
regarded as an intrinsic, universally shared, and inescapable aspect of human finitude
(Cavarero 2009: 31; Fineman 2008, 2010; Gilson 2011: 301-11). Not a mark of specific bodies
but an ontological feature of all ‘enmattered’ (Nussbaum 2006: 278) existence. Physical and
material needs put us all at risk of injury, disability, illness, and death, exposing us to the
possibility of physical, psychological, and emotional harm, and rendering us (potentially) liable
to exploitation, domination, oppression, and violence. Vulnerability, as Beattie (2013: 62) puts

it, is ‘the resulting status of the agent’s embodied state’.

As Adriana Cavarero (2009: 30) points out, however, there is nothing ‘necessary about the
vulnus (wound) embedded in the term “vulnerable”.” It simply signals a ‘potential’ for
wounding ‘in contingent circumstances’ (Cavarero 2009: 30). To understand why ‘some are
more vulnerable than others’ (Cole 2016) feminists usually draw an analytical distinction
between ontological, existential, or ‘inherent’ vulnerability, which is ‘the vulnerability intrinsic

to our human condition” (MacKenzie et al., 2014b: 7), and contingent forms of vulnerability,
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variously labelled ‘context specific’ (Mackenzie et al., 2014b: 7), ‘situational’ (Gilson 2014;
Mackenzie 2014; Mackenzie et al., 2014b), ‘contextual’ (Rogers 2014), or ‘particular’
(Fineman 2010). This refers to vulnerability that is conditional: socially, politically,
economically, legally, or culturally manufactured, differentially allocated, and of variable
duration (from short term, sporadic, to persistent) but neither permanent nor universal
(Mackenzie et al., 2014b). As Erinn Gilson (2014: 37) puts it: the ‘specific forms that

vulnerability takes in the social world’.

The purpose of the analytic distinction between existential and conditional vulnerabilities is
not to stipulate two entirely independent forms of vulnerability (Gilson 2014; Mackenzie
2014b). Rather, much like Judith Butler’s (2009) depiction of the relation between precarity
and precariousness, the two are conceived as inter-imbricated with the former furnishing the
condition of possibility to produce the latter. Situational vulnerability, therefore, is best thought
of as amplifying and giving specific shape to existential vulnerability, making it more severe
for particular subjects in particular settings. For example, when vulnerability to pain or death
from wounding, features common to life incarnate, are intensified and made more acute for

particular fleshy populations (trans individuals or women) in specific situations.

While distinguishing between existential and situational vulnerability is important for
identifying the shared but nevertheless differentiated nature of vulnerability, a second
distinction found in the literature is more directly germane to the issue of vulnerability’s

relation to agency. The so-called ‘common sense view’ of vulnerability (Schroeder and
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Gefenas 2009: 114) generally treats it as ‘the possibility of being attacked or harmed, either
physically or emotionally’ (see, e.g. Hutchings 2013: 25). Being vulnerable is thus synonymous
with being ‘defenseless, liable, imperfect, unprepared, frail, susceptible, weak, helpless, open
to, exposed, in danger’ (Schroeder and Gefanas 2009: 114). Vulnerability is linked, therefore,
with ideas of suffering, fragility, distress, and, in line with its etymological origins (from
vulnus), wounding (Mackenzie et al., 2014b: 4). As such, vulnerability is treated as a ‘negative
attribute’ (Shildrick 2002: 1). Further, such a position assumes that vulnerability equates to
powerlessness (Mackenzie et al., 2014b: 9) and that paternalistic intervention is required to
restore autonomy to the vulnerable (Mackenzie et al, 2014b: 9, 15). Finally, it leads to the
characterisation of certain groups or persons as inherently vulnerable (Butler 2015: 139;
Fineman 2010: 266; Gilson 2014: 34). A common assumption, sometimes implicit,
occasionally explicit, within these explanations of vulnerability is that it entails an inability to
protect oneself or to act in one’s own interests. Subsequently it leads to a significant diminution,

if not the outright eradication, of political agency (Butler, Gambetta and Sabsay, 2016a: 1).

As an example, Martha Fineman (2010; 2014) has developed the figure of a ‘vulnerable legal
subject’ to justify the need for more active state interventions and public policy. Attributing
vulnerability as a characteristic of certain people, this approach regards the eradication of
vulnerability as the objective of political action. However, groups defined as vulnerable are
positioned more as objects than subjects of political action: people who require the agency and

protection of others. Agency within this tradition is assigned to social movements and activists
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whose goal it is to buffer against vulnerabilities (e.g. Abrams 2023; Fineman 2014). As Moya
Lloyd (2024: 114) puts it, this ‘risks stereotyping particular groups or persons as vulnerable
per se, regardless of any clearly identifiable structural or situational threat to them, such that

their identity becomes defined by their purported vulnerability’.

A similar line of argument can be found in work exploring how ‘rhetorics of vulnerability’
(Oliviero 2018: 13) are weaponised for regressive, reactionary, and conservative political ends.
Claims such as that the nation, marriage, and the family are made vulnerable by, variously, the
immigrants, LGBT persons, and abortion activists, and require government intervention to
secure them (Oliviero 2018). The discourses so weaponised generally evoke the narrow
understanding of vulnerability as exposure to risk, harm, or precarity noted above. They
construe vulnerability as a limiting characteristic of specific groups and institutions. What is
noteworthy, however, is that the cases Oliviero explores concerns dominant groups. As Anu
Koivunen, Katariina Kyr6ld, and Ingrid Ryberg (2018: 3) note, here ‘the feeling of injury
gathers affective charge around and for the privileged,” which suggests that vulnerability can
function as ‘something that anyone experiencing hurt can “claim” for themselves, whether that
hurt derives from the momentary loss of structural privilege or from structural oppression’
(Kyrold (2018: 38). By contending that such groups and institutions require government (and
other forms of) protection, regressive rhetorics of vulnerability also tend to perpetuate the idea

that vulnerability aligns with passivity rather than agency.
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Given the assumptions tied to the ‘common sense’ interpretation of vulnerability, it is hardly
surprising that alternative, more expansive feminist figurations of vulnerability have appeared,
many centering on, what Ann Murphy (2012: 65) refers to as, its ‘ambiguous potential’.
‘Irremediably open to wounding and caring, the vulnerable one,” Cavarero (2009: 30) writes,
‘exists totally in the tension generated by this alternative’ (see Lloyd 2024; Murphy 2012). For
her vulnerability is not reducible to helplessness. Gilson (2011: 310, original emphasis)
describes ‘[v]ulnerability’ as an ‘ambivalent’ condition that both ‘limits us’ and ‘can enable
us’. Similarly, Ewa Ziarek (2013: 68) acknowledges that vulnerability ‘signifies the damaging
and indeed disastrous effects of domination and power,” but insists that it has a second,
‘positive meaning’ in that ‘it can be reclaimed as a condition of intersubjective freedom, action,
and political engagement’. Taken together, these approaches suggest that the shared human
capacity for wounding and caring should be understood as one of the very conditions of
possibility of resistance (Butler, Gambetti and Sabsay, 2016a), employable as a tool and a

resource of collective mobilisation and politicisation (Lloyd 2024).

In this article, therefore, we focus on this more expansive understanding of vulnerability to
consider under what conditions, and within which political projects, vulnerability might serve
as the basis of political agency, and what kind of political agency it gives rise to. Despite
powerful theoretical arguments on the agentic potential of vulnerability (e.g. Butler 2015, 2016;
Ziarek 2013: 68), a systematic account of the different ways in which vulnerability is

‘mobilized in forms of resistance’ (Butler 2015: 123) is lacking. This question is particularly
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thorny, as the feminist project of redefining and revalorising vulnerability has been criticised

precisely for its incapacitating effects for political agency (see e.g. Cole 2016).

Political mobilisations of vulnerability’

Extant literature discusses two main ways in which vulnerability grounds or mobilises agency.
We label them here embodied injurability and precarity. We begin by first briefly describing
the two using examples from existing scholarship, before moving on to present a third
alternative, developed principally out of our empirical work, which we term ‘transvalued

vulnerability’.

Embodied injurability refers to non-verbal political action that draws on, makes visible, and
‘weaponises’ embodied vulnerability (e.g. Lloyd 2024; Machin 2023). These performative
forms of protest, like hunger striking or lip-sewing, are often discussed as a last-resort-tool in
our democratic toolkit. Prior scholarship has identified embodied injurability predominantly in
contexts where other means of political influence are unavailable or highly circumscribed for
the actors involved, such as imprisoned suffragettes (Machin 2023) or detained asylum seekers

(Lloyd 2024). Because of this ‘last-resort’ connotation, embodied injurability can also be

! By political mobilisation in this article, we mean how vulnerability in its diverse forms is marshalled for
agential action, not how the language, vocabularies, or discourses of vulnerability are galvanised for political,
including conservative or reactionary, ends.

10
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invoked to aggravate the gravity of a political cause, like in the case of hunger-striking climate

activists (Wake and Smith, 2024).

Theorising hunger striking, Aitchison (2022) identifies three roles for the mobilisation of
embodied injurability: communicative, coercive and expressive. Public manifestations of
embodied injurability are vehicles to instill affective responses in the audience, but equally
tools to compel the government or any other opposing party to act. Finally, manifestations of
embodied injurability are forms of claiming agency: despite everything, one still has agency
over one’s body. All of these roles are premised on the interruptive function of embodied
injurability: corporeal suffering, self-injury and harm are customarily not visible in our
societies, and thus their public display can simultaneously carry out three distinct political

objectives.

This form of mobilisation of vulnerability employs shared ontological vulnerability as the tool
and source of power for political action (Lloyd 2015, 2024), but the aim of political action
targets a situated form of vulnerability. While hunger striking, for example, gains its force from
our inherent injurability, the object of hunger striking is a more specifically defined form of
vulnerability or injustice. As a result, the political subject created through hunger striking is
defined both through their specific political aims, and through their embodied injurability, or
what Amanda Machin (2023: 40) terms, ‘the weakening and suffering of the body’. It is thus
that hunger striking ‘galvanizes and strengthens a nascent political identity’, in Machin’s case

that of the ‘true suffragette’. Embodied performances of vulnerability, then, can engender novel

11
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political subjectivities that are premised on their particular condition and on their shared

capacity for injury.

The second form, precarity, mobilises ontological vulnerability differently. Instead of
deploying the potential to be injured as its primary tool, mobilisations based on precarity draw
on ontological vulnerability as the basis of their political claims and collective organisation.
While their tools of political action can range from demonstrations to online protests, their
claims are founded on the premise of human vulnerability and the subsequent absolute need

for ‘conditions of a liveable life’.

Precarity as a basis of mobilisation originally found traction in analyses of economic and labour
protest. ‘Precarity activism’ (e.g. Casas-Cortes 2019; De Sario 2007) has been used as a
denominator for protests against neoliberal economic and financial policies, and, in particular,
the shift toward labour casualisation. In these examples, precarity allows articulating ‘a we’
based on a shared experience of disposability and thus has enabled the crafting of new
collective identities like the Indignados in Spain or the 99% worldwide (Casas-Cortes 2019).
Vatansever (2023) identifies how precarity functions both as a ‘collective action frame’ that

prescribes the problem to be tackled, and the common denominator for the collective created.

Butler (2015) discusses the potential of political agency based on precarity through the concept
of performativity. They (2015: 27) contend that precarity as a specific and actively created
form of injury can provide ‘a site of alliance among groups of people who do not otherwise

find much in common’. Examples include marches against police and military violence in

12
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Turkey that brought together feminists, transgendered people, drag queens, human rights
activists, secularists and Muslims (Butler 2015: 53). Butler’s claim is that through the act of
coming together under the shared condition of precarity, precarious populations are able to
construct collective political agency, and lay claim to the power to act and to appear in public.
Here, the experience of disposability exacerbates the ontological condition of vulnerability and
allows for mobilising based on and against it. Crucially, in mobilisations based on precarity,
political claims and political subjectivity are enmeshed: as people struggle for the conditions
of a liveable life, their persistent appearing in public spaces makes simultaneously visible both
their situational and ontological vulnerability and serves as their argument for change — for the

eradication of precarity.

It is our contention that these two examples do not exhaust the possible ways in which
vulnerability and agency intersect. Based on our analysis, we propose a third form that we term
‘transvalued vulnerability’. Vulnerable political subjectivities, we posit, not only emerge
through the performances of bodily injurability, but also rest on the ambivalence of
vulnerability as the shared human capacity to be affected in both harmful and caring ways. This
porosity towards others enables envisioning an inclusive political subjectivity that is relational,
imbricated in the inseparability of the capacity to be hurt and cared for. The creation of such a
political subjectivity takes shape through, first, the revalorisation of vulnerability by pointing

to its dual valence, and second, by highlighting our inescapable interdependence as its result.

13
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This form of political subjectivity does not emerge out of distinction with ‘the other’ but from

a place of unquestionable commonality and interdependence.

We anchor on Butler’s (2009: 34) observation that the body is vulnerable because it ‘invariably
comes up against the outside world’: including other persons, norms, environmental factors,
social and political organisations. For Butler (2009: 34, 61), this does not signal that corporeal
vulnerability is reducible to injurability. Rather, they see that ‘the general predicament of
unwilled proximity to others and to circumstances beyond one’s control’ (Butler in Hark and
Villa 2011: 200) animates all modes of somatic responsiveness to the world. This refers to all
the different ways in which we are affected or impacted by what is outside us, by whatever or
whomever makes an impression on us, including ‘all the various ways in which we are moved,
entered, touched’. Here vulnerability has a ‘dual valence’ (Lloyd 2024: 115). It is both the
condition of possibility for dispossessive experiences of pain, suffering, violence and death —
for harm in the conventional sense of vulnerability — and simultaneously for dispossessive
experiences of love, desire, care, hope, and life, as well as for ethical responsiveness, politics,

and resistance (Lloyd 2015: 171-172).

The notion of transvalued vulnerability arises out of empirical exploration. To begin with we
show how young, marginalised activists seek to assemble a political subjectivity based on the
premise of shared human vulnerability, to revalorise vulnerability from a weakness to our
shared ontological condition, and to prefigure a society based on collective care as its

unavoidable consequence. We further discuss a performance by genderqueer artist Kris Grey

14
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and their account of its political potential, to argue that the feminist redefinition of vulnerability
also encompasses performative and embodied political acts as shared experiential moments
that have the possibility to engender new political spaces and subjectivities. As vulnerability is
not only a shared condition of injurability, but also a shared ability to be affected in more caring
ways, performances of embodied vulnerability have the capacity to generate novel, however

momentary, political subjectivities through shared emotional responses and experiences.

Methods and data

The account of transvalued vulnerability we develop in this article emanated primarily from
ethnographic fieldwork with young activists with diverse marginalising experiences, conducted
as part of a larger research project on visual political action (Luhtakallio 2018). With a specific
focus on experience-based activism, Taina Meriluoto closely followed 18 young Finnish
activists whose experiences of marginalisation form the basis for their activism. The examples
in this article draw on fieldwork among a group of mental health activists, although the
argument is informed by the findings of the larger ethnographic project. This includes
fieldwork and interviews with activists with experiences of homelessness, disabilities,
addiction illness, and sexual and gender minority identities. Importantly, most youth studied
shared intersecting experiences of marginalisation and stigma: a mental health activist might
also have experiences of homelessness, a homelessness activist might also be part of a gender

or a sexual minority, and so forth.
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Meriluoto followed the activists with a snap-along ethnographic method (Luhtakallio &
Meriluoto, 2022), observing them and their visual practices simultaneously online and offline.
The method recognises the decreasing significance of the distinction between the online and
the offline, especially in the everyday lives of youths, and follows image-taking, sharing,
commenting and sensemaking both in the physical world and on online platforms. After having
contacted the participants either through their group or through direct messages on social
media, Meriluoto first met with them, and carefully explained the study, its design, and the
ethical commitments and safeguards that were in place to protect the participants. She
explained that the images collected and analysed would never be published without a separate,
and explicit consent by the participants. She also reminded the participants regularly of their
continuing observation online. Meriluoto started collecting online data from their social media

accounts only after gaining explicit written consent from the participants.

Meriluoto followed the mental health activists for two years, participated in their group
meetings, activism training, and in the events they hosted. During fieldwork, the specific focus
was on the image-practices of the young: what, how and when they took photos of, how they
used photos in their everyday lives, how they discussed photos etc. Simultaneously they
followed the participants’ online image-practices on social media. During fieldwork, and after
having obtained a written consent from the participants, Meriluoto took screenshots of every
image they posted on their Instagram accounts, and of the captions and possible comments that

accompanied them. In total, they followed 18 activists for a period varying between 6 to 48
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months. Meriluoto also conducted 32 interviews with the activists where they further inquired
about their views on visual social media, society, and their activism. As part of the interviews,
they discussed and analysed the participants’ images they had pre-chosen as particularly

meaningful for their activism.

The concept of transvalued vulnerability emerged as the result of abductive back-and-forth
between empirical analysis and extant theorising on vulnerability. The authors discussed
Meriluoto’s data analysis together, looked at diverse text and image extracts from the data, and
compared these to examples of mobilisations of vulnerability in existing literature. A distinct
feature, not easily explained through existing scholarship, was the pride with which the activists
portrayed vulnerability in public. This led us to consider vulnerability not only as a vehicle for
claiming urgency, and something to be quickly acted upon, but inversely in these examples, as
something to be valorised and calmly cherished. After these observations, we then looked for
similar examples of treating vulnerability in public media outlets. Our second example comes
from this exploration with the objective of showcasing how the transvaluation of vulnerability

is not solely confined to social media environments.

All names in the following are pseudonyms. The fieldnotes and interview extracts have been

translated from Finnish to English by Taina Meriluoto.
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‘Thank you for being vulnerable’ — transvalued vulnerability online

Today, public and deliberate displays of vulnerability are recurring, especially on visual social
media (Barta, Pyle and Andalibi, 2023). Research on social media activism has noted how
people in vulnerable positions employ publicly posted self-images to deliberately display
themselves as vulnerable (e.g. Meriluoto 2023; 2024; Rademacher 2018). Images of the self in
a wheelchair, at the psychiatric ward, or crying on the street are not tools to show strength

‘despite vulnerability’, but tools to publicly disclose and transvalue vulnerability.

Among the mental health activists followed for this study, public displays of vulnerability were
the norm for online self-performances for many. The activists’ accounts entailed images of
them crying, lying in bed looking miserable, seeking help — in therapists’ waiting rooms, in
psychiatric wards and in peer-support groups — and of other signs of their struggles. Crucially,
as the activists would frequently stress, these images were not shared to incite pity or empathy.
Instead, they were an effort to change our perception of vulnerability. These images were
posted to make us confront our shared, inherent vulnerabilities and to reconsider them as

something potentially valuable.

In the image below, Loviisa, a mental health activist has gilded her self-inflicted scars. In the
captions, she recounts how she has decided not to hide them from her drama students ‘as a
statement that scars are nothing to be ashamed of”. With their proud display, Loviisa wishes to

provide a possibility for others to relate: we all have darker times, she says.
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Figure 1: Loviisa’s gilded scars

Similarly, mental health activist Jessika frequently posts images of herself as vulnerable: as
tearful, desperate, and needing and seeking help. In the following fieldwork extract, Taina has
come to visit her at her place to discuss a change in her self-presentation on social media.
Jessika, whose Instagram name used to be ‘I recover’, had changed her name to ‘Do I recover?’,
which she explained as a deliberate decision to portray herself as vulnerable in order to critique

the values that undergird our society:

As we sit down to eat, [ ask Jessika if she would like to tell me more about why she has

changed her online name. I ask if it’s about her not feeling like she is recovering.

Jessika: No, it’s about me not knowing whether I want to recover. I mean do I want to
recover in the sense the word has right now. Does it need to be everyone’s goal to work

38 hours a week? --- What is the definition of recovering? For society, it only means
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being able to return to work or to your studies. It’s about your capacity to work. No

one is interested in how you are.

Fieldnotes 3.11. 2021

In the extract, Jessika has grown increasingly suspicious about ‘the true meaning of
recovering’. With her public contemplation of whether she is someone who even wants to get
better in the manner society prescribes, she displays herself as someone who is decidedly not
fit and efficient in the way a good neoliberal, self-sustaining citizen ought to be. However, her
vulnerability is not something she is looking to shed. Instead, she is growing increasingly
curious about the possibility of this type of vulnerability becoming acceptable. Her political

performances of the vulnerable self prefigure the kind of society she wants to contribute to.?

After her name change, Jessika started to include visual cues of her vulnerability in her oftfline
self-performances as well. She started to carry a plush toy with her everywhere, introducing
the toy to new people she met, and arranging a seat for it in restaurants and meetings. She also
continued to carry her hospital wristband on her after having been discharged from the
psychiatric ward, showing it to all who were interested. These are visual markers that in our
culture could effortlessly be cued as infantile or weak, clearly marking her as someone

vulnerable. By deliberately displaying her vulnerability in public, however, she gradually built

2 The capitalist logic of social media platforms is the backdrop in which Jessika’s proud vulnerability gains
political valence (see Luhtakallio & Meriluoto 2023; Malafaia & Meriluoto 2024; Meriluoto 2024).
Indeed, her subversive acts would not be recognisable as political if it was not for the hegemonic capitalist
structure of value that make public displays of ‘un-efficiency’ and dependence of others seem norm-
defying in the public sphere.
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her political subjectivity as someone who is proud to be vulnerable, and wants to contribute to

a society that would equally see it as such.

Figure 2: Jessika’s selfie from an elevator at a psychiatric ward.

Prior studies have noted how visual social media provides a platform, and contributes to a
cultural shift towards the resignification of vulnerability. To start with, the very technological
affordances of visual social media incite public displays of vulnerability, as it is quite simply
technologically possible to share images that portray oneself as vulnerable (Barta, Pyle and
Andalibi 2023). The 2010s witnessed an upsurge in activist campaigns like #MeToo and
#BlackLivesMatter that gained their persuasive power from the visualisation of injury and hurt
(Koivunen, Kyr6ld & Ryberg 2018) — projects we classify as political mobilisations of
precarity. Media scholars have shown how visual representations of vulnerability are necessary
for the emergence of compassion (Hoijer 2004), and that by “humanizing distant suffering”,
they can foster empathy beyond one’s immediate community (Chouliaraki & Stoli¢ 2019).

Social media repositions authorship and control over the display of vulnerability to the people
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depicted in the images, allowing everyone, in principle, the capacity to share their grievances

in their own terms (e.g. Schwartz 2022).

This technological possibility has been accompanied by a cultural “quest for authenticity” on
social media, which has resignified vulnerability as something valuable (Duffy & Hund 2019).
As intimate sharing, honesty and revealing painful experiences are praised and cherished on
social media environments as “authentic” (Luhtakallio & Meriluoto 2023), social media has
provided an environment for activism where proud displays of vulnerability seek to transvalue
vulnerability. This, we argue, is a third form of political mobilisation based on ontological
vulnerability. It operates by refusing to hide away culturally signified vulnerabilities, instead

by proudly displaying them publicly, and subsequently reassigning new value to them. *

In contrast to mobilisations based on shared precarity, the object of transvaluing vulnerability
is not primarily the structures of redistribution, but cultural values of worth and recognition.
By transvaluing vulnerability, representations of vulnerability on social media can broaden the
representations of stigmatised identities and experiences (Barta, Pyle & Andalibi 2023), disrupt
stifling norms of appearance (Toffoletti et al. 2025), and help resist stigmatizing categories

(Meriluoto 2024). Beyond these, our examples show how these depictions seek to revalorise

3 These characteristics differentiate the actions explored in this article from displays of vulnerability designed to
elicit public sympathy, e.g. when members of an already dominant social group perform vulnerability for their
own, often regressive political ends. Examples include the case of alt-right or incel men constructing themselves
as victims of feminism, as well as the weaponisation of crying by Brett Kavanaugh, then a Supreme Court
nominee, in the face of accusations of sexual violence. This performance of crying was focused on ‘self-pity and
self-interest’” but wrapped up in the ‘American ideal of white male privilege’ (Lista 2018). The aim of these
performances is not to foster and generate agency but to dissolve it; to portray members of privileged groups as
victims unable to act.
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vulnerability in a way that would recognise its inherent value for all human beings, and would
subsequently foster a society where vulnerability is not a weakness but a shared form of
engaging with others. In the above example, Jessika questions the valence of the kind of society
that tries to rid itself of vulnerability, as she considers this to be an impossible and
fundamentally harmful objective. Instead, she purports, vulnerability should be appreciated,

and society organised around shared care and solidarity (see Sauer 2023).

At the same time, social media environments have been noted to produce and intensify
experiences of vulnerability (Trott 2022; Banet-Weiser 2018). The online sharing of one’s life
exposes the individual to very real threats of physical, emotional and psychological harassment
and hurt which Aristea Fotopoulou (2016) has conceptualised as “biodigital vulnerability” (also
Toffoletti et al. 2025; Barta, Pyle & Andalibi 2023; Koivunen, Kyr6ld & Ryberg 2018). Thus,
the political subject created through transvaluing vulnerability is an individual who proudly
displays their vulnerability in a prefigurative manner: someone who puts themselves on the
line and risks social hurt and injury in the present world to sketch out a different reality for

tomorrow.

While it may seem utopian, this relationality of vulnerability is occasionally realised in online
subcultures of collective care. Toffoletti and colleagues (2025) suggest that social media
platforms can engender a culture of care between users, making vulnerability a valuable
porosity through which to exist and connect with others in this network. Shared visibility of

vulnerability can enable forming a sense of collective agency — of oneself as part of a network
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of mutually dependent and sustaining bodies (Vacchani 2023). Indeed, on the activists’ social
media accounts, proud displays of vulnerability were greeted with praise and gratitude. ‘Thank
you for being vulnerable’ is a recurring comment on any social media post that discloses
something culturally unvalued about their subject. Vulnerability online is increasingly
associated with successful authenticity performances, and is interpreted by the followers as
‘true’, ‘genuine’, and ‘real’ but also ‘relatable’, ‘realistic’, ‘human’ and ‘transparent’. Such a
reception of online vulnerabilities is currently fast expanding also beyond marginalised
subcultures. To an extent, this can be interpreted as a successful transvaluation of vulnerability,
when public displays of vulnerability are increasingly viewed as more valuable than norm-

conforming and -affirming presentations of the self.

While this form of political mobilisation is particularly recurrent in, and intensified by social
media cultures, we can see examples of this also in performances beyond social media. In our
next example, we showcase how vulnerability performances can prefigure spaces where this
interdependency and shared, ambivalent vulnerability become the basis of a shared sense of

relational subjectivity.

‘If my work traffics in anything, it’s vulnerability’

Genderqueer artist Kris Grey stands naked and still before an audience atop a white plinth. Ten
three-inch needles, tracing the line of scars left by Grey’s top surgery, have been inserted into

their chest. Over the course of forty-five minutes, the artist slowly removes the individual
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needles one by one. Blood from the newly opened wounds pours down Grey’s torso, before

pooling at their feet (Cole 2016: 26-261; DeBrincat n.d.; Straayer 2023: 185; Yeapanis 2015).

Grey (n.d.) describes this work, Homage, as ‘an offering of vulnerability’. As such Grey’s
performance of vulnerability works on several levels. The creation of ‘new body orifices on
their chest’ (Straayer 2023: 190) graphically manifests the body’s susceptibility to harm and
bloodily exposes its injurability. The performance also speaks to the inter-imbrication of
vulnerability with agency and political resistance. Grey (cited in ‘DeBrincat n.d.) explicitly
describes their corporeal incisions as a ‘political’ act, an act of ‘corporeal agency’, and a means
to ‘regain agency at a site of trauma’ (see also Cole 2016: 261). It is not simply an act that
challenges social norms, by producing orifices where there are none; For Grey (in DeBrincat
n.d.) it is also the means to demonstrate the agency of the trans* body specifically, a body that
is conventionally marginalised, demeaned, and ‘statistically predisposed to systemic and

physical violence’.

While Grey has ‘craft[ed] a queer form’ of body, as they put it (in DeBrincat n.d.), mostly in
private and without an audience, Homage is an offering of vulnerability to, for, and with others.
‘It’s an incredibly intimate thing,” Grey (in Yeapanis 2015) remarks, ‘to bring other people into
your work through your body’. Homage thus brings to the fore the more capacious and
relational sense of vulnerability discussed above: vulnerability as radical openness and
receptivity, as caught in the ‘tension’ between wounding and care (Cavarero 2009: 30), and as

shaped by the multiple ways in which subjects are ‘moved’ or ‘touched’ (Butler in Hark and
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Villa 2011: 200) by others. The possibility of emotional connection comes precisely from Grey
making themselves vulnerable in public before witnesses. ‘Opening the body,” they comment
(in DeBrincat n.d.), ‘produces new interfaces for exchange ... where the audience almost feels
like they can go right into me — the space where we might eradicate the boundaries between
us’. As Chris Straayer (2023: 187) comments, ‘Grey’s open chest... offers generosity and
vulnerability to audience members as an invitation to be generous and vulnerable themselves’.
It is precisely by performing corporeal vulnerability before others that ‘empathetic
connections’ can be created: ‘when I appear in public and make myself vulnerable... strangers
meet me there with their own care and vulnerability’ (Grey in Yeapanis 2015). This sharing of

experiences of vulnerability creates the space for new subjectivities to appear.

Like Jessika and Loviisa, Grey explores and revalues their own vulnerability through their
performances and they do so in an expressly queer political way. Like them Grey, too, regards
the collective experience of transvalued vulnerability as enabling the possibility of opening up
space for shared care. Where they differ is that Grey’s performance of vulnerability, in its
bivalent senses, is not mediated. It rests directly on the embodied co-presence of others. In this
it makes visible the ways in which agency and vulnerability are both ‘conditioned by

dependency’ (Lloyd 2024: 116) on others and are both inherently relational.

Conclusion
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Vulnerability is an issue of central importance to feminism or gender studies. Not simply
because vulnerability is differentially distributed throughout and across society, but because at
least some of the concrete ways in which vulnerabilisation is produced are distinctively
gendered: sexual violence, heteronormativity, as well as certain forms of female
immiserisation. Understanding, therefore, how subjects can and do challenge, resist,
reconfigure, or revision the fabrication of vulnerabilities, including gendered vulnerabilities, is
vital. While wider feminist scholarship has theorised the agentic potential of vulnerability
(Butler 2015; 2016; Butler, Gambetti and Sabsay, 2016b; Ziarek 2013), and significant bodies
of literature have investigated embodied resistance and precarity activism separately, empirical
applications and analysis of the different forms in which vulnerability can serve as the basis of
resistance have thus far remained lacking. To this end in this article, we offer a typology of
three distinct ways in which political agency based on vulnerability is assembled, indicating
what their undergirding assumptions about the nature of vulnerability are, and what kind of
political subjectivity they allow for. Our first two examples, mobilising embodied injurability,
employing bodily susceptibility to harm as a tool of political claim-making, and mobilising
based on shared precarity, building a political collective on common situational conditions of

vulnerability, draw on and amplify ideas found in this earlier feminist literature.

These two forms do not, however, exhaust the possible ways in which vulnerability and agency
intersect. A third alternative has increasingly appeared that centres on the transvaluation of

vulnerability and primarily targets cultural conditions of value and recognition. This modality
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is exemplified by the creation of the ‘proudly vulnerable political subject’” who, through
deliberate displays of vulnerability, seeks to prefigure a society where the ambivalence of
vulnerability as both the capacity to be hurt and cared for is valued. The creation of such a form
of political subjectivity happens not out of distinction from ‘the other’ but through our
undisputable connections with them. The concept of transvalued vulnerability is valuable
because it depicts a kind of mobilisation that does not start from vulnerability as a problem to
be tackled or averted, nor a condition to be overcome, but as a capacity to be accepted and

collectively cared for.

Our empirical cases discuss transvaluing vulnerability both in the context of a gender minority
and among activists with other marginalising experiences. With this combination, we seek to
show that despite their diverse backgrounds, their logic of mobilisation the same. Both, we
argue, adhere to an ontological understanding of vulnerability as an inescapable human
condition, and seek to value and cherish this in lieu of eradicating or buffering against it. This
empirical investigation broadens our analytical gaze on what feminist and gender-based
mobilisations of vulnerability can look like, and points to similarities across marginalised
activist groups. Moreover, they illustrate how the transvaluation of vulnerability is not linked
solely to an online context, where the revaluation of vulnerability has been previously explored,

but is also visible in activist mobilisations in offline contexts.

A shared feature between both examples of transvalued vulnerability is that they underline

positive capacities in making possible care and caring. Transvalued vulnerability thus motions
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towards societies premised on radical politics of collective care that feminist scholars and
activists have recently called for (e.g. The Care Collective 2020; Segal 2023; Tronto 2015).
These forms of activism, we posit, are becoming increasingly more popular in feminist and
queer collectives of care, as well as within digital feminist activism on social media which
trades on vulnerability/visibility as a form of power. The concept of transvalued vulnerability
thus provides one lens through which future feminist, gender and queer studies research might
be able to identify and analyse additional re-interpretations and displays of vulnerability that

seek to cherish vulnerability in their struggle towards a more caring or egalitarian society.
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