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ABSTRACT

The gender approach was an important element in the dialogue between the Colombian 
government and the FARC-EP, as was reflected in the peace accords. However, it was also an 
issue that religious fundamentalists and some churches, especially the Evangelical Christian 
churches, refused to accept. Disguising the issue as the so-called “gender ideology”, these 
groups launched a “crusade” against the inclusion of gender equality in the peace agreements, 
which was evident in the nefarious and deceitful NO campaign in the 2016 referendum on 
the agreement. This article prompts a reflection on the interference of churches in politics, 
policy and state decisions. There is nothing more dangerous for social, democratic, pluri-
ethnic, multicultural rule of law than the confusion between politics and religion and the 
violation of secularism of the state. 

RELIGION AS POLITICS? 

•  Secularism, gender   • 
and the peace process in Colombia

Sandra Mazo

125



RELIGION AS POLITICS? 

Sur - International Journal on Human Rights

Reflecting on women’s human rights in a democratic society and a secular state is a 
fundamental part of the work we do at Católicas por el Derecho a Decidir – Colombia 
(Catholic women for the right to decide – Colombia, or CDD), a lay organisation created 
in the year 2000 by Catholic feminist women committed to social justice and to changing 
cultural and religious paradigms in society. In recent years, this issue has occupied an 
important place on the national agenda, especially during the peace-building process, as it 
became a decisive topic in the campaign and debates before and after the referendum held 
in 2016. In the plebiscite for peace, the question put to the people was: Do you support the 
final agreement to end the conflict and construct stable and lasting peace? The ‘No’ campaign 
ended up winning the referendum by a small margin. The lies around the supposed “gender 
ideology”, which the final text was accused of promoting, played a decisive role in the 
results, as churches and religious leaders acted like politicians on a heated campaign.1

The debates in the post-referendum period in Colombia are undoubtedly creating 
challenges for our efforts to continue strengthening a just and collective commitment to 
the defence of democracy, building stable and enduring peace and the construction of a 
society that recognizes women as political actors. 

For years, we have been expressing the hope that a peace agreement would be reached – one 
that would put an end to so many years of barbarism and ensure the transition to economic, 
political and social democracy, without, however, denying women and LGBTI people their 
rights. During the peace-building process, we did not expect these rights to be used as an 
excuse to regress or to demonise what we women and citizens have fought so hard to achieve.

1 • The peace process and the tensions with conservative 
religious groups

The process of dialogue between the FARC-EP and the government, which ended 
with the signing of the final agreement,2 as well as the results of the 2016 referendum 
and the anti-corruption referendum held shortly after,3 among other developments 
in Colombia’s political and legal life, have triggered an endless array of reactions. 
These reactions reveal just how polarized Colombian society has become, as well as the 
numerous uncertainties that Colombian women and men are facing.

In view of the major tensions generated by this process, as Católicas por el Derecho a 
Decidir, we focused our analysis on the events in the lead up to and after the 2016 
referendum, especially on the role played by the churches, namely the Catholic and 
Evangelical Christian churches, as political and social actors. These churches influenced 
and intervened in their followers’ opinions and decisions on how to vote, which led to 
the victory of the NO campaign, albeit with only a slight majority. The plebiscitarian 
process required at least one third of the electorate to participate in the vote (12 million 
people), which it did: 50.2% chose to vote NO, while 49.7% voted YES. The difference 

126



ARTICLESSANDRA MAZO

• SUR 29 - v.16 n.29 • 125 - 132 | 2019

between the two was 50 ballots. Even with this tiny difference, the result appeared to 
indicate that Colombia had opted for war. Even though reality indicates that this is not 
true, post-truth politics had already fulfilled its mission.4

The role that the hierarchy of the Catholic Church assumed during the campaign 
for the referendum on peace is questionable.5 One of the principles of the Catholic 
Church’s social doctrine is to strive for peace and a just order in society, which includes 
promoting social policies aimed at achieving equality, social justice and respect for 
people. It was obvious that contrary to this doctrine and in response to the tensions 
generated by the political position leading the NO campaign, the hierarchy of the 
Catholic Church assumed a “neutral” position, backing away from its commitment to 
build peace in Colombia. It decided to “sit on the fence” and invited its parishioners 
to exercise their freedom of conscience when deciding how to vote. This raises the 
question: why did the hierarchy of the Catholic Church assume this position at such 
a decisive moment for the country? And finally, who helped it choose such a position?

Various churches, especially Christian ones, and social actors known for driving campaigns 
against the rights of women and the LGBTI community went on a crusade full of lies, 
nonsense and slander to influence the opinion of believers and followers. They used a mix of 
homophobia, misogyny and discrimination to attack what they saw as the demonized “gender 
ideology”6 in the peace agreement. This behaviour is cause for indignation. Yet, as the final 
agreement clearly states, it was actually based on a cross-cutting human rights approach  whose 
purpose is “to contribute to the protection and guarantee of the effective enjoyment of the 
rights of all women and men”. In essence, then, what the agreement seeks to do is to eliminate 
the conditions of inequity and inequality to which women and groups considered minorities have 
been subjected throughout the country’s history. This is why for each of the agreement’s points, 
actions aimed at generating conditions of real equality were included.
 
Using false and spurious arguments, some religious fundamentalists sowed total confusion 
among their followers in relation to the real reasons and content of the agreement. This type 
of manipulation contributed to the emergence of a conservative view from social sectors 
that somehow appeared to have been kept hidden.

However, days after the defeat of the referendum, there was a collective awakening in 
defence of the agreement. Mass demonstrations were held to urge the government to take 
steps to endorse the agreement by way of legislation. Many people who voted “no” in the 
referendum recognised that their vote had been influenced by pastors, religious leaders and 
spiritual guides who used arguments related to sexual morality and the family, when the 
only thing that the agreement sought to do was end the conflict that has been inflicting 
violence on millions of victims in our country for over 50 years.8

We, at CDD-Colombia, are concerned with the churches’ interference in politics, policy and 
state decisions, as there is nothing more threatening to pluri-ethnic, multicultural, social and 

127



RELIGION AS POLITICS? 

Sur - International Journal on Human Rights

democratic rule of law than this organised confusion between politics and religion. We feel 
that the churches are being incoherent and inconsistent when they use their spiritual power to 
lie to people and to impose hate and discrimination against sectors of the population who have 
historically been excluded and strongly victimized through acts of violence. There is no justification 
for presenting lies as the truth and personal and institutional interests as universal moral values.

2 • The Colombian constitution and secularism

The interference of religion in the state, politics and citizens’ decisions makes the defence 
of the secular state in Colombia all the more valid and important.

Article 19 of the Constitution of Colombia guarantees freedom of religion and equality among 
different religious faiths and churches. Even though its preamble invokes the protection 
of God, this is a general reference; it does not refer to one church in particular. It is our 
understanding that the text refers to an abstract or general divinity, which is not a supreme 
source of sovereignty or authority; it does not establish the primacy of one religion over others.

The constitution establishes that the social rule of law in Colombia is pluralist in nature and 
religious pluralism is one of its most important components. The constitution also excludes 
all forms of confessionalism and guarantees full religious freedom and equal treatment for 
all religious faiths. This means, then, that in Colombia’s constitutional system, there is a 
separation between the state and the church because the state is secular. In fact, this strict 
neutrality of the state in the area of religion is the only way to ensure that public authorities 
guarantee pluralism, egalitarian coexistence and the autonomy of the different religious 
denominations. 

Therefore, defending secularism is fundamental if we want to advance as a society in the 
recognition and full enjoyment of rights and ensure that the decisions of the majority do 
not result in violations of minorities’ rights and that our guiding principles are diversity, 
multiculturalism and pluri-ethnicity. These principles are the pillars of the social and 
democratic rule of law. They are the ones that are put at risk when one religion or certain 
religions seek to impose themselves on the rest of society.

3 • From the separation of church and state to the autonomy of 
religion in politics

Given the cultural presence of religion in the personal, political, social and economic sphere, 
the secular state has become a key issue in the current political debate. The presence of 
religion in public space is a reality that cannot be ignored, nor hidden. At the same time, it is 
necessary to ensure the coexistence of different cultural, symbolic, religious, philosophical, 
ethical and moral heritages in plural, diverse and democratic societies. Therefore, secularism 
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is a “process in constant motion, which faces new challenges daily and has to find responses 
that are adequate for everyone and in the public interest”.9

Secularism is, beyond a doubt, a concept under constant revision, which raises challenges 
for the defence of rights and freedoms. In secularism, politics is autonomous from 
religion, all individuals are equal and no discrimination is allowed. While a secular state 
has autonomy from religious denominations, secularism calls for full autonomy for the 
political sphere vis-à-vis religion. Therefore, secularism represents an important advance 
over the secular state, as it aims to prevent religious groups from interfering in politics, 
whereas the secular state looks only at the separation of state and church and does not 
concern itself with the actual interference of religious groups in politics. 

Based on this, we can thus affirm that the secular state is the political expression of 
secularism; it is a legal-political instrument that serves to protect freedoms in a plural 
and diverse society. It is a state that is not at the service of a particular religious or 
philosophical doctrine; instead, it serves the public interest, guarantees the common 
good and fully respects and fulfils human rights.

When talking about the secular state, it is also important to affirm that we are not talking 
about indifference to religion, opposition to religions or spirituality, nor the absence of 
religious beliefs. Secularism is not constructed by negating religions. It is not a struggle against 
a church or churches. It opposes theocratic ideas on politics (a government acting in the name 
of God) and the authoritarianism of dogmas that try to impose themselves as the truth for all. 

4 • The secular state: between need and utopia

In light of the troubling role that some churches and conservative sectors have been 
playing in the public sphere, it has become extremely important for us to safeguard 
secular states in our region. 

It is paradoxical that the people who attack secularism and the secular state based on their 
personal religious convictions end up compromising the very legal and political conditions 
that make it possible for them to practice their religious beliefs. As a result, religious political 
activism represents a real threat to democracy, the secular state and fundamental freedoms, 
including the freedoms that the churches themselves, their followers and their leaders enjoy. 
What they are proposing is a return to fundamentalism and the most heinous forms of 
exclusion, which is nothing but a return to obscurantism. 

In the specific case of Colombia, using equivocal arguments, conservative sectors influenced 
the opinion of many people of faith, who ended up voting “no” to the final agreement 
between the Colombian government and the FARC-EP. The reactions of fundamentalist and 
conservative sectors to the issue of gender in the peace accord are the cause of major concern:

129



RELIGION AS POLITICS? 

Sur - International Journal on Human Rights

1 - The “gender approach” category of social analysis was equated to the term “gender 
ideology”, which was used not only in a pejorative sense, but also by the Vatican for 
years to dismiss and obstruct progress on women’s rights.

2 - The fight to eliminate “gender ideology” also served the purpose of preventing 
women and the LGBTI population from receiving historical redress as victims of the 
armed conflict and of imposing one single, exclusively religious vision to regulate all 
spheres of social order and prevent women and other groups from enjoying their rights.

3 - The demand for broader recognition and guarantees of religious freedom, 
one of modern societies’ dearest achievements explicitly written into the Political 
Constitution of Colombia,10 was not used to reaffirm the rule of law, but rather 
to obstruct the rights of women and LGBTI social sectors and the sexual and 
reproductive rights of the entire population.

5 • Conclusion 

The guarantee of both freedom of belief and the autonomy of the state vis-à-vis religions 
has been threatened by the role that some churches and ideological movements have 
played in recent years to block the peace-building process in Colombia. Today, peace is 
also defended as a fundamental right.

There is a need to protect the freedom of conscience and the freedom of religion as 
fundamental rights. However, practices that violate these rights by attempting to impose 
beliefs that are only binding for the people who belong to certain religious organisations on 
all of society are unacceptable. Churches and religious movements must be aware that they 
too are called on to change elements within them that help to perpetuate patriarchy, violence 
against women, enormous social disparities, sexual abuse against children, discrimination 
against sectors of the population and fanatism that gives rise to multiple forms of violate. 

Women’ rights must not be turned into a bargaining chip for peace, the peace agreements and 
democracy. On the contrary, we should insist on obtaining respect and the implementation 
of the agreement, with its gender approach, as an act of justice that enables women, the 
LGBTI population and other sectors who are victims of the armed conflict to regain their 
dignity and guarantees the reestablishment of their rights on equal terms.

Women’s organising, unity, mobilisations and struggle for their rights show the path to 
follow to build inclusive, diverse societies focused on achieving harmony and balance 
with others and our natural surroundings.

Finally, it is important to reaffirm our total rejection of the distortion of the “gender 
approach” by certain churches and conservative sectors, which demonised it by associating 
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it to the malevolent “gender ideology” term. We also denounce the stigmatisation of the 
historical victories won by women that guarantee their rights as citizens in the exercise 
of true democracy. The recognition of this differential approach, especially the gender 
approach, is urgent, non-negotiable and the minimum that the Colombia government and 
the FARC-EP must do. It is also part of the long-standing debt that these two actors must 
take into account when compensating the victims of the historical violence in Colombia. 

CCD-Colombia welcomes the debate on the gender approach used in the peace agreement. 
We are ready to offer arguments from a rights-based approach and based on the secular 
spirit of the constitution. Society must participate in this discussion using well-founded 
arguments and free from any kind of fanatism or fundamentalism. We must remember that 
the opportunity to build sustainable and lasting peace lies in respect for plurality and diversity.
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