
ABSTRACT The aim of this article is to investigate the intersections between the LGBTI+ agenda and 
bioethics as a disciplinary field. This research is based on a qualitative analysis and bibliographic review 
that encompasses topics related to bioethics, post-colonial studies, queer theory, human rights, and 
international relations. Through reflections on the political and social context that preceded the emer-
gence of bioethics, focusing on the interpretation of sexuality and gender identity during colonial and 
imperial periods, we seek to understand how historical perspectives influenced the evolution of bioethics. 
Additionally, we aim to examine the consolidation of bioethics as a disciplinary field and area of scientific 
knowledge, highlighting the predominance of principlism in the second half of the 20th century. In this 
sense, we will analyze the potential of a feminist approach in bioethics to address the inequalities and 
oppressions present within its own structure, with a critical and reflexive view. Finally, we intend to 
present how the epistemological contributions of queer theory can support the development of a queer 
bioethics, from the Global South. These discussions aim to broaden the reflection on the inequalities and 
oppressions faced by the LGBTI+ community as a social group within the context of bioethics.

KEYWORDS Bioethics. Queer theory. LGBT Person. Human rights. Global South.

RESUMO O objetivo deste artigo foi investigar as intersecções entre a agenda LGBTI+ e a bioética enquanto 
campo disciplinar. Esta pesquisa se baseou em análise qualitativa e revisão bibliográfica que englobam tópicos 
relacionados com bioética, estudos pós-coloniais, teoria queer, direitos humanos e relações internacionais. 
Por meio de reflexões sobre o contexto político e social que precedeu o surgimento da bioética, com enfoque 
na interpretação da sexualidade e na identidade de gênero durante os períodos coloniais e imperialistas, 
buscou-se compreender como as perspectivas históricas influenciaram a evolução da bioética. Além disso, 
pretendeu-se examinar a consolidação da bioética como um campo disciplinar e área de conhecimento 
científico, destacando a predominância do principialismo na segunda metade do século XX. Nesse sentido, 
analisou-se o potencial de uma abordagem feminista na bioética para enfrentar as desigualdades e opressões 
presentes em sua própria estrutura, com uma visão crítica e reflexiva. Por último, apresentou-se de que 
forma as contribuições epistemológicas da teoria queer podem subsidiar o desenvolvimento de uma bioética 
queer, a partir do Sul Global. Essas discussões visam ampliar a reflexão sobre as desigualdades e opressões 
enfrentadas pelas pessoas LGBTI+ enquanto grupo social no contexto da bioética.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE Bioética. Teoria queer. Pessoas LGBT. Direitos humanos. Sul Global. 
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Introduction

This article aims to present some reflec-
tions on the relationships between sexual 
and gender diversity and bioethics based 
on the contextualization of bioethics as a 
disciplinary field. Therefore, the article is 
divided into three sections that are based 
on a bibliographical review of the themes 
that are intended to be related. In the first 
part, the aim is to present some reflections 
on the political and social context that 
precedes the emergence of bioethics as a 
discipline, highlighting the way in which 
sexual orientation and gender identity 
were interpreted in colonial, imperialist 
and Nazi-fascist contexts. Further on, we 
intend to analyze the intersection between 
bioethics, human rights and international 
relations, from where we locate the emer-
gence of tensions and the epistemological 
redirections suggested from the perspective 
of post-colonial studies.

In the second section, we propose to 
analyze the emergence of bioethics as a dis-
ciplinary field, in which the hegemonization 
of principlism stands out in the second half 
of the 20th century. In this scenario, we 
intend to discuss – from the perspective of 
critical bioethics – how feminist-inspired 
bioethics can contribute with theoretical 
contributions regarding the consideration 
of inequalities and oppressions for the very 
foundation of bioethics.

In the third and final section, we seek 
to discuss, present and defend how the 
epistemological contributions of queer 
theory can support, from a critical bioethics 
perspective, a queer bioethics from a post-
-colonial perspective, as a first possibility 
of expansion of reflections on inequalities 
and oppressions related to the sex-gender 
diverse population in the disciplinary field 
of bioethics.

Structural LGBTIphobia 
and its bioethical 
consequences

In this first section, we intend to analyze how 
LGBTIphobia becomes a (bio)ethical problem 
and that it was present at different times, sug-
gesting here that they need to be analyzed as 
continuities, such as the forms of European 
imperialism on the African continent and 
the Holocaust on the context of the Second 
World War. Thus, the Berlin Conference, held 
between 1884 and 1885, marked a crucial his-
torical point in which the artificial division 
of the African continent between European 
powers began an intense period of colonization 
and domination over peoples and cultures 
considered ‘uncivilized’. This framing reflec-
ted a lack of correspondence to Western and 
European standards of intelligibility, recogni-
zing only one model of civilization, language 
and culture. The conference mainly addressed 
economic issues, as industrialized European 
nations needed the raw materials available in 
Africa, such as gold, diamonds, rubber, cocoa, 
among others1.

This period of European imperialist do-
mination in Africa, characterized by syste-
matized violence, resulted in an estimate of 
at least 10 million deaths2, a genocide that is 
still neglected in the historiography of Africa, 
human rights and international relations. 
Colonialism not only imposed cultural prac-
tices and violence as so-called civilizational 
processes, but also introduced a legal regime 
completely different from the practices and 
worldviews of the different African ethnicities 
and social groups. This included the impo-
sition of values   and definitions of humanity 
through civil and criminal legislation, such as 
the anti-sodomy laws of the Victorian period 
in the United Kingdom, Germany and other 
countries, which were transplanted to Africa 
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in processes of domination. This historical-co-
lonial and imperialist context contributed to 
the structural LGBTIphobia still present today 
in some African States, reflected in legislation 
that criminalizes the existence of Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, Transvestite and Transsexual, 
Intersex and other (LGBTI+) people.

It can be said that homophobia was structu-
red as part of segregationist projects that have 
their origins in Western Europe, remaining 
even after the Holocaust, in which segments 
of the LGBTI+ population were subjected 
to violence and clinical experiments based 
on sexual orientation and/or gender iden-
tity. Values   and perceptions, including the 
definition of humanity, were reflected in legal 
systems through the codification of permitted 
and prohibited behaviors and actions, based on 
moral values   consolidated as law. It is unders-
tood that this structural LGBTIphobia must be 
contextualized in this historical-colonial and 
imperialist perspective of criminalization and 
reproduction of legal provisions that sought 
normalization based on heterosexuality and 
whiteness as a unique model of existence and 
recognition of rights.

These forms of segregation of the sex-
-gender diverse population were amplified 
during the Holocaust in the context of the 
Second World War, resulting in the deaths of 
approximately 6 million people, highlighting 
a State policy of segregation and elimination 
of unwanted population segments. In the 
Holocaust, we observe a combination of racism 
and homophobia that enhanced and sophisti-
cated this machine of war and extermination 
organized by the State against groups that 
should be removed from that moral, politi-
cal and social community, since they were 
understood as unwanted, but also as a threat.

Alongside Lindqvist3, we propose that the 
process of domination and extermination ini-
tiated on the African continent, from the Berlin 
Conference and the Holocaust in the context 
of the Second World War, be understood as 
an imperialist war machine that organizes 

itself and becomes more sophisticated over 
the decades. Under the aegis of racism and 
the election-rejection of unwanted bodies, and 
which has the sex-gender diverse population 
as one of its main targets, our hypothesis is 
that this machine still remains active.

This war machine is organized from a pers-
pective that is mostly racist, LGBTIphobic and 
with necropolitical nuances4; and is actively 
involved in a series of practices that deserve 
our critical analysis. In this context, it is im-
portant to highlight that the pathologization 
of LGBTI+ people is a worrying manifestation 
of this reality. A notorious example of these 
pathologizing practices is the persistence of 
the so called ‘conversion therapies’5,6 that seek 
to change sexual orientation. These therapies 
are widely condemned by health and human 
rights organizations, but are still practiced 
in many places, reflecting the persistence of 
deep-rooted prejudices.

The Nazi-fascist practices of extermina-
ting unwanted populations and imprisoning 
enemies – or, in some way, of those people who 
threatened an ideal of family and morality that 
supported these same exceptional regimes – 
resulted in imprisonment and extermination in 
concentration camps, mostly of jewish people, 
as well as significant contingents of political 
dissidents, gypsies, people with some degree 
of physical disability, as well as sex-gender 
diverse people. According to the ‘Law for the 
protection of hereditary health’ that establi-
shed eugenics as a practice in Nazi Germany, 
people who were schizophrenic, deaf and had 
some type and degree of disability should be 
sterilized7. It was under this law that the Nazi 
doctor Joseph Mengele carried out his experi-
ments on human beings belonging to these po-
pulational groups8. In particular, homosexual 
people were subjected to experiments to ‘cure’ 
homosexuality and the development of immu-
nization for typhoid fever in the Buchenwald 
concentration camp9.

Often, there is a silence regarding the 
violence committed against the LGBTI+ 

SAÚDE DEBATE   |  RIO DE JANEIRO, V. 47, N. ESPECIAL 1, e9116, DEZ 2023



Carvalho HR, Oliveira FAG4

population during this period, as well as the 
lack of historical reparation from a bioethics 
and human rights perspective regarding this 
social group. It is this last portion of the indi-
cated population that this article intends to 
focus on. In this context, a historical contextu-
alization is necessary so that we can expose the 
homophobic and rejection practices that have 
been perpetrated historically and which, even 
today, result in criminalization and pathologi-
zation that have persisted throughout the 20th 
century, expanding into the 21st century. For 
this reason, it is worth highlighting that, at the 
end of the Second World War, the Nuremberg 
Code was approved, as a recognition that the 
instrumentalization of medicine and clinical 
research could happen through the action of 
social, political and economic organizations, 
making it necessary to establish guidelines to 
avoid situations such as those that occurred 
in the context of the Holocaust10. However, 
the Nuremberg Code makes no mention of 
homosexual people.

The imprisonment of people identified as 
belonging to a sex-gender diverse popula-
tion, mostly homosexuals, was established in 
Germany based on the interpretation of § 175 of 
the Imperial German Penal Code of 1871, which 
criminalized consensual relations between 
people of the same sex. Despite the fall of the 
Third Reich (1933-1945), the persecution of 
homosexuals continued. Homosexuality as 
an immoral conduct was confirmed by the 
German Constitutional Court in 1957, which 
declared that § 175 was not just a legacy of the 
Nazi regime to the extent that, according to the 
understanding of the German Constitutional 
Court, it should be considered immoral beha-
vior in times of democracy as well11.

Thus, even after the end of the Second 
World War, with the founding of the United 
Nations (UN) and the proclamation of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the 
criminalization provided for in the Imperial 
German Penal Code of 1871 remained in 
force until 1994. In England and in Wales, 

the criminalization of homosexuality was only 
repealed in 196712; in Scotland, in 1980; and in 
Northern Ireland, in 1982. However, it conti-
nues to be valid in countries of former English 
colonies, such as Jamaica and Uganda, as well 
as in other countries on the African continent 
that still criminalize consensual relationships 
between people of the same sex, as well as 
public expression of sexual orientation and 
gender identity, with penalties ranging from 
life imprisonment to the death penalty.

An example of how the articulation between 
criminalization and pathologization of sexual 
orientations and gender identities was opera-
tionalized is the case of Alan Turing, known as 
the founder of computational science and ar-
tificial intelligence, and who was fundamental 
during the Second World War, contributing to 
the decoding of Nazi-fascist codes and mes-
sages, in addition to his impact on the deve-
lopment of the global computer network13. 
However, in 1952, Turing was arrested on 
charges of indecency due to his homosexua-
lity, and was subjected to chemical castration 
instead of prison14, which led to his suicide.

Turing’s case also highlights the need to 
integrate sexual orientation and gender iden-
tity in the field of human rights, but, above 
all, in the theoretical bases of bioethics as a 
discipline. Even in the context of the existence 
of the UN and the Nuremberg Code, Turing 
and others were subjected to experimental 
treatments to reverse sexual orientation. It 
is crucial to question why these aspects were 
not considered in the Nuremberg code and 
how they were treated at a domestic and in-
ternational level. Such factors show that the 
universality of human rights still does not fully 
cover sexual orientation and gender identity, 
remaining criminalized and pathologized in 
some states, a reflection of persistent colonial 
and imperialist logics.

This scenario exposes the constant need to 
think about human rights not only as a point of 
arrival, but, particularly, as a starting point15. 
Likewise, thinking about how some globalized 
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localisms become universal and, therefore, 
deserve reflection for historical adequacy 
and geopolitical contextualization16. Here we 
claim the need to highlight how this projection 
impacts categories such as gender, class, sexu-
ality and race, in an intersectional perspective 
when analyzing systems of subordination and 
discrimination, as well as policies that induce 
oppression, which result in situations of di-
sadvantage and discrimination against black 
women, for example17. Intersectionality and 
interdisciplinarity therefore become funda-
mental for understanding and contextuali-
zing the categories of gender and sexuality 
as geopolitically located18,19, especially when 
analyzed necessarily in conjunction with other 
categories such as race and religion, among 
other markers that affect the bodies of ‘other’ 
subjects; of ‘queer’ subjects.

The post-colonial approach highlights the 
hegemony of heteronormativity, imposed by 
the colonial and imperialist system, which 
influences social and institutional standards. 
This can be seen, especially on the African con-
tinent, when analyzing the role of European 
colonial actors and moral rhetoric to describe 
homosexual acts as unnatural or sinful in the 
context of Judeo-Christian codes12. On the 
African continent, homosexual practices were 
present before the colonization processes, 
which does not mean that they were fully 
accepted, in the way that the processes of re-
cognition of rights from the liberal perspective 
of rights in the West are organized. What must 
be highlighted is the impact of European co-
lonialism on how local communities began to 
consider homosexuality12.

From this perspective, it is observed how 
heteronormativity shapes acceptance patterns, 
not only in imperialist countries, but especially 
in countries subjugated by imperialism, even 
after the recognition of sexual and gender 
diversity in dominant countries. This raises 
questions about how bioethics tends to pre-
dominantly reflect hegemonic perspectives 
and ignore other subaltern epistemologies. 

Therefore, it becomes relevant to promote 
dialogues between human rights, bioethics, 
gender and sexuality in the context of interna-
tional relations, especially in societies marked 
by colonial wounds.

The development of 
bioethics after the Second 
World War: the invisibility 
of sexual orientation and 
gender identity

By starting from these perspectives and this 
context, we seek to address gender, sexuality 
and bioethics considering the gaps in historical 
and (geo)political contextualization in many 
bioethical studies, which often neglect inequa-
lities of race, gender, class and sexual orienta-
tion. Bioethics emerged as a relatively recent 
discipline, highlighted by the work ‘Bioethics: 
a Bridge to the Future’, by Van Rensselaer 
Potter, published in 1971. Although there is 
debate about its emergence in Madison or 
Washington, in the United States of America 
(USA), it is important to show that its origins 
are linked to clinical research and scientific 
development, responding to moral dilemmas 
in biomedical practice20. This period coinci-
des with the intense activity of several social 
movements in the USA, such as the feminist, 
black and LGBTI+ rights movements.

Despite the Holocaust and human rights 
violations under the Nazi-fascist regimes, with 
emphasis on the genocide of millions of Jews, 
including LGBTI+ Jews, compulsory research 
with human beings and the subsequent esta-
blishment of an international human rights 
regime, structural inequalities and categories 
such as class, race, gender and sexuality have 
not yet been fully considered in bioethics as a 
disciplinary field. In the USA, after events of 
bad practice in research with human beings, 
the need to establish ethical principles for 
scientific research arose20.
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The Belmont report, originated in 1978 at 
the initiative of the US government and con-
gress, aims to universalize ethical principles to 
address moral dilemmas in scientific research, 
especially after irregularities related to clini-
cal experiments that have occurred since the 
Second World War. The principles of respect 
for human beings, beneficence and justice are 
fundamental, integrating Western moral tra-
ditions. The publication of this report marked 
the integration of bioethics as a disciplinary 
field in the academic sphere20.

Based on the Belmont report, Beauchamp 
and Childress proposed that moral conflicts 
could be analyzed and resolved via ethical 
principles. In this sense, in the work ‘Principles 
of biomedical ethics’21, published in 1979, the 
authors defend the principles of autonomy, 
beneficence, justice and nonmaleficence to 
structure their theory based on these four 
ethical vectors. This theory was dominant in 
the field of bioethics for almost two decades, 
even causing some confusion with the discipli-
ne itself. In other words, often, saying bioethics 
would imply referencing and defending the 
principlism elaborated by Beauchamp and 
Childress20.

As mentioned, the role of principlism bioe-
thics (or principlism) has become a hegemonic 
aspect of bioethics, even confusing itself with 
the discipline itself22. In general, the princi-
plism defended by Beauchamp and Childress 
has as its scope of analysis mainly clinical re-
search with human beings, as well as human 
labor activity itself in the provision of health 
services, which involves several professions 
linked to the health area. Inevitably, as has 
been developing in recent years, bioethics 
presents itself as an area of   interdisciplinary 
studies, in which the perspectives of applied 
ethics are linked, seeking reflections on human 
behavior in specific situations, as well as col-
lective health – particularly when considering 
the impact of certain practical and political 
decisions within society.

In general terms, the American perspective 
on bioethics, which has become hegemonic, 

especially through principlism theory, does 
not significantly highlight variables such as 
social and economic inequality between social 
groups, as well as the different levels of percep-
tion and protection of human rights and their 
impact on decision-making processes. In this 
way, it becomes evident that the universality 
that does not announce its origin and limits 
can hide the so-called globalized localisms16, 
including categories such as gender, class, race 
and sexual orientation that are interconnected 
in a complex way.

In this way, interdisciplinarity as a founding 
characteristic of bioethics must be expanded 
and enriched based on the adoption and per-
ception of new categories and subordinate 
perspectives in historical, political and social 
processes, based on the analysis of hegemonic 
epistemologies in dialogue and/or confron-
tation with subaltern epistemologies. It is in 
this way that the geopolitical location of kno-
wledge and the perspective that starts from 
an initial division between the Global North 
and the Global South become relevant to think 
about a more democratic bioethics and that 
considers in its foundations this complexity 
of elements and categories that, in this article, 
add to feminist-inspired bioethics and post-
-colonial studies.

The aim is to differentiate this approach 
from that of American inspiration and which 
characterizes principlism bioethics, which is: 
a concern focused on the way of acting. We 
understand that reflection on the foundation 
is decisive so that, in fact, bioethics considers 
other sociopolitical variables in its definition, as 
well as other categories of analysis that are im-
portant for the expansion and democratization 
of this discipline. The debate about the basis for 
acting and the way of acting will certainly guide 
the differentiation between multiple percep-
tions of bioethics, among which stand out the 
principlism based on an American perspective 
and other theories that consider inequalities in 
structuring its own foundations.

Garrafa, Martorell and Nascimento23 
address criticisms of principlism in bioethics, 
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highlighting the confusion between princi-
plism and bioethics itself. The authors hi-
ghlight the overvaluation of the principle of 
autonomy, leading to an individualism that 
disregards issues of collectivity and social 
justice. An illustrative example is the informed 
consent industry, in which autonomy becomes 
more of a formality than a true clarification 
in the decision-making process in clinical 
research23. Furthermore, the ‘universalism’ 
present in principlism bioethics is discussed, 
in which the aim is to universalize a morality, 
ignoring cultural particularities and differen-
ces between social groups. Criticisms from the 
South seek to contextualize autonomy within 
different cultural contexts and emphasize the 
need for bioethics to address not only indivi-
dual biomedical conflicts, but also global and 
collective issues23.

The debate about the foundation of bioe-
thics and the hegemony of principlism theory 
over bioethics begins to receive contributions, 
especially in Latin America, where it seeks to 
consider other variables that affect the foun-
dation of bioethics, as well as the limits of 
principlism bioethics. In this scenario, among 
other theories, protection bioethics, interven-
tion bioethics and feminist-inspired bioethics 
stand out, promoting epistemological tension 
regarding other relevant variables that must 
be considered by bioethics.

Feminist-inspired bioethics: 
theoretical contributions 
for an emancipatory 
bioethics

From the 1990s onwards, feminist-inspired 
bioethics, in the context of the third wave of 
feminism, established its roots in bioethical 
debates through publications that sought to 
add other categories to the canons of bioethics, 
such as gender perspectives and inequalities 
within the social context24. These reflections 

were anchored in works on feminine and fe-
minist ethics produced since the 1960s. It is 
necessary to highlight that, since its origins, 
feminist-inspired bioethics aimed to highlight 
social inequalities with emphasis on gender 
asymmetries and, as pointed out the authors, 
act as a potential agent of provocation of the 
universalist and abstract assumptions of prin-
ciplism bioethics24.

The importance of contextualizing bioe-
thics is highlighted considering categories 
such as sexual orientation, gender, identity, 
race and social class, as the lack of foundation 
based on these assumptions increases the in-
visibility and vulnerability of certain groups, 
perpetuating inequalities. Discriminations re-
sulting from the intersection of oppressions in-
dicate that moral conflicts cannot be resolved 
solely based on principles such as autonomy 
and freedom. Therefore, it is crucial to place 
these principles in the context of inequalities 
as structuring and inseparable variables of 
individuals and their decision-making power.

The contextualization of individual charac-
teristics reveals reasons for social inequality 
and limitations to the exercise of autonomy 
and freedom, especially in Latin American 
societies with high levels of inequality. This is 
reflected in the disparity in income, access to 
basic sanitation, health, education and quality 
food. Structural LGBTIphobia also contributes 
to the non-recognition of LGBTI+ people as 
subjects of rights, placing them at a social di-
sadvantage in the face of a cis-heteronormative 
perspective on the organization of society and 
its institutions.

We therefore recognize the need to develop 
a critical bioethics that incorporates into its 
foundations reflection on inequalities and 
situations of oppression and vulnerability 
that affect non-hegemonic and racialized 
sex-gender diverse bodies, with the aim of 
verify the degree of autonomy and freedom 
in decision-making processes, which intersect 
not only the field of clinical bioethics, but, 
above all, collective health and human rights 
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in general. This incorporation is fundamental 
to make bioethics effectively emancipatory.

We highlight that, in the work ‘Feminism 
and bioethics: beyond reproduction’, Susan 
Wolf25 indicates that feminist bioethics is 
not limited to the discussion about human 
reproduction and procreation and its effects 
on women’s health from a medical ethics or 
bioethics perspective25. Furthermore, Wolf’s 
proposal, in addition to other authors who 
make up the work in question, seeks to em-
phasize the relationships between feminism 
and bioethics based on the concern regarding 
the incorporation of feminist perspectives in 
relation to various issues established in the 
field of bioethics. In this way, these perspec-
tives problematize the different bioethical 
approaches that are based on principlism, 
as well as utilitarianism or Kantian-inspired 
theories that do not confront, from a political 
and social perspective, racism, sexism and 
class relations, which present themselves as 
structural25.

This approach becomes extremely relevant 
as medical and bioethical practices are also 
inserted in these contexts, affecting the lives 
and the exercise of autonomy of people in 
situations of oppression and vulnerability. In 
the work organized by Wolf25, the intersection 
of oppression becomes evident when taking 
into account the impacts on low-income black 
women regarding access to the health system, 
decision-making processes and autonomy over 
the body, especially in situations of pregnancy 
and access to abortion options, as well as the 
practice of cesarean sections in women who 
want a natural birth25.

Based on these propositions, it is necessary 
to reflect not only on the need to incorpo-
rate, through bioethics, into its foundations, 
categories such as gender, social class and, 
specifically, sexual orientation and gender 
identity, but, particularly, to problematize 
which principles and values inform bioethics. 
In other words, on what basis is bioethics un-
derstood? Who determines bioethics? Here we 

highlight once again how the context in which 
the definition of bioethics is inserted can be 
not only important, but decisive to effectively 
face problems related to social inequalities 
that still present themselves as issues on the 
contemporary bioethics agenda.

The hegemonic context, especially in an 
increasingly exclusionary neoliberal scenario – 
in which public health is organized worldwide 
in the form of large conglomerates and clinical 
research has been guided mainly by decision-
-making processes involving business groups 
and big pharma – makes it is necessary to think 
about critical bioethics and what its orienta-
tion is in relation to the chosen foundation.

In this article, we intend to reflect on the 
influences and scope of feminist-inspired bio-
ethics, especially to think about inequalities 
from a diversity perspective, which is directly 
linked to gender identity and sexual orienta-
tion. The criticisms addressed to principlism 
from a North/South division, and which take 
into account the center-periphery relationship 
and the processes of coloniality, converge with 
the criticisms and findings presented by femi-
nist-inspired bioethics, further highlighting 
a process to be built to pave new directions 
for bioethics. In this sense, it is important to 
articulate the contributions of queer theory 
regarding criticisms of binaries and heteronor-
mativity as standards for recognizing rights.

Confluences between 
bioethics and queer theory: 
paths to overcoming 
binarism

The theoretical inputs offered by feminist-
-inspired bioethics contribute to the discus-
sion about the need to denaturalize binarism. 
The need to understand that binarism is a 
cultural and historical construction marked by 
the contributions of Western Judeo-Christian 
civilization becomes relevant for reflection on 
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the processes of colonization and imperialism 
that also expand to the colonization of bodies 
and, as consequence, sexual orientations and 
gender identities, especially from the pers-
pective of the State and social institutions.

The 1990s represent a period of theoreti-
cal-epistemological crossovers for different 
areas of knowledge. In the feminist move-
ment, one can identify, based on the work of 
some authors, the third wave; on the other 
hand, some anti-gender initiatives are begin-
ning to be designed based on the actions of 
members of the Vatican and theologians26; 
in the field of bioethics, the development of 
feminist-inspired bioethics can be observed, 
in particular, based on contributions from 
Latin America22,23; and in queer studies, it is 
worth highlighting the conference by Teresa 
de Lauretis at the University of California27, 
which represents a milestone in discussing 
sexualities perceived as pathological together 
with other categories such as gender and race, 
which, for this research, acquire fundamental 
importance.

Lauretis’ proposal can be summarized in 
the role that should be played by queer theory, 
specifically, of highlighting subordinated dis-
courses in debates and works on gender and 
sexuality27. Furthermore, queer theory would 
have the function of dialoguing with other 
epistemologies and areas of knowledge at the 
same time that it would perform a political 
function and challenge the theoretical matrix 
in force until then and which organized gender 
and sexuality as analytical categories27. In 
this way, queer theory would, from its roots, 
have a destabilizing and contesting character 
regarding the experiences of gays and les-
bians, as well as the perspectives that became 
hegemonized and that still reproduced and 
naturalized whiteness and heteronormativity.

Paul Preciado provokes a dialogue and in-
tersections between queer theory and bioe-
thics based on a tensioning of the perspectives 
that guide these theories. In ‘Testo Junkie’, 
published in 2008, Preciado autoethnographs 

his experiences when self-applying testostero-
ne in the form of an ointment on his body for 
a period of 236 days, describing the different 
feelings and experiences that are perceived 
from this hormonal application, in addition to 
contextualizing them politically and socially28.

Preciado’s contributions go beyond ques-
tioning gender and subjectivation processes in 
capitalist/neoliberal contexts. Preciado des-
cribes the post-Second World War period as 
the ‘pharmacopornographic era’, marked by 
changes in wealth accumulation and post-
-Fordist society28. Biotechnological advances 
stand out, including the development of medi-
cines by the pharmaceutical industry, such as 
contraceptive pills and treatments for erectile 
dysfunction. The author also analyzes the state 
use of female hormones, such as progesterone 
and estrogen, as a form of biopolitical regu-
lation, especially regarding female bodies28.

These forms of management and produc-
tion of bodies occur under what Preciado 
calls pharmacopornographic biocapitalism, 
a context in which the construction of subjec-
tivities is observed through biotechnological 
expansion, which is fed back from digital 
forms of access to information, stimulating 
the related desire with the modeling of bodies 
through surgery, the use of hormones, the 
application of supplements and synthetic 
prostheses, and the use of anesthetizing and 
psychotropic substances and medications. This 
context organizes not only the construction 
of bodies, but also desires and forms of cons-
truction of affections28. Such perspectives that 
intertwine the foundations of queer theory, 
gender theories and bioethics propose, under 
other paradigms, reflection on the essentia-
lizations and biologizations that guide the 
fields of knowledge in the Western tradition.

Based on Preciado’s propositions, we can 
question the bioethical implications and, in this 
sense, the role of bioethics itself in the reitera-
tion and affirmation of cis-heteronormativity 
or, in another way, in the construction of an 
emancipatory potential of cis-heterodissident 
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bodies and identities. As can be seen historically, 
and in this context of binarity and neolibera-
lism, such as governmentality and management 
of bodies and desires especially based on Michel 
Foucault’s propositions, some situations highli-
ght bioethical conflicts in the context of sexual 
orientation and gender identity.

Thinking about a queer, deviant, sissy, fag 
bioethics or even its unfolding of ‘queer’ into 
‘cuir’ based on a terminological restructuring 
from the South/Latin America, in a post-colo-
nial context, implies contesting the forms of 
hegemony, of universalization and standardi-
zation, which converges with Vidarte’s propo-
sals29. His propositions become fundamental 
for thinking about a queer (bio)ethics and, 
with this, expanding not only the spaces of 
application of bioethical thinking, but forging 
a bioethical foundation that already has, from 
its base, the moral consideration of the body, 
queer, deviant, fag, sex-gender diverse subject 
and subjectivity.

In this sense, it becomes necessary to think 
about a localized (bio)ethics, as the idea of   uni-
versalism is inevitably related to LGBTIphobia 
and its structural oppressions. A fag/queer 
(bio)ethics must have as its foundation the 
reflection on the identities and subjectivities 
of the LGBTI+ population as structures, in 
order to oppose structural homophobia. It is 
in this sense that this queer (bio)ethics must 
intersect with an anti-racist, anti-fascist and 
anti-ableism perspective in its structure, in 
order to highlight the privileges that intersect 
different categories, such as race, gender and 
social class. Queer (bio)ethics must be anti-
-neoliberal par excellence29.

Vidarte’s29 proposal and his critique of 
universalism and the abstract subject are 
exemplified in what he calls ideal homopho-
bia and real homophobia. In this sense, ideal 
homophobia is one that affects LGBTI+ people 
in an abstract way. Real homophobia can be 
understood as localized homophobia that must 
be contextualized territorially, economically 
and racially. This differentiation between ideal 
homophobia and real homophobia allows us 

to observe the forms of oppression that affect 
LGBTI+ subjects and that are not limited only 
to the issue of sexual orientation or gender 
identity, but are enhanced based on territory, 
social class and of the race.

From this perspective, it is also worth 
highlighting the criticism of neoconserva-
tism among LGBTI+ people, particularly in 
a context of commodification in the light of 
neoliberalism of these sexual orientations and 
gender identities. The liberal and economic 
perspective on the promotion of LGBTI+ 
rights inevitably overlaps the idea of   the in-
dividual with the idea of   the collective. The 
breaking of oppressions29 is directed in the 
opposite way, as it must be established by rein-
forcing the idea of   collectivity as a possibility 
for valuing the individual.

This perspective echoes the ideas of Jasbir 
Puar18,19, specifically in the context of the in-
corporation of LGBTI+ people by the Nation-
State and the neoliberalism that influences 
these processes. Homonationalism determines 
which bodies will be recognized by the Nation-
State. Non-binary and non-white queer bodies 
often do not fit into this recognition due to 
standards of intelligibility and belonging. The 
intersections of gender, race and nationality, 
in this logic, are crucial in determining who 
will be recognized as part of the LGBTI+ 
community.

Although Puar focuses on the analysis of 
homonationalism in the USA18,19, her contri-
butions are relevant in this context, in which 
the hegemonic perspectives of bioethics and 
debates on queer theory are predominantly 
influenced by the Global North, especially the 
USA. The cultural and economic influence of 
the USA can also be seen in the dissemination 
of patterns of homonationalism beyond its 
borders, taking on forms of neo-imperialism.

Final considerations

In this article, our proposal is to contribute 
to an approachment between bioethics and 
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queer theory from a post-colonial perspec-
tive. Secularism as a structuring principle of 
bioethics in opposition to a religious vision/
understanding of bioethics implies some 
reflections. Therefore, it is worth asking: to 
what extent can traditional bioethics that call 
themselves secular manage to deal with all 
the elements and categories that make up the 
bioethical proposal? In this sense, it becomes 
imperative to reflect on processes of historical 
reparation from a bioethical perspective in 
which binarism is identified as a key point to 
be overcome so that, effectively, a critical bio-
ethics can be constructed that brings gender 
and sexual diversity to its foundations.

The persecution of LGBTI+ people under 
Nazi-fascist regimes exemplifies a euge-
nics macro-project that denied recognition 
of rights and protection of life to certain 
groups. Currently, the global criminalization 
of LGBTI+ people is still common, evidenced 
by restrictive laws in several countries. In the 
USA, bills aim to prevent advances in the rights 
of trans people30, reflecting social and institu-
tional hostility. In Uganda, recent legislation 
imposes prison sentences, including the death 
penalty, for LGBTI+ people31, illustrating state 
repression based on sexual orientation and 
gender identity. The ban on LGBTI+ pride 
parades in Russia32 and the threat of arrest 
for displaying the rainbow flag show how in-
dividual freedoms are under attack globally. 
In Brazil, the recent discussion about the ban 
on same-sex marriage33 reflects conservative 
opinions that deny fundamental rights based 
on sexual orientation. These examples highli-
ght the urgent need for an analysis of these 
issues from a bioethical perspective, offering 
an ethical framework for examining policies 
and practices that affect the lives and dignity 
of LGBTI+ people.

The emergence of feminist bioethics highli-
ghts gaps in secular bioethical approaches, 
which do not adequately address issues of 
inequality and oppression. The simple claim 
of secularism is not enough to incorporate 

these complexities. It is essential that bioe-
thics also declares itself feminist, anti-racist, 
anti-LGBTIphobic and anti-neoliberal to 
effectively address the challenges faced by 
people in vulnerable situations. The absence 
of a bioethical basis based on inequalities and 
oppression can perpetuate exclusion and social 
vulnerability.

Phenomena such as the rise of nazism, 
fascism and colonial domination in Africa 
highlight the importance of strengthening de-
mocratic institutions and the participation of 
historically excluded groups. Otherwise, these 
groups may be instrumentalized and have their 
lives belittled even in democratic settings. In 
the context of democratic regimes and the 
strengthening of human rights, it becomes 
increasingly necessary to discuss the basis of 
these rights and their universality.

Even after the emergence of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, the binomial 
pathologization and criminalization still 
threatens non-normative sexual orientations 
and gender identities, demanding a bioethi-
cal approach committed to human rights and 
democracy. The confluence of these multiple 
knowledge points to the need to develop and 
strengthen interdisciplinarity and intersec-
tionality between health/biomedical sciences 
and social and human sciences as a rich source 
of contributions that can theoretically consti-
tute an important analytical framework from 
a bioethical perspective, in order to situate 
subjects, bodies and territories, historically 
and socially, without the sectoralization or 
cut-off that creates artificialities that become 
naturalized in scientific research and that per-
petuate themselves over time as an immuta-
ble truth. The identification of inequalities 
and oppression is essential to contextualize 
society and individuals, considering their com-
plexities and historical and social factors. A 
postcolonial bioethics must highlight histo-
rically subordinated categories, challenging 
hegemonic perspectives. In this sense, queer 
studies contribute to these reflections as they 
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question the cultural and historically cons-
tructed binariness.

Some examples include the need to define 
the gender/sex of babies at birth, affecting 
the rights of intersex people; the pathologi-
zation of heterodiscordant orientations and 
identities; and the criminalization of doctors 
for carrying out pioneering genitalization sur-
geries in the 1970s in Brazil, accused of causing 
mutilations due to the lack of recognition of 
these surgeries at the time. How to promote an 
emancipatory bioethics in the face of hetero-
normativity and binarism in medical practices 
and the recognition of human rights? There 
is also the criminalization of sexual orienta-
tions and heterodiscordant gender identities in 
many countries, as well as the pathologization 
of transgenderism and the lack of recognition 
of the rights of LGBTI+ families. These issues 
highlight the need for specific public policies 
to protect this population, both domestically 
and internationally.

A clear example is the instrumentalization 
of the LGBTI+ agenda to create moral panic, 
such as the fake news broadcast during the 
presidential campaign in Brazil in 2018, about 
‘cock baby bottles’ allegedly distributed by 
the Workers’ Party. Likewise, the creation of 
‘gender ideology’ that opposes theories that 
question the naturalization of gender. The use 
of ‘gender ideology’, which can be understood 
as a discursive dispositif of a (bio)political and 
bioethical nature34, has influenced debates on 
sexual and reproductive rights, education on 
sexual orientation and gender identity, and 
adoption by LGBTI+ families. Such questions 
inevitably call upon bioethics as a disciplina-
ry field, as they focus on the recognition of 
which people deserve legal protection and, as 
they do not have this legal, political and social 
recognition, they are unable to exercise the 
management of their own lives with autonomy 
and freedom. Furthermore, the impact on the 

mental health of children and adolescents 
includes LGBTIphobic bullying, disrespect 
for social names and the lack of discussion of 
gender and sexuality in schools. Therefore, it 
is essential to train not only education profes-
sionals, but also health professionals, integra-
ting gender and sexuality into bioethics and 
collective health instead of treating them as 
isolated disciplines.

Thinking about a queer bioethics implies 
moving the debates and foundations of bio-
ethics from the clinical-hospital-laboratory 
sphere and bringing it to the street level, 
of conflicts, disputes and forms of human 
segregation socially structured in complex 
historical-political processes. The contex-
tualization of bioethics in a perspective of 
democracy, human rights and international 
relations in which the categories of sexual and 
gender diversity are highlighted allows us to 
design the scenarios that shape bioethics as a 
discipline, in contexts in which these elements 
are present and, on the other hand, when these 
rights/categories are restricted.

These reflections seek to point out the need 
to articulate bioethics with different categories 
and institutions and denaturalize the idea of   
an epistemological approach or distancing of 
bioethics from society. The isolation of this 
discipline from other categories, therefore, 
leads, albeit indirectly, to the reiteration of 
social inequalities and discrimination.
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