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The space for ethics in a technological world
El espacio de la ética en un mundo tecnológico

Evandro Agazzi
Interdisciplinary Center for Bioethics, Universidad Panamericana, Mexico City, Mexico
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EDITORIAL

This second issue of the 2023 year of our journal is characterized by the presence of rather 
wide-ranging articles dedicated to topics of bioethical relevance that is studied according to philosophical, 
general ethical, and specific bioethical approaches, with attention to interdisciplinary connections.

A certain curiosity may be aroused by an extensive study dedicated to Leonardo da Vinci, which 
could be expected to concern one of the many technological, mathematical, and artistic skills of 
this multifaceted genius, but actually ends up being interesting for the theological and ethical 
problems it discusses. Therefore, thanks to the valuable work of a historical and philological kind 
involved in this essay, the issues concerning the ethical relevance of human sexuality are the 
reasons that qualify its presentation in a bioethics journal such as ours.

Considerable importance and topicality qualify the consideration, within contemporary culture, of 
the traditional conception concerning, above all, the family and the set of its human and social 
values. Much of today’s culture, in fact, regards this conception as obsolete and outdated by a 
series of socio-cultural claims. An extensive study by Mario Alai, requested by invitation, analyzes 
this issue in depth, taking into account all the scientific and biological but also sociological and 
cultural, findings that enter into this debate, showing with great analytical acumen what are the 
strong and the weak points of the various options, highlighting the repercussions on issues such 
as abortion and various current practices.

At the root of these problems lies the theme of the meaning and value of human life, a theme 
that until recently was presented as an opposition between the conception of the sacredness of 
life and that of the quality of life (the latter is now widely accepted) and aspires to be translated 
into legal norms that allow for the termination of a no longer desired life.

Clearly, the various conceptions about the nature and value of life also imply a certain attitude 
toward death. This task is made difficult by the fact that from the very beginning, anthropomorphic 
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language was used to describe these machines, speaking of their capabilities as memory, learning, 
calculation, inference, and so on. These anthropomorphic terms (i.e., belonging to the ordinary dis-
course concerning human beings) were used with ideal “inverted commas” which, however, were 
soon forgotten, and thus, many people became convinced that these machines (i.e., electronic com-
puters) were indeed capable of replicating human intelligence and this seemed to justify the claim 
that an artificial product could also be intelligent. The untenability of this thesis emerged when it was 
pointed out that intelligence presupposes the ability to give meaning to the terms of a discourse and 
this rests on a characteristic, that of intentionality, with which no material artifact is endowed. The 
situation changed when the claim that a machine could be intelligent was abandoned, and, ironically, 
Paolo Musso calls the machine stupid, but he draws a number of conclusions about the advantages, 
but also the limits, inherent in this stupidity, which basically concern the use of any technological 
product and the difficulty of planning a reasonable use for it. The author’s technical expertise in these 
fields, coupled with his philosophical rigor, make these conclusions particularly interesting.

A topic often discussed today is the so-called dignified death, which is connected with the 
problems of assisted suicide and euthanasia. The concept of dignity has a precise reference to 
persons and, at most, can imply certain consequences on the kind of life they are entitled to. 
Depending on the different cultures, there are differences in funeral rites, which can involve wider 
communities than narrow family members. The article by Isolda Agazzi explores this reality and 
offers interesting reflections, also because it includes references to the Islamic tradition.

Contributions to journals or publications of bioethical relevance are often, in addition, works of 
art. This inevitably poses the question of the correctness of submitting such works to a judgment 
of ethical or even theological kind. This complex issue is carefully discussed in a paper by Lourdes 
Velazquez who points out the novelties introduced by the Renaissance and the consequences that 
are reflected in the works, respectively, on Leonardo and Michelangelo. In the article that concludes 
this issue of the magazine, she takes up and discusses an old and recurrent theme in Western 
culture; it refers in a broad sense to the relationship between art and morality and to the limitations 
that morality can legitimately impose on the freedom of artistic creation. The romantic era had af-
firmed the complete autonomy of art, which in its representations, whether figurative or narrative, 
cannot be limited by other concerns. In practice, the latter regarded the parts of the body directly 
linked to sexuality, and the problem concerned the representation of the human nude, which low-
ered the representation of “dishonest” parts to the level of pornography.

With the Renaissance, the cultural framework changed, introducing the distinction between the sacred 
and the profane and their mutual independence. Michelangelo is a typical representative of this change.

For several years now, an objective treatment of pornography has been developing, which illustrates 
its true nature as an international commercial enterprise making huge profits from the sale of por-
nographic images, the consumption of which constitutes a reality totally analogous to the drug trade.

A topic often discussed today is the so-called dignified death, which is connected with the 
problems of assisted suicide and euthanasia. The concept of dignity has a precise reference to 
persons and, at most, can imply certain consequences on the kind of life they are entitled to. 
Depending on the different cultures, there are differences in funeral rites, which can involve wider 
communities than narrow family members. The article by Isolda Agazzi explores this reality and 
offers interesting reflections, also because it includes references to the Islamic tradition.
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ORIgInAL ARTICLE

Death and a “decent” end to life in the north and 
south of the Mediterranean: diametrically 
opposed views
La muerte y el final “decente” de la vida en el norte y el sur del 
mediterráneo: visiones diametralmente opuestas

Isolda Agazzi
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Abstract
European countries are secular, and their laws are not inspired by religion, not to mention the fact that religious 
practice is in constant decline. Life expectancy has increased considerably, sometimes at the cost of great 
suffering and interminable agony.

Keywords: Death. Dignity. Mediterranean.

Resumen
Los países europeos son laicos y sus leyes no están inspiradas en la religión, sin mencionar el hecho de que 
la práctica religiosa está en constante declive. La esperanza de vida ha aumentado considerablemente, a 
veces a costa de grandes sufrimientos y agonías interminables.

Palabras clave: Muerte. Dignidad. Mediterráneo.
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Introduction

I am not a philosopher, and even less a specialist in bioethics. I am a curious woman who has 
been torn between two cultures since the age of 13 and who, because of the rift that opened in 
my life in my early teens, has never felt truly at home anywhere. Very early on, Switzerland became 
too narrow for me, and I felt a compelling need to look elsewhere. So, I have been exploring the 
world for over 30 years, with a particular interest in the countries of the Global South. Over time I 
became a journalist. Through articles published in Swiss and international newspapers and on my 
Lignes d’horizon website, I explore the world, trying to understand it and report on it. This article 
is about my experiences of death and dying in Switzerland, France, and other Muslim countries, 
starting with Tunisia.

Suicide in Switzerland

The 1st time I was confronted with death was when I was a teenager. In 1982, one of my school 
friends tried to take her own life, and I was deeply shocked. At that time, suicide was a relatively 
common phenomenon in Switzerland, especially among young people, and the country was at the 
top of international comparisons. The number of suicides peaked in the first half of the 1980s1 at 
around 1600 a year. Since then, it has fallen by 40% and currently stands at < 1000 cases, which 
puts it on a par with neighboring countries. This is due to major efforts in prevention, but probably 
also to a livelier environment, especially for young people. The fact remains that the numerous 
reports of “personal accidents” on trains, particularly on the Geneva-Lausanne line that I often use, 
are frightening. At the time, my friends didn’t seem particularly upset by our friend’s suicide attempt, 
but for me, having just arrived from Italy, the shock was enormous. I began to ask myself questions 
about the meaning of life, the obligation to live, and the possibility of dying, which fortunately I was 
able to discuss with a very close family member who is a philosopher. At some point, the question 
became moot as there were very few deaths in my circle, and I missed the rare funerals that took 
place in the family – I was always traveling.

Covid: stop living to avoid dying

Until the eruption of the Covid crisis. The determination of our societies to avoid the disease, even 
going so far as to stop living in order not to die, made me uneasy. Having quickly realized that this 
virus was fatal especially for people in their 80s and having caught it myself at the start of the 
pandemic without any symptoms, I left for Africa to escape the lockdown. More precisely to Tan-
zania, where the President claimed to have beaten COVID through prayer and medicinal plants2 
which everyone believed or pretended to believe, as the country could not afford a lockdown. Life 
went on as normal, and there were no masks or sanitary measures3.

In sub-Saharan Africa, COVID was just another virus, like malaria, cholera, and acquired immu-
nodeficiency syndrome, and people took it in their stride. What really hurt them was the closure of 
borders in the countries of the North, which had brought trade, tourism, and export-related eco-
nomic activities to a standstill4.
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A few months later, in May 2021, I went to Sudan where, once again, I was able to see that the 
people were not afraid of COVID, or of death – they had seen it all before. The proximity of life 
and death in this Muslim country struck me, as witnessed by a bewildering Sufi ceremony that took 
place every Friday in Omdurman, on the outskirts of Khartoum, where the Blue Nile meets the 
White Nile5. An impressive crowd passes through a huge cemetery and converges on the tomb of 
Sheikh Hamed Al-Nil, a highly revered spiritual leader. Followers of the tradition brotherhood, 
dressed in colorful garments and sometimes wearing dreadlocks, form a large circle in front of the 
green mausoleum with its golden domes. The men sing religious songs to the glory of Allah and 
his prophet, swaying back and forth or spinning around like dervishes. All around, an ever-growing 
crowd of men gathers, while the women remain on the sidelines. The atmosphere is joyous, mys-
tical, and surprisingly relaxed. At sunset, the ceremony gives way to prayer.

This magnificent ceremony has probably come to an end since the outbreak of hostilities between 
the two rival generals on April 15th, which has already claimed thousands of victims and threatened 
to plunge Sudan into civil war.

Death in a Muslim land

The 1st time I really came face to face with death was in Tunisia. Someone very close to me died 
within a few hours of a heart attack and I rushed to his funeral, which I experienced in a very 
emotional and subjective way. When I arrived at the family home in the early afternoon, the body 
was lying on the floor on a thin straw mat, covered with green cloth in the colors of Islam. It was 
a shock to the non-Muslim I am. He had been washed and wrapped in a custom-made shroud, 
and watched over all night by family members, to the sound of the Coran being chanted. “You can 
see his face if you like, but don’t touch him, he’s pure now,” I was told. I politely refused, not having 
the courage to look at the dead, and death, in the face.

The death had occurred the evening before and, according to Muslim ritual, the funeral took place 
the following day – the same day in summer, as mortuaries are practically non-existent. The extended 
family and friends who had already been informed had gathered at the house, dressed in black, in tears. 
Men sat around the body. Led by a prominent man in traditional dress who knew the Coran, they recited 
litanies at length, the repetition and incantation of which had an undeniably calming effect.

At around 2.30 pm, the men lifted the body into a van and the funeral procession set off, head-
lights flashing, toward the mosque. According to tradition, the women did not attend the funeral – 
they went to the cemetery the next day – but as soon as the dead man left the house, they felt a 
sense of relief.

The men take the body to the cemetery

At the mosque, the body was placed in a wooden coffin, covered with the same green cloth, and 
laid in front of the entrance. The men coming out of the 3 pm prayer stopped to pray, even though 
they did not know the deceased, in the name of the “oumma,” the community of believers. The sky 
was dark and low, and the atmosphere very heavy.
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The men hoisted the coffin onto their shoulders and took it to the cemetery opposite. An impres-
sive crowd of men had gathered to accompany the deceased to the tomb. The corpse was taken 
from the coffin and buried directly in the shroud after its head had been uncovered and turned 
toward Mecca. Only the roar of the sea mingling with the prayers brought a little peace. Once the 
ritual had been completed, those present shook hands with the men of the immediate family, lined 
up at the entrance to the cemetery.

A stormy wind shook the black clouds, a ray of sunlight managed to make its way through, the 
rainbow appeared on the sea – I felt that the deceased was in heaven.

For 3 days, the immediate family did not cook – they are not allowed to turn on the gas – but 
were fed by relatives and friends. From the day after the funeral, the atmosphere in the house 
changed completely, becoming almost joyful. On the 3rd day, relatives and friends who had not 
attended the funeral came to pay their last respects. The relatives were never left alone, and the 
solidarity of the family, friends, and community was overwhelming.

There were no flowers on the grave, but some kind-hearted people threw sesame seeds so that 
the birds that came to pick them would help the soul of the deceased to fly away.

no secular funerals

This straightforward way of dealing with death, in a warm and deeply spiritual environment, was a 
surprisingly effective shock therapy for mourning.

What struck me was that the deceased was not a practising Muslim and declared himself to be 
agnostic, but he was buried according to the rite – which he would have liked – and the family, 
friends, and neighbors took part as naturally as possible. Among Muslims, there is no such thing 
as a secular funeral: everyone belongs to the same community, and it’s at the crucial moments of 
life and death that this is felt most intensely.

The man was in his sixties but had been in poor health for years. Although he had gone through 
phases of despondency, particularly during the lockdown when he was isolated in his home, he 
had never thought of ending his life. Supported by his family and friends (in the broadest sense of 
the word, as is the case in Tunisia) during his many trips to and from the clinic, he always had the 
strength to go on. The day before he died, he was feasting with his friends and proclaiming that 
he had had a good life. What a good death!

When life and death intertwine

In this Muslim country, once again, death seems to be a logical continuation of life, and the two 
sometimes intertwine without shocking anyone. In Mahdia, a peaceful seaside town, families stroll 
among the tombs to the Ottoman fort and the lighthouse, the faithful guardian of the cemetery that 
stretches out to sea like a promise of eternity.
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It is even more striking in Cairo, where poor people have taken up residence in the tombs of 
the city of the Dead, for want of alternatives. When I visited the city in 2000, I was struck by this, 
but nobody seemed to be shocked. In 2008, 1.5 million people lived in this large cemetery – a 
figure that has not been updated since, but which has certainly increased – where there are still 
around ten burials a day and 300 gravediggers. Although Sufis have lived here from time imme-
morial, it was mainly in the last century that poor people from the countryside began to settle 
here.

Some benefit from water and electricity that are lacking elsewhere, but most lack even the most 
basic infrastructure. The foreign visitor is surprised to see people going about their lives, watching 
TV, and going to work right next to a funeral. For the photographer, it’s even picturesque. The 
residents have had to get used to it, living like zombies among the dead, some of them dreaming 
of moving into a real flat. But successive governments have lost interest, and the place only makes 
the headlines because of a motorway project that threatens to damage its historic heritage6. Life 
is not decent in the city of the Dead.

In Switzerland, very flexible access to assisted suicide

This raises the question of whether the concept of dignity, which applies to every human being, 
can be extended to death. In other words, whether a person’s dignity can be affected by the way 
in which he or she dies and is buried.

In Switzerland, a pragmatic country par excellence, the question has long been settled. Assisted 
suicide is authorized and widely accepted by the genera public, and several elderly people I know 
are members of one or other association that practices it to avoid high costs if they were to have 
to make use of it 1 day. They do not want to end their lives alone in a retirement home, or to die 
after a long illness or after a period of prolonged suffering.

Exit, the Association for the Right to Die with Dignity, claims to practice it for people “suffering 
from an incurable disease or intolerable suffering, or incapacitating polypathologies linked to age”7. 
Other associations are laxer, and legally assisted suicide is subject to only three conditions: being 
capable of discernment, administering the lethal dose oneself and not being helped by someone 
with a selfish motive8. As a result, many foreigners come to Switzerland to die, giving rise to a 
macabre form of death tourism. The number of assisted suicides rose from 1196 in 2019 to 1251 
in 2020, an increase of 4.6%. Most cases involved people aged 65 or over (88% of cases) or peo-
ple suffering from an incurable disease that would have led to natural death in the short term. Not 
all of them though.

Old age, an incurable disease?

Recently, the debate has focused on the right to assisted suicide, even for those who are not su-
ffering from any illness. This was the battle waged by Jacqueline Jencquel, a woman who decided 
to “go” at the age of 76 despite being in perfect health. Invoking the “voluntary interruption of old 
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age,” she wanted to avoid becoming dependent on her children and ending her life in an old peo-
ple’s home. After postponing the deadline for 2 years, she committed suicide at the age of 78 in 
France – not in Switzerland as she had initially planned, where the Lifecircle Association would 
have helped her to die at a cost of 10,000 Swiss francs.

Going to the end of her militant struggle, she took her own life in her country of origin, where 
assisted suicide is not permitted. President Emmanuel Macron wants to pass an end-of-life bill by 
the end of the summer that would create a right to die through assisted suicide or euthanasia. To 
this end, he has set up a citizens’ convention, which have encountered stormy debate and criticism. 
While most of the population is in favour, a large proportion of the medical profession is opposed 
to the practice, as are the leaders of the main monotheistic religions.

For Muslims, it is god who gives life and takes it away

“When it comes to life and death, not everything that is legal is necessarily licit,” comments Hafid 
Ouardiri, cofounder, and director of the Fondation pour l’entre-connaissance in Geneva, which aims 
to create links between cultures and civilizations and encourage dialogue. This is even more so in 
Islam, where we know from childhood that life and death belong to God. The first verse of the Sura 
of the Kingdom proclaims: “It is God who has created death and life so that he may test you in 
your ability to do good.” As for Sura 67, it states: “Blessed be he who has supreme power and is 
all-powerful, who created death and life to test you and know those among you who behave best. 
He is the all-powerful, the all-compassionate.” We do not know when life comes, or death. That 
remains in the realm of God’s knowledge, and we must trust Him, even if we do not understand 
his plans. These principles are very well accepted by Muslims.”

This highly respected anthropologist and sociologist in Geneva adds that between life and death 
there is care that enables people to enjoy life without being ill. It is science that makes this possible, 
but it must be based on conscience, and we must avoid any care that turns into relentlessness.

Are euthanasia and assisted suicide debated among Muslims in Europe? “Of course, we talk 
about everything that is discussed in society, including these issues,” he replies. In general, Mus-
lims refuse to facilitate death, but everyone is responsible for their actions. If this responsibility is 
no longer possible, the family will discuss it, but they will never take the decision to assist suicide. 
At the very most, if the person is at the end of their life or wired in every way, their loved ones may 
decide to pull the plug. At some point, you must let the person go peacefully, without going to ex-
tremes, which is not at all recommended by religion.”

In Tunisia, not a subject for debate

In Muslim countries, things are a little different: “In Tunisia, euthanasia and assisted suicide are 
not debated in society. On the other hand, palliative care is playing an important role in medical 
practice,” says Farhat Ben Ayed, an oncologist and pioneer of cancer medicine in Tunisia.
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In institutional and working-class circles, we don’t talk about it,” confirms Youssef Seddik, a famous 
Tunisian Islamologist and philosopher who produced one of the best translations of the Coran into 
French. But I saw all my brothers and sisters disappear – I’m the only survivor in my family – and 
three or four of them were suffering. The illness was very painful, despite palliative care, which is 
not very effective, and we suffered with them. And systematically everyone said: “may God shorten 
their suffering.” It is a period to get through, and when it is over we say: “well, thank God he’s been 
released. He’s paid his debt of life and suffering,” and that’s almost like announcing good news.

But does not this stand in stark contrast to active aid in dying, where the dying person is helped 
to take the plunge, or it is done for them? Yes, it’s quite the opposite,” confirms the Islamologist: 
“God recommends that we let him do it, even if this suffering seems scandalous. In all traditional 
Islamic societies, loved ones internalize the fact that this suffering will be compensated for in the 
afterlife by greater divine indulgence at the last judgment.

no martyrdom in the Coran

Now, if martyrs of any religion or ideology are honored and venerated precisely because of the atro-
cious death to which they were subjected, but suicide is forbidden in Islam, what about the call to 
martyrdom and jihad practiced by Islamic extremists? Wasn’t Tunisia until recently the world’s main 
supplier of jihadists? According to Ridha Raddaoui, vice-president of the Tunisian Centre for Research 
and Studies on Terrorism, 12,072 Tunisians left for Syria with the complicity of Ennahda9, the Islamist 
party in power from the 2011 revolution until President Kaïs Saied’s coup de force in 2021.

It’s a misreading of the entire Islamic vision,” Youssef Seddik replies without hesitation. In the 
Coran, the question of martyrdom can only be decided by God. Even the prophet Mohamed never 
said of someone here on earth, dying or fighting, that he was a martyr. It is God who decides; 
martyrdom means both witness and death on the battlefield. It is He who decides that this or that 
person is a witness: “do not believe that those who were killed on the path to God are dead, for 
they live with God. The word shahid [martyr] is a usurped word that belongs only to God and that 
is why jihadists give an illicit advance to what they will experience in the hereafter. The Coran never 
uses the word martyrdom in the mouth of a fighter.”

The worrying phenomenon of immolations by fire in Tunisia

The fact remains that, although suicide is taboo in Tunisia and forbidden by Islam, it does exist, and 
since the revolution the country has been faced with a strange and worrying phenomenon: immolation 
by fire. Galvanized by Mohamed Bouazizi, the street vendor who burnt himself alive on 17 December 
2010, paving the way for the overthrow of the dictator Ben Ali and the Arab Spring that has swept 
through the region, men and women are inflicting this atrocious death on themselves to draw attention 
to dramatic personal situations. The latest famous example is that of footballer Nizar Issaoui, a 
35-year-old father who set himself alight on 10 April outside the police station in Haffouz, a small 
town in the center of the country. The spark of his anger? The excessive price of a kilo of bananas 
charged by a trader-10 DT instead of 5 DT, the price set by the government to contain inflation.
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Although the government stopped keeping statistics in 2016 (when there were up to 100 cases a 
year), one or two attempts are made every week. These unbearable sequences, filmed and widely 
shared on social networks, found an international echo in Ashkal, a Tunisian crime thriller screened a 
few months ago in Geneva. When I saw it, I thought he was exaggerating... Until this long report in Le 
Monde, in which Amen Allah Messadi, head of the burn’s unit at Ben Arous hospital, laments the fact 
that the government, the media, and the religious authorities are not playing their role as a deterrent.

These immolations by fire are the result of economic and social despair“comments Youssef 
Seddik. These men and women do it in a way that is decided in advance and their gesture is very 
quick and spectacular, even if people have burnt themselves half to death to stop them. But this 
has nothing to do with religion. What’s more, there’s an adage attributed to the prophet that says: 
only the master of fire, that is, God, punishes with fire. Unfortunately, the imams are preoccupied 
with political issues and it is despairing that this phenomenon has not been followed by a Friday 
sermon, as far as I know.”

Conclusion: it is difficult to extend the concept of dignity to death

As we can see, the situation is completely different on each side of the Mediterranean. European 
countries are secular, and their laws are not inspired by religion, not to mention the fact that reli-
gious practice is in constant decline. Life expectancy has increased considerably, sometimes at 
the cost of great suffering and interminable agony. But while medical progress and relentless treat-
ment can give rise to debatable excesses and a legitimate desire to pull the plug, I must admit that 
I was shocked by the statements made by this French woman who considered old age to be an 
incurable disease, a blogger for the newspaper Le Temps like me at the time. This high-class wo-
man, who lacked nothing, at least from a material point of view, and was in good health, had turned 
her choice to die for no reason into a militant struggle. She was very outspoken in the press and 
her statements, although divisive, found a sympathetic ear with a large part of Swiss public 
opinion.

What a difference from my relative in Tunisia who struggled every day with poor health, spending 
a fortune on treatment that was not reimbursed by health insurance – when it was available, given 
the shortage of medicines. And all the sick people with no resources that I have seen, in the four 
corners of the world, fighting for mere survival.

On closer analysis, we realize that the alleged dignity of death boils down to the question of a 
painless death, and this is where the practices of assisted suicide and euthanasia take root. The 
same is true of the discourse on palliative care, therapeutic prolongation and, in general, the prob-
lem of the end of life.

Mohamed Bouazizi and the people who set themselves on fire in Tunisia inflicted an indecent 
death on themselves-“death by burning is the worst kind of death” asserted Amen Allah Messadi 
in Le Monde – to draw attention to their totally indecent living conditions. Lack of work, lack of 
resources, police abuse – the lives of too many Tunisians have become a living hell.
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Traditional ethics of sex, life and family, 
sociobiology, natural law, and the dominant culture
É tica tradicional del sexo y de la familia, sociobiología, derecho natural y 
la cultura dominante
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Abstract
Our society has largely rejected the traditional and religious norms about sex, family, life generation and safeguard, 
often considered irrational, like tradition and religion themselves, and as obstacles to individual freedom, civil rights, 
and a full enjoyment of human potentialities. Many of those norms, however, descend from the sociobiological natu-
re of our species, developed by natural selection and manifested through our instincts. Therefore, we cannot be 
happier by ignoring them. Since people have the right to live according to their own nature, and the duty to promote 
the well-being of others and of themselves, many of those norms constitute a “law of nature” by which even the po-
sitive laws should abide. When disregarding traditional ethics, therefore, our society contradicts its own humanistic 
aspirations, failing to defend, or even violating, the rights of some of its weakest members, like women and children.

Keywords: Sociobiology. Natural law. Traditional sexual ethics. Marriage. Violence against women. Abortion.

Resumen
Nuestra sociedad ha rechazado muchas normas tradicionales y religiosas sobre el sexo, la familia, la gene-
ración y la defensa de la vida, consideradas irracionales, y como obstáculos para la libertad individual. Muchas 
de esas normas, sin embargo, descienden de la naturaleza sociobiológica de nuestra especie, desarrollada 
por la selección natural y manifestada por medio de nuestros instintos. Por lo tanto, no podemos ser más 
felices ignorándolas. Puesto que las personas tienen derecho a vivir de acuerdo con su propia naturaleza y 
el deber de promover el bienestar de los demás y de sí mismas, muchas de esas normas constituyen una 
«ley de la naturaleza» por la que deberían regirse incluso las leyes positivas. Al despreciar la ética tradicional, 
por tanto, nuestra sociedad contradice sus propias aspiraciones humanistas, al no defender, o incluso violar, 
los derechos de algunos de sus miembros más débiles, como las mujeres y los niños.

Palabras clave: Sociobiología. Derecho natural. Ética sexual tradicional. Matrimonio. Violencia contra la 
mujer. Aborto.
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Introduction

Many traditional ethical norms concerning sex, family and the generation and safeguard of life are 
shunned in current postmodern society, which regards them as grounded on irrational forces, like 
tradition or religion, and incompatible with individual freedom and the so called “civil rights”. A dee-
per reflection, however, shows that this attitude creates paradoxes, contradictions, injustices and 
serious social damages. This is because often tradition and religion simply voice demands of hu-
man nature as such.

Now, heeding and safeguarding nature is far from irrational, as witnessed by the growing concern 
for ecological issues. It is therefore paradoxical that in many instances the nature of the human 
animal is not considered worthy of the same respect as that of the other animals, plants, and of 
the entire environment.

It was precisely from the idea that the structure of society and its positive laws should respect 
the natural law (also said law of nature) that modernity developed the conception of human, civil 
and political rights which marked its advancement with respect to ancient and medieval societies. 
Therefore, assuming that certain fundamental rights may be promoted by denying the basic prin-
ciples of natural law is another contradiction of postmodern society.

Of course, there is no need to consider natural law as literally a law, which then presupposes a 
legislator (for instance God, as held by Aquinas). It can be considered simply in the ecological sense 
that individual and social behavior should be in some important ways consistent with our nature.

In turn, this is not to confuse is and ought, facts and values, rightly distinguished by Hume: nat-
ural law is itself a moral and juridical principle, clearly derivable from different meta-ethical and 
meta-juridical stands. For instance, in the religious foundation of ethics and law (prevailing in the 
Middle Ages), one argued that since nature was structured by God, it should be respected as a 
manifestation of God’s will. In the current secularized perspective, however, utilitarianist foundations 
are more common: if we assume that right and good is what favors individual and social happiness, 
it’s a short step to argue that nature should be respected, since individuals and society cannot 
thrive by contradicting human nature.

Some would object that there is no human nature, because the human being is thoroughly cul-
tural, continuously and freely self-shaping. This, however, would be an idealistic or spiritualistic 
fallacy, ignoring the scientific datum that humans are, to begin with, a biological species like all the 
others, in need to adapt to a biological environment. Of course, humans also create culture, but 
that too is a product of evolutionary impulses. Culture and nature are inextricably interwoven, and 
neither one can be disregarded.

Obviously, not all the rules and prescriptions handed down by the various of traditions and reli-
gions are right and rationally acceptable, not even in a natural law perspective. However, rejecting 
with them also the true requirements of nature is the classical mistake of throwing the baby out 
with the bathwater. Equally, it would be wrong to reject without critical scrutiny traditional or religions 
moral codes just because one does not recognize the authority of tradition or religion.
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Yet, this is what frequently happens in our society, and often its worst consequences are suffered 
by its weakest members, like women or children. Sometimes it is actual babies that are thrown 
away, metaphorically or even non-metaphorically, as with voluntary abortion. Therefore, a through 
rational discussion of these crucial topics is urgently needed.

Sociobiology, mankind and family

2,5 o 3 million years ago australopithecines began to differ from other primates due to a greater 
brain volume. This is why they are considered the first hominids. Subsequently, the evolution of 
the human species through the stages of Homo habilis, Homo erectus and Homo sapiens was 
marked by a further increase of the brain, whose mass, relative to the entire body, became much 
greater than in any other species.

This allowed us to develop our reasoning abilities and to become the Planet’s masters, but also 
created a particular problem to our species: a skull large enough to contain a brain of adult dimen-
sions could not pass through the birth canal, even at its maximum dilation. Therefore natural se-
lection ensured that human babies are born with a still rather small brain and skull, which take 
years to fully develop.

This accounts for another typical characteristic of mankind: at birth the babies of most other animals 
are practically mature from a functional-anatomic point of view, and in a very short time they become 
independent of parental care. Instead, human babies are still very immature at birth, as their bodies, 
and especially their brain, must still grow to full dimensions. Hence, they need the care of both their 
parents, at least until adolescence. This is why natural selection inscribed the pattern of a stable and 
monogamic parental couple in the instincts, i.e., in the genes, of our species. This pattern is thus 
part of human nature; therefore, alternative models of family cannot foster social well-being or indi-
vidual happiness. Such are, for instance, the model based on the myth of romantic love, to be dis-
cussed below, or the now prevailing model of a contractual relation between selfish individuals.

This is explained by sociobiology, which studies the biological bases of the social structure of 
animals, including humans. It shows that from an evolutionary point of view, every individual has 
a supreme goal, the propagation of its own gene pool, which it pursues by generating and raising 
its offspring until it can itself reproduce (it is obviously an unconscious biological goal, to which the 
animal is driven by instinct). In order to achieve this goal, the individual is ready to make some 
“investments”, i.e., to pay certain prices in terms of waste of energy, dangers and renunciations.

For instance, among humans, the female invests the time of pregnancy, much longer than in other 
animals, nine months of strain, sometimes sickness, reduced mobility, hence dangers, and impossibility 
to conceive other babies. In order to safeguard such a huge investment, she needs the male’s help 
to feed and defend herself, and later on the newborns. This is clearly pictured by the myth of Medea: 
abandoned by Jason, she kills their children, thus taking revenge on him by depriving him of the evo-
lutionary profit of their union, but probably also despairing of being able to raise them alone by herself 
and saving a further probably unsuccessful investment. Besides, both the female and the male invest 
at least thirteen to fifteen years in which the must feed, raise and educate the children.
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Moreover, throughout prehistory and even later, infant mortality was so high that only by giving birth 
to many children, in practice one a year, the parents could hope that some survived to adulthood, to 
propagate the species. Therefore, it was evolutionarily advantageous that their cooperation lasted 
throughout their fertile life. That is why the human couple is tendentially permanent by nature.

The human parental couple is also naturally monogamic. On the one hand, even the male must 
defend his own investment: if the female left the family, the children, no longer fed and looked after, 
would die. If instead the female stayed but had affairs with other males, he would risk raising 
somebody else’s babies, so making an investment without any evolutionary profit.

On the other hand, in a natural environment with many dangers and scarce resources, the male 
couldn’t go after other females, because by leaving the family unsupported he would cause the 
babies to die, so again losing his own investment.

Therefore, in broad terms, the monogamic structure of the couple and its stability have been 
inscribed in the nature of our species by natural selection. In fact, as we shall see, they can be 
observed in our instincts, in individual psychology and in the interpersonal dynamics. Moreover, 
with the rise of civilization they have been codified by the institution of marriage.

There are certain details and exceptions, which however don’t substantially change this general 
picture. Originally and traditionally the family was composed not just of the couple and its children, 
but of grandparents with uncles, aunts, and in-laws, so it was rather a network of couples of the 
just outlined kind. Besides, from a merely physiological point of view a male could impregnate two 
or more females at the same time, and if they gave birth and brought the babies to maturity his 
evolutionary profit would be greater. As explained, however, in the pre-historic environment one 
female could not survive in pregnancy and raise the children unless the male dedicates himself 
totally to her support. Moreover, it would be very difficult and dangerous for a male to impregnate 
another male’s mate, for the latter would defend from this intrusion by all means. This explains why 
male infidelity (and to a lesser extent female infidelity) exists, but mostly only as a violation of social 
norms. This is also why when social and technological conditions allowed some to accumulate a 
surplus of wealth, certain societies introduced polygamy (mainly male), which however was only 
available to the wealthiest ones.

Instinct, reason and norms

What we call “instincts”, both in humans and in other animals, are the forces by which the genetic 
mechanisms direct individuals to behave in ways which have proved useful to species’ success. 
Animal social structures (including human social structures) are also indirectly shaped by natural 
selection, as they arise from interactions among individuals which are originally driven by their 
genetically determined instincts. As humans developed, their behavior progressively begun to be 
directed by reason and culture, even in constructing social structures. However, those societies 
which proved unfit to thrive in the natural and human environment themselves died out.
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Reason and free will enhance enormously the efficacy of instinct, but they can also disregard or 
oppose it: humans can decide to act against their instincts. In general, this is an advantage: if I 
am hungry, my instinct urges me to eat immediately all my wheat, but reason may suggest sparing 
some, in order to sow it and to produce much more. If my community is in grave danger, I may 
decide to sacrifice myself for the common salvation, rather than following my own survival 
instinct.

However, it would be disastrous to ignore those instincts which safeguard the very bases of 
survival and coexistence. For instance, while instinct forbids to have sexual relations with one’s 
mother, free will would allow one to have them, but it would be very dangerous, because of pos-
sible genetic defects of the offspring and for other reasons.

In the long run, therefore, reason has established limits to herself: in the course of history the 
various human societies have developed traditions, laws or norms to safeguard those natural pat-
terns of behavior which before the advent of reason would have been followed by instinct, but which 
rational individuals could decide to violate. Often those laws and norms have been strengthened 
by attributing them a religious character. Such are, for instance, the distinct roles and mutual obli-
gations of parents and children, or wife and husband, and the prohibitions of homicide, theft, lie, 
nudity and pornography, adultery, incest, homosexuality, abortion. Occasionally also some more 
particular hygienic or dietetic precautions have been codified as religious precepts, like, for instance, 
circumcision, or the prohibitions of eating pork or drinking alcohol.

Clearly, not all traditional or religious norms have this origin and this useful function. Many derive 
from mere superstitions, or from the interests of groups of power. In fact, enlightenment started out 
by criticizing many of those wrong norms but ended by rejecting more or less all traditions and 
religions as such. Therefore, in the contemporary western society, heir to the enlightenment culture, 
‘tradition’ is often considered as synonym to ‘blameworthy belief’, religion is substituted by rational 
critique and individual decisional autonomy is considered as the supreme rule. This, however, is 
throwing the baby with the bathwater, rejecting with religions and traditions also all moral norms, 
and with superstitions also the rules which are grounded in our own nature. On the contrary, we 
shouldn’t lose those rational substitutes for the instincts which guarantee personal well-being and 
social harmony.

Scientific laws and the natural law

Scientific laws are general truths discovered by science which describe general facts of nature, 
i.e., how nature works. Some are deterministic, but many other are just probabilistic, i.e., describe 
behaviors which are not exceptionless, but take place with a specified probability. Since mankind 
is part of nature, there are scientific laws concerning humans, too: their biology, their psychology, 
their sociology. That humans reproduce sexually, and that there are two sexes are biological laws, 
although the latter is rather probabilistic, since a small percent of persons, because of physiological 
or psychological reasons, don’t belong distinctly to either sex, or while mainly characterized by one 
sex, have also certain features of the other (e.g., the attraction to people of their own sex). Also 
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the stable and monogamic structure of the couple and that our instincts tend toward that structure 
can be considered laws, describing facts of our nature.

Switching from science to ethics, since many centuries it has been called “natural law” a moral law 
grounded on human nature, hence, on scientific laws. Already in the ancient Greece the Sophists dis-
tinguished between “nomos” e “physis”, viz., the positive law, established by the state, and the natural 
law, whose validity does not depend on the state: in Sophocles’ tragedy Antigone buries her brother 
Polynices despite the king’s prohibition, because the natural law prescribes to bury one’s relatives. The 
idea was already that, as a moral principle, the natural law indicates what is intrinsically good, or just, 
or due, while the positive law, as such, indicates only what the state requires to be done or granted.

The same distinction was drawn in the Middle Ages by Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274). In the 
modern era the theorists of natural law (Althusius (1563–1638), Grotius (1583–1645), Spinoza 
(1632–1677), Pufendorf (1632– 1694) and Locke (1632–1704)) held that also the ordering of the 
state and its laws should be based on (or at least consistent with) the natural law, and this con-
ception was the origin of the present day liberal-democratic system of government.

Even in the antiquity some denied the existence of a natural law, citing the great variety of costumes, 
institutions, legislations and moral norms in different societies and epochs. However, the natural law is 
not a scientific law, describing a de facto regularity, but a moral, i.e., prescriptive law. Thus, it remains 
valid even if more or less disattended. Moreover, as a matter of fact, there are principles which the large 
majority of societies and individuals obeyed throughout history (except for clear aberrations), like the pro-
hibition of homicide and theft, the respect for blood bonds, or precisely the natural family structure.

Another objection to the natural law is Hume’s principle that one cannot deduct ought form is, or values 
from facts: that things stand in a certain way does not imply that they should stand in that way, and the 
obtaining of scientific laws per se does not imply that we should behave according to them. This is quite 
right, because while scientific laws merely describe, the natural law prescribes: it singles out as rights and 
duties certain things which we need, or seek by nature, or certain ways we tend to behave by nature. 
That is why those rights and duties hold for human beings as such, not merely as citizens of a state.

However, assuming that since the natural law cannot be justified by scientific laws, it cannot be 
justified in other ways would be throwing the baby with the dirty water. In the past it was thought 
to be established by Nature itself, or by God. Nowadays, when we no longer believe in Nature as 
an autonomous agency, and many don’t believe in God, it can be justified by certain metaethical 
rational arguments to the effect that it is good, or just, or due, that one behaves, in certain respects, 
as human nature directs to behave, or that one be granted what nature makes one need or seek. 
For instance, it can be argued that we cannot be happy unless our behaviors harmonize with na-
ture, and it is right to pursue our own and our neighbors’ happiness; or that, since human nature 
is common to everybody, it represents the first and foremost criterion of equity.

Rights

More and more often today people invoke and claim what they consider to be their own “rights”. 
That’s good, but sometimes they forget that there exist also duties1 and the rights of other people, 



78

BIOETHICS UPdate. 2023;9(2)

or misunderstand the very concept of right. Often anything that a person or group desire or con-
sider as useful or pleasant is called a “right”. Obviously, however, it is not, for if I desire my neigh-
bor’s wife or property, it is not my right to have them.

Some would say that something useful or desirable becomes a right when it is declared to be 
such by a law of the state. i.e., when it becomes a legal right. For instance, if the law establishes 
free education or medic care, then they become legal rights.

However, not all the legal rights are also morally right, so not all can be considered rights in the 
absolute sense. For instance, up to the XIX Century many state laws allowed slavery; in the Middle 
Ages some feudal lord had the ius primae noctis (the right to the first night with the bride); in the an-
cient Rome a father had the right to kill or sell as slaves his children; in the Nazi Germany the gov-
ernment had the right to send to gas chambers the Jews and other groups of people. Although all 
these practices were considered as legal rights, they were morally repugnant, and cannot be consid-
ered rights in the absolute sense. A right in the absolute sense is something intrinsically just and 
proper, even if not established by law, or something establish by law but not intrinsically unjust.

The basic principle of liberalism, held for instance by Locke (1632-1704) and Voltaire (1694-1778), 
is that all adult and sane people should be free to do whatever they like, unless it harms others, 
or the common good and an appropriate social order: both my freedom and my rights end where 
those of the others begin, and even the state cannot disregard this basic principle.

In particular, certain rights are inviolable, and cannot be abolished even by the positive law, be-
cause they are established by the natural law. Therefore, they are called “natural rights”, or “uni-
versal rights”, or “human rights”, because they belong to each human person as such. The 
United Nations acknowledged (not established) them by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
of December 10th, 1948.

Among them are first of all the rights to life, liberty, and equal dignity of every person; then, the 
rights to the protection of law, to a family, to one’s religious or political opinions, to political partic-
ipation, to a fairly remunerated job, to health and economic welfare, to education and culture.

No action or behavior is admissible, less alone a right, if it conflicts with human rights, even if it 
were admitted by the positive law: owning slaves would be unjust even if allowed by the state, 
because it infringes the natural right to liberty. By the same token, as we shall see, voluntary abor-
tion is not admissible, let alone a right, because it violates the first and foremost human right, that 
to life. Still further examples are discussed below.

Violence against women

Violence against women is an appalling crime which raises growing social alarm and attracts in-
creasing attention by media. It includes sexual harassment, sexual pretensions from positions of 
power or influence, abuses, sex with minors, mentally disabled, or handicapped people, rapes, 
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feminicides (i.e., killing of women by men because of jealousy, yearn for sex or affective domination, 
degenerated sense of honor or other gender-related motives).

Often sexual harassment is considered as a little more than a (regrettable) cultural phenomenon, 
and it gets the attention of media only when celebrities from politics or the show business are in-
volved. To prevent it, various private or public agencies have conveniently introduced norms or 
codes of conduct, which occasionally, however, have paradoxical consequences, due to excessive 
rigidity and the objective difficulty to distinguish between real harassment and improper 
familiarity.

The more serious offences are continuously covered by the media and in more and more alarmist 
tones. Moreover, groups, associations and administrations often promote mobilization campaigns, 
awareness days and protest marches to contrast such phenomena. In particular, the emphasis 
placed by newspapers and broadcasts on feminicides, with big titles and daily stories, is much 
greater than that reserved to the killing of women for other reasons or to the killing of men.

Unfortunately, however, these strategies are proving ineffective, for those crimes are not dimin-
ishing. In Italy, for instance, the rate of homicides within the family or an affective relationship 
(largely committed by men against women) in 2019 was more than double than in 20022. We must 
then ask why they are ineffective. We should also worry as to how much and how long these ex-
hortatory efforts by media and institutions will take hold on the public opinion, which in the long 
run might perceive them as audience strategies or propaganda, or be distracted by other kind of 
emergencies.

A partial answer is probably that in the last 100- or 150-years western society has largely freed 
women from a traditional position of subjection to men in all sectors of life, including family and 
sexual life, where women may now play a more active and fulfilling role and can offer more valu-
able contributions to social and interpersonal relations. Probably, therefore, certain men are con-
sciously or unconsciously resisting, and use violence to maintain their dominating position. This, 
however, is only one side of the story, and unless we get clear on the other sides, we risk treating 
just the symptoms rather than the causes of this disease.

Sexual harassment and rapes are also the degenerated effects of sexual instinct when it is not 
properly oriented and regulated, but enormously stimulated by pornography for commercial ex-
ploitation. The shows, exhibitions and commercials explicitly or implicitly leveraging on it are so 
many that their effects could hardly be contained by those commendable awareness campaigns, 
which in the face of them may appear as well-meaning sermons.

Needless to say, sexual instinct is an essential feature of human nature, in view not only of pro-
creation, but also mutual enrichment of people through the deep affective relations binding the 
couple. For this reason, however, after to advent of reason and free will, it should be oriented to 
act according to its natural ends and forms. In every age and society this has been the task of 
sexual ethics, the attempt at a conscious and rational codification of the natural role of sexuality. 
Its basic prohibition of sexual intercourse and exhibition outside marriage served to stem the un-
orderly manifestations of the instinctual drives, thus preventing devastating effects, like single 
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parents, or children deprived of the caring environment of a stable parental couple, siblings and 
relatives, or even abandoned or killed.

No doubt, in many instances the traditional ethics overstepped its natural function with rigid or 
distorted norms that hindered a full enjoyment of the whole spectrum of the physical and existential 
benefits of sexuality. Modern western culture has thus endeavored to lift these excessive con-
straints, often with valuable effects on people’s quality of life. In this process, however, it has pro-
gressively weakended the role and hold of sexual morality, leaving it as an exclusive feature of 
religion. Therefore, once a secularized society has largely abandoned even religion, it has almost 
completely lost sexual morality itself, so throwing the baby with the bathwater.

Nowadays, sex is socially acceptable and even encouraged in any practiced or represented form, 
even outside or against marriage. The only rule still considered binding is that of the free consen-
sus of the involved persons, which obviously is a minimal indispensable condition, but certainly 
not sufficient to the healthy development of people and society. This rule is fully consistent with 
the illuministic ideas of self-determination of individuals and of the contractualist nature of all rela-
tions with others, and on it our society is trying to ground a new minimal and secular ethics.

However, in a cultural environment in which sex is considered almost exclusively as individual 
pleasure, even this minimal rule is hard to obey, since it obstacles the search of selfish satisfaction. 
Without the support of tradition and religion, it requires a very strong moral sense and self-domain. 
While it is a clear requirement of reason, human beings are not purely rational, instincts and phys-
ical drives are also strong, in particular in culturally and psychologically fragile individuals.

In a deeper conception, grounded on the sociobiological nature of humanity, sexuality is not only 
or primarily a market good for selfish enjoyment, but more basically a way of giving and outreaching 
to the partner and to the offspring, and a contribution to society. Within this perspective, respect 
of the others, particularly of women, would be much strengthened and become matter of course. 
Besides, cultural discouragement of the purely hedonistic approaches to sexuality and strong lim-
itations or even prohibition of its commercial exploitation would be just natural.

The same holds for the exhibition of violence: because of its adaptive role in the early stages of 
development of our species, aggressivity is a deeply rooted pulsion, but today it needs to be 
strongly curbed, if not banished altogether. Therefore, we cannot hope to control it adequately 
simply by appealing to people’s rationality and moral sense, while continuously exciting it through 
movies and other spectacles. Today censorship is a politically incorrect concept, but this is just 
part of a contradiction which has nothing to do with authentic liberalism.

The feminicides because of jealousy or of abandonment are not caused only by male pride and 
sense of omnipotence, but also from the natural instinct to a stable and monogamic couple. There-
fore, hideous and condemnable as they are, if we want to understand and prevent them, the simple 
mediatic demonization of the culprit is not enough and may even backfire. We should remember 
that they descend also from an ancestral force which cannot be completely stalled, because it is 
intrinsic to our species and essential to the upbringing of the new generations and to social har-
mony. Therefore, marital infidelities, the transformation of marriage in a dissoluble contract, and 
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the social acceptance of extramarital relationships, beside intrinsically detrimental, are objectively 
among the causes of feminicides.

Obviously, violent behavior toward one’s wife, mother, fiancée or partner also denotes a lacking 
education to healthy affectivity in family or couple relationships. Since education is an essentially 
practical, non-theorical, it cannot be provided by the school or by social media (except marginally) 
but only by the family.

Yet the family, once considered as the basic cell of society, is seen almost as a nuisance by the 
dominant culture: its role is not duly acknowledged in taxation and tax exemption; it is in great difficulty 
or in the impossibility of accommodating the elders and looking after the youngest children, and the 
public agencies, rather than supporting it in these tasks, tend to take them upon themselves, so strip-
ping the family of some of its natural and necessary components; occasionally it suffers from undue 
interferences by the administrative or judiciary power. The state, as bearer of the “public” interest, is 
considered as prevalent over the family, considered as bearer of merely “private” interests.

Above all, the institution of divorce and its ideology are both effects and causes of the belief that 
happiness is found in the individualistic self-affirmation, rather than in the relationships to one’s 
spouse, parents or children. Thus, our attitude to others is less and less oblative and constitutive 
of one’s personality, and more and more contractual and opportunistic. It would be instructive to 
find out how many violent men in turn come from broken families, or from parents used to conceive 
of themselves primarily in terms of “I” rather than “we”.

In a nutshell, it is as if our society had demolished a great dam and were trying to stop the flood 
by piling up sandbags. In fact, it is still actively ruining what is left of the dam, while officially getting 
appalled and scandalized by the effects of its fall.

Spiritualistic materialism and antiscientific secularism?

This depends also on another contradiction of today’s culture: according to religion and traditional 
metaphysics, humans are created by God as composed of body and soul. Darwin, however, dis-
covered that they are primates like the apes, developed through natural selection. More generally, 
a basic principle of science is the closure of the physical world: every natural phenomenon must 
be explained exclusively in terms of matter and energy, without any appeal to the spirit. Many go 
as far as considering this a refutation of religion and of the existence of the spirit or of spiritual life, 
in practice substituting to religious beliefs and cults the belief in scientific laws and a sort of cult 
for nature whose commandments are the respect of its structures and manifestations.

Yet, when our culture deceives itself in thinking that social life, and sexual life in particular, can 
be regulated just by appeal to pure rationality, without taking into account the instincts, in practice 
it considers humans as disembodied spirits. When it ignores the forms and roles of sexuality 
structured in the animal nature of mankind, in practice it denies the evolutionary origin of the 
species. When it tries to tamper with those forms and roles, altering them at will, it refuses to 



82

BIOETHICS UPdate. 2023;9(2)

extend to our own species that respect of natural order which it recommends for all the other 
species.

Granted, in place of psychology as a metaphysical or religious doctrine of the spiritual substance, 
today we have a scientific psychology, which studies our mental life and phenomena like thought, 
emotions and impulses. Nonetheless, it teaches that these phenomena are intrinsically and inex-
tricably connected to the bio-physiological body, and that instincts, the traces of ancestral evolution, 
are at the center of this intertwining. This would already suggest a more balanced and productive 
consideration of sexuality and of its problems. Paradoxically, however, a society which officially 
believes only in science, appears to disregard precisely what science tells about ourselves.

Abortion

With voluntary abortion our society literally and sadly throws babies with the water of the bath tub. 
The dirty water to be disposed of, in this case, are the problems it purportedly would solve with 
abortion:

–	 The genetic malformations or diseases (real or just hypothetical) of the unborn child. Yet, who 
says that it is better for him or for her being killed rather than being born sick or handicapped? 
Above all, who says that he or she would choose the former rather than the latter? By the way, 
at least half, but often more than half of the aborted babies are girls, so abortion is the most 
widespread and one of the more hideous forms of violence against women.

–	A single or abandoned mother. However, why should it be preferable for the baby to die, rather 
than being born without a father?

–	Parents lacking the economic resources to provide food and shelter for the baby. But the worst 
possible consequence of lacking food and shelter is death, hence abortion brings about precisely 
that evil which it purportedly should avoid. In fact, society could easily solve that problem by 
supplying the needed welfare. Providing for the sick or the needy by killing them was a typical 
Nazi idea.

–	 The fact that when abortion was illegal backstreet abortions performed by unqualified practitio-
ners in inadequate structures caused injuries and deaths to the pregnant women. However, it is 
unacceptable to decide the certain death of the baby in order to avoid the possible injury or death 
of the mother, when all risks would be avoided by abstaining from abortion at all. Otherwise, by 
the same token, we should legalize homicide, because as long as it is illegal the would-be ho-
micide risks to die if the would-be victim stabs him in self-defense or the police shoots to prevent 
the homicide.

It is so obvious that none of these problems justifies the killing of the fetus, that sometimes the 
supporters of abortion claim that the fetus is not a human being. However, it is neither a mineral 
nor a plant, so, it is an animal; still, it is neither a dog nor a fish, nor a bird… since it has been 
conceived by human parents, it is human.

Some grant that the fetus is human but deny that s/he is a human individual, because s/he is 
not distinguished from other individuals (from the pregnant mother, in particular), s/he is not 
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complete, and above all, s/he is not autonomous, since s/he could not survive outside the mother’s 
womb. On the contrary, s/he has a fully determined genetic makeup, distinct from that of any other 
individual, including her/his mother or father. Therefore, even if her/his organs are not fully devel-
oped yet, they are complete and perfectly functioning in power: it is precisely determined when and 
how they will develop. On the other hand, even a blind person, a limp, a one-handed person are 
in some sense incomplete, but they are undeniably human beings.

True, the fetus is not self-sufficient, but no human being is absolutely self-sufficient, we all de-
pend on others in one way or another. The fetus depends on the mother for her/his basic vital 
functions, but also a preterm infant in the incubator, a person on dialysis, or one in the artificial 
lung, depend on these machines for their basic vital functions, still they are full title individuals, 
and their dependency could not in any way justify their killing.

At this point the abortion theoreticians who cannot ignore scientific data resort to an extreme 
move: after distinguishing between the biological concept of a human individual and the 
ethico-juridical concept of a person, i.e., a subject of rights and duties, they grant that the fetus is 
a human individual, but deny that s/he is a person. Some also claim that being a human individual 
is a fact, while being a person depends on an ethical evaluation and, as Hume taught, the latter 
cannot be derived from the former.

Why, however, that same individual who immediately after birth is certainly a person endowed with 
all rights, first of all the right to life, should not be a person immediately before birth? Nothing changes 
in her/him, except location. Lacking full autonomy and a complete physical development cannot be 
a reason for discrimination, for also a limp or an individual on dialysis are certainly persons.

Sometimes it is argued that personhood is given by thought, conscience, self-consciousness, 
free will, which the fetus lacks. But also newborn children, certain mental patients and people 
asleep lack these functions, yet they are persons. At most, one might claim that it is because hu-
man nature is characterized by the at least potential exercise of these functions that all human 
beings must be considered as persons.

As a last desperate move, the supporters of abortion claim that one becomes a person when 
one is acknowledged as such by society, and this is not the case with the fetus, who doesn’t have 
a name, nor that place in the emotional life of parents and relatives which born babies have, nor 
a social life or identity.

To begin with, however, there are ways in which society treats the fetus as a juridic subject, for 
instance in inheritance matters or in issues of civil liability. Bedsides, normally parents look forward 
to her/his birth, often get to know his/her sex, or even give her/him a name. Finally, and most im-
portantly, it’s an unjust discrimination to let the personhood status depend on the whim of 
others.

The Greeks and the Romans thought the “barbarians” were non-persons and had no rights. In 
the ancient Rome a newborn child could be exposed to death by the father if unwanted (for instance 
because sick or cripple), and only after being accepted by him in the family s/he acquired full cit-
izenship. In most ancient and modern societies slaves were considered as objects, to be bought, 
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sold or killed. In Nazi Germany people like Jews, Gypsies, or the mentally ill were thought to be 
“Untermenschen”, unworthy of living. Of course, however, we consider all such discriminations 
unacceptable.

The very progress of civilization and of our moral and juridical sense has consisted in the con-
tinuous overcoming of these discriminations and in the growing awareness that the dignity of per-
sonhood belongs to every human being as such. Denying this is yet more absurd now, when even 
the other animals are acknowledged as bearers of certain rights. Voluntary abortion is therefore a 
residue of the darkest times of our history, an anti-humanistic regress.

Divorce and the children

Western society is already well on its way to abandon the model of the stable couple inherited from 
the natural evolution of our species and codified by the Christian teaching of the indissolubility of 
marriage. This is a consequence of a complex socio-cultural change, of which the introduction of 
legal divorce is a consequence, but also a concurrent cause and the formalization. With divorce, 
when two spouses no longer feel they love each other, they are free to break away, dissolving the 
family and possibly building a new one. Unfortunately, one is also free to divorce the other spouse 
who still loves her or him, and to dissolve one’s family even if it includes children who hate to see 
their family dissolved. But while one may decide to be no longer the wife or the husband of a cer-
tain person, one cannot decide to be no longer the child of certain parents, to have not been born 
by them.

Once again, children are victims of the abandonment of traditional ethics. Another victim is often 
the very union of the couple, which as some difficult problems arise is readily sacrificed, even 
though with patience and sacrifice it could probably have been saved and strengthened, to great 
benefit of both.

True, in the limiting cases in which one party (typically the wife) is systematically oppressed and 
abused, and all serious attempt to correct this and save the marriage have failed, she should be 
allowed to divorce. However, the possibility of getting divorce just at request by any of the two 
(often the strongest party, the husband), has practically abolished marriage as the institution of the 
natural family based on the stable monogamic couple.

With the formal or informal end of this model, the freedom of one or both spouses to decide their 
own future is granted at the expense of the right of children to their natural family. No doubt, each 
separate or divorced parent can try to carry on individually her or his affective relationship with the 
children, but due to the new practical and psychological dynamics, especially when a new com-
panion or new children are present, that relationship cannot be the same anymore. Besides, what 
the children need, psychologically and existentially, is not simply the individual love of their mother 
and their father, but that of the couple: just like biologically children are conceived only through the 
union of their parents, even psychologically their personality is shaped by that union as such, not 
just by their relationship with each of them. Therefore, separation tears away from them an essential 
part of their personality.



85

M. Alai. Traditional ethics and dominant culture

Unfortunately, this is all too evident in the frequent behavioral problems and depressions of 
the children of broken families. These, in turn, may lead wider social problems, like maladjust-
ment at school or in other social environments, the use of drugs, marginality o juvenile 
delinquency.

Wouldn’t it be worse if the parents sticked together, continuously yelling and screaming to each 
other in front of the children? Perhaps, but that is not the point: when you have children, you just 
shouldn’t get at that. A good couple relationship requires that each one be able to give up some-
thing in order to go towards the other and get along, the “I” cannot be the absolute criterion, but 
it must harmonize with the “we”.

Happiness cannot be reached by selfishly putting one’s interest above everything else, but even 
if it could, it shouldn’t be sought to the detriment of a couple’s responsibility to its children, if not 
else because they have not chosen to become children of those parent: the couple did. Nowadays 
that responsibility is often overlooked as a joint effect of an increasingly widespread selfishness 
and of the popular internalization of the myth of romantic love.

Marriage and the myth of romantic love

This myth, originally introduced in Plato’s Symposium, became central in the literature of the Ro-
mantic age and was later vulgarized in thousands of fairytales, plays and films: there exists exactly 
one person in the world predestined by fate or nature to be one’s ideal completion, one’s soul mate. 
The unmistakable sign that one has encountered that person is when one feels the irresistible 
attraction which is usually called “Love”, and the union with her or him gives a true bliss, a lasting 
and pervasive happiness which nothing can cloud.

Things are not that way, however, there does not exist the one kindred spirit. Since there are 
some five billion men and so many women on the Earth, it would be practically impossible to find 
her or him. However, happy marriages are not rare at all, and mostly they are between people from 
the same area or the same environment, so either there are many soul mates, or just things don’t 
work that way.

Love at first sight and eternal bliss are also a myth, love is much more complex and deeper. The 
union which can make of two “one flesh” and last forever is not predestined, but built through com-
mitment and dedication, like all really important things, even if starts from a romantic attraction and 
it requires certain affinities and basic dispositions.

The phase of falling in love is only the first one, which provides the passion and enthusiasm to 
start a construction which will require also effort and patience. However, when the couple encoun-
ters its first serious problems, those who believe in the myth of romantic love realize that the rela-
tionship does not correspond to the idea of eternal unclouded bliss; so, one may conclude that s/he 
has married the wrong person, and in order to pursue her or his happiness s/he must leave the 
spouse in order to find the true soul mate.
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Divorce has been introduced to allow this new search, and its very possibility appears to confirm 
the myth. Besides, it removes the motivation to overcome the difficulties the couple is encountering. 
In fact, if the divorced people cling to that partially misleading conception of love, even upon finding 
new partners they risk falling prey to the same kind of disappointment, so experiencing frustration 
and depression.

The myth took hold in the western bourgeoisie of the XIX Century, partly in reaction to the equally 
unilateral conceptions of the earlier centuries: for the nobility it was essentially a dynastic relation, 
for the rulers a political treatise, for the rich families a patrimonial contract, and often for the poor 
an issue of mere biological survival. However, since humans combine a biological nature, spiritual 
faculties and social relationships, marriage cannot be reduced to just one dimension. In particular, 
it must save its original natural end of generating biological and spiritual life, hence its stability and 
monogamicity.

Psychology teaches that the marital relationship is not static, as in the unilateral conceptions, 
but dynamic. The stage of romantic love is the most emotive one, with strong biological roots and 
psychological drives. Although it is decisive at the time of the encounter, it cannot last forever, and 
the couple must grow through the common tasks, especially that of raising the children, and through 
the endeavor to love and seek the good of the other before one’s own. This effort is not sterile, 
however, because it’s a consequence of our social nature that we find happiness especially in 
establishing deep relationships with partners and making them happy. In this way a couple strength-
ens and consolidates through those dispositions (or virtues, as they were called in the past) which 
can bind the spouses even more strongly than erotic passion or romantic attraction: dedication, 
understanding, patience, benevolence, compassion, forgiveness, emulation, admiration, solidarity, 
gratitude, etc.

The easy availability of divorce removes the incentive to make of the couple’s life such an expe-
rience of interpersonal growth. Thus, the illusory freedom to seek the “true” soul mate is attained 
not only at the expense of the children, but also of the opportunity of building marriage as a deep 
existential bond, ultimately, therefore, of true happiness.

The complementarity of sexes

Do the sexes exist? Are they just two? And are they complementary? The answer to these ques-
tions is no longer so obviously affirmative as it used to be. According to an opinion which is pro-
gressively taking hold also in the institutions and in legislation, the sexes need not be complemen-
tary, since there can be unions, families and parents of the same sex; they are not just two, because 
one can also bisexual or of other intermediate identities; perhaps there are no sexes, but only 
“gender”, understood as an attitude which is not pre-determined, but freely chosen and revocable 
by the subject. Only in this way, it is believed, we can safeguard the liberty, equal dignity and equal 
rights of everyone, independently by one’s sexual orientation.
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Even in this sector, however, one should throw the dirty water, consisting in homophobia, con-
tempt and discrimination on sexual basis, without discarding objectivity, the respect for human 
nature, a good social ordering and the rights of all those involved, especially, again, the children.

That sexes are two, complementary and genetically predetermined is not just common sense, 
but the report of biology, physiology and psychology. Not only for mankind, but also for most of 
the advanced species of animals and plants sexual reproduction is the device through which evo-
lution has provided for an ever healthier and successfully adapted offspring. Therefore, babies 
cannot be born except by a female and a male. Besides, since the biological, mental and social 
life are inextricably connected, the sexual distinction also pervades psychology and social struc-
tures, and it cannot be disregarded or subverted without seriously undermining the well-being of 
individuals and the proper running of a community.

Granted, there are certain mixtures between the sexes: people of one sex can display certain 
physical or psychological features of the opposite sex, or experience certain form of attractions for 
their own sex. From a physiological point of view, one may find some erotic pleasure with persons 
of the same sex, so that some have a bisexual erotic life. A few people have an uncertain sexual 
characterization, or display both certain clear feminine features and certain clear masculine ones. 
This is a fact of nature, and as such it doesn’t entail any moral evaluation. Needless to say, there-
fore, all these people have equal dignity as everybody else, and have an equal right to express 
and exert their particular sexuality through deep and mutually enriching relationships. Among them 
are some of the greatest thinkers, writers, artists, scientists. There are also famous warriors or 
royals, as well as obscure ordinary people.

Nonetheless, these individuals represent just a minor percent, the exception which confirms the 
rule. They are there because “natura non facit saltus”: while nature draws very clear distinctions, 
it doesn’t do so by sharp boundaries, but by blurry transitions. The seed is obviously different from 
the ensuing plant, even if at a certain point of its development it is not clearly still the former or 
already the latter. The sea is not the shore, even if there are a few centimeters, or occasionally 
even many meters which are not clearly sea or shore. Equally, the reality of the two sexes is not 
refuted by the small areas where they get blurred or overlap. Denying the rule in order to acknowl-
edge the exception is throwing the baby with the bath water.

Given the extraordinary strength of the sexual instinct, it can even happen that people of a 
well-defined sex feel some homosexual impulses and decide to behave accordingly. In order to be 
morally admissible, however, such behavior must be respectful of others and of the common good.

On the other hand, that many feel some form of discomfort or distress toward homosexuality is 
also a natural fact: it’s a psychological consequence of the bisexual nature of reproduction in our 
species, and of the fact that since the beginning society had to be structured accordingly.

What matters is that a natural discomfort with homosexuality does not become contempt or ex-
clusion, and this is a task for ethics and education. Even more important, it must not become 
discrimination or violence, and this must be ensured by the law. It should not be introduced, how-
ever, any form of reverse discrimination, granting homosexuals safeguards which are not granted 
to all other minorities or protected groups, such as children, elders, disabled, etc.
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While the biological sexual identity is almost completely genetically determined, the psychological 
one is partly shaped also by education and social relations. Yet, our biology and psychology are 
so entangled that for a successful personality realization people must develop their psychological 
identity in coherence and harmony with the biological one.

Over the millennia society has normally tried to help children and adolescents to achieve a con-
fident and secure sexual self-identification through manners, clothes, games, etc. This kind of help 
is not only a right of the children and young people, but also of society itself, since confident, har-
monic and balanced personalities are essential to a well-functioning community. At the very least, 
the society and its institutions should not interfere with the autonomous development of the child, 
which typically leads to a full integration of the biological and psychological sexual identity. Children 
must not be confused and disoriented with the idea that sex can be freely chosen or changed, or 
that it is determined by subjective perception rather than by nature.

On the other hand, traditional societies and moral codes have often failed to realize that those 
people whose sexual identity is actually mixed or uncertain deserve maximum respect and they 
too should be supported as far as possible in developing an original, rich and integrated 
self-identification. This may require more attention and creativity, but it can be achieved through a 
common effort, starting from the conviction of the utmost value of each person as such, hence first 
of all of oneself and of one’s own specificities. From this point of view, contemporary western cul-
ture and homosexual awareness movements have probably made an important progress with re-
spect to the past.

Rights of children, not to children

Most people naturally and commendably desire to have children. Therefore, certain barren or ho-
mosexual couples adopt and raise as their own children conceived by the sperm or the ovum of a 
third person, or carried by a hired mother. In order to justify these practices sometimes they speak 
of a “right to have children”. However, as explained by Kant (1724-1804), persons are exclusively 
subjects of rights, they cannot ever be objects, because they must always be treated as ends, not 
as means, and this is the very foundation of morals. Having children as such, therefore, cannot be 
considered a right, although there is a liberty to marry and to generate children, an obligation to 
raise one’s children, and a right to the social and material conditions that allow all this.

Besides, human nature is such that children can be optimally raised, educated and grow in the 
happiest way only with their natural parents and siblings. Hence, since everybody has the right to 
the “pursuit of happiness”, children have an inalienable right to their natural family. Natural parents 
have a corresponding and equally natural right (as well as a duty) to raise their own children.

Hence, raising as one’s own children conceived or carried by others not only is not a right, but 
infringes these inviolable rights, and the state cannot pass any law to this effect. In addition, paying 
women to carry a child which will then be handed over to others is an abominable commodification 
of persons and of the most sacred mission of women.
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Two adult homosexuals have the right to set up a family life, recognized and defended on the 
social, juridical and patrimonial levels. For the just said reasons, however, they have no right to 
raise children as their own, even if born from one of them, since this would mean tearing children 
away from their other natural parent.

Therefore, by the way, the common life of two homosexuals cannot be completely equated, eth-
ically or juridically, with the natural family made up of man, woman and their children: the legislation 
which recognizes their union granting it the appropriate civil rights is quite different from marriage, 
which establishes the basic nucleus of society, in charge of the generation and education of chil-
dren. All the rights and safeguards pertaining to the married couple for the purpose of bearing and 
rising children do not pertain to homosexual unions. Giving life to the new generations and edu-
cating them in the best way are primary interests of society, which should earnestly pursue them.
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Abstract
The recent spectacular advances of the so-called Artificial Intelligence (A.I,) have made many people say 
that we run the risk of underestimating its capabilities, first of all its capability for being truly intelligent. Yet, 
that machines are not intelligent is no longer a philosophical thesis with some theoretical implications, but a 
technological fact with many practical consequences. What made it possible the success of the “new” A.I., 
indeed, was precisely the decision of abandoning any attempt to reproduce human intelligence, to create 
instead systems entirely based on statistics, which therefore should more properly be called A.S. (Automatic 
Statistics). So, the risk we run is that of overestimating their capabilities, which could seriously affect 
our society. Avoiding this risk depends on our intelligence, and not on the (imaginary) intelligence of the 
machines.

Keywords: Artificial Intelligence. Automatic statistics. Standardized language. Unique thought. Digital unsus-
tainability. Technological subsidiarity.

Resumen
Los recientes y espectaculares avances de la llamada artificial intelligence (IA, inteligencia artificial) han hecho 
que muchos digan que corremos el riesgo de subestimar sus capacidades, en primer lugar su capacidad para 
ser verdaderamente inteligente. Sin embargo, que las máquinas no sean inteligentes ya no es una tesis filo-
sófica con algunas implicaciones teóricas, sino un hecho tecnológico con muchas consecuencias prácticas. 
Lo que hizo posible el éxito de la «nueva» IA, en efecto, fue precisamente la decisión de abandonar cualquier 
intento de reproducir la inteligencia humana, para crear en su lugar sistemas enteramente basados en la 
estadística, que por lo tanto deberían llamarse más propiamente AS (automatic statistics, es decir, estadísti-
ca automática). Luego el riesgo que corremos es el de sobrestimar sus capacidades, lo que podría afectar 
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Introduction

Recent spectacular advances in the field of Artificial Intelligence (AI), especially due to the creation 
of Chat-GPT, have made many people say that we run the risk of underestimating the capabilities 
of these systems, first of all their capability for being truly intelligent.

In this paper I discuss this issue, by examining the real way of working of new AI systems, which 
are no more based on a cognitive approach, but on a statistical one, and their probable 
development.

My conclusion is that the concerns about the possible rise of a super-AI capable of dominating 
or even terminating humanity are not justified, but all AI systems and, more generally, all digital 
ICT (Information and Communication Technologies) can actually be dangerous, although in a rather 
different way.

The real risk, indeed, is that of overestimating their capabilities, and this could lead to a serious 
pauperization of our culture and knowledge.

Artificial intelligence and human stupidity

«I’m not worried about artificial intelligence, I’m worried about human stupidity». How many times 
have you heard this statement? A lot, for sure. I have repeated it very often, too, and, in a sense, 
I still agree with it. But in another, deeper sense, now it seems to me a misleading (and therefore 
dangerous) commonplace.

What people usually mean by this, indeed, is that, while AI, as well as any other technology, is 
not dangerous in itself, it could become dangerous if we use it in a stupid way. Even Luciano Flo-
ridi, in his The Ethics of Artificial Intelligence (maybe the best book currently available, and surely 
the most complete, about this subject), says that «we should be worried about real human stupidity, 
not about imaginary artificial intelligence»1.

Now, what is true in this statement is that there is no risk that soon or later a super-AI could 
appear, overcoming or even terminating all of us, since, as we’ll see in the following, AI systems 
are not really intelligent. But what is false is that AI hasn’t any intrinsic dangers.

Generally speaking, technology gives us the power to change the world, which can be used for 
good or for bad. And this is why technology is usually considered “neutral” in itself, while only its 
usage could be good or bad, depending on our choices.

gravemente a nuestra sociedad. Evitar este riesgo depende de nuestra inteligencia y no de la inteligencia 
(imaginaria) de las máquinas.

Palabras clave: Inteligencia artificial. Estadística automática. Lenguaje estandarizado. Pensamiento único. 
Sustentabilidad digital. Subsidiariedad tecnológica.
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On the contrary, we should recognize that technology in itself is good, because to have the pos-
sibility of doing good things is better than not to have it, despite it also enables us to do bad things 
(otherwise, for the very same reason, we should also conclude that free will is not good in itself).

But in our universe there are no free lunches. Every time we change the world, we always loose 
something: and this does not depend (only) on us, since it is (at least in part) unavoidable, because 
it is simply what “change” means. Furthermore, technology not only changes the world, but also 
us1: and, once again, this does not depend (only) on us, since it is (at least in part) unavoidable, 
because what we are depends (at least in part) on the way the world we live in is. And it is not 
granted at all that what we gain will outweigh what we lose.

This is what I mean by “intrinsic dangers”. And this is why we should recognize that technology 
is always good in itself, but never in an absolute sense2.

This implies that the problem with any new technology is not only how we should use it, but also 
(and maybe above all) whether we should use it, not only in general, but also in any specific 
application.

Unfortunately, during the last centuries an aprioristic faith in the intrinsic positivity of the progress, 
in any possible form, has become predominant. Nonetheless, despite its claim to be based on 
science, such a faith lacks any rational justification, as the present ecological crisis is clearly show-
ing, so that it should be called more properly a superstition than a faith.

In recent times, an increasing number of people has begun to react stronger and stronger against 
it, but, unfortunately, usually in a way which is nothing but another form of superstition, symmetrically 
opposite, but equally irrational (e.g., radical ecologism, no-vax movements, conspiration theories, etc.).

Even worse, in last 15 years, strongly fomented by the bad management of the financial crisis, 
of the Covid pandemic3,4, and of the ecological crisis, such polarization between these two “oppo-
site extremisms” has grown up more and more all over the world, completely reshaping the tradi-
tional political organizations5.

As a consequence, nowadays very few people are trying to evaluate new technologies (as well 
as any other problem) through a serious cost-benefit analysis (to be intended not only in the eco-
nomic sense). Nonetheless, this is the only reasonable approach, since, as we as seen, both costs 
and benefits are always present and (at least in part) unavoidable in any technology. So, let’s apply 
it to AI.

But previously we should understand what AI really is (and, above all, what it is not).

Stupid is better

For a long time, the main problem about Artificial Intelligence seemed to be whether it was really 
intelligent, i.e., whether machines could really think. And to very most people it’s still so.
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Now, this is understandable with respect to common people, who are strongly impacted by its 
spectacular advances and don’t know how it works. But even most cultured people, including many 
AI experts, still think the same, despite they perfectly know (or should know) that it is not so. The 
success of “new” AI, indeed, is due precisely to the decision of abandoning any attempt of repro-
ducing human intelligence.

This is not surprising. Many good arguments had been proposed in the past to show that AI 
intrinsically lacks a crucial factor of intelligence: intentionality, i.e., the capability for understanding 
meaning6-14. What is surprising is that so many people, for so a long time, had refused to accept 
this conclusion, despite its evidence.

But reality is more stubborn than humans, and AI designers finally had to admit that the cognitive 
approach was «a total failure»1 and that stupid machines work much better than (supposedly) in-
telligent machines. So, nowadays the unique argument left in favor of the possibility of building a 
real AI is that a huge number of science fiction novels and movies take it seriously (including 
Spielberg’s A.I. – Artificial Intelligence, which inspired me the title of this paper).

Artificial intelligence is not intelligent

New AI no more attempts to “understand” the stuff it is handling, but only cares to handle it “well”, 
i.e., coupling every input with the correct output. Actually, it works just as John Searle’s Chinese 
Room, where a person into a closed room gives correct answers to questions written in Chinese 
without knowing Chinese, simply following the instructions of a handbook written in a language 
known by this person11.

As Floridi said, «AI succeeds in executing a task only if it can separate its execution from the 
need for being intelligent to execute it. […] Therefore, AI is not about the capability for reproducing 
human intelligence, it’s about the capability for not using it»1.

It’s surely paradoxical that the best argument ever against AI has become the best model ever 
for AI, but it is just so. And it means that AI is not really intelligent. Although many people still re-
fuse to accept this conclusion, nowadays it is no more (only) a philosophical thesis, but (also) a 
technological fact.

Artificial intelligence is not artificial

In philosophical terms, what happened can be described as a shift from an intentional to an ex-
tensional approach. In fact, “new” AI doesn’t choose the words it uses basing on their meaning, 
but on their statistical occurrence in certain contexts.

Once again, this is not surprising: as we have seen, intentionality, i.e., the capability for under-
standing meaning, is precisely what AI intrinsically lacks. So, if we want AI to work, obviously we 
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must make it work without the need for using intentionality. What is surprising, and sometimes even 
astonishing, is the extent to which this approach has proved to be able to work.

But… is it just so? Well, no.

After all, there is a difference between the Chinese Room and the new AI. In the latter, indeed, 
the “handbook” is not fixed, but continuously changing. This is the so-called “machine learning”, 
but, once again, the expression is misleading, since machines don’t “learn” anything (this would 
be, once again, a “cognitive” approach). What they really do is simply to change their choices ac-
cording to the changes occurred in the data they are basing on.

Now, where are those data from? At the beginning, they are provided directly by the program-
mers, but later they come from the Web: and this is why we say that machines are autonomously 
“learning”. But, in reality, “from the Web” means “from the users”. And this means, in turn, that new 
AI is not actually doing without intentionality, since it is using real human intentionality (that of the 
users interacting with it through the Web) instead of imaginary machine intentionality.

In other words, nowadays what we call “Artificial Intelligence” is no longer a machine, but a com-
plex system in which machines needs to continuously interact with human beings. Only when a 
certain phenomenon can be “gamificated”, i.e., completely reduced to a finite set of rules, AI can 
become completely autonomous and progress on its own (and this is why AI is so good in playing 
games such chess or go). But in the real world a complete gamification can occur very seldom1. 
In all the other cases, without the continuous contribution of the human users AI never could “learn” 
anything new.

So, not only Artificial Intelligence is not really intelligent, but it is not even really artificial.

Lost words

The main danger of AI is that it has an intrinsic tendence towards mediocrity, oversimplification, 
and, as its ultimate outcome, complete homologation.

Any automatic system shows such a tendence, since it is based on standardization, but in AI 
systems this is much stronger, because a statistical approach unavoidably tends to consider only 
the most widespread things, progressively ignoring the others, until they get completely forgotten. 
And this is precisely what’s already happening.

As I’ve personally verified, there are some English words which never appear in any proposal of 
translations made by Google Translate (GT), despite that they are included in its dictionary, as, 
e.g., “indeed”, one of the most “British” words, at such a point that, when in a novel written in an-
other language the author wants to make it clear that somebody is an English gentleman, soon or 
later makes him say “indeed”. Despite this, and despite that if you search “indeed” in GT dictionary 
you find the word with all its grammatical and linguistic description, when making a translation the 
system always use “in fact” and never “indeed”. I’ve tried to change my texts in any conceivable 
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way, even translating them in Spanish and then from Spanish in English, but in vain: it is simply 
impossible to make GT use “indeed” in any possible translation of any conceivable text. And the 
same is occurring with other words, as anybody can easily check.

It’s important to understand that this does not reflect any change in the real world but is com-
pletely self-referential. Indeed, in the texts written by English speakers both terms were used, but 
GT always suggested in first instance the more common “in fact”. Since GT users usually accept 
the suggested translation, its statistical prevalence in the Web has increased more and more, until 
GT has passed from suggesting “indeed” only in second instance to not suggesting it at all. Yet, 
English speakers still use both terms. So, what GT really measures is not a change in their fre-
quency in spoken English, but a change in their frequency in the texts translated in English with 
the aid of GT itself.

But there are also other bad tendencies following the same logic. For example, Word’s automatic 
corrector very often “suggests” you cancel some words because «more concise language would 
be clearer to your reader». But, actually, very often its suggestions don’t lead to a simplification, 
but to an oversimplification, which maybe would make clearer your text, but surely would make 
less clear its meaning.

This is due in part to the worldwide increasing ignorance, but in part also to the fact that over-
simplification leads to a standardized language, which is good for AI programmers.

Unfortunately, a standardized language is not good for us, and not only for esthetic reasons. 
Anybody who has read Orwell should easily recognize that this process is just the same than that 
leading to the creation of the “New Speech” in 1984, although in our world it is not imposed by a 
unique power, like the Big Brother, but by many, very different and very often conflicting with each 
other, but all following a similar (and therefore convergent) logic. Therefore, also the consequences 
are likely to be the same.

Lost ideas

Even worse, what’s happening to words risks happening very soon to ideas, too, should statistical 
AI become the prevalent or even the only method of gathering information.

First of all, indeed, for these systems everything that there is not on the Internet simply does not 
exist. Someone could argue that this is already the case, but this is true only at a certain extent 
and only in certain areas: fortunately, there are still many people who read books or search for 
information on the field. But statistical AI cannot do this, even if it wanted to (or, more precisely, if 
its programmers wanted to). As a result, the (already insane) today’s pressure to upload anything 
to the Internet could become, in practice, a real obligation.

But even being present on the Internet won’t be enough. Statistical AI, indeed, will tend to con-
sider only the most widespread opinions, so multiplying the articles on the Web about them (pro-
duced by the AI itself) and starting the same self-referential mechanism we have already seen as 
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for the words, until completely ignoring all the ideas not aligned with the more widespread ones. 
And, unfortunately, the most popular ideas are not necessarily the best ones.

Not all the users are equally active, indeed, and the difference essentially depends on two 
factors: having the technical skills to interact effectively with the Web and dedicating a lot of time 
to it.

The first aspect is already distorting, because technical skills are not uniformly distributed in the 
population but are much more widespread among those who work in certain sectors. But what is 
really decisive is time: and this is even more distorting, because, apart from (obviously) those who 
do it professionally, it is not the brightest people who usually spend the most time on the Internet, 
but the mediocre ones.

Intelligent people, indeed, usually have exciting and demanding jobs and don’t have much time 
for the Internet. Furthermore, they understand that the idea that through the Internet one can get 
in touch with the whole world is an illusion. Only very few users, particularly skilled and particularly 
lucky, succeed in having a large audience, while the vast majority, no matter how hard they try, 
only speak to a few dozen people.

But, since this is not as obvious as it would be to organize a conference and find the room empty, 
not intelligent people usually don’t realize it. Furthermore, many of them want to believe that they 
are speaking to the world. So, they spent a lot of time on the Web, what makes their favorite ideas 
have a lot of followers, despite that the single user has very few.

This creates a distortion of reality that is already having very serious effects, as can be seen 
from the growing diffusion of pseudoscience, conspiracy theories and fake news, but also ideolog-
ical fanaticism of all kinds and, even more, pure and simple ignorance.

Now, this distorting mechanism would unavoidably be amplified more and more by an uncon-
trolled use of statistical AI systems, with the risk of leading to the creation not only of a “unique 
thought of the Web”, but of a “unique thought of the Web worst users”.

But that’s not all.

Lost reality

Statistical AI, indeed, also tends to prevent the emergence of novelty: every new idea, in fact, is 
by definition minority at the beginning. We can try to correct this mechanism by inserting a function 
that considers new opinions regardless of their diffusion, but if they fail to quickly obtain a broad 
consensus (what is largely independent from their value) they will inevitably be rejected. In the long 
run, the risk is that this ends up making us lose our relationship with reality itself.

This is described in a really prophetic 1909 sci-fi novel, The machine stops15, by Edward Morgan 
Foster. He imagined a world where people live in small subterranean rooms, spending your whole 
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time in giving lectures to one another through a system very similar to our Internet (something very 
similar to our world during the Covid pandemic), while an automatic system called The Machine 
takes care of all your material needs. When even the last, few opportunities to see in person the 
external world are forbidden, here is what happens:

The development was accepted quietly […] when they found that a lecture on the sea was none 
the less stimulating when compiled out of other lectures that had already been delivered on the 
same subject. “Beware of first-hand ideas!” exclaimed one of the most advanced of them. “First-
hand ideas do not really exist. They are but the physical impressions produced by love and fear, 
and on this gross foundation who could erect a philosophy? Let your ideas be second-hand, and 
if possible tenth-hand, for then they will be far removed from that disturbing element — direct ob-
servation. Do not learn anything about this subject of mine — the French Revolution. Learn instead 
what I think that Enicharmon thought Urizen thought Gutch thought Ho-Yung thought Chi-Bo-Sing 
thought Lafcadio Hearn thought Carlyle thought Mirabeau said about the French Revolution. […] 
You who listen to me are in a better position to judge about the French Revolution than I am. Your 
descendants will be even in a better position than you, for they will learn what you think I think, 
and yet another intermediate will be added to the chain. And in time” — his voice rose — “there 
will come a generation that had got beyond facts, beyond impressions, a generation absolutely 
colourless, a generation ‘seraphically free from taint of personality,’ which will see the French Rev-
olution not as it happened, nor as they would like it to have happened, but as it would have hap-
pened, had it taken place in the days of the Machine.”

The science of non-linear (or “chaotic”) systems has studied in depth this phenomenon (usually 
called “lock-in”), where a little initial competitive advantage, which can be not very significative or 
even completely casual, can be progressively increased, without any real reason, by a spontaneous 
process of “bad” self-organization. And we have also learned that it is almost impossible that such 
a process could be reverted by the people who are involved in it, since for the individuals acting 
in counter tendence would cause them serious problems without producing any significant change 
into the system16.

Even States, in some respects, may not be able to govern the situation without a global agree-
ment, which at the moment appears unlikely, due to the military implications of AI systems.

However, paradoxically, an unexpected help could come to us from the last major problem af-
flicting these systems and, more generally, the entire digitization process: their intrinsic ecological 
unsustainability, which could force governments to reach an agreement.

Digital unsustainability

It is difficult to precisely evaluate what percentage of the global energy consumption is currently 
due and will be due in the future to the ICT, because the matter is very complex and currently 
available studies often consider different parameters. But one thing is sure: it is huge. Very huge. 
And it is going to become huger and huger in the future. And AI is a very relevant part of it.
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Floridi’s Digital Ethics Lab at the Oxford University has estimated that «a single training session 
of GPT-3 [the first version of ChatGPT] could produce 223.920 kg of CO2 […], i.e., as much as 49 
cars in a year»1. And to develop such systems millions or even billions of training sessions are 
needed, no to speak of the energy that will be needed when they become of common use. So, it’s 
not surprisingly that, according to the International Energy Agency, in 2022 «the global energy 
consumption of the data centers [is] 1% of global electricity demand»1.

It could seem not so much, but we must consider that this is just the beginning and «since 2012, 
the amount of compute used in the largest AI training runs has been increasing exponentially with 
a 3.4-month doubling time (by comparison, Moore’s Law had a 2-year doubling period). Since 2012, 
this metric has grown by more than 300,000x (a 2-year doubling period would yield only a 7x 
increase)»17.

Nobody knows whether this trend will go on in the same way also in the future, but it is likely to 
be so, since, as we have seen, statistical AI progress is essentially based on the use of a contin-
uously increasing amount of data.

The most reliable estimates18,19,20,21 of the 2022 overall ICT energy consumption converge to-
wards a value of around 14% of the total (Floridi1 says that it is 1,4%, but it seems a typographic 
error, since it would imply that in 2022 AI would have been 5/7 of the overall ICT consumptions, 
which is clearly absurd; furthermore, his estimate is based on the above quoted texts, which agree 
that the value is about 14%). that in 2030 it is likely to become more than 20%.

Andrae and Elder18 consider possible that in the worst scenario in 2030 ITC could even consume 
more than 50% of the electricity produced all over the world.

More optimistic estimates, as, e.g., Malmodin, Lundén22, depend on that they are not calculating 
ICT energy consumptions, but ICT carbon footprint, also making unreasonably optimistic assump-
tions about the energy amount which could be produced by renewable sources.

But things are even worse, since all that only refers to the ICT usage. In fact, «projections don’t 
include the manufacturing contribution»19, which is very huge, since ICT devices have a much 
shorter life and a much higher energy density than any other kind of hardware (for example, the 
energy needed to produce a given mass of smartphones is 100 times greater than that needed to 
produce the same mass of cars23).

Furthermore, current projections usually don’t include the impact of the enormous increase of 
video conferences all over the world after the Covid pandemic, nor that of the upcoming adoption 
of the blockchain technology, already programmed by many States to carry out the tasks of the 
Public Administration in the next future, which are both very energy-intensive technologies.

It’s true that AI in many cases could reduce energy consumption, helping us to make our systems 
more efficient, but we should be very careful not to overestimate this effect. Is it really likely to be 
greater than the increasing energy demand that the increasing AI use will cause (for sure, and not 
only hypothetically)?
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Usually, experts say “yes”, but, unfortunately, all the AI system experts are also AI system sellers, 
or, in any case, people whose career, prestige, and prosperity depend on the growth of the AI 
system market. And it is not necessary to be a fan of conspiracy theories to agree with Floridi when 
saying that «the last people to whom we should ask whether something is possible are those who 
have strong economic reasons to grant us that it’s so»1.

The truth is that nobody knows, but, at least in the worst scenarios, it doesn’t seem very likely. So, 
we should seriously consider even the possibility that the best thing AI could do to help us to reduce 
energy consumption and, therefore, global warming is just to do nothing, i.e., not to be used at all.

All that leads to a unique possible conclusion: AI and, more generally, all the ICT “as we know 
them” are not ecologically sustainable and will be even less in the future. Without substantial 
changes in their use, including serious limitations to their unnecessary use, the obsessively repeat-
ed slogan “digitalization and green economy” is condemned to remain just that: a slogan, and 
nothing more.

A “principle of subsidiarity” for technology

Circular economy is nothing but a dream, or, better, a utopia. No matters how strong we believe 
in it, our faith never will be stronger than the Second Principle of Thermodynamics, the most fun-
damental law of nature, which forbids a complete recycling of both energy and matter.

There are no cycles in our universe, but only spirals, all increasing their entropy with each turn. 
All we can do is making the spirals described by our production processes as similar as possible 
to perfect cycles, always remembering that we will never succeed completely.

Not even Nature, which has had billions of years more than us to attempt, has been able to 
create perfect cycles: living beings age and die, seas are getting more and more salty, the core of 
the Earth is getting more and more cool, the light and heat of the Sun a day will run out, etc. 
Nonetheless, natural spiral processes are much more similar to cycles than ours: so, we should 
imitate them as much as possible. And sometimes the best way of imitating Nature is not imitating 
it at all, but simply allow it to do its job.

This does not mean that we should not use technology at all, but it does mean that we should 
use it only when is really useful. In fact, if every time we discover a way to do something with a 
less consumption of energy and/or matter we use it not to do the same things in a more sustain-
able way, but to do much more things (most of which unnecessary and often even noxious), we’ll 
never be able to reach a real sustainability, no matter how much we could advance from a tech-
nological point of view.

An example both clear and significant is that of electronic money. Despite all the silly rhetoric on 
the so-called “dematerialization”24, in fact, the truth is that electronic money is much more material 
than traditional money, given that for every 2 megabytes we send via the Internet we consume on 
average as much as a 60 watt light bulb kept on for an hour.
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Traditional money, instead, requires a (very limited) consumption of matter and energy only at 
the time of its production, after which it can be used for decades consuming only the energy need-
ed for its transport, which is a lot only over long distances, while over short distances it is negligible, 
since it corresponds to the muscular energy necessary to transport the wallet, open it, close it, 
and pass the money to our counterparts.

Therefore, making a bank transfer via the Internet is certainly better than physically sending 
money from one bank to another, but using a credit card to pay the restaurant or supermarket bill 
could be easier for us and allow greater control by the State (which, however, has also its negative 
aspects), but from an ecological point of view it is pure nonsense.

This is particularly evident in the field of ICT, but it holds in general, for any kind of technology. 
So, maybe it is time to enunciate a new principle: the Principle of Technological Subsidiarity. In 
analogy with the classic Principle of Subsidiarity, this Principle states that: “A higher-level technol-
ogy should not be used to do something that can be done by using a lower-level technology, or 
without any technology at all”.

This is the only way we can hope to have a real ecological transition. If, on the contrary, we’ll 
go on with our current ideas, which are almost all based on ideological assumptions, we’ll end up 
making the situation worse and worse.

Artificial stupidity vs Automatic statistics

If now we come back to the problem of AI alone, we should recognize that its first (and worst) 
danger is represented by its very name. «Bad science, bad ethics», as bioethicists said, and it 
holds not only for bioethics: if we have a wrong concept of something, indeed, we hardly will be 
able to treat it properly.

So, the first precondition to have a reasonable approach to the whole matter is to use no more 
the expression “A.I.”, which is completely misleading, and therefore not only wrong, but really irre-
sponsible1 (as well as other related expression, as the above mentioned “machine learning” and 
“dematerialization”), since it prevents us from having a correct idea of what really the matter stands, 
and, therefore, from choosing the correct way of matching with it.

My proposal is to replace it with “A.S.”, which can stand for both “Artificial Stupidity” and “Auto-
matic Statistics”. Which one of the two meanings will become prevalent depends on how we’ll 
manage A.S. technology in the future.

Conclusions

A substantial part of our current activities is aimed to undo what we have done in the past: from 
plastic to CFC, from the “eco-monsters” to the space debris, from deforestation to the worldwide 
diffusion of personal cars, etc.
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Maybe we’ll be successful (maybe…), but surely it will be an enormous waste of time and re-
sources, and even in the best scenario we won’t be able to completely recover all the damages 
we have caused to ourselves and to our planet.

Why are we in such a situation?

Then answer is simple: because in the past we let ourselves be dazzled by the positive aspects 
of the “new technologies” of that time (which – be clear – were real), without considering the neg-
ative ones (which, unfortunately, were also real), believing that technological progress would have 
solved on its own any problem that it could eventually cause.

Now we have (more or less…) understood our errors, but, it seems, not their causes, since we 
are making the very same errors with the “new technologies” of this time, like AI and ICT.

We still have time (but not so much…) to change direction. But to do so we must use our intel-
ligence, and not to expect a magic solution by the imaginary artificial intelligence of our 
machines.
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Evaluación sobre el conocimiento de bioética en 
médicos de base y residentes de cirugía de Coahuila 
de Zaragoza
Evaluation of the knowledge of Bioethics in basic physicians and surgery 
residents of Coahuila de Zaragoza

Pamela Frigerio* y Natalia C. Dávila-Sánchez
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Resumen
Antecedentes: La bioética es fundamental en cirugía. El conocimiento debe ser universal. Objetivo: Evaluar 
el conocimiento bioético en adscritos y residentes de cirugía de Coahuila. Método: Estudio transversal. En-
cuesta anónima por redes sociales y vía telefónica. Resultados: 67 participantes (47 adscritos, 20 residentes); 
41.8% recibió una plática o curso de bioética en la residencia. 29.9% ha visto o realizado algún procedimien-
to médico sin indicación absoluta. 34.3% ha influenciado a algún paciente en su tratamiento, aun cuando el 
paciente se negaba a hacerlo. 25.4% realizó algún procedimiento sin explicar los riesgos, beneficios y alter-
nativas. De las preguntas sobre conceptos de bioética, tuvieron correctas las respuestas sobre beneficencia 
73.1%, autonomía 79.1%, justicia 76.1%, no maleficencia 86.6%, consentimiento informado 85.1%, deonto-
logía 59.7%, negligencia 89.6%, iatrogenia 86.6%. El 67.2% sabe si hay comité de bioética en su hospital y 
el 38.8% alguna vez asistió o consultó alguno. Conclusión: Hay un área de oportunidad en lo que respecta 
a bioética y cirugía.

Palabras clave: Bioética. Cirujanos. Residentes. Conceptos.

Abstract
Background: Bioethics is fundamental in surgery. Knowledge must be universal. Objective: To evaluate bioe-
thical knowledge in surgery associates and residents of Coahuila. Method: Cross-sectional study. Anonymous 
survey through social networks and by telephone. Results: 67 participants (47 enrolled, 20 residents); 41.8% 
received bioethics talk or course in residency, 29.9% have seen or performed a medical procedure without abso-
lute indication, 34.3% have influenced a patient in their treatment, even when the patient refused to do so, 25.4% 
performed a procedure without explaining the risks, benefits, and alternatives. Of the questions on bioethics 
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Introducción

La evolución de la bioética en el mundo presenta sus orígenes en el juramento hipocrático (siglo 
IV a.C.), donde se enfatizó la importancia de evitar el daño y mantener la confidencialidad. Pos-
terior a esto, hace más de 2,000 años, tenemos el pronunciamiento de Cicerón Salus populi su-
prema lex esto, que dicta «que la salud del pueblo sea la ley suprema»1,2.

Se han identificado dos despuntes de la bioética: uno a principios del siglo XX en Europa y un 
segundo en las décadas de 1960 y 1970 en los EE.UU. Sin embargo, en América Latina la bioética 
no se desarrolló hasta la segunda mitad de la década de 19802,3.

Para que el término de bioética llegara a lo que conocemos actualmente, fue necesaria la interven-
ción de distintos personajes. Entre ellos, en 1772, el moralista escocés John Gregory, que impartió 
conferencias sobre los deberes y calificaciones de un médico. En 1803 el médico inglés Thomas Per-
cival escribió sobre ética médica en el Código de institutos y preceptos, adaptado a la conducta pro-
fesional de los médicos y cirujanos. El médico francés Claude Bernard en 1865 publicó sobre medicina 
experimental. En 1878 el inglés Jukes de Styrap recopiló información sobre el código de ética médica. 
Años después, en 1972, fue cuando finalmente el filósofo y teólogo Fritz Jahr usó por primera vez la 
palabra «bioética». Todos estos personajes fueron quienes plantaron la semilla de la bioética2-4.

Las normativas bioéticas internacionales iniciaron debido a la necesidad expuesta en los juicios 
de Nuremberg en 1945 a 1946 de médicos nazis que experimentaron con seres humanos. Este 
juicio fue el precedente para que en 1947 se realizara el Código de Nuremberg, el cual dicta la 
obligación de solicitar el consentimiento informado al paciente, expresando así su autonomía. En 
1979 el informe de Belmont fue creado por el Departamento de Salud, Educación y Bienestar de 
los EE.UU., debido a los escándalos de Tuskegee (1932 a 1972) y la experimentación con uranio 
(1947), plutonio y acero radioactivo (1945). Se tituló Principios éticos y pautas para la protección 
de los seres humanos en la investigación. En 1964 fue emitida la Declaración de Helsinki por la 
Asociación Médica Mundial, la cual desarrolló aún más los principios ideológicos elaborando nor-
mas éticas para la investigación en seres humanos, que se ha sometido a siete revisiones en los 
años 1975, 1983, 1989, 1996, 2000, 2008 y 2013. Esta declaración se dirige a las obligaciones de 
los médicos investigadores respecto a los seres en investigación. Beauchamp y Childress, en 1979, 
exaltaron cuatro principios para la investigación, los cuales siguen siendo utilizados: no maleficen-
cia, beneficencia, autonomía y justicia. En 1982 el Consejo de Organizaciones Internacionales de 
Ciencias Médicas (CIOMS) emitió la Propuesta de pautas éticas internacionales para la investiga-
ción biomédica en seres humanos. Y en octubre del 2006 la Conferencia General de la UNESCO 
aprobó la Declaración universal sobre bioética y derechos humanos. Todos estos documentos son 
las bases fundamentales de la normativa en bioética4-7.

concepts, the answers on beneficence 73.1%, autonomy 79.1%, justice 76.1%, non-maleficence 86.6%, informed 
consent 85.1%, deontology 59.7%, negligence 89.6%, and iatrogenic 86.6% were correct. 67.2% know if there is 
a bioethics committee in their hospital and 38.8% have ever attended or consulted one. Conclusion: There is an 
area of opportunity when it comes to bioethics and surgery.

Keywords: Bioethics. Surgeons. Residents. Concepts.
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En México la creación de la Comisión Nacional de Bioética (CONBIOETICA) fue hasta el 30 de 
marzo del 1992. La Academia Nacional Mexicana de Bioética se fundó el 12 de septiembre de 
1995 y el Colegio de Bioética se constituyó el 22 de enero de 20038,9.

La evolución del marco normativo en materia de comités de ética en investigación (CEI) en Mé-
xico inició con un decreto en 2011 que reformó la Ley General de Salud donde se adicionaron dos 
artículos. Hay un acuerdo en el 2012 en cual se emitieron las disposiciones generales para la 
integración y funcionamiento de los CEI por la CONBIOETICA. En 2014 se estableció que el re-
gistro de los CEI estaría a cargo de CONBIOETICA. En 2016 se realizó un acuerdo emitiendo la 
quinta versión de la Guía Nacional para la Integración y Funcionamiento de los CEI10.

Puede que la normativa mexicana haya empezado un poco tarde según la línea histórica mundial, 
pero eso no excluye que se realizó de manera adecuada con fundamentos. Se deben estar actua-
lizando constantemente todas las normativas, ya que el mundo evoluciona y los problemas plan-
teados son diferentes, así como la nueva tecnología y nuevos desafíos que van surgiendo11.

En cirugía hay momentos críticos, tales como la toma de decisiones en el transoperatorio y el 
vencer el orgullo quirúrgico, donde debe elegirse el tipo de intervención para no hacer daño y 
cumplir con el principio de la no maleficencia.

La equidad en la programación quirúrgica debe garantizarse en ser recta e imparcial, principal-
mente en instituciones públicas, manteniendo el principio de justicia12.

Previamente nos encontrábamos en un sistema paternalista, autoritarista, donde el cirujano to-
maba todas las decisiones sin consultar al enfermo. Esto ha cambiado a lo largo de los años, ya 
que las decisiones son compartidas con el paciente, familiares y un equipo multidisciplinario, lo 
cual da oportunidad de unificar diferentes puntos de vista y aportaciones que permitan llevar a la 
toma de decisiones más acertadas que benefician a todos. Se debe de involucrar al paciente, ya 
que tiene derecho a la verdad y debe otorgar el consentimiento informado para autorizar acciones 
para el diagnóstico y el tratamiento. Así se respeta su autonomía13,14.

En la década de 1970, van Rensselaer Potter, bioquímico estadounidense y profesor de oncología 
de la Universidad de Wisconsin-Madison, publicó su artículo Bioethics: The science of survival, en el 
que propuso a la bioética como una disciplina puente entre las ciencias y las humanidades, que re-
flexionara sobre las acciones del hombre para asegurar la continuidad de la vida presente y futura15.

La deontología hace referencia a la rama de la ética cuyo objeto de estudio son los fundamentos 
del deber ser y las normas morales que lo dirigen. Se refiere a un conjunto ordenado de deberes 
y obligaciones morales que tienen los profesionales de una determinada materia. La deontología 
es conocida también bajo el nombre de teoría del deber, del deber ser y, al lado de la axiología, 
es una de las dos ramas principales de la ética normativa. A semejanza de lo que sucede con los 
conceptos de bioética y ética médica, es común encontrar que no se distingan claramente los lí-
mites entre la ética y la deontología16,17.

Es importante la gradualidad de la comunicación y la decisión del momento oportuno para re-
velar la información y la forma de hacerlo, ya que hay verdad tolerable o soportable y si se sabe 
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informar correctamente la verdad resulta beneficiosa. Deben evitarse la desinformación y la frialdad 
al momento de comunicarse tanto con los pacientes como con sus familiares y nunca se debe de 
eliminar la posibilidad de esperanza, pero teniendo cuidado en sobrevalorar el buen 
pronóstico18.

Los profesionales deben ser instruidos sobre bioética de manera que se genere no solo una 
serie de conocimientos, sino una cultura y forma de ejercer como médico. El reto actualmente es 
crear interés en estos temas para estudiarlos a fondo y tener más fundamentos, ya que las opi-
niones, en ocasiones, se respaldan más en la moral que en la ética. Cuando hay dudas sobre 
bioética frente alguna situación, no hay decisión más sabia que la búsqueda de apoyo con los 
comités de ética hospitalaria para la toma de decisiones19,20.

En la Declaración sobre bioética y salud mental derivada de la celebración del Día mundial de 
la bioética, organizado por la Facultad de Bioética de la Universidad Anáhuac México y la Cátedra 
UNESCO en Bioética y Derechos Humanos el 19 de octubre de 2020, se establecieron los princi-
pios de vulnerabilidad, sociabilidad-solidaridad, máximo respeto por la dignidad de todas las per-
sonas, integridad del conocimiento, beneficencia y no maleficencia y justicia. Dichos principios son 
de suma importancia y utilidad, ya que en la pospandemia por COVID-19 enfrentamos problemas 
de diversa índole, tales como los médicos, psicológicos, sociales y económicos. Es por tanto im-
perante desarrollar una visión empática y solidaria que permita, desde los principios de la bioética 
tales como la sociabilidad, la subsidiariedad y la justicia distributiva, involucrar a todos los miembros 
de la sociedad para implementar estrategias orientadas al bien común, a la disminución de las 
condiciones que otorgan vulnerabilidad social y a la garantía del acceso a los servicios de salud 
por parte de la población. La bioética juega, pues, un papel fundamental en el abordaje de este 
problema urgente y debe, por ello, fortalecerse, ahora más que nunca, como una bioética en salida, 
capaz de ir a las fronteras y límites humanos para rescatar y salvaguardar la dignidad de todas 
las personas buscando con ello el beneficio de toda la sociedad con una visión fortalecida dirigida 
hacia el bien común21-23.

Metodología

Se realizó difusión de la encuesta por medio de redes sociales y vía celular en los distintos grupos 
de cirujanos de Coahuila de Zaragoza. La encuesta fue anónima y abierta a todos los cirujanos. 
Se realizó vía electrónica y hubo 67 encuestas completas y correctamente llenadas.

Resultados

Hubo 67 participantes, de los cuales 47 eran médicos adscritos, con una media de edad de 48.35 
(rango: 33 a 67 años); 20 eran residentes, con una media de edad de 28.65 (rango: 26 a 41 años). 
Respecto al lugar de trabajo de los cirujanos, 41 (61.2%) eran del Instituto Mexicano del Seguro 
Social, 12 (17.9%) eran del Hospital Universitario de Saltillo, 9 (13.4%) del Hospital General de 
Saltillo y 5 (7.5%) del Instituto de Seguridad y Servicios Sociales de los Trabajadores del Estado. 
Solamente 28 participantes (el 41.8%) recibieron una plática o curso de bioética durante la 
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residencia. Se les preguntó qué tanto estaban preparados en bioética y del 0 (nada) al 10 (total-
mente preparado) la media fue de 6.31, siendo la mediana 7. De las preguntas sobre conceptos 
de bioética tuvieron correctas las respuestas sobre beneficencia el 73.1%, autonomía el 79.1%, 
justicia el 76.1%, no maleficencia el 86.6%, consentimiento informado el 85.1%, deontología el 
59.7%, negligencia el 89.6% e iatrogenia el 86.6% (Fig. 1). El 29.9% ha visto o realizado algún 
procedimiento médico sin indicación absoluta. El 34.3% ha influenciado a algún paciente en su 
tratamiento aun cuando este se negaba a hacerlo. El 25.4% realizó algún procedimiento sin expli-
car los riesgos, beneficios y alternativas. Los participantes calificaron del 0 al 10 como media 9.03 
y mediana 10 lo importante que es la bioética en la vida diaria del cirujano. El 67.2% sabe si hay 
un comité de bioética en su hospital y el 38.8% alguna vez asistió o consultó alguna sesión en 
uno de ellos.

Discusión

Los datos obtenidos coinciden con las investigaciones nacionales. Velázquez Aviña et al. publica-
ron en 2011 una investigación sobre conocimientos de bioética en residentes y médicos de base 
de cirugía general del Hospital General de México, y concluyeron que se obtuvo un bajo puntaje 
en el cuestionario, una deficiente capacidad para reconocer problemas bioéticos. Aquí realizamos 
preguntas de definiciones básicas, en las cuales un porcentaje considerable tuvo errores, lo que 
coincide con ellos en que los cirujanos necesitan más preparación en bioética.

Beneficencia Autonomía Justicia No maleficencia Consentimiento
informado Deontología Principio

más antiguo Negligencia Iatrogenia

MB 72% 80% 72% 80% 87% 72% 70% 93% 89%
R4 75% 75% 75% 100% 100% 75% 50% 100% 100%
R3 100% 100% 66% 100% 100% 33% 66% 100% 100%
R2 33% 33% 100% 100% 33% 0% 16% 33% 33%
R1 100% 85% 85% 100% 100% 28% 71% 100% 100%
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Figura 1. Preguntas concepto y porcentaje de aciertos según grado académico.
MB: médico de base; R1: residente de primer año de cirugía; R2: residente de segundo año de cirugía; 
R3: residente de tercer año de cirugía; R4: residente de cuarto año de cirugía.
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Así mismo, los datos coinciden con investigaciones internacionales, en donde comparan los 
conocimientos sobre bioética con cuestionarios similares al nuestro entre distintos países. Raúl 
López-Paredes et al. publicaron en 2018 una investigación sobre conocimientos bioéticos en pro-
fesores y estudiantes de la carrera de medicina de la Universidad Central del Ecuador y médicos 
de Argentina y México, donde arrojan resultados que ponen en manifiesto la deficiencia sobre 
conocimientos de bioética en médicos de México en contraste con Ecuador y Argentina. Su ma-
nera de evaluar fue mediante cuestionarios donde se incluía la definición de bioética y los principios 
básicos bioéticos, los cuales fueron interrogados de igual manera por nosotros y los resultados 
son comparables. Aunado a esto, concluyen que los conocimientos en bioética de los profesores 
y estudiantes de la Facultad de Ciencias Médicas de la Universidad Central del Ecuador son limi-
tados e insuficientes y es indispensable fortalecer la enseñanza de la bioética en pregrado y 
posgrado. Dichos datos, junto con los nuestros, abren una ventana a investigar más adelante el 
origen de dicha deficiencia en conocimientos sobre bioética, indagando desde los alumnos que 
se encuentran en universidades de medicina en Coahuila y México, midiendo la calidad de los 
conocimientos adquiridos sobre bioética en pregrado.

Conclusiones

Hay un área de oportunidad en lo que respecta a bioética y cirugía. Este estudio demuestra que 
hay una deficiente capacidad para entender las definiciones básicas de bioética y que es necesario 
impartir más cursos y pláticas sobre el tema.

Resultaría interesante en un futuro ampliar la investigación a médicos de distintas especialidades 
y no solo de cirugía; para así poder contrastar los conocimientos entre cada especialidad y ob-
servar si existe alguna diferencia significativa o si la deficiencia es generalizada y ampliar el área 
de oportunidad en no solo bioética y cirugía, sino bioética y medicina. Y extenderla a alumnos de 
las universidades de Coahuila para indagar desde dónde inicia el problema de la deficiente capa-
cidad para dominar las definiciones básicas de bioética.
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Protección de personas y animales. Los autores declaran que los procedimientos seguidos se 
conformaron a las normas éticas del comité de experimentación humana responsable y de acuerdo 
con la Asociación Médica Mundial y la Declaración de Helsinki.

Confidencialidad de los datos. Los autores declaran que han seguido los protocolos de su centro 
de trabajo sobre la publicación de datos de pacientes.

Derecho a la privacidad y consentimiento informado. Los autores han obtenido el consenti-
miento informado de los pacientes y/o sujetos referidos en el artículo. Este documento obra en 
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Resumen
El presente artículo realiza un análisis en relación con un dibujo de Leonardo da Vinci nominado el «Ángel 
encarnado», un tema antiguo y recurrente dentro de la cultura occidental; se refiere en sentido amplio a la 
relación entre arte y moral y a las posibles limitaciones que la moral puede legítimamente imponer a la liber-
tad de la creación artística.
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Abstract
This article takes up and discusses with meticulous analysis in relation to a drawing by Leonardo da Vinci 
called the “Angel in the flesh”, an ancient and recurrent theme in Western culture; it refers in a broad sense 
to the relationship between art and morality and to the possible limitations that morality can legitimately im-
pose on the freedom of artistic creation.
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Introducción

Este estudio analiza y retoma el debate en relación con el diseño del «Ángel encarnado» de Leo-
nardo da Vinci1.

Un tema antiguo y recurrente dentro de la cultura occidental, que se refiere en sentido amplio 
a la relación entre arte y moral y a las posibles limitaciones que la moral puede legítimamente 
imponer a la libertad de la creación artística. La época romántica, al menos en algunos de sus 
exponentes más típicos, había afirmado la completa autonomía del arte, que en sus representa-
ciones, ya sean figurativas o narrativas, no puede verse limitado por preocupaciones de otro tipo, 
ya sean religiosas, morales, ideológicas o políticas. Limitándonos a las representaciones del cuer-
po humano, ciertos tratados escolásticos distinguían entre partes «honestas», «menos honestas» 
y «deshonestas». En la práctica, estas últimas se referían a las partes del cuerpo directamente 
vinculadas a la sexualidad y el problema concernía a la prefiguración del desnudo humano, lo que 
rebajaba la representación de las partes «deshonestas» al nivel de la pornografía, entendida de 
manera muy laxa en el lenguaje cotidiano. Es bastante fácil comprender las razones de las pos-
turas opuestas en torno a la representación del desnudo humano. En el caso de la pintura, la 
situación más común es aquella en la que el pintor dispone en su taller de un/a «modelo» que 
posa desnudo/a ante él, asumiendo diversas poses que sirven al artista como objeto de estudio 
para la preparación de los cuadros que le son encargados. En el caso del hombre de letras, la 
excelencia consiste a menudo en la capacidad de explorar y plasmar en una historia aspectos 
profundos del mundo psicológico del personaje que ha inventado, sin límite alguno. La condición 
de la persona que percibe la representación pictórica o la narración literaria es diferente, ya que 
estas despiertan en ella emociones y deseos que pueden dirigirla hacia comportamientos consi-
derados negativos desde el punto de vista de determinados valores o, como se dice en el lenguaje 
común, que despiertan «malos pensamientos».

Antecedentes

Marco histórico

La Antigüedad Clásica no conocía esta prohibición y se han conservado varias estatuas de hom-
bres desnudos.

Con el advenimiento del cristianismo, aparece una concepción parcialmente negativa de la se-
xualidad, cuyo fin natural se limita esencialmente a la reproducción que asegura la supervivencia 
de la especie, mientras que el simple instinto sexual se califica de concupiscencia y, como tal, de 
intrínsecamente pecaminoso.

El Renacimiento cambia el marco cultural, al introducirse la distinción entre lo sagrado y lo 
profano, y su mutua independencia. Miguel Ángel es el típico representante de este cambio, 
como lo demuestra su David desnudo, una estatua con los atributos sexuales a la vista. Se dio 
un tratamiento especial a la gran obra pictórica de este artista, el Juicio Final de la Capilla 
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Sixtina, que también presenta desnudos. El Concilio de Trento decretó que no se podían repre-
sentar desnudos en las iglesias, por lo que al principio se propuso retirar el gran fresco de Miguel 
Ángel; finalmente se acordó cubrir los genitales de las figuras desnudas con paños u hojas de 
higuera «apropiados» (la tarea corrió a cargo del pintor Daniele da Volterra, quien recibió el 
apodo de braghettone, «braguetón», por esta obra). Solo en nuestros días se han suprimido 
debidamente estos añadidos.

No hay que considerar esta censura contra la sexualidad como una expresión del enfoque «con-
trarreformista» de la Iglesia católica. Desde las primeras páginas del Antiguo Testamento, de he-
cho, en el Génesis, donde se narra que Adán y Eva pecaron cuando violaron la prohibición de 
Dios de comer del fruto del árbol de la ciencia del bien y del mal, leemos que ambos se dieron 
cuenta de repente de que estaban desnudos y se apresuraron a ceñir con hojas de higuera su 
desnudez (Gen.3:1-6). En otro lugar de la Biblia está la historia de la borrachera de Noé, pintada 
por Miguel Ángel en la bóveda de la Capilla Sixtina. Noé, tras haber caído en un profundo sueño 
después de beber el vino que había producido, yace en una postura desaliñada mostrando la 
desnudez de su miembro viril y su hijo Cam le señala burlonamente. Cuando despierta, Noé se 
entera del incidente por su familia y maldice a Cam y a sus descendientes (Gn 9:20-27)2.

En este contexto, las formas de ejercer la sexualidad fuera de la unión familiar bisexual eran 
moralmente inaceptables y, por tanto, la homosexualidad, en particular, estaba moralmente con-
denada. Sobre esto se injertaba la perspectiva religiosa, ya que las iglesias cristianas habían 
considerado pecaminosas las relaciones sexuales fuera de la familia canónicamente constituida. 
Si ahora se tiene presente que la separación entre lo sagrado y lo profano solo se consolidó a 
partir del Renacimiento, no nos sorprende que Leonardo, quien vivió un cuarto de siglo antes que 
Miguel Ángel, sintiera fuertemente este problema y se dedicara a reflexionar sobre el tema de la 
sexualidad precisamente desde una perspectiva teológica. A Da Vinci se le consideraba un «ile-
trado», sin embargo, como se puede documentar fácilmente, esto aludía simplemente al hecho de 
que no sabía latín, pero no excluía su competencia en muchos otros campos, incluida la reflexión 
filosófica.

Leonardo y la sexualidad

Leonardo abordó el tema de las formas excepcionales de sexualidad, como la homosexualidad y 
el hermafroditismo (es decir, el caso de los individuos que tienen las gónadas de ambos sexos, 
presentes de diversas formas tanto en plantas como en animales, especialmente invertebrados) 
y los trató desde un punto de vista teológico.

A menudo se ha discutido si este interés estaba relacionado con el hecho de que el propio 
Leonardo estuviera afectado por esta anomalía, y la cuestión forma parte del estudio de los múl-
tiples aspectos de su compleja personalidad. Pero en realidad el único documento de trasfondo 
histórico de la vida sexual de Leonardo es una acusación de sodomía activa presentada contra él 
cuando tenía 24 y años y trabajaba en el taller de Andrea del Verrocchio.
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El hecho es que precisamente en el dibujo que nos ocupa hay huellas de este tema del «ángel 
encarnado» que también aparece en sus otras obras. La propia elección del hermafrodita, que 
expresa la igual legitimidad de todas las formas de sexualidad, abre el discurso sobre la igual 
legitimidad de cada una de ellas. Hemos pasado así de un discurso relativo a la autonomía de la 
creación artística a un discurso relativo a la existencia de diversas formas de sexualidad humana 
y a su igual legitimidad. Este segundo discurso se refiere nada menos que a la relación entre 
sexualidad y amor, una relación que no figuraba en las características tradicionales que definían 
el matrimonio canónico, y que solo aparece en el siglo XIX por la adición de la finalidad «unitiva» 
del vínculo matrimonial y la idea del «amor conyugal» como valor intrínseco de la unión matrimo-
nial. Sin embargo, en el lenguaje de la Iglesia existe desde hace tiempo la expresión «amor pla-
tónico», que designa un amor que no implica en absoluto sexualidad y cuya consideración merece 
el debido aprecio.

La cultura helénica y la idea de amor en Platón

En el ámbito grecolatino, concretamente en la cultura helénica clásica, solo el varón tenía el de-
recho de acceso a la filosofía, que era en consecuencia el único objeto posible de estima intelec-
tual, mientras que la mujer quedaba relegada de hecho a ser la representante del eros terrenal, 
carnal, es decir, depositaria de la mera función reproductora. Solo el amor de un hombre hacia 
otro del mismo sexo (especialmente hacia un joven), por tanto, se interpretaba como «puro» y, por 
ende, más cercano al amor divino (o, platónicamente, a la idea del amor).

En el Banquete, en efecto, Platón considera la belleza como el objeto propio del amor, mientras 
que en el Fedro explica que el amor, en su subjetividad, se caracteriza como una aspiración hacia 
la belleza y la elevación progresiva del alma al mundo del ser al que pertenece la belleza3.

Se comprende, por tanto, que por parte de Platón el discurso sobre lo que se debe y lo que no 
se debe hacer sea tratado de un modo metafísico: el amor es un sentimiento de carencia, un an-
helo del alma, que se siente insuficiente a sí misma, alejada de ese modo de ser divino del que 
ha caído por castigo. Para explicar este concepto, Platón recurre al mito andrógino contado por 
medio de los personajes de Aristófanes: los seres primordiales estaban compuestos de caracte-
rísticas tanto masculinas como femeninas, sin embargo fueron divididos por los dioses en dos 
mitades, por función, y a partir de ese momento, cada uno de ellos va en busca del otro para 
unirse a ellos y reconstituir el ser primordial, de ahí la imagen de la búsqueda de un alma 
gemela.

No tiene especial interés analizar aquí los textos platónicos sobre el eros del Banquete y del 
Fedro, que difieren en sus planteamientos y, además, se expresan en mitos. A nuestros efectos, 
basta por ahora con considerar la condición que caracteriza al amor puro y simple, que se traduce 
en la exigencia de la igualdad absoluta de quienes entablan esta relación. Así, en el ejemplo con-
creto del amor de Sócrates por Alcibíades, las características físicas y temperamentales de uno 
se equilibran con las del otro y permiten a Sócrates ayudar a Alcibíades a ser mejor.
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De hecho, Platón considera que la atracción entre los cuerpos es el primero de los diversos niveles del 
amor, aunque añade que este nivel debe abandonarse para alcanzar los superiores (amor al alma, a las 
leyes y a las instituciones, a las ciencias, al absoluto). En realidad, esta fórmula procede de un contexto 
filosófico en el que el amor se entiende como un movimiento del alma y no como una forma de relación, 
y se interpreta como un impulso para trascender la realidad sensible, capaz de mover el conocimiento 
hacia un Espíritu absoluto. En esta perspectiva, las personas que participan en la relación amorosa deben 
gozar de total igualdad y ello excluye la posibilidad de ser de distinto sexo, como ya hemos mencionado, 
por lo que la homosexualidad y la pederastia son absolutamente lícitas, precisamente porque el ejercicio 
de la sexualidad queda fuera de juego al ser superado por la trascendencia del primer nivel (el de la 
atracción entre los cuerpos). Como vemos, la noción de «amor platónico», aparentemente neutra dentro 
del lenguaje ordinario, se carga de una rica gama de significados cuando examinamos los textos platónicos 
e implica una serie de consecuencias que no son fáciles de justificar.

El hermafrodito

En otro punto de la vida filosófica y literaria, el hermafrodito representa el ideal de perfección: los dos 
sexos se fusionan. Es otra especie humana, una especie diferente, representa la imagen ejemplar, 
el arquetipo del hombre perfecto como fusión de las dos polaridades masculina y femenina. En al-
quimia, el ser hermafrodita anuncia la inminente consecución de la piedra filosofal, es decir, la con-
secución de las bodas alquímicas o místicas. Para comprender este concepto, hay que partir del tema 
de la reintegración de la coincidencia de los opuestos de las dos polaridades. La constitución del 
hermafrodita realiza el estado primordial perfecto pero perdido como resultado de la individualización 
de la creación; ya que, una vez alcanzado, hace posible la transformación de los metales inmaduros 
en oro, la prolongación de la vida indefinidamente y la transmutación del hombre cósmico. El herma-
frodita conduce a la posesión de la ciencia de todas las cosas y, por tanto, a la perfección.

Llegados a este punto, parece imprescindible profundizar en el tema de la pornografía, que de-
jamos en suspenso al mencionarlo, cuando nos limitamos a observar que, en el lenguaje ordinario, 
este concepto aparece como una especie de indulgencia lingüística para denotar una especie de 
curiosidad morbosa. Desde hace varios años se viene desarrollando un tratamiento objetivo de la 
pornografía, que ilustra su verdadera naturaleza de empresa comercial internacional que obtiene 
enormes beneficios de la venta de imágenes pornográficas, cuyo consumo constituye una realidad 
totalmente análoga al consumo de drogas, con consecuencias nefastas para quienes se introducen 
en este mercado y se convierten en sus esclavos.

Por estas razones, resulta interesante el estudio minucioso y crítico, con la discusión de diversas 
propuestas interpretativas, que aquí se ofrece de un dibujo de Leonardo cuyo estudio trasciende 
los límites de un interés puramente erudito.

El «Ángel encarnado»

Descubierto y presentado en 1991 por Carlo Pedretti, este dibujo al carbón en papel arrugado es 
hoy conocido con el nombre de «Ángel encarnado», un título evocador para los evidentes atributos 
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sexuales mostrados por este ángel hermafrodita, del que se puede ver un tenue pero evidente 
borde superior del ala izquierda. El ángel está en una posición casi frontal, con la cabeza dirigida 
hacia el observador y el torso ligeramente girado hacia la izquierda. La cara, enmarcada por largos 
cabellos ondulados que caen hasta los hombros, está ligeramente inclinada hacia la derecha; los 
grandes ojos profundamente delineados miran al espectador, la boca (apenas entreabierta, casi 
burlona) tiene una expresión un poco irónica. El ángel está dibujado hasta debajo de la ingle, en 
una explícita desnudez que muestra, al mismo tiempo, el seno apenas insinuado y el miembro 
erecto que un intento de pudor había tratado de ocultar, como se nota por las huellas dejadas por 
un dedo que con insistencia trató de borrar los trazos con piedra negra. El brazo derecho está 
levantado, de lado, para extender el índice de la mano hacia el cielo; la mano derecha, en cambio, 
colocada a la altura del pecho (con un evidente replanteamiento de los dedos) retiene el borde de 
un velo que pasa alrededor de la ingle del ángel. El velo, a veces casi movido por el viento, está 
dibujado con un trazo débil, al igual que el ala izquierda de la que se nota un tenue indicio. En la 
parte posterior, justo encima del boceto de una caída de agua, tres palabras griegas escritas al 
revés por Leonardo: «astrapen», «bronten» y «ceraunobolian». Primero escritas en pequeño con 
sanguina, luego transcritas más grandes con piedra negra, son una cita directa de la Naturalis 
Historia de Plinio (XXXV, X, 36) del pasaje en el que Plinio describe las habilidades de Apelles 
que era capaz de pintar incluso las manifestaciones de las fuerzas invisibles de la naturaleza, 
específicamente truenos, relámpagos y rayos.

El dibujo está hecho en un tipo de papel que Leonardo empezó a utilizar alrededor de 1513, como 
lo demuestra la comparación con una hoja de estudios anatómicos del cuello realizada en un papel 
similar, ahora en la Royal Library de Windsor (RL 19075; c. 1512-13), que encuentra numerosas 
correspondencias a la última estancia en Lombardía, al periodo romano posterior y que también 
se encuentran en dibujos posteriores datados en el último periodo francés (posterior a 1517).

Hay pocas noticias ciertas sobre su procedencia4: Robert Knox recuerda la existencia de una 
selección más amplia de dibujos obscenos en la Royal Library de Windsor5; noticia confirmada 
por Brian Sewell, crítico de arte, que en las páginas del Mail on Sunday (1991 y 1992) afirmaba: 
«Era bien sabido que la colección real custodió durante algún tiempo un cierto número de dibujos 
pornográficos de Leonardo. Recuerdo lo increíble que me resultó escuchar hablar de ellos cuando 
por un tiempo estuve trabajando en la Biblioteca Real. Ese episodio pertenecía ya a la mitología 
del lugar. Según supe, un hombre imponente con capa a lo Sherlock Holmes llegó un día para 
examinar los dibujos. Era considerado un eminente erudito alemán. Solo después de esa visita se 
dio cuenta de que esos dibujos habían desaparecido»6-8.

Sacro y profano

El dibujo se presta a una doble lectura, sagrada y profana, que gira alrededor del tema del her-
mafrodita y andróginio9. Moverse en el campo de las conjeturas impone extrema cautela, aunque, 
en este caso, se quiera proponer únicamente una serie de hipótesis para delimitar las referencias 
culturales de un artista que, como recuerda Lomazzo, tenía familiaridad con temas teológicos.
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     «En el movimiento y en el dibujo era tan perfecto en las cosas de la religión, que muchas 
personas se sentían movidas a cuidar las figuras, que habían dibujado antes, aunque hubieran 
sido pintadas dos veces por mis creadores, que se ocupaban de cuidarlos»10.

La imagen de Leonardo como conocedor de «asuntos religiosos», independientemente de su fe 
imposible de definir, se fortalece cada vez más. El «hombre sin letras», además de tener una 
amplia cultura humanística y científica, parece ser también un cuidadoso conocedor de cuestiones 
teológicas. Entre los libros de Leonardo también había una Biblia (Código Atlántico, f. 559 
r [210 r-a], c. 1495; Código de Madrid II, f. 2v, c. 1503), un texto que no podía faltar en la biblioteca 
de un artista, que había adquirido junto con la Summa arithmetica de Pacioli (Código Atlántico, f. 
288 r [104 r-a], c. 1495).

Es imposible identificar la edición adquirida por Leonardo. Edoardo Villata supone que podría 
tratarse de una copia en vulgar del camaldulense Nicolò Malerbi (Manerbi o Malermi) de las cuales 
había numerosas reimpresiones, posteriores a la edición princeps publicada en Venecia en 1471, 
algunas incluso ricamente ilustradas11. Entre los libros de tema sagrado presentes en la biblioteca 
de Leonardo en Milán, alrededor de 1495, se nota una copia de los «salmos» (Código Atlántico, 
f. 559 r [210 r-a], c. 1495)12, una copia del De civitate Dei de San Agustín en su versión popular 
impresa en Florencia por Antonio Miscomini alrededor de 1483 (Código de Madrid II, f. 2v; c. 1503), 
pero también en este caso es difícil determinar su real influencia en Leonardo (teológica y/o lin-
güística)13. Los Sermones ad heremitas, conocidos por medio de una edición vulgar publicada en 
Florencia dos veces en 1493, por Antonio Miscomini y por Francesco di Dino (Código de Madrid 
II, f. 2v; c. 1503), son erróneamente atribuidos a San Agustín14. Y aún en la biblioteca de Leonardo, 
solo como ejemplo, había una copia de la obra de San Bernardino de Siena identificable, no sin 
dudas, en una edición impresa Della confessione (Firenze, per Ser Lorenzo Morgiani & Giovanni 
di Maganza, 1494-95; Código de Madrid II, f. 2 v; c. 1503) pero también una copia de la Theologia 
naturalis sive Liber creaturarum del teólogo catalán Ramón Sibiuda: un tratado pensado para ofre-
cer una lectura de las sagradas escrituras libre de malentendidos, editado varias veces a partir 
del final de los años setenta del siglo XV15.

Así que solo queda recordar todas las posibles fuentes a las que Leonardo podría haber recurrido 
para idear este complejo tema que, por afinidades compositivas evidentes, debe enfrentarse al San 
Juan Bautista ahora en el Louvre, imagen caracterizada por una enigmática sonrisa que ha sido objeto 
de numerosas interpretaciones iconográficas complejas. De hecho, su sonrisa puede interpretarse 
como el gaudium meum impletum (la alegría por las bodas místicas de Cristo con la Iglesia) expresado 
por el Bautista según el Evangelio de Juan (3,29), como señaló Marilyn Aronberg Lavin16. El papel del 
Bautista en los textos sagrados, para decirlo con las expresivas y sintéticas palabras del obispo Manuel 
Nin, «es el de intercesor ante Cristo, voz que lo anuncia, ángel que lo precede y prepara el camino; 
por eso, la iconografía del Bautista a menudo lo representa con las alas del ángel»17.

La transliteración de mensajero-ángel está de hecho en la base de algunas soluciones iconográ-
ficas bizantinas en las que el Bautista está dotado de alas, como un ángel18, en realidad como un 
«ángel en carne», recuperando la descripción proporcionada por Domenico Cavalca en el Volgari-
zzamento delle Vite dei Santi Padri19. Cavalca en la biografía del Bautista describe con detalle todas 
las fases de la vida de Juan: desde el nacimiento hasta la decapitación, y continúa en el más allá, 
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en los dos años que pasó en el Limbo antes de la muerte y resurrección de Cristo. En el transcurso 
de la narración, en varios pasajes, el precursor es descrito como un «ángel en carne»:

 «Ahora aquí está Juan Bautista Ángel en carne y hueso, y vestido como una bestia, y en la 
morada de las bestias, y vive de lo que son las bestias, y bien podría, le diré a Dios: parezco 
una bestia, pero siempre lo seré»17.

O como un «serafín en carne humana»:
     «Oh, Juan Bautista. Oh, serafín en carne humana, ¿quién estuvo en este mundo tan denso, 

tan arrebatado, tan rodeado de la Santísima Trinidad, como lo estuviste tú en este momento? 
Tenías la mano sobre la cabeza de Dios, con tus ojos veías al Espíritu Santo cerca de tu 
mano, de modo que sentías su dulce calor, ¡la voz del Padre oías con tus oídos cerca de ti!»17.

Además de ser descrito como «gran Patriarca y Príncipe de la Iglesia de Dios»17. El mismo Juan 
Bautista, según el relato de Cavalca, durante sus predicaciones entre la multitud anunciaba la 
llegada de Cristo especificando que él mismo mostró a Cristo con su dedo, enfatizando así el 
gesto que es el principal elemento icónico de la composición de Leonardo:
     «Yo te lo mostré con el dedo, yo lo bauticé en aquel río Jordán, yo vi con mis propios ojos al 

Espíritu Santo descender sobre él en lugar de una paloma, y con mis oídos escuché la voz 
de Dios que dijo: este es mi hijo amado»17.

Padre Cavalca va más allá y en la parte final de la biografía de Juan Bautista, cuando recuerda 
las fases de la prisión, escribe que sus discípulos:
     «Repetían entre la gente lo que Jesús había dicho de él, que él era Profeta y más que Profeta, 

que él era el Ángel del cual estaba escrito que enviaría a su Ángel delante de él para preparar 
su camino Juan Profeta y más que Profeta, Juan Ángel en carne entre los hijos de las 
mujeres»17.

La imagen del Profeta/Ángel es reiterada en otro pasaje igualmente importante:
     «Giovanni Patriarca fue también el jefe de los demás patriarcas; Juan Profeta y más que Pro-

feta, pues es aquel que anunció desde el vientre de su madre, y luego lo demostró con su 
dedo. Como un ángel elegido entre los ángeles, y esto se prueba por el testimonio del Señor, 
cuando dijo: “Os doy a mi Ángel. Juan, una lámpara siempre ardiendo y brillando”. Pasando 
en silencio, y diciéndolo brevemente, Juan fue colocado entre los nueve órdenes de los Án-
geles, que sobrepasó hasta la altura de los Serafines»17.

La relación, invertida, Ángel/Bautista también está en la base de la interpretación proporcionada 
por Pietro Marani, que considera que «la mirada con una ambigüedad alusiva [del San Giovanni 
en el Louvre] se refiere a un erotismo pagano, a una especie de ángel del mal»20. La ambigua 
relación entre el cristianismo y el paganismo es también la clave de la lectura propuesta por Giu-
seppe Fornari; el estudioso afirma que Leonardo era plenamente consciente del uso y el significado 
de la simbología dionisíaca en el cristianismo y demuestra ampliamente «ser capaz de reabsor-
berlas en sí mismo, en una fuerza de representación y resignificación que va más allá de la con-
ciencia de los singulares intérpretes». La tesis avanzada por Fornari es que Leonardo «poseía la 
clave para distinguir el paganismo y el cristianismo y para recuperar, gracias al segundo, lo que 
era bueno y reconocible en el primero. Y es precisamente esto lo que le permite identificar en el 
paganismo aquellos peligros del deseo que son los peligros del hombre de entonces, de hoy y de 
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siempre, permitiéndole recurrir a los símbolos antiguos del deseo no en desprecio, sino en virtud 
de una percepción cristiana de la historia y del ser humano»21.

La Divina Comedia de Dante y los «ángeles neutrales» de Leonardo

La lectura avanzada de Max Marmor, que parte del conocimiento de los textos de Alighieri por 
parte de Leonardo, es igualmente convincente como punto de partida para la comprensión de 
ambos temas: el Ángel anunciador y el Battista22. Leonardo sin duda conocía la Comedia de Dante, 
en la versión comentada por Cristoforo Landino editada en 1481, un texto que, a diferencia de 
otros títulos dantescos, no figura en la lista de su biblioteca23. En el Purgatorio, Dante recuerda la 
presencia de un ángel con alas «abiertas como de cisne» (Purgatorio, XIX, 46) indica suavemente 
el camino a Dante y Virgilio con los célebres versos «Venid, aquí se cruza») (Purgatorio, XIX, 43). 
La evocación literaria de Dante que se detiene en la posición del Ángel –«nos volteó hacia arri-
ba»– en la dulzura de la voz angelical –«hablando de manera suave y amable»–, pero también 
en los pequeños movimientos de las alas –«movió las plumas y las ventiló»– encuentra plena 
correspondencia en el ángel dibujado por un alumno de Leonardo y corregido por el maestro 
(Windsor RL 12328 r; c. 1503-04), considerado el dibujo preparatorio para el Ángel anunciador 
perdido recordado por Vasari en la colección de Cosimo de’ Medici. El Ángel anunciador de Leo-
nardo es considerado por Marmor el precursor narrativo e iconográfico de la Pointing Lady20, un 
ejemplo de la capacidad del pintor de pintar lo «no pintable», una representación de su concepto 
de «Parangón», que considera la pintura como la única verdadera rival de la poesía24. El Bautista 
de Leonardo podría ser un santo y un ángel al mismo tiempo, la summa de una cultura compleja 
que se iba delineando mediante el comentario de los textos sagrados y de la Comedia de Dante, 
en ulterior demostración de la amplia cultura, sagrada y profana, de Leonardo mismo. Vale la pena 
recordar un pasaje del Libro di pintura sobre la Disputa del poeta e pittore, e che differenzia è da 
poesia a pittura (c. 1500; de un original perdido) en el que Leonardo menciona una propia pintura 
de tema sagrado (quizás una Magdalena) que se transforma de tema sagrado en un cuadro para 
el fogoso amante.

     «El poeta dice describir un objeto, que representa otro lleno de bellas frases. El pintor dice que 
tiene en su poder para hacer lo mismo, y en esta parte también es un poeta. Y si el poeta dice 
que hace amar a los hombres, que es lo principal en las especies de todos los animales, el 
pintor tiene el poder de hacer lo mismo, tanto más cuanto que pone ante el amante su propia 
efigie de la cosa amada, que a menudo hace con ella, besándola y hablándole, lo que no haría 
con las mismas bellezas puestas ante él por el escritor. Y tanto más se excede el genio de los 
hombres en amar y enamorarse de cuadros que no representan a ninguna mujer viva. Y ya se 
me ocurrió hacer un cuadro que representara una cosa divina, que comprara al amante.

    Quiso llevarse la representación de aquella diosa para poder besarla sin sospechas, pero al 
final la conciencia pudo más que sus suspiros y su lujuria, y tuvo que sacarla de casa. Ahora 
ve tú, poeta, describe una belleza sin representación de un ser vivo, y despierta con ella en 
los hombres tales deseos. Si dijeses: describiré el infierno, o el paraíso, u otras delicias o 
temores, y el pintor te superase, porque te pusiese cosas delante, que callando te dijesen 
tales delicias o te espantasen, y moviesen tu ánimo a huir»25.
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También es de origen dantesco la crucial cuestión de los «ángeles neutrales». En el tercer canto 
del Infierno, mientras define el espacio de los indolentes, Dante habla de esta hueste de ángeles 
«que no fueron rebeldes ni leales a Dios, sino que lo fueron por sí mismos»26, que no aparecen 
en la tradición bíblica y que están en abierta contradicción con una declaración de Cristo registrada 
en el Evangelio de Mateo: «El que no está conmigo, está contra mí» (Mt. 12, 30), un tema delicado 
que los comentaristas del texto dantesco han abordado de varias maneras27. El tema de los «án-
geles neutrales» se convierte en objeto mismo de un texto, que permaneció inédito durante mucho 
tiempo, de Matteo Palmieri (1406-1475), humanista y político muy cercano a Lorenzo de’ Medici, 
quien un siglo y medio después de Dante redacta un poema titulado Ciudad de vida: composición 
poética de cien capítulos en tercera rima, organizados en tres libros, compuesto entre 1455 y 1466 
aproximadamente, que debía ser acompañado por las Expositiones in Civitatem vitae de Leonardo 
Dati, humanista florentino de la misma generación que Palmieri28. Palmieri, al igual que Dante, 
narra un viaje al más allá emprendido en 1455 con su guía, la Sibila Cumana, para aprender sobre 
la naturaleza y el origen de las almas y su destino ultraterreno. En este viaje ideal, Palmieri llega 
a los Campos Elíseos, donde ve la hueste de los «ángeles neutrales», ángeles que no se alinearon 
ni con Dios, ni con Lucifer, y aprende que son almas a las que Dios les ha dado libre albedrío, 
libres de elegir si seguir el camino del bien o del mal. La narración continúa con las almas neu-
trales frente a una encrucijada: a la izquierda el camino hacia los dieciocho palacios del vicio y la 
perdición, a la derecha el que sube de virtud en virtud hasta la beatitud. Luego hay un tercer grupo 
de almas indecisas, de aquellos que no pueden tomar ninguna decisión. Dado que Dios no puede 
permitir que los indecisos se sustraigan a la elección entre el bien y el mal, establece que deben 
encarnarse para llevar a cabo, en la tierra, esa elección entre virtud y vicios que no pudieron rea-
lizar antes. Como señala Fabrizio Castra, «gli uomini non sarebbero in definitiva che degli angeli 
neutrali incarnati, costretti dalla nuova condizione a cui sono sottoposti a lottare con le passioni 
per affermare la propria virtù e giungere alla salvezza eterna»29. Estos son los versos de Matteo 
Palmieri (vv. 100-105; 130-141):

«La tercera parte no fue enemiga de Dios,
ni seguidora de su voluntad divina,
sino que permaneció dudosa acerca de cómo hacer amigos:
no tienen aún mérito ni dolor,
porque su voluntad sigue siendo libre
hasta que su elección no les sea arrebatada.
El Padre, que no fue escuchado por ellos
cuando pidió respuesta de todos
en su pureza, en la primera invitación,
quiere que su libertad sea puesta a prueba en la segunda,
pero que se muestre
con un compañero que demuestre la voluntad que han depositado en sí mismos:
Por eso, el excelso y grande Creador
juntó las almas con los cuerpos,
para que hagan ganancia o pérdida eterna;
y para hacerlas prontas y prontas para el juicio,
unió su naturaleza con el celo de querer ser oídas con los cuerpos»27.
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Muy lejos de detenerse en la teoría expuesta por Palmieri, sobre la preexistencia de las almas 
al cuerpo, y su forma de acreditamiento de la naturaleza de los ángeles neutrales como una 
verdad teológica, queda evidente la aproximación de «almas unidas con los cuerpos» en el di-
lema entre el bien y el mal entre la «pérdida eterna» y la «ganancia». A la luz de la Ciudad de 
vida, el «Ángel encarnado» podría ser entonces la imagen de un ángel neutral, hecho hombre 
por voluntad divina, que lucha con sus propias pasiones y pulsiones para llegar a la salvación 
eterna. La hipótesis de que Leonardo conociera el texto de Palmieri, aunque manuscrito, no es 
tan improbable dadas las evidentes similitudes encontradas entre la Ciudad de vida y la famosa 
nota veneciana conocida como la Lalde del sole: «Alumbra todos los cuerpos celestes que a 
través del universo se comparten» (Ms. F, ff. 4v-5r, c. 1503), muy cercana al capítulo XIX del 
primer libro de Palmieri, con la exaltación de la luz solar «que nunca comprende la oscuridad y 
las otras estrellas y luces en la tierra oscura»30. La nota de Leonardo, fechable alrededor de 
1503, es un poco anterior al periodo en que se enfrenta al problema del Bautista/Ángel, como 
una demostración adicional del complejo sustrato cultural que a nuestros ojos parece difícil de 
leer.

Francesco Saracino, teólogo e historiador de la imaginación religiosa, se ha detenido en el 
gesto del Bautista que «ilustra el camino del amor»31. Según el teólogo, Leonardo ya había abor-
dado el tema del afecto que unía al pequeño Juan a Cristo en el dibujo de Cristo y Juan niños 
(Windsor RL 12564; c. 1490-1500). El beso entre los dos niños no era más que la representación 
de la unión entre la naturaleza humana y divina, es decir, de la encarnación del Verbo, según la 
interpretación dada por San Bernardo al inicio del Cantar de los Cantares. En el Bautista del 
Louvre, Leonardo representa la ascética del deseo, la conversión del deseo animal (aquí repre-
sentado por la piel manchada) y psíquico (indicado con la mano izquierda en el corazón) en el 
amor a Cristo, llamado con la mano derecha que indica al mismo tiempo la cruz y el cielo. Un 
caso de «eros cristiano» según el experto: «Leonardo elige en cambio acercar la izquierda al 
pecho del Bautista para realizar el gesto fiel del amor, ya que delega la derecha para indicar la 
meta escatológica del eros»30. Esta lectura se ve reforzada por el dibujo del «Ángel encarnado» 
que, según Saracino, encuentra plena correspondencia en el concepto de sublimación del deseo 
ya presente en Aristófanes (Symposium, 189c-193e; 207c-212a). En el dibujo sobre papel azul, la 
pulsión animal destinada a la reproducción (representada por el miembro erecto y el seno), se 
decanta en los afectos (la mano en el corazón) y finalmente se trasciende en el amor a Dios (la 
mano que indica el cielo). El teólogo llega a afirmar que «el “Ángel encarnado” explícita por lo 
tanto un significado ya contenido en el Ángel pintado en Florencia en el momento de la Batalla 
de Anghiari (1504-1505)”, el mismo ángel recordado por Vasari en Palazzo Vecchio. No se trataría, 
por lo tanto, del Ángel Gabriel, el ángel de la Anunciación, sino de un alado Amor divino, un 
mensajero del cielo.

Me viene a la mente la que Pedretti presentó como la fuente laica más probable del «Ángel 
encarnado»: el ángel hermafrodita recordado en la Historia della bella reina d’Oriente de Antonio 
Pucci (Florencia, 1483), en la que la protagonista, tras el nacimiento de una hija en lugar del es-
perado heredero varón, se ve obligada a disfrazar y educar a la niña como si fuera un hombre. 
Un intercambio de roles que continúa hasta que, cerca de la boda de la joven con la hija del em-
perador, un milagroso cambio de género resuelve la situación. Leonardo definitivamente conocía 
este texto, como se deduce de la transcripción a mano de una octava entera (IV, 33) identificada 
en el folio 139 r del Ms I, una nota de alrededor de 1497:
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    «Era más negro que un abejorro,
    Sus ojos eran rojos como un fuego ardiente
    Y cabalgaba sobre un gran buitre, de seis de ancho y más de veinte de largo,
    Con gigantes atados a su arco
    Y uno en la mano que le roía con el diente.
    Y detrás de él traía con colmillos
    De la boca tal vez diez palmos»32.

Como señaló Pedretti33, algunas octavas antes (III, 42), el autor describe una escena erótica 
con el joven monarca que acaba de ser transformado por intervención divina de una grácil doncella 
en un apuesto joven. A la consorte que se asombra de su excepcional atributo masculino, explica 
cómo esto le fue concedido por el Arcángel Gabriel:

    «Después de que ella hubo probado aquel pajarito,
    dijo: “Amor mío, ¿de dónde lo sacaste?”
    Y él respondió: “El Ángel Gabriel me lo hizo manifiesto como Dios quiso” –
    “No es sorprendente que sea bueno y bello (dijo ella) si del cielo vino tan pronto”»34.

Y así el gesto de la mano levantada hacia el cielo, indicando la voluntad divina («como Dios 
quiso») - equivalente al gesto recordado por Domenico Calvaca «yo te lo mostré con el dedo» - en 
este dibujo de Leonardo, la figura de San Juan adquiere un significado aún más profundo.

Vale la pena recordar que Sigmund Freud, en un pasaje célebre de su texto sobre Leonardo 
(1910), afirma que «La mitología puede aventurar la explicación de que el pene añadido al cuerpo 
femenino signifique la fuerza creativa primordial de la naturaleza, y que todas estas figuras de 
deidades hermafroditas expresen la idea de que solo la unión de lo masculino y lo femenino puede 
representar dignamente la perfección divina». Además, los andróginos, como afirma el mismo 
Freud, suelen ser «jóvenes de aspecto hermoso, de una delicadeza femenina, con formas afemi-
nadas; no bajan los ojos, miran misteriosamente triunfantes, como si supieran de una gran felicidad 
victoriosa de la cual es obligación callar». Por lo tanto, no es casualidad que Bradley Collins haya 
considerado al «Ángel encarnado» como una confirmación icónica de la teoría de la homosexua-
lidad de Leonardo expresada por Freud35.

Como hemos visto, los textos sagrados y laicos ofrecen diferentes claves de interpretación de San 
Juan/Ángel de Leonardo, interpretaciones que quizás tengan precisamente en estas obras un punto 
de encuentro que no debe parecer tan inusual. El hecho de que estas interpretaciones sean con-
gruentes también con el Ángel anunciante perdido, recordado por Vasari, y con el dibujo del «Ángel 
encarnado» hace que todo sea aún más complejo. La imagen del Precursor como «Ángel encarna-
do» no debió ser tan inusual, ya que más de un siglo después, un Juan el Bautista con alas seráficas, 
es decir, con seis alas, también está presente en la primera parte de La Megalogia del Microcosmo. 
Il racconto delle grandezze del mondo piccolo considerate nel massimo tra gli huomini, S. Gio. Ba-
ttista, un volumen editado en Padua en 1688 que contiene ocho oraciones escritas por Nicolò du 
Mortier para ser recitadas en la Catedral de Florencia. En la tercera oración, el autor aborda el tema 
del «estado angélico del Santo Precursor», como se especifica en los argumentos de las oraciones, 
y se extiende sobre Juan el Bautista como «Ángel encarnado», ofreciendo un status quaetionis en 
el que expone las hipótesis, favorables y desfavorables, sobre la naturaleza angelical de Juan el 
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Bautista, que, por cierto, ya había sido señalada por el Profeta Malaquías: «Ecce ego mitto angelum 
meum, & prarabit viam ante faciem meam». Nicolò du Mortier continúa señalando que incluso Orí-
genes y algunas fuentes judías no bien precisadas habían destacado la naturaleza angelical de Juan 
el Bautista que puede ser considerado correctamente como un «Ángel encarnado».

En el largo pasaje dedicado a la naturaleza angélica de Juan el Bautista, también se recuerda un 
pasaje que se refiere a Juan Cedreno, un historiador bizantino que vivió entre finales del siglo XI y 
principios del XII, autor de una compilación de la crónica universal - Σίνοψις ἱστοριῶν - desde la 
creación hasta el emperador Isaac I Comneno (1057). Cedreno recuerda que cuando la madre del 
pequeño Juan el Bautista murió, ocurrida cuando tenía solo cuarenta días, fue confiado a los ángeles 
que se encargaron de él, y en este periodo de su vida, Juan el Bautista recibió su peculiar educación 
de manos angélicas que lo convirtieron en un «ángel en carne»36. Por lo tanto, Juan el Bautista 
podría ser considerado un ángel encarnado y, viceversa, un ángel encarnado podría ser interpretado 
como una manifestación de Juan el Bautista o, recuperando la lección de Matteo Palmieri, como un 
ángel neutral también encarnado, en conflicto entre los vicios y las virtudes terrenales. La lectura 
sagrada se contrasta con la laica que, a la luz del texto de Antonio Pucci y los atributos sexuales 
dibujados por Leonardo, se convierte en una expresión de la androginia entendida como una mani-
festación de la naturaleza que en este caso, más que nunca, podría ser la misma imagen, hasta el 
punto de ser considerada un autorretrato hipotético de Leonardo, a la luz de las palabras de Ben-
venuto Cellini, que en la lista de artistas habilidosos en el arte de la orfebrería, lo recuerda como 
«pintor, escultor, arquitecto, filósofo y músico» y agrega: «este hombre fue un ángel en carne»37.

Conclusiones

El dibujo conocido como el «Ángel encarnado» demuestra claramente la amplitud del contexto 
cultural en el que se inspira Leonardo. La doble lectura (sacra y profana) del tema de la androginia 
evidencia una reflexión más amplia sobre el tema de la sexualidad que, muy probablemente, parte 
de una perspectiva religiosa, aquí amplificada por la elección del sujeto a caballo entre el Bautista 
y el Ángel anunciador. El ensayo pretende demostrar que Leonardo era ciertamente capaz de 
distinguir paganismo y cristianismo y de recuperar, gracias a su cultura religiosa, lo que estaba 
presente y era reconocible en el ámbito profano; este conocimiento le permitía tener la rara habi-
lidad de «resemantizar» un tema iconográfico amplificando su valor iconológico.

Desde el punto de vista bioético, las reflexiones de Leonardo ponen en evidencia al tema de las 
bases biológicas de la sexualidad humana que implican directamente los temas de la identidad 
sexual y de sus formas a nivel individual. El resultado es el problema hoy ampliamente debatido, 
de las consecuencias bioéticas acerca de formas propias de identidad sexual que son naturales 
para estas personas y no se pueden reconocer ni como patologías ni como desviaciones.

Financiamiento

La presente investigación no ha recibido ninguna beca específica de agencias de los sectores 
públicos, comercial, o con ánimo de lucro.
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