Today, more than ever,
people talk about
protecting the most
vulnerable populations
or groups to guarantee
equal opportunities and
avoid discrimination.
However, it is important
to recognize that those
called “vulnerable” are
legally subjects of special
protection who deserve a
different treatment from
decision-makers.
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n the last few years, the use of the term “vulnerable” has
become generalized in social, political, and legal environ-
ments. The pandemic has led to an increased use of this
term, particularly in media coverage, to refer to groups of
older people, medical staff, or low-income populations.
However, overusing the term could further affect and stig-
matize such groups and not necessarily foster clear and
effective humanitarian actions, which would make them
true subjects of law.

To understand this problem, specialists from the Human
Rights Research Group of the Faculty of Law of the Universi-
dad del Rosario, Diana Rocio Bernal, who has a doctorate in
Bioethics and Biolaw, and Andrea Padilla Munoz, who has a
doctorate in Legal Sciences, studied how recognizing subjects
of special protection, pursuant to the interpretation of Chapter
13 of the Political Constitution of Colombia (1991), has current-
ly become relevant.

The research titled Subjects of special protection: Building
a legal category from the 1991 Colombian Political Constitution
shows the importance of building this legal category and plac-
es an emphasis on the country’s challenge to guarantee the
protection of people whose rights are violated.

“We all can be, in some circumstances, vulnerable and, as a
consequence, be subjects of special protection owing to condi-
tions of manifest weakness or to positions of defenselessness
depending on the situation,” explained Professors Bernal and
Padilla to Advances in Science, emphasizing the State’s need to
ensure the compliance of rights of all people at all levels.

Beyond words

Now, with the pandemic, the news shows different uses of the
word vulnerable: “More than one thousand vulnerable peo-
ple were moved yesterday,” “vulnerable families get support
from...,” “vulnerable adults, limited to receiving support,”
“most vulnerable rural communities,” among other similar
uses. However, carelessly interpreted, the term could imply a
reference to a quality of the people in question in that these
people are the vulnerable ones, when, in fact, it is their rights
that are violated by multiple factors or conditions.




True subjects of law
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PSYCHOLOGICAL CONDITIONS
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SUBJECTS THAT ARE TRADITIONALLY
DISCRIMINATED

- Because of their ethnicity or race
- Sexual orientation
- Nationality

OTHERS

Women also belong to this group,
including mothers who are the
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erate a violation of fundamental rights.”
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