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Dialectics between liberalism, State paternalism, 
and biopolitics. The conceptual analysis and the 
democratic and bioethical implications
Fermin Roland Schramm

Abstract
The political culture of the Western world often opposes liberalism and paternalism, assuming that the first term indicates 
a defense of the value of individual freedom, constitutive of the human rights culture, while the second would deny this 
value. This paper defends the thesis that such terms, as a whole, have a dialectical relationship, because the first would 
take the place of a thesis and the second of an antithesis, which synthesis would be represented by the moment of biopol-
itics, which would in turn, constitute a new thesis, in a new dialectical process in which the place of the antithesis would 
be represented by bioethics, both of which would converge in a new synthesis, represented by the empowering of people, 
and that is constitutive of democratic societies, or that claim themselves as such.
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Resumo
Dialética entre liberalismo, paternalismo de Estado e biopolítica. Análise conceitual, implicações bioéticas 
e democráticas
Na cultura política do mundo ocidental costuma-se opor liberalismo e paternalismo, partindo do pressuposto 
de que o primeiro termo indica uma defesa do valor da liberdade individual, constitutiva da cultura dos direi-
tos humanos, ao passo que o segundo negaria este valor. Este trabalho defende a tese de que tais termos, em 
seu conjunto, possuem relação de tipo dialético, pois o primeiro ocuparia o lugar de tese e o segundo de antí-
tese, cuja síntese seria representada pelo momento da biopolítica, a qual constituiria, por sua vez, uma nova 
tese, iniciando novo processo dialético em que o lugar da antítese seria representado pela bioética, sendo que 
ambas confluiriam para uma nova síntese, representada pelo empoderamento dos cidadãos, constitutivo das 
sociedades democráticas, ou que se pretendem tais.
Palavras-chave: Bioética. Biopolítica. Democracia. Empoderamento. Liberdade. Paternalismo.

Resumen
Dialéctica entre liberalismo, paternalismo de Estado y biopolítica. Análisis conceptual, implicaciones 
bioéticas y democráticas
En la cultura política del mundo occidental es costumbre oponer liberalismo y paternalismo, suponiendo 
que el primer término indica una defensa del valor de la libertad individual, constitutiva de la cultura de los 
derechos humanos, mientras que el segundo podría negar este valor. En este trabajo se defiende la tesis de 
que tales términos, en su conjunto, tienen un tipo de relación dialéctica, ya que el primero tendría a ocupar el 
lugar de una tesis y el segundo aquel de una antítesis, siendo la síntesis representada por la biopolítica, que 
constituiría, a su vez, una nueva tesis, empezando un nuevo proceso dialéctico, dónde el lugar de la antítesis 
sería representado por la bioética, los cuales confluirían para una nueva síntesis, representada por el empo-
deramiento de los ciudadanos, y que es un elemento constitutivo de las sociedades democráticas, o que se 
pretenden como tales.
Palabras-clave: Bioética. Biopolítica. Democracia. Empoderamiento. Libertad. Paternalismo.
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According to the political and social history of 
the democracies of the Western world, including 
Latin America, the terms (a) “liberalism” and (b) 
“paternalism” refer to ideas, beliefs, ideologies, atti-
tudes and different ways of governing that are seen 
almost always as contradictory or antinomic (Greek 
anti, “against” and nomos “law”). The first term 
would defend the value of individual freedom and 
the second would deny it, so it would be often iden-
tified with the term “conservative”, in opposition to 
“progressive” liberal. 

The thesis argued is that (a) liberalism and 
(b) paternalism have a dialectical relationship, the 
first taking place of the thesis and the second taking 
the antithesis, with the synthesis represented by (c) 
biopolitics. Biopolitics then constitute a new theo-
ry that is part of a new dialectic process in which 
the antithesis place would be represented by (d) 
bioethics, both of which would converge into a new 
synthesis, represented by (e) empowerment (or re-
lease) citizens. 

Below we initially present this apparent antin-
omy, conceptually analyzing each term separately 
and then linking them together dialectically. 

Liberalism and paternalism: a conceptual 
analysis 

(a) Liberalism
The term “liberalism” is actually polysemic, but 

it designates, practically in all of its uses, the central-
ity accorded, in politics as in morals, the individual, 
their rights, their freedoms 1 The term can indicate: 
1.) an attitude before political problems, in order to 
limit the power of the State to protect the freedom 
of individuals; 2) an economic doctrine favorable to 
the market; 3) a political philosophy which considers 
the rights of individuals the foundation of the polit-
ical link or the ‘social contract’; may even 4) adapt 
to very different political choices, such as those of 
North American Democrats, who are considered as 
left, or the ones come from French liberals, identi-
fied as “right” 2. 

Despite its polysemy, the several uses of the 
term “liberalism” seem to share a common denom-
inator, the project consists of limiting the powers of 
the State, and this in the name of so-called culture 
of human rights, understood essentially as proper-
ty inherent in man considered individual, not as a 
member of an association, i.e., as subjective rights. 
According to this proposition, the “general will” sup-
posedly represented by the sovereign state – which, 

when it is self-limited, grants such rights to citizens – 
it should never be confused with the universality of 
individuals who are part of the political community, 
and therefore there is an irreducible disjunction be-
tween freedom and power, which would impose lim-
its on the State’s efforts, placing the ‘rights’ above 
the general will. 3. 

Specifically , “liberalism” refers to the type of 
societies identified as liberal democracies (...) where 
human rights are recognized and, as far as possible , 
respected , and , anyway , always remembered and 
defended , and extended bit by bit to everything that 
is called (...) minorities 4. In other words, the sense 
shared by the various forms of liberalism refers to 
the centrality attributed to the individual, i.e., the 
“rights” and “freedoms” of each one, considered as 
constitutive of citizenship and thus of democracy it-
self. However, according to the so-called “postmod-
ern condition”, characterized by the crisis of the “big 
stories” or “end of metanarratives”, and its gradual 
replacement by legitimation by performativity and, 
in particular, by replacing the principle of an univer-
sal metalanguage by the one of a plurality of formal 
and axiomatic systems able to argue denotative ut-
terances, such systems [are] described in a universal 
metalanguage, but not consistent 5. 

In this context, it seems that nowadays every 
political actor prefers to define themselves as “lib-
eral” in order not to be associated with ideological 
metanarratives focused on (supposedly) collective 
entities as “nation”, “race”, “class”, which resulted 
in political, social, authoritarian “concentrationary” 
universes (like Nazism and Stalinism). In other 
words, being “liberal” nowadays seems to imply a 
political stance that has, above all, a ‘negative’ di-
mension of anti-totalitarianism: in an age like ours, 
the crisis of the ‘big stories’, has almost no actor pol-
icy who does not define himself as liberal, such is the 
fear of being associated with those ideologies which 
would put the accent not on the individual but on 
collective identities (...) have created the concentra-
tionary universes 6.

(b) Paternalism
The term “paternalism” refers to the attitude 

of treating others in accordance with what is be-
lieved to be their good, subordinating to this possi-
ble preferences, expressed or not, of such person 7. 
Politically, “paternalism” is understood as “State 
paternalism” and serves to indicate the type of gov-
ernment in which the subjects are facing the rulers 
as minor children before the pater familias 8. But the 
concept “State paternalism” is inextricably linked to 
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the concept “power” and it may be understood as 
detached instance from the willingness of subjects, 
not unlike how the power of the father of family does 
not depend on the will of the children, because the 
“paternalism” would seek the welfare of the citizens, 
but without taking into account their participation, 
and keeping a fraction [of] citizens in the condition of 
political minors 9. 

Importantly, however, that State paternalism 
should not be confused with the state of social wel-
fare (welfare state), which – according to the Mani-
festo in defense of civilization – cannot be interpret-
ed as a mere reform of capitalism, but as a major 
economic, social and political transformation [and 
as] emergency of a state that institutionalized the 
ethic of solidarity in which the welfare of one is pos-
sible only when others around them are in the same 
situation and freedom is only possible with equality 
and respect for others because an individual’s au-
tonomy means freedom to feel fulfilled 10. 

If we compare the two terms and their mean-
ings, it can be observed that “liberalism” and “pa-
ternalism” refer to content and practices that can 
be seen as prima facie “antinomical” since liber-
alism assigns a particular value (or “central”) to 
the individual and paternalism does not. It seems, 
therefore, that the two terms denote irreconcilable 
positions, apparently “antinomic”, with regard to in-
dividual freedom and their pursuit. 

However, all antinomy that is not really a par-
adox of pure reason (as is the case of the third an-
tinomy of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, which ad-
dresses the contradiction between the thesis of the 
need for a free cause and the antithesis of all that 
is infinitely concerned conditioned, i.e., the thesis 
of the need for freedom and the antithesis of its 
impossibility) which leads to a logically impossible 
conclusion, from an apparently correct statement, 
but in fact paradoxical, can be entered in a dynamic 
process, called as “dialectic”. 

This is exactly the case of our approach and it 
will be understood as confrontation between con-
trasting ideas and opinions, to try to show how the 
dialectic does not only indicate a formal construct 
to try “rationally” to handle the contradictions rep-
resented by the antinomies – as intended by Kant, 
who he considered the time when the intellect be-
comes reason capable to handle the contradictory 
theses represented by antinomies that the reason 
lies in their paths –, but also a device that refers to 
the structure of reality as showed, for instance, by 
Karl Marx when he describes the capital as a place of 
contradictions between the productive forces in the 

productive relationships manifested in the conflict 
between social classes (bourgeoisie and proletariat). 

In this case – as Hegel formally wanted to say, 
who conceived dialectics as a moment of political 
critique of liberal rationalism because this would 
hide the internal contradiction between private in-
dividual and political logic supposedly universal – 
the conflict between thesis and antithesis can be 
overcome by a synthesis that at the same time it 
preserves the conflict, it tries to overcome it. In 
short, the opposition between thesis and antithe-
sis can result in a synthesis understood as a process 
that reconciles a thesis and an antithesis 11. 

In our case, the place of the thesis is occupied 
by the content represented by terms liberalism and 
neoliberalism, and the antithesis indicated by those 
through the term paternalism, both of which may 
give rise to a “synthesis”, as can be that shown by 
the third word in the title: (c) “biopolitics”, whose 
contents and practices seem to override the con-
tradiction between “liberalism” and “paternalism” 
because they are, in principle, capable of dialecti-
cally include themselves, since the control devices 
of biopolitics can, for instance, be very well inter-
nalized by the recipients themselves, because they 
may consider them necessary to meet their specific 
needs and deficiencies. 

Thus, in this dialectical process in which there is 
an almost infinite confrontation between instituted 
moments (thesis) and instituting moments (antithe-
sis ), the synthesis represented by biopolitics (and its 
concrete devices of biopower) can also be seen as 
the time to start a new dialectic process represented 
by the emergence of a new thesis, which can be seen 
as the actual implementation of the power mecha-
nisms (called biopower ) on the lifetime (human or 
not), in other words, the time at which the biological 
life enter (and interferes) political phenomena and 
must deal with the conflicts involved; whose antith-
esis can be formed by (d) “bioethics”, understood as 
a questioning and criticism moment, but also of re-
sistance to biopolitics and its biological reductionism 
of policy to biologic data, and the interrelationship 
of these with the economy and management, whose 
practical synthesis can be thought of as the teleolog-
ical moment of (e) “empowerment” or “liberation”, 
understood as an existential result of concrete cit-
izenship, represented by democracy. And this is, in 
a necessarily different context from that one given 
by the “State of social malaise” that under the liber-
al ideology of markets in the name of efficiency and 
competition, the ethic of solidarity has been replaced 
by the ethics of competition or performance 10. 
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The dialectics between biopolitics and bioethics

Biopolitics, or – as some prefer – the biopoli-
cies can be seen, according to the philology of the 
term, as the reconfiguration of the relationship 
between politics and life, referring to the fact that 
this has become the direct object of the exercise 
of power, namely, therefore of “biopower” and be-
cause of the focus on bodies and their productivi-
ty, i.e., about government activity represented by 
economic logic and management, i.e., the encoun-
ter between knowledge and productive population 
management, individuating the logic and economic 
praxis the true biopolitical, utilitarian and modern 
governance, which is driven to success. As synthe-
sized by Michel Foucault: we must speak of ‘bio-pol-
itics’ to describe what makes getting life and its 
mechanisms in the field of explicit calculations and 
makes power-knowledge an agent of transforma-
tion of human life 12. 

More specifically, that it would be a “national-
ization of the biologic”, which can be understood in 
the double sense of a power exercised, on the one 
hand, on the individual and his body, and, on the oth-
er, about the community, seen as “population”, even 
as “species”, thus implying as “biopower”, whose 
role would be to manage, control and discipline bod-
ies, life and death of both individuals and popula-
tions and even Homo sapiens species. In the author’s 
words: It seems to me that one of the fundamen-
tal phenomena of the nineteenth century has been 
[that] power could have taken charge of their lives, in 
a perspective that we could call as assistance . It is, 
so to speak, of a seizure of power over man as a living 
being, a kind of nationalization of the biologic, or at 
least a tendency towards what might be called the 
nationalization of the biological (...) something that 
is no longer an anatomopolitics of the human body, 
but it may call a ‘biopolitics’ of the human species 13. 

In this sense, one can defend the argument 
that biopolitics is the time to overcome the tradi-
tional dichotomy state/society, towards a political 
economy of life in general 14, and here may be seen 
as the “synthesis” between contents of “liberalism” 
and “paternalism” because it has non-negligible size 
of the exercise of power and because it is seen as a 
set of resistances and [the] experiences of free sub-
jectivity or as the dimension where life is stated as 
imposing countervailing subjectivity based on the 
productive power 15. 

In other words – as Foucault himself made it 
clear –, there is a deep bond between liberalism and 
biopolitics, as the analysis of biopolitics can be done 

only when we understand that the general scheme 
of this governmental reason [that] we call matter of 
fact, in first the economic truth [in the] government 
reason, and consequently, if we understand what is 
at stake in this scheme that is liberalism, which op-
poses reason of State – or fundamentally changes 
[it] without questioning its foundations – [i.e.] it is 
only when we understand what is the liberalism that 
we can understand what is biopolitics 16. But biopol-
itics can be characterized as a synthesis because it 
also leads to a rapid conversion of freedoms in needs 
and rights duties, giving the individual new ethical, 
political and legal obligations in relation to himself 
and to others [and regarding] which should feel in-
creasingly compelled to respond (...) relying on the 
new biopolitical power and knowledge 17. 

Indeed, the synthesis of biopolitics can refer 
to and regroup very different phenomena such as 
wars to solve problems, forms of terrorism resulting 
from the impossibility of dialogue, situations of ex-
ception state and weakening of legal guarantees for 
security, or then deprived cases of euthanasia such 
as those presented by the media and cinema that, 
thus, make them public 18. Accordingly , very differ-
ent political phenomena can be subsumed under a 
single concept apparently referring to biological life, 
traditionally understood as belonging to the field of 
biology and life sciences in general, but – as we shall 
see – it can be seen in the case of human beings and 
sentient beings in general, as an extensive biology 
that includes both the life sciences and the human-
ities (bodies and souls if we want to), inscribing, in 
this way, biopolitics in a kind of management of bio-
logical life, thanks to a protection and increase pro-
gram production involving a human production and 
a taming of the being (...) selecting and rejecting in 
the inhuman and subhuman, those pathogens that 
threaten lives or that simply are inadequate 19. 

But, the fact of considering the term “bio-
politics” as a possible synthesis of the contents of 
“liberalism” and its “neoliberal” perspective on the 
one hand, and “paternalism” on the other, does not 
exclude the possibility of making such a “synthe-
sis” the beginning of the new dialectical process in 
which the time of the thesis, represented by biopol-
itics, we can counteract an antithesis, represented 
by the know-how of bioethics, which is understood 
as a normative and critical tool for the analysis and 
evaluation of morality of human praxis in the field of 
biomedicine and health, aiming to guide the biopo-
litical choices. 

In particular, in this possible biopolitic-bioeth-
ics dialectics, the antithesis, which is represented by 
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bioethics, can be viewed as a form of resistance to 
biopolitic and biopower; i.e., an alternative to bio-
politics [that is capable of] mediating the normative 
issues involved through biopolitics and biopower, 
and this as the exercise of power against biopower, 
that is, as empowerment of citizens 20. 

Bioethics as a deconstruction of biopolitics

From the critical point of view, bioethics can 
also be seen as an attempt to deconstruct the con-
cept of biopolitics, because the vagueness of this 
concept allows to associate the term with a broad 
spectrum of meanings, referring to phenomena as 
diverse as public biopolitics, protection and demo-
cratic welfare states [and] forms of bio tanatos poli-
cy [of] Nazi biocracy. Therefore, such multiplicity re-
fers to the practical need to deconstruct biopolitics, 
and from this deconstruction, trying to apply the 
tools of bioethics to detect morality (which includes 
immorality) of biopolitics and biopower, trying to re-
construct forms of resistance (...) the possible dem-
ocratic control of service control, represented by the 
power exercised by biopower and biopolitics 21.

In fact, according to Roberto Esposito, the term 
biopolitics would be marked by clear conceptual 
vagueness, because apparently crossed by an uncer-
tainty [that] prevents any stable connotation [and] 
seems to make it not only an instrument but also the 
object of a harsh philosophical and political confron-
tation on the setting and the fate of our time 22. Yet 
this “confusion” seems to be the result of other one, 
related to the concept itself “life” denoted by the 
term biopolitics, i.e., the result of indiscernibility from 
the Greek words bios and zoe, referring the Latin vita, 
from which derives our word “life”. 

This conceptual fuzziness is reflected as a con-
sequence, also in the definition of biopolitics that no 
longer refers to the size of the zoe, meaning of life in its 
simplest biological expression or, at most, to the con-
junction line along which the bios emerging on zoe, 
also naturalized 23. Thus, there would be, in essence, 
a “double indiscernibility” in the concept of biopoli-
tics, resulted from the fact of this being inhabited by 
a term that does not suit it –, and that even it risks 
itself distorting its most striking features, because the 
zoe definition is problematic because of referring to a 
conception of an absolutely natural life (...) stripped 
of any formal connotation, which would be inconceiv-
able in essence, even more so nowadays, when the 
human body appears more challenged, and even liter-
ally traversed by the technique 23. 

In his work of deconstruction, Esposito detects 
what it is considered the unthinkable (or rather the 
repressed) of biopolitics, but, in fact, would direct 
it 24. According to the author, that it would be the 
immune paradigm 25, considered as a mechanism 
underlying to biopolitics itself and that would cir-
cumvent the difficulties arising from its conceptual 
vagueness. In this regard it should be remembered 
that the immunity category, besides being used in 
public health, is also used by systems theory (Luh-
mann), sociology (Baudrillard) and by own philoso-
phy (Derrida). In the latter area the concept would 
tend to move in that one on autoimmunity, present-
ed as the ultimate horizon of contemporary political 
and understood as historical category inextricably 
related to modernity and to its preoccupation with 
self-preservation of life and social protection against 
conflict, i.e., with autoimmunization against its ef-
fects dissolution 25.

Still to Esposito, the immune paradigm (or 
immunitas) bios and nomos, life and politics, [are] 
the two components of a single, inseparable group 
that only acquires meaning from the relationship 
between them; and that immunity would not be 
only the relationship that binds life to power, but the 
power of preserving life, since unlike anything that 
presupposes the concept of bio-politics – understood 
as the result of the meeting that at one point occurs 
between two component elements – from this point 
of view there is no external power for life, just as life 
is not ever out of power relations. For this reason, in 
this case, the policy could only be seen as a possibili-
ty, or instrument of preserving life and immunization 
as a negative protection of life 26. 

Indeed, the ambiguity of the concept of bio-
politics seems to allow us using to indicate different 
phenomena, such as public biopolitics of assistance, 
protection and welfare of democratic states, and 
ways to biotanatopolitics, as it was the case of Nazi 
“biopolitics” (or biocracy), among others. The two 
situations in which the same term “dense” – biopol-
itics – seems to become indistinguishable and they 
must, however, be different because: 

(a) in the first case, biopolitics refers to policies in-
tended to ensure and enhance the health of the 
population, thanks to the control, management 
and repair of the human body (the individual) 
devices and on the human species; 

(b) in the second case, instead of an interface be-
tween bios and polis, we have a subsumption of 
the bios (or zoe itself), i.e., the policy subsumed 
to biology and its laws.
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Thus, the concepts of bios and polis seem to 
have two types of a possible logic relationship: 1) an 
inter-relation with no priority of one concept over 
the other (which linguists call paratactic relation); 2) 
A subsumption relation from one to another term 
(which linguists call hypotaxis), which, in turn, also 
has two variants:

(2a) subsumption from bios to polis, which corre-
sponds to the type of relationship that existed, 
for example, to Aristotle;

(2b) subsumption from polis to bios, and in turn, 
from bios to zoe, as was the inter alia case of 
Nazi biocracy 

But despite these logical distinctions, the con-
ceptual amphiboly persists. In fact , the term biopol-
itics is currently found in various discursive contexts 
in which the “conceptual duo” represented by the 
words bios and politics, appears the, i.e., when, 
with an increasing frequency, politics deals with 
problems of life, when, in politics, the body of those 
who have power and those who support the power 
becomes the central point, but keeping a particular 
semantic mobility, an instability that is proof of the 
vitality of the term and the requirement [to] find a 
name/concept [which can] focus on behaviors and 
relationships that traditional lexicon could no longer 
capture and guide a number of new phenomena (...) 
highlighting the vital implication that the old [polit-
ical] lexicon had hidden 27. However, if we admit the 
possibility of biopolitics be part of a new dialectical 
process, along with bioethics, understood as its an-
tithesis, which could be, in fact, the relationship be-
tween biopolitics (thesis) and bioethics (antithesis)? 

One way to relate dialectically biopolitics and 
bioethics would be to think, for instance, the prob-
lematic use of the term ‘life’ in bioethics and its in-
terfaces with the praxis biopolitics and biopower 28 
devices. Particularly, considering that confusion can 
arise when we consider that bioethics, biopolitics 
and biopower have a common reference to the bios 
concept, as can be the case when we talk about “eth-
ics of life”, “politics of life” and “power of life”, but we 
understand, in fact, “ethics on life”, “policy on life” 
and “power over life”. In fact, in this case, the refer-
ence to bios does not allow saying if it is always the 
same sense that we are using, or not. 

Indeed, in reference to the term bios, made by 
the duo biopower/biopolitics, the first term refers to 
the effective exercise of power devices about life and 
the second one to the politics that biopower seeks 
to implement and administer, which is the reason 
why one could say that this reference to bios, tak-

en in the case of biopolitics/biopower, is different 
from that taken by bioethics, at least if we cannot 
understand it so much as a descriptive or normative 
tool of human praxis that involves life (as it is indeed 
too), but practice as a practical form of resistance to 
biopolitics and biopower forms or as a moment of 
exercise of power against biopower; i.e., as empow-
erment (‘liberation’) of citizens 29. 

However, in this dialectic, bioethics (under-
stood as a form of resistance to biopolitics and bio-
power) should not be seen so much as a replacement 
(or representative) of social control (which is in fact 
guarantee of democracy) – because that could bring 
it to some form of paternalism – but as resistance tool 
to the service of this democratic control of this ser-
vice control tool (represented by the power exercised 
by biopower and biopolitics) and which is indicated, 
for example, by other dense word: empowerment 
(empowerment, liberation... )..

However, to say this is still insufficient, since 
there is no consensus on the relationship between 
biopolitics and biopower. Indeed, there are those 
who consider that the duo biopower – biopolitics 
should be seen as an adversarial relationship bio-
power/biopolitics. This is the case, for example, 
Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt, who consider bio-
power – represented by the power of the crowd. Bio-
politics as opposed to or as a form of resistance 30 For 
Rancière, however, this interpretation of Hardt and 
Negri should be avoided because it would eventually 
reassert one vitalistic roots politics. 

A seemingly most promising way to tackle such 
difficulties would change the resistance agent, both 
as to the biopolitics biopower, identifying, for ex-
ample, bioethics, understood as a device capable of 
giving a moral biopolitics content, i.e., able to sub-
mit the policy to the moral standards that legitimize 
it or de-legitimize it, thus taking up the contents as 
those advocated, for example, the Movement for 
Ethics in Politics, 1992, in Brazil. 

Meanwhile, this “pretense” of bioethics 
should be able to answer “dialectically” the criticism 
coming from the field itself, as there are authors 
who consider that bioethics has become, in recent 
times, a discipline at risk due to excessive academi-
cism apparently focused in individual and irrelevant 
problems when compared to the major themes as 
social inequity, public health policies, ecological cri-
sis, which would indeed being made or attached by 
biopolitics itself, one should thus prevent its appro-
priation from other flanks, unrelated to the specific 
and pristine agenda of the bioethical thought 32. 
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Such risks, appointed by bioethicist Michael 
Kottow certainly exist. However, such a condition of 
“risk” of bioethics can also be seen as a stimulus to 
better think a “resistant” bioethics – which would 
include, for example, an “intervention bioethics 
[understood as] an analysis of macro-problems 
and collective conflicts 33 –, but knowing that this 
is only possible if there is the previous theoretical 
deconstruction of the categories of biopolitics and 
biopower, and ethical and political opposition to a 
concrete unjustified annexation of bioethics and 
biopolitics.

Moreover, among the experts who biopoli-
tics there is also which reverses the relationship, 
proposed here, between biopolitics and bioethics, 
considering the term biopolitics as definable per dif-
ferentiam regarding bioethics, since biopolitics anal-
ysis critically illuminates the exercise of this power 
in those moral and legal devices which legitimize 
and organize the normative action on life 34. debate 
about the relationship between bioethics and bio-
politics, therefore, remains open. 

Final considerations

What can we provisionally conclude from this 
deconstruction of dense and ambiguous category of 
biopolitics? Would it be this entry into the political 
field of biological life? And how about this form of 
resistance represented by bioethics? 

The answer is not simple considering that bio-
politics “not part of a philosophical assumption [but] 
concrete events” 35 (as was the paradigmatic case of 
Nazi biocracy) and that this arrival on the scene of 
life (in its dual dimension bios and zoe) seems to 
defy our political categories, based historically on 

the separation zoe/bios and lexical priority of the 
bios about zoe. 

But even according to Esposito, this would be 
precisely the strength of biopolitical perspective, 
its ability to read this tangle and this conflict, this 
displacement and this implication 36, which should, 
however, know that biological life of individuals 
and population [settled a long time] at the center 
of all major policy decisions, and we would need a 
paradigm shift, since the model of medical cure has 
become not only the privileged object, but the very 
form of political life, that is, a policy that meets the 
sole source of legitimacy only possible in life 37.

Under these conditions, what then would be 
the role of bioethics biopolitics? One way to answer 
would be to say that bioethics would be a “liberat-
ing” alternative front biopolitics, therefore in princi-
ple could mediate the normative issues involved in 
the relationships that are established between bios 
and zoe, and between them and the polis. 

However, another question arises: what is 
the legitimacy of bioethics to do this? One possible 
answer – as we have seen – is that such legitimacy 
would be given resisting biopolitics reduce politi-
cal, and, conceptually, to the subsumption of bios 
to zoe. Or perhaps using the tool desecration of the 
so called ‘inevitable’ natural established between 
biology and politics by biopolitical paradigm, under-
standing the desecration as an offset without aboli-
tion of what you want to go, the power devices, and 
restoring the use common spaces that [power] had 
confiscated 38. These seem to be the contents of the 
dialectic between biopolitics and bioethics, we try 
to outline here, whose synthesis can be empower-
ing people in a kind of society that we can call, so 
democratic.
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