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In spite of its intuitive plausibility, the idea of describing animals as vulnerable has received 
patchy consideration in the academic literature. This symposium aims to address this 
shortcoming by bringing together veterinarians, scientific researchers, philosophers and 
others to engage with this idea of animal vulnerability. We will discuss questions such as - 
What makes nonhuman animals vulnerable? Can there be a definition of vulnerability that 
applies to both human and nonhuman animals? Does the concept do useful work in the 
context of research ethics, public policy etc.? 
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Vulnerable Animals 

Amphitheatre 101, MGSM Conference Centre, Macquarie University  

 

Thursday 4th July, 2013 

Time  Activity   Chair 

9.00‐9.15  Registration, tea and coffee   

9.15‐9.30  Opening      John Simons 

Introduction and orientation  Jane Johnson  

Wendy Rogers 

9.30‐10.30  Animal Vulnerability ‐ Definition, Application and Moral Implications 

        Angela Martin 

Wendy Rogers 

10.30‐11.00  Morning Tea   

11.00‐12.00 

 

12.00‐12.30 

Feverish Flesh: Vulnerability and Power in Artists’ Cinema  

        Anat Pick 

Bodies in knowledge: the living, breathing flesh of vulnerability  

        Fiona Probyn‐Rapsey  

Dinesh Wadiwel 

12.30‐1.30  Lunch   

1.30‐2.00 

 

2.00‐3.00 

What work can vulnerability do for animals in research? 

      Jane Johnson 

Harms and Deprivation of Direct Benefits for Nonhuman Animals Used 

in Research      Hope Ferdowsian  

Chris Degeling 

3.00‐3.30  Afternoon Tea   

3.30‐5.00  Directed discussion   Jane Johnson  
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Information on Presenters 
 

Hope Ferdowsian 
Hope Ferdowsian, MD, MPH, FACP, FACPM, is an Assistant Professor of Medicine at The 

George Washington University and Adjunct Associate Professor at the Georgetown 

University Medical Center Department of Microbiology and Immunology. She is double-

board certified in General Internal Medicine and General Preventive Medicine and Public 

Health, and she has worked on issues including the prevention of torture and other forms 

of violence, animal ethics, HIV/AIDS, and chronic disease prevention and management in 

resource-limited settings. Her clinical, research, and policy interests have focused on the 

health and protection of vulnerable populations, including humans and nonhuman animals. 

Most recently, this has included a multi-institutional, interdisciplinary investigation of ethical 

and scientific considerations regarding the use of nonhuman animals in research, funded 

by the National Science Foundation. She is a volunteer physician for HealthRight 

International and Physicians for Human Rights (PHR), and she serves as a consultant for 

the PHR Program on Sexual Violence in Conflict Zones. Internationally, she has worked in 

Malawi, South Africa, Kenya, Uganda, Ethiopia, and the Federated States of Micronesia. 

In the US, she has worked with non-profit organizations providing health care for 

homeless, immigrant, and underinsured populations. 

 

Jane Johnson 

Jane Johnson is a Macquarie University Research Fellow in the Department of 

Philosophy, Macquarie University. Her current research explores a new way of looking at 

animals in experimentation – the animal as patient. This approach involves regarding 

nonhuman animals in experimentation as akin to patients in human clinical trials, and aims 

to deliver both ethical and epistemological benefits for human and nonhuman animals. 

Jane is increasingly interested in thinking through a related idea, namely that of animals as 

vulnerable subjects in research. Jane leads the ethics stream of an Australian Research 

Council Linkage Grant ‘On the cutting edge: promoting best practice in surgical 

innovation’. 

 

Angela Martin 

Angela Martin studied philosophy at several Swiss Universities. Currently, she is a 

research assistant and a PhD student at the Institute for Biomedical Ethics at Geneva 

University Medical School. She is working on the Swiss National Science Foundation 
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research project ‘ENABLE – Protecting Vulnerable Persons in Health Care’ on a definition 

of vulnerability that is applicable to healthcare and medical research and that resolves the 

problems of former definitions. Furthermore, Angela Martin is currently writing a thesis on 

human and animal vulnerability. In her thesis, she presents a definition of vulnerability that 

encompasses both humans and animals and she maps out its diverse implications for 

animal ethics. 

 

Anat Pick  

Anat Pick lectures in Film at Queen Mary, University of London. Her book ‘Creaturely 

Poetics: Animality and Vulnerability in Literature and Film’ is published by Columbia 

University Press (2011), and her coedited collection with Guinevere Narraway ‘Screening 

Nature: Cinema Beyond the Human’ is published in November 2013 (by Berghahn). She 

has published work on Henry James and Emmanuel Levinas, independent film, Simone 

Weil, Giorgio Agamben, and ethical veganism. In May 2013, Anat co-curated a program of 

films at the Whitechapel Gallery, London, called Screening Nature: Flora, Fauna, and the 

Moving Image. Her current book project focuses on the idiom of 'life' in philosophy and 

film. She is also working on a book on nature in artists' cinema. 

 

Fiona Probyn-Rapsey  
Fiona’s research, supervision and teaching areas include human-animal studies, 

multidisciplinary approaches to postcolonial feminism, critical whiteness studies, Australian 

literature and film. Convenor of GCST1602 Introduction to Gender Studies and GCST2603 

Animal/Human Cultures. Fiona is Coordinator and Executive member of HARN: 

[[http://sydney.edu.au/arts/research/harn/Human Animal Research Network]] at the 

University of Sydney, a member of the Executive of Australian Animals Study Group, and 

on the editorial board of Environmental Humanities, and Australian Humanities Review. 
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Abstracts 

Harms and Deprivation of Direct Benefits for Nonhuman Animals Used in Research 

Hope Ferdowsian  

I argue that the risks of harm to nonhuman animals, and the absence of benefits for them, 

are critically important to decisions about animal research. Current guidelines for review 

and practice tend to be permissive for animal research as long as minimal welfare 

requirements are fulfilled and human medical advances are anticipated. This situation is 

vastly different from human research, in which risks of harms to the individual subject are 

typically reduced to the extent feasible. A standard risk threshold is needed for decisions 

about animal research, and that the risk threshold of harm to nonhuman animals should be 

comparable to the risk threshold set for vulnerable human subjects who cannot provide 

informed consent. I discuss some of the common physical, psychological, and social 

harms associated with research and conclude that much of the laboratory research 

conducted today exceeds this standard.  

 
What work can vulnerability do for animals in research? 
 
Jane Johnson 
 
The idea of construing animals as vulnerable subjects in research can be given a plausible 

grounding, but what can be achieved by thinking of animals in this way? After all, the 

concept of vulnerability harbors negative connotations.  

 

I will argue that there are a number of promising implications of a vulnerability account in 

animal research. A vulnerability approach can draw attention to similarities between all 

animals (human and nonhuman) that fall under this label. Given the rich history of 

attempting to ameliorate vulnerability in human research ethics, attention to this 

connection may prove fruitful for animal research. Being clearer about the nature of the 

vulnerability of nonhuman animals in research can not only clarify the possible remedies 

available to assuage vulnerability, but also flag the obligations we may owe vulnerable 

animals. Finally, a vulnerability approach offers a new perspective in a well worn and 

polarized debate between utilitarians and animal rights theorists that to date shows no 

prospect of resolution. A vulnerability approach can shed new light on old questions and 
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arguably run a middle ground that upholds the scientific value of research whilst 

acknowledging and addressing the vulnerability of nonhuman animals in research.  

 

 

Animal Vulnerability - Definition, Application and Moral Implications 
 

Angela Martin  

The contemporary bioethics literature distinguishes different types of vulnerability: 

vulnerability as a human condition; the vulnerability of some individuals in medical 

research and health care; and finally animal vulnerability. Little attention has been paid to 

the overlaps, dependencies and similarities between these different types of vulnerability. 

In my talk, I present a definition of vulnerability that i) reconciles two different 

understandings of vulnerability in the literature and ii) that encompasses both humans and 

animals. I furthermore sketch the ethical implications of vulnerability ascriptions to animals 

in different cases (for example animal research and animals as food). Finally, I outline 

where the normative force of vulnerability stems from.  

 

 

Feverish Flesh: Vulnerability and Power in Artists’ Cinema 
 
Anat Pick 

 

Cinema is a site of animal, or more generally material, vulnerability. As such, cinema is a 

privileged realm in which to think through the vicissitudes of the vulnerable body, its uses 

and abuses, as well as the ethics and politics that govern its production, consumption, and 

display. This paper considers the importance of the vulnerable nonhuman body in post-

anthropocentric ethics, critical animal studies, and the medium of film, with examples 

ranging from early cinema to films by contemporary moving image artists. 
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Bodies in knowledge: the living, breathing flesh of vulnerability. 
 
Fiona Probyn-Rapsey 
 
Vulnerability is a sore point, both in/of the body and in the discourses that engage 

positively with it. In a sense, embracing vulnerability is akin to embracing ‘feminisation’ and 

‘animalization’ – two persistent features of anthropocentric negativity. Not surprisingly 

then, vulnerability is a common, fruitful, persistent (and resistant!) feature of feminist 

scholarship concerned with animals and situated knowledge: thinking with the body as a 

site of knowledge rather than a passive object of knowledge (see for example, Butler 2006, 

2010, Goodall 1971, Gilligan 1982, Keller 1983, Midgley, 1983, Plumwood 2000, Haraway 

1989, 1991, 2003, Diamond 2000, Despret 2004, Pick 2011). Vulnerability might come to 

us as a ‘terrible rawness of nerves’ (Diamond, 4) that can shut down, clam up, numb and 

isolate. But it can also open up forms of political and social recognition (shared suffering, 

shared interests, and a caring to know). In this paper I will look at how vulnerable bodies 

(animal, human, gendered, racialised) appear in the ‘Live Exports to Indonesia’ scandal. I 

return to recently published work on the issue of Live Export, “Stunning Australia” 

http://www.depauw.edu/humanimalia/issue%2008/probyn-rapsey.html to consider how 

vulnerability takes different bodily forms and gives particular shape(s) to knowledge. 

Broadly speaking, I’m interested in the question of how, from a feminist human animal 

studies perspective, vulnerable bodies can make anthropocentric knowledges vulnerable 

to their margins, outsiders, ‘objects’.  
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