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Demographics and a Brief
Historical Perspective

ROBERT T. FRANCOEUR

A. Demographics
Lo cated in the north west cor ner of South Amer ica, Co -

lom bia is bor dered by the Ca rib bean Sea on the north, Pan -
ama on the north west, the Pa cific Ocean on the west, Ec ua dor 
and Peru on the south, and Brazil and Ven e zuela on the east.
With a land mass of 439,735 square mile s (1,138,910 km2),
Co lom bia is larger than Texas and smaller than Alaska. Three 
moun tain ranges, the An des, the West ern, and the Cen tral and 
East ern Cor dil leras, run through the coun try from north to
south. The east ern range is mostly high ta ble lands and is
densely pop u lated. The Magdalena River rises in the An des
and flows north to the Ca rib bean Sea through a rich al lu vial
plain. The sparsely set tled east ern plains are drained by the
Oronoco and Am a zon Rivers. Co lom bia is the only South
Amer i can coun try with coast lines on both the North Pa cific
Ocean and the Ca rib bean Sea. The cli mate is trop i cal along
the coast and in the east ern plains, and cooler in the highlands.

In July 2002, Co lom bia had an es ti mated pop u la tion of
41 mil lion. (All data are from The World Fact book 2002
(CIA 2002) un less oth er wise stated.)

Age Dis tri bu tion and Sex Ra tios: 0-14 years: 31.6%
with 1.02 male(s) per fe male (sex ra tio); 15-64 years: 63.6%
with 0.95 male(s) per fe male; 65 years and over: 4.8% with
0.81 male(s) per fe male; To tal pop u la tion sex ra tio: 0.97
male(s) to 1 female

Life Ex pec tancy at Birth: To tal Pop u la tion: 70.85
years; male: 67 years; fe male: 74.83 years

Ur ban/Ru ral Dis tri bu tion: 73% to 27%
Eth nic Dis tri bu tion: mes tizo: 58%; Cau ca sian: 20%;

mu latto: 14%; black: 4%; mixed black-Am er in dian: 3%;
and Am er in dian: 1%

Re li gious Dis tri bu tion: Ro man Cath o lic: 90%
Birth Rate: 21.99 births per 1,000 pop u la tion
Death Rate: 5.66 per 1,000 pop u la tion
In fant Mor tal ity Rate: 23.21 deaths per 1,000 live

births
Net Mi gra tion Rate: –0.32 mi grant(s) per 1,000 pop u -

la tion
To tal Fer til ity Rate: 2.64 chil dren born per woman
Pop u la tion Growth Rate: 1.6%
HIV/AIDS (1999 est.): Adult prev a lence: 0.31%; Per -

sons liv ing with HIV/AIDS: 71,000; Deaths: 1,700. (For ad -
di tional de tails from www.UNAIDS.org, see end of Sec tion 
10B.)

Lit er acy Rate (de fined as those age 15 and over who
can read and write): 91.3%

Per Ca pita Gross Do mes tic Prod uct (pur chas ing
power par ity): $6,300 (2001 est.); In fla tion: 7.6%; Un em -
ploy ment: 17%; Liv ing be low the pov erty line: 55%

B. A Brief Historical Perspective
Prior to the ar rival of Eu ro pe ans, the area that is now Co -

lom bia was home to var i ous sed en tary and semi-sed en tary
cul tures, in clud ing the king doms of Funza and Tunja and
the semi-sed en tary Chibcha, who might have num bered
about a mil lion. Some of the area was part of the Inca Em -
pire. By the 1530s, Spain had con quered the area and in
1538 es tab lished the col ony of New Granada, with its cap i -
tal in Bogatá, within the ju ris dic tion of the Vice roy alty of
Peru. In 1740, a new Vice roy alty was es tab lished that in -
cluded mod ern-day Co lom bia, Ec ua dor, Pan ama, and Ven -
e zuela. In 1819, forces un der Si mon Bolívar de feated the
Span ish at the Bat tle of Boyacá, and the area gained its
independence in 1821.

Co lom bia then be came part of the Fed er a tion of New
Granada. Ven e zuela and Ec ua dor broke away from this fed -
er a tion in 1829. By the 1850s, Co lom bia and Pan ama had
adopted a fed eral sys tem, but the sys tem quickly de te ri o -
rated with the semi-sov er eign states locked in a con stant
strug gle with the cen tral gov ern ment for au ton omy. In
1903, when the Co lom bian gov ern ment re jected an of fer by
the United States for con struc tion of a ca nal in Pan ama, the
United States sup ported a re volt by Pan ama, which then
declared its independence from Colombia.
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Since the 1850s, Co lom bian pol i tics have been char ac ter -
ized by a strug gle be tween two groups that early on co -
alesced into the Lib eral and Con ser va tive par ties. The on go -
ing Lib eral-Con ser va tive strug gle has led to at least six civ i l
wars, usu ally end ing in interparty com pro mise. For most of
the last cen tury, the Ro man Cath o lic Church played a ma jor
role in Co lom bia’s so cial life and po lit i cal strug gles. The
1987-1988 Con cor dat gave the Church “of fi cial pro tec tion,”
while the state as sumed au thor ity over pub li c ed u ca tion. The
Church’s cen tral po si tion in Co lom bian so ci ety was not sub -
stantially affected by the Concordat of 1942.

The world wide de pres sion of the 1930s se ri ously dis -
rupted both the econ omy and the pol i tics of Co lom bia. The
over all eco nomic col lapse, cou pled with the Con ser va tive
Party’s bru tal re pres sion of the la bor move ment, led to a
Lib eral vic tory in 1930, fol lowed by a new civ i l war be -
tween peas ants loyal to the two par ties. By 1934, Lib eral
pres i dent Alfonso López had in au gu rated his “Rev o lu tion
on the March” program of socioeconomic reform.

Dur ing the 1946 elec tions, Con ser va tives won the pres i -
dency with a mi nor ity of the over all vote, de feat ing a split
Lib eral Party. Armed con flict in sti gated by lead ers of the
two par ties erupted to start La Violencia, from 1948 to 1957, 
dur ing which more than 200,000 peo ple died. In the sum -
mer of 1957, the two par ties reached an agree ment on con -
sti tu tional re form that was de signed to last 16 years and al -
low for reg u lar al ter na tion of the pres i dency be tween the
two par ties. This agree ment lasted 11 years, un til 1968,
when con sti tu tional re vi sions al lowed of fi cial recognition
of other political parties.

The 1960s and 1970s were marked by the emer gence of
ter ror ist and para mil i tary groups on both the right and left,
some with ties to the drug trade. This vi o lence greatly re -
duced the power-shar ing mo nop oly of the two par ties.
Since 1989, po lit i cal vi o lence has claimed over 35,000
 lives. In March 1990, one of the most no to ri ous left-wing
groups, M-19, laid down its arms, en tered the po lit i cal
main stream, and won 19 of the 70 seats in a con sti tu tional
con ven tion called to re write the Con sti tu tion. Other left-
wing groups soon followed suit.

Co lom bia has also had to cope with a thriv ing and grow -
ing nar cot ics trade. Through out the 1980s, narco-ter ror ists
mur dered and kid napped gov ern ment of fi cials, jour nal ists,
and in no cent by stand ers with im pu nity. De spite the as sas si -
na tion of four pres i den tial can di dates prior to the 1990 elec -
tion, the Lib eral Party won with a vig or ous cam paign
against the nar cot ics trade. In 1994, an other Lib eral pres i -
dent was elected on the prom ise to in vest bil lions of dol lars
to im prove Co lom bia’s in fra struc ture us ing money from
newly dis cov ered oil fields. Be tween the sum mer of 1995
and Sep tem ber 1996, the gov ern ment arrested the seven top
members of the Cali drug cartel.

[Com ment 2003: Like most third-world coun tries, Co -
lom bia’s econ omy is un sta ble. The in sta bil ity is ex ac er bated
by the bat tle be tween the gov ern ment, the “Drug Car tel,” and 
para mil i tary groups in side the coun try. In the past few years,
this con flict has es ca lated, and hu man life has lost much of its 
value. To day, some one is kid napped every three hours in Co -
lom bia. In 2002 alone, there were 2,986 kidnappings. Since
1996, this num ber has grown to 18,795. In this same pe ri od,
over 800 peo ple have died in cap tiv ity. Nine out of ten kid -
nap ping cases last for about three months. Among the vic -
tims are pol i ti cians, busi ness men, pro fes sion als, and com -
mon peo ple, whose only rea son for be ing kid napped is to
 finance the “guerrilla” and other paramilitary groups.

[In the hopes of try ing to ap pease the “guer rilla” and
para mil i tary groups, the Co lom bian gov ern ment has even
given these groups con trol over spe cific ter ri to ries in the

coun try. In these re gions, co caine plan ta tions are com mon
and the Rev o lu tion ary Armed Forces of Co lom bia (FARC)
charge the grow ers taxes on the crops to help fi nance their
ac tiv i ties. The gov ern ment knows of these ac tiv i ties but
cannot do anything to prevent it.

[The United States has part nered with the Co lom bian
gov ern ment to fight or ga nized crime. There are close to
100,000 men in volved in this ef fort. In 2002, the ho mi cide
rate in the coun try was 60 deaths per 100,000 in hab it ants. In 
Bogotá, the cap i tal city, the rate is a lower (31 deaths per
100,000 inhabitants).

[The vic tims are me tic u lously cho sen, and it is this fact
that is the most dis turb ing. In the past few years, four pres i -
den tial can di dates, two ex-min is ters of jus tice, 10 su preme-
court jus tices, a dozen jour nal ists, hun dreds of mag is trates,
and thou sands of po lice of fi cers have been mur dered. In
2002, over 70 po lice of fi cers were killed. The min is ter of
de fense, Mar tha Lu cia Ramirez, has alerted the re li gious
com mu nity, be cause the vi o lence to wards the clergy has
also been es ca lat ing. In 2002, 13 clergymen were killed.

[This daily en vi ron ment of un pre dict able vi o lence has,
of course, wide spread ef fects on the in ti mate live s, emo -
tions, and psy chol ogy of Co lom bi ans of all classes and sta -
tions in life and so ci ety (Estado de Sao Paulo, March 23,
2003). (End of com ment by L. Raibin)]Colombia: Basic Sexological Premises

1. Basic Sexological Premises
BERNARDO USECHE

A. The Cultural Legacy
Ob serv ing pieces of Pre-Co lom bian art and the de scrip -

tions of the his to ri ans of the In dies (when the col o nists ar -
rived), one finds strong ev i dence that the ma jor ity of the
 aboriginal tribes in hab it ing the Co lom bian ter ri tory freely
prac ticed the plea sur able side of sex u al ity. Among the art
pieces of the time, one en coun ters rep re sen ta tions of all pos -
si ble sex ual at ti tudes: mas tur ba tion, hetero sex u al ac tiv ity,
oral sex, homo sex u al ac tiv ity, and bes ti al ity. With the ar rival
of the Span iards in the 16th cen tury, the sex ual in ter ests of
the con quis ta dors to wards the In dian women made in ter ra -
cial mar riages very pop u lar. The ev i dence of in ter ra cial mar -
riage is ev i dent in the fact that 58% of Co lom bi ans to day are
mes tizo Span ish/Am er in dian and 14% mu latto black/Cau ca -
sian. At the same time, the Span iards brought the Cath o lic re -
li gion and the re pres sion of erot i cism. The ar rival of the Af ri -
can slaves dur ing the 17th and 18th cen tu ries sig ni fied a new
mis ce ge na tion and the in te gra tion of new cul tural el e ments
fa vor able to plea sure rather than pro cre ative sex u al ity. At the 
time of in de pend ence from Spain and the birth of the re pub lic 
in the 19th cen tury, a na tion had been forged that, with re -
spect to sex u al ity, was some where be tween the ex alted li bido 
of the ma cho pop u la tion and the erotophobic re stric tions of
their pro foundly re li gious cul ture. To ward the end of the 20th 
cen tury, es pe cially in re cent de cades, the pro gres sive in flu -
ences of North Amer i can cul ture have been added to Co lom -
bian cul ture. Pro found trans for ma tions to the fam ily struc -
ture and the tra di tional ide ol ogy have been generated by the
changes in the Colombian economy at the end of the 20th
century. This has opened a new sexual panorama that is much 
more complex than in colonial times.

Even though there are im por tant ur ban, ru ral, and re -
gional dif fer ences, to day’s sex ual at ti tudes in Co lom bia are
char ac ter ized by a dou ble stand ard, where men are per mit -
ted all types of sex ual ac tiv i ties while “de cent” women are
lim ited to sex ual ac tiv i ties within the con fines of mar riage
for re pro duc tion pur poses. There is, how ever, the be gin ning 
of a more per mis sive at ti tude to wards a woman’s sex ual
plea sures if she is in a se ri ous re la tion ship, be cause the im -
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pov er ished sit u a tion of the ma jor ity of Co lom bi ans makes it 
very hard for couples to maintain stable ties.

Co lom bia con tin ues to be a coun try where the ma jor ity
of the pop u la tion is Cath o lic, with tra di tions deeply rooted
in the cul tural val ues of Spain. But the few stud ies that have
been done on this is sue in di cate that the sex ual con duct of
the peo ple fre quently does not con form with the Church’s
re li gious norms. This im plies that ma chismo has played an
im por tant role in Co lom bian so ci ety. It has per pet u ated dis -
crim i na tion to wards women in fam ily life, the work en vi -
ron ment, and through out so ci ety as a whole. Ma chismo
places great value on fe male vir gin ity, em pha sizes the im -
por tance of the ex tended fam ily, and sup ports the un der ly -
ing concept of sin and guilt as it pertains to sexuality.

The mod ern iza tion of Co lom bia, be gin ning in the 1930s
and con tin u ing well into the 1980s, changed many of these
so ci etal val ues. Co lom bia was trans formed from a ru ral
coun try to an ur ban coun try. No lon ger was re li gion the fo -
cal point of ed u ca tion. In spite of op po si tion from the Cath -
o lic Church, cou ples were hav ing fewer chil dren and birth
con trol was more widely used. The sta tus of women im -
proved con sid er ably. Em ploy ment of women out side the
home has led to changes in the fam ily struc ture. It al lowed
women to make choices, in clud ing how many chil dren they
bear, as well as changed their so ci etal sta tus. These so ci etal
changes, brought about by the mod ern iza tion, in dus tri al iza -
tion, and ur ban iza tion of Colombia, continue into the start
of the 21st century.

B. Sexual Roles
Ma chismo, with its hor ri ble dis crim i na tion against

woman, is still pres ent in Co lom bian fam ily life, the work en -
vi ron ment, and so ci ety. There are few men, even those in the
lower so cio eco nomic bracket, who help with the house work
or the rais ing of the chil dren. With the im pov er ish ment of the
coun try, the num ber of sin gle moth ers who are head of the
house hold in creases con stantly, but they are still not given the 
ba sics: same work, same sal ary, or even a job. This sit u a tion
has driven many women and their daugh ters to pros ti tu tion.
Po lit i cally, women were given equal rights un der the law in
the 1950s, but they are still the mi nor ity in po si tions of power
or in gov ern ment jobs. Only in the last de cade has it been pos -
si ble for Cath o lic cou ples to get a di vorce. Abor tion is still il -
le gal in Co lom bia, even though there are es ti mates that over
300,000 il le gal abor tions are per formed each year. A grow ing 
sex ual lib er a tion of women has been ob served in the past 30
years, but the dif fer ences in the sex ual con duct of young peo -
ple of both sexes are still very significant, as seen in Table 1.

In the move ment to ward gen der/sex ual equal ity in Co -
lom bia, we find sexol o gists like Helí Alzate, who was one of
the first to ve he mently re fute the as sumed phys i cal, in tel lec -

tual, and emo tional in fe ri or ity of women. Also, in tel lec tu als
like Maria Lay Londoño and Flor ence Thomas, pi o neers of
the fem i nist move ment since the 1970s, have ded i cated enor -
mous ef forts to the study of cou ples and the pro mo tion of
sex ual equal ity. The ground won by women in re spect to their 
sex u al ity has not yet had an im pact on the ma chismo at ti tudes 
of men. When it does, as it likely will in the near fu ture, one
can ex pect a crisis in the current model of masculinity.Colombia: Religious, Ethnic, and Gender FactorsAffecting Sexuality

2. Religious, Ethnic, and Gender
Factors Affecting Sexuality

JOSÉ MANUEL GONZÁLES

Re cent stud ies (Bodnar et al. 1999; Gonzáles 1999a)
show the pres ence of im por tant re li gious be liefs re lated to
sex u al ity. The con cept of sin re lated to plea sure in sex, birth
con trol, and some re li gious con cepts that em pha size fem i -
nine res ig na tion, are im por tant in the sex ual life and re la -
tion ship of cou ples in Co lom bia. Ac cord ing to Paulo Ro -
meo, Ap os tolic Nun cio in Co lom bia, the Cath o lic Church is 
los ing 200 prac ti tio ners daily (El Tiempo 1997). Ac cord ing
to the cal cu la tion pre sented at the As sem bly of Bish ops,
only 60 of every 100 peo ple bap tized will take their first
com mu nion. Ac cord ing to Carlos Alzate of the Epis co pal
Con fer ence of Co lom bia, only 15 out of 100 peo ple who
con sid er them selves Cath o lics on sur veys go to Mass (El
Tiempo 1997).

To better un der stand our sex u al ity, it is nec es sary to un -
der stand the in flu ences of the three big gest eth nic groups in
our her i tage: the Span ish cul ture, the Af ri can cul ture, and
the In dian cul ture (González 2000).

• The Span ish cul tural in flu ence, which is a mix be tween
the Arab-Andaluzian in flu ences, mixes the glo ri fi ca tion 
of sen su al ity and erot i cism in its most beau ti ful form
with the Span ish Cath o lic In qui si tion’s very strong re -
pres sive ideas. This is a ma jor in flu ence in much of what 
is known about sex u al ity in Latin America.

• The Af ri can cul ture looked at sex u al ity, erot i cism, and
sex ual vigor as nat u ral phe nom ena. Much is known about 
this in flu ence on con tem po rary Co lom bian culture.

• The sex u al ity of the lo cal ab orig i nes was quite var ied,
but there is not much in for ma tion about their com mon
fea tures and dif fer ences. When the con quis ta dors ar -
rived in Co lom bia, they en coun tered a wide va ri ety of
in dig e nous cul tural at ti tudes re gard ing sex, a sample of
which follows:
• The Panches, a Ca rib bean cul ture, prac ticed fe male in -

fan ti cide and clitorectomies eight days af ter birth. If
the child sur vived the sex ual mu ti la tion, its mar riage
was im me di ate ly ar ranged. If the first born was a fe -
male, she was immediately killed.

• Among the Lanches in the Boyacá re gion, if a women
had five con sec u tive boys, the youn gest would get
spe cial at ten tion and was ex pected to take on the fe -
male role. They were brought up as fe males and were
mar ried off to a male.

• The Pamtagoros of Caldas were very pu ri tan i cal and
dis ap proved of any nu dity. Their women were cov ered 
up to their an kles and were very care ful, when sit ting,
not to show their legs. On the other hand, the Pijaos
from Tolima would proudly show off their genitals.

• Both male and fe male Quimbayas from the west ern
side of the cen tral An des were very sex u ally ac tive.
Among the Muiscas, from Cundinamarca and Boyacá,
there was to tal free dom with re spect to pre mar i tal sex,
whereas among the Pijaos, it was com mon for the hus -
band to kill his bride if she was not a vir gin. The
Pantagoros ac cepted in fi del ity, whereas the Pijaos pun -
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Table 1

General Differences of Sexual Conduct

Sexual Activity
Men

Percent
Number

Responding
Women
Percent

Number
Responding

Masturbation  92.3% 379  43.2% 604

Vaginal coitus  62.2% 379  30.8% 604

Oral sex  44.8% 353  23.1% 566

Anal sex  20.6% 355   7.7% 560

Group sex  21.6% 310   1.6% 492

Same sex  17.1% 346   9.3% 572

Victim of rape
or sexual abuse

  6.4% 345  13.9% 583

(Useche 1999)



ished in fi del ity very se verely. An un faith ful Pijaos
woman would be given to the sin gle men of the vil lage
for their plea sure, af ter which she would be bur ied up to
her waist in a pub li c place where she would be whipped
to death. The Muiscas had sim i lar punishments for
female infidelity.

• Both the Muiscas and the Quimbayas cel e brated fer til -
ity fes ti vals where they would get drunk and have sex -
ual re la tions with out re stric tions. The Liles from the
Valle would marry their sis ters and nieces. The fe male
Guane, from Santander del Sur, were very in volved
with the con quis ta dors. They were de scribed as be ing
the pret ti est, the whit est, the clean est, and the ones
with the great est abil ity to learn Spanish.

• Among the Noanamas and the Taso, from Choco, anal
sex be tween men was very com mon. Sex ual re la tions
with women were only for re pro duc tive pur poses.
Most fe male in fants were drowned at birth.Colombia: Knowledge and Education about Sexuality

3. Knowledge and Education
about Sexuality

PEDRO GUERRERO

A. Government Policies and Programs
We can af firm with full ac cu racy that from the Span ish

Con quest to the pass ing of Res o lu tion 03353 by the Min is -
try of Ed u ca tion in July 1993, sex u al ity ed u ca tion in Co -
lom bia has func tioned ac cord ing to the guide lines set forth
by the Cath o lic Church. Ac cord ingly, ser mons orig i nat ing
from the scrip tures and dic tated from the pul pit were oblig -
ingly ech oed in all educational institutions.

Our med i cal stu dents re ceive their sexological train ing
via lec tures in gy ne col ogy, urol ogy, and psy chol ogy. How -
ever, this coursework does not in clude the erotic as pects of
sex u al ity. It only deals with bi o log i cal re pro duc tion and the
pa thol o gies found in the gen i tal or gans. Sex u ally trans mit -
ted dis eases are gen er ally dis cussed with ap pre hen sion. At
the same time, ther apy for sex ual dys func tions re mains un -
known, and the con cept of the woman and the fam ily is
rooted in the old patriarchal ideology.

National Program on Sexual Education
The Na tional Pro gram on Sex ual Ed u ca tion is best de -

scribed as a set of prin ci pals and guide lines that col lec tively
form the knowl edge base, at ti tudes, be hav iors, and val ues of
sex u al ity. Its pur pose is to meet the needs of Co lom bi ans in
liv ing a healthy, re spon si ble, and grat i fy ing sex ual life style,
while pro mot ing gen der equal ity. Fur ther more, it en cour ages 
the peo ple to re de fine the tra di tional roles of men and
women, as well as the pa tri ar chal fam ily struc ture, thus at -
tain ing greater equal ity be tween mar i tal cou ples and par ents
and their chil dren. In ad di tion, the Na tional Pro gram on Sex -
ual Ed u ca tion en cour ages men and women, with out co er cion 
or pres sure, to choose the ap pro pri ate time at which to bear
chil dren. As a re sult, they need to learn to ad e quately uti lize
ef fec tive birth con trol meth ods. The guide lines pro posed by
the Na tional Pro gram on Sex ual Ed u ca tion should be viewed 
as a frame work for the for ma tion and ped a gog i cal or ga ni za -
tion of sexual education programs in Colombian schools.
Therefore, this proposal is optional and not mandatory.

The fol low ing items should be taken into con sid er ation
while re view ing these guide lines:

1. We must ac know ledge the im por tance that cul ture plays 
in sex ual ed u ca tion. Cul ture holds eth i cal val ues, mor -
als, and spir i tual and re li gious con vic tions. These not
only de ter mine the sig nif i cance of the mul ti ple di men -
sions of hu man ex ist ence, but also de ter mine the peo -
ple’s level of ac cep tance of the academic proposals.

2. We must un der stand that sex u al ity is a fun da men tal
 dimension of hu man ity, which is ever-pres ent in the
 lives of all men and women.

3. It is sug gested that sex ual ed u ca tion be in te grated into
the cur ric u lum from a sci ence and hu man i ties con text.
This would then serv e as an in tro duc tion to self-es teem, 
in de pend ence, in ter per son al re la tion ships, and health.

4. Sex ual ed u ca tion is thought to be the re spon si bil ity of
the ed u ca tional com mu nity, in clud ing all ed u ca tional
in sti tutes in both the pub li c and pri vate sec tors, teach -
ers and ad min is tra tive staff, and parents and students.

5. The fam ily is con sid ered to be the pri mary source of ed -
u ca tion for chil dren, as stated in Ar ti cle 68 of the Na -
tional Con sti tu tion of Co lom bia. In ac cord ance with
Ar ti cle 68, the fam ily re serves the right to choose the
qual ity of ed u ca tion for their chil dren. It is noted that the 
fam ily unit serves as a model for the child’s fu ture per -
spec tives on sex u al ity. It is in the fam ily where chil dren
of both sexes learn their first les sons on sol i dar ity, sen si -
tiv ity, and grat i tude. It is where a child learns to love and 
be loved, to tol er ate and be tol er ated, to hold a di a logue,
to share, and to re spect and value life. By the same to -
ken, it can also be the place where a child can ex pe ri -
ence and later re peat child abuse, sex ual abuse, gen der
discrimination, and other types of domestic violence.

6. The im por tance of et i quette in sex ual ed u ca tion is ev i -
dent. The Na tional Con sti tu tion of Co lom bia ad dresses
the is sue of the rights and re spon si bil i ties as they per tain 
to the con cept of sex u al ity. Among other rights, the
Con sti tu tion stip u lates the rights of all to per sonal de -
vel op ment, the equal ity of rights and re spon si bil ity of a
cou ple, and the right to choose the num ber of chil dren
they are to bear, among other rights.

7. It is sug gested that sex ual ed u ca tion should be a ped a -
gog i cal pro gram that forms the ba sis of all fun da men -
tal stud ies. That be ing said, all ed u ca tional in sti tu tions
are left with the task of cre at ing their own sex ual
education programs.

8. The pro posed cur ric u lum con sists of de vel op ing pro -
grams that fo cus on ba sic sex ual ed u ca tion themes, as
they re late to the in di vid ual stu dent, the cou ple, the
fam ily, and so ci ety as a whole. Each fun da men tal ob -
jec tive is to be mod i fied to the age and grade level, the
de vel op men tal level, and the spe cific needs of the tar -
get au di ence. The pro posed pro grams tar get pri mary
through sec ond ary grade lev els. Sug gested top ics in -
clude: iden tity, tol er ance, rec i proc ity, life in gen eral,
af fec tion, com mu ni ca tion, love–sex u al ity, responsibil -
ity, imagination, and critical-thinking skills.

9. Work shops for ed u ca tors are a sug gested method of
shar ing in for ma tion, as op posed to tra di tional meth ods 
like di dac tic lec tures. In work shops, in di vid u als can
share in for ma tion with the group in an open forum.

In or der to test the ef fec tive ness of the Na tional Sex ual
Ed u ca tion Pro grams, two stud ies were ini ti ated. The first
case study, con ducted by the Min is try of Na tional Ed u ca -
tion, in ves ti gated 332 schools in 155 school dis tricts in Co -
lom bia. Us ing quan ti ta tive meth ods, it was found that 92%
of the schools uti lized the sex ed u ca tion pro grams. These
schools re ported a marked im prove ment in school mo rale,
as related to sexuality themes.

The sec ond case study, also con ducted by the Min is try of
Na tional Ed u ca tion, com pli mented the pre vious study in that 
it in ves ti gated the ped a gog i cal pro cess of the Na tional Sex
Ed u ca tion Pro grams in ac a demic in sti tu tions. Uti liz ing qual -
i ta tive meth ods to ex am ine 16 sub jects at dif fer ent de vel op -
men tal stages in four dif fer ent re gions of Co lom bia, this
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study in di cates that the sex ed u ca tion pro grams are at a crit i -
cal phase of de vel op ment. They have been in tro duced to the
school sys tem, and opened up av e nues of em ploy ment and a
new view on sex u al ity, but they have also iden ti fied four
areas where further effort and development are needed:

1. Re struc tur ing the as pects of hu man sex u al ity taught;
2. Pro mot ing pol i cies and other move ments geared to -

wards sex ual well-be ing and re pro duc tion with youth,
both within and out side the ed u ca tional system;

3. In creased uti li za tion of sex ed u ca tion pro grams in ac a -
demic in sti tu tions and suc cess ful rep li ca tion of stud ies 
in di cat ing their effectiveness; and

4. Par tic i pa tion and sup port from the con gres sio nal body,
the ju di cial sys tem, and ed u ca tional in sti tu tions at both
the na tional and in ter na tion al lev els, for hu man sex u al -
ity, sex ed u ca tion, sex ual health, and reproduction.

B. Informal Sources of Sexual Knowledge
JOSÉ MANUEL GONZÁLES

In ves ti ga tions con ducted by a va ri ety of groups that
strongly sup port sex ed u ca tion have found that par ents are
re claim ing their roles as the pri mary in for mants of sex ed u -
ca tion. Man tilla (1993) re ported that men’s pri mary sources 
of in for ma tion on sex u al ity were: friends, mother, fa ther,
and school. Women re ported that their pri mary sources of
in for ma tion on sex u al ity were: friends, mother, school, and
fa ther. Gutierrez and Franco (1989) found that women re -
ported that their pri mary sources of in for ma tion on sex u al -
ity were: school, mother, friends, and the gen eral me dia.
Men re ported that their pri mary sources of in for ma tion
were: friends, school, the gen eral me dia, and fa ther. The In -
sti tute of So cial Se cu ri ties (Instituto de Seguros Sociales
1994) found that ad o les cents posed ques tions re gard ing
sex u al ity pri mar ily to their moth ers, 47% of fe males and
20% of males, whereas only 16% questioned their friends
and 11% questioned their fathers.

Every day, the Co lom bian mass me dia dis cusses sex u al -
ity more freely. Sev eral re lated pro grams have sur faced.
Maria Ladi Londoño-Cali, was one of the first pi o neers in
this area. Lu cia Nader and Marta Lu cia Palacio joined in on
two ma jor net works, Caracol and RCN (Palacio 1999), and
pre sented a com pi la tion of the most fre quently asked ques -
tions by her view ers. In print, the pi o neer ing col umn on sex -
u al ity was “Win dow to Sex u al ity” (González 1998, 1999b). 
This col umn was orig i nated by José Manuel Gonzáles and
is pres ently writ ten by Fernando Bohorquez, Ph.D. The
Her ald (Barranquilla) has pub lished an en tire page ded i -
cated to hu man sex u al ity since 1999, ti tled “Love and In ti -
macy” (González 2000). The pi o neer ing tele vi sion pro -
gram was Sexol o gy on Tele vi sion, hosted by Elkin Mesa
(Au gust 1979). Lu cia Nader, Marta Lu cia Palacio, Alonso
Acuña, and Pedro Guerrero ini ti ated an other pro gram, ti tled 
It’s Time to Live. This pro gram touched on all as pects of hu -
man sex u al ity. It was a pop u lar pro gram that also served as a 
ba sis for a book by the same name. Lu cia Nader de vel oped a 
mag a zine ti tled In Pri vate (1996). Its theme was fun da men -
tally sex u al ity. Ac cent was a mag a zine geared to wards the
gay com mu nity, pub lished in 1997. Both publications have
since gone off the market because of financial difficulties.Colombia: Autoerotic Behaviors and Patterns

4. Autoerotic Behaviors and Patterns
A. Children and Adolescents

Erotic autostimulation is rather com mon among chil -
dren. Ardila (1986a) in ter viewed 700 moth ers, per tain ing to 
dif fer ent Co lom bian sub cul tures, and found that three out of 
four moth ers re ported masturbatory be hav ior among chil -
dren of 4 years of age. Acuña and as so ci ates (1986) ex -

plored the ex ist ence of this be hav ior and the anx i ety that it
causes for par ents. In gen eral, this type of autoexploratory
and sex ual grat i fi ca tion be hav ior is repressed by the adults.

Auto eroti c be hav iors are also com mon among ad o les -
cents. Mas tur ba tion gen er ally starts be tween the ages of 13
and 15 (Alzate 1989; Domínguez et al. 1988; González
1995; Giraldo 1981; Gutiérrez & Franco 1989; Useche
1999). Among the ad o les cents, be tween 60% and 95% of
men and 14% and 68% of women have mas tur bated at least
once in their live s (Alzate 1989; Domínguez et al. 1988;
González 1995; Giraldo 1981; Gutiérrez & Franco 1989;
Useche 1999). In gen eral, feel ings of guilt and anx i ety are
re ported with re spect to mas tur ba tion (Domínguez et al.
1988; González 2000; Gutiérrez & Franco 1989).

B. Adults
Sex ual autostimulation is also very com mon among

adults. About 90% of men and 70% of women re port hav ing
mas tur bated at least once in their live s (Alzate 1989; Elijaike
et al. 1987; González 1979, 1985, 1995, 2000). The ma jor ity
of those stud ies re port a greater in ci dence of masturbatory
be hav ior in those who are less religious.

A re la tion ship be tween the per son al ity, as mea sured by
Eysenck’s MPI test, and mas tur ba tion has been de tected by
González (1979). Men with high scores in in tro ver sion have 
con firmed a higher fre quency of masturbatory be hav ior.
Women with high scores for neuroticism have dem on -
strated a lower fre quency of masturbatory be hav ior as com -
pared to woman with nor mal scores. With re la tion to age, it
has been re ported that in peo ple over 60 years of age, sin gle
women mas tur bate more than men (Bardugo & Segura
1988, González & González in press).

Sex ual autostimulation gen er ates many neg a tive feel -
ings. There are many myths and mis in formed be liefs on the
sub ject (Giraldo 1981; González 2000). In a re cent sur vey
done in the four big gest cit ies of Co lom bia, it was found that 
only 32% of women and 53% of men find mas tur ba tion to
be a healthy sex ual be hav ior. The rest be lieve that it is a
crazy con duct that should be avoided, be cause it is a sex ual
de vi ance and a sin (Semana 1999).Colombia: Interpersonal Heterosexual Behaviors

5. Interpersonal Heterosexual Behaviors
JOSÉ MANUEL GONZÁLES

A. Children
Child hood sex ual re hears al play and sex ual ex plo ra tion

are quite com mon. One out of every two moth ers re ported
ob serv ing sex ual re hears al play in their 4-year-old chil dren
(Ardila 1986). Still, child hood sex u al ity is a theme that pro -
duces great anx i ety in adults (Acuña et al. 1986; González
2000).

B. Adolescents
There are no wide spread rit u als of ini ti a tion to pu berty.

In some ru ral ar eas on the Ca rib bean coast of Co lom bia, it is 
com mon for ad o les cents to en gage in sex ual acts with an i -
mals, namely mules (González 2000).

Sex ual ac tiv ity among ad o les cents oc curs fre quently and
func tions ac cord ing to the tra di tional male-dom i nant cul -
tural pat tern. Forty-four per cent of Co lom bi ans ini ti ate sex -
ual in ter ac tions be tween the ages of 11 and 18. By 18 years of 
age, 72% of males and 40% of fe males have had sex ual in ter -
course, ac cord ing to Min is try of Health of Co lom bia (Minis -
terio de Salud 1994). Gen er ally, fe male ad o les cents’ first
sex ual en coun ter oc curs with their boy friends. Of ten, sex ual
re la tions be tween Co lom bian ad o les cents stem from an in ti -
mate re la tion ship and not from an en coun ter with a pros ti tute
(Bonder et al. 1999; González 1995; González et al. 2000;
Useche 1999).
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C. Adults
Premarital Relations, Courtship, and Dating

Pre mar i tal sex is quite com mon in Co lom bia. In re cent
stud ies, it was found that 90.4% of males and 62.8% of fe -
males have en gaged in pre mar i tal sex prior to start ing col -
lege life (González et al. 2000). Love is usu ally on the fore -
front. It is a fun da men tal part of Co lom bian cul ture: mu sic,
mag a zine ar ti cles, soap op eras, and mov ies (Bodnar et al.
1999; González 1998; Guerrero 1996a, 1996b). In re cent
years, ini ti at ing friend ships and in ti mate re la tion ships has
be come eas ier. For mal in tro duc tions are no lon ger re quired. 
Peo ple have become more direct in their approach.

In re cent stud ies, González (2000) found that men ex pe -
ri ence dif fi cul ties in ex press ing love and af fec tion. It is
com mon that peo ple have un re al is tic ex pec ta tions re gard -
ing love, and, as a con se quence, great frus tra tions and
clashes be tween fan tasy and re al ity in re la tion ships. Fre -
quently, the ex pec ta tion is that the lover will sat isfy all of
their needs, pro vide un con di tional love, and be who they
want them to be and not who they ac tu ally are. They be lieve
that pain, suf fer ing, and jeal ousy are es sen tial parts of a re -
la tion ship. Gen er ally, the woman is ex pected to be re spon -
si ble for the af fec tive part of the re la tion ship. She is of ten
ex pected to prove her love by en gag ing in sex with her part -
ner. It is also be lieved that a sure way of keep ing a man, or
win ning him back, is through sex. All the con di tions afore -
men tioned make choos ing an ap pro pri ate mate dif fi cult.
Fre quently, a part ner is not cho sen on re al ity-based mer its.
In stead, he or she is chosen on unrealistic expectations,
which inevitably will lead to a failed relationship.

Sexual Behavior and Relationships of Single Adults
Among adults, there ex ists a mis con cep tion of what sex -

ual plea sure is. Gen er ally, they do not un der stand the phys i -
o log i cal and/or psy cho log i cal con cepts of erot i cism. As a
re sult, there ex ist ir ra tio nal and un healthy be liefs (González 
et al. 2000). Sex is com monly seen as bad, dirty, ugly, and
de grad ing. This sex-pho bic mindset dis torts and im pedes a
healthy sex ual life style (González 1981). Of ten ego tism is
per ceived as a pro cess lead ing to wards re pro duc tion. Any -
thing else is seem ingly con sid ered il le gal, promiscuous,
and guilt-ridden (González 1999a).

Ac cord ing to the ma chismo ide ol ogy, males tend to ini ti -
ate sex ual ac tiv ity ear lier than fe males. It tends to be more
in tense and pro mis cu ous (Alzate 1989; Bodnar et al. 1999;
González et al. 2000; In sti tute of So cial Se cu ri ties 1993;
Useche 1999). Adult males will have more sex ual part ners
than their fe male coun ter parts: One out of every three males
re ported hav ing two or more sex ual part ners in the last 12
months, whereas only three out of every 100 fe males re -
ported mul ti ple part ners (In sti tute of So cial Se cu ri ties 1993). 
Gen er ally, the male ini ti ates sex ual in ter ac tions within the
re la tion ship. Cou ples en gage in sex fre quently: 2% re ported
daily sex ual ac tiv ity, 19% re ported sex ual ac tiv ity sev eral
times a week, 41% re ported weekly sex ual ac tiv ity, and 16%
re ported monthly sex ual ac tiv ity (Ministerio de Salud 1994). 
The sex ual po si tions most fre quently prac ticed were the mis -
sion ary man-on-top/woman-on-bot tom po si tion, the strad -
dle where the woman sits on top of the man, and the rear-en -
try position with the man behind the woman (González
1994).

Eljaiek et al. (1987) found that al most 50% of the cou -
ples sur veyed did not en gage in sex ual re la tions dur ing
men ses, and al most 10% dis con tin ued sex ual ac tiv ity dur -
ing preg nancy. There also ex ists a great ir re spon si bil ity, for
both men and women, in prac tic ing safe sex and us ing some
form of con tra cep tion. There is a high rate of sex ual dis sat -
is fac tion for both genders (González 1998).

Marriage and Family
Co lom bi ans place a great im por tance on feel ing as

though one is “in love.” Love is the pri mary mo ti vat ing fac -
tor for mat ri mony, as re ported by 87% of women and 69%
of men (Eljaiek et al. 1987).

The mar riage rate has de creased while the rate of co hab -
i ta tion has in creased, es pe cially in the youn ger pop u la tion.
Ma ture cou ples in their mid-80s re ported that 84% were
mar ried through the Cath o lic Church, while 15% cohabi -
tated. Mar ried cou ples in their mid-30s re ported that 44%
were mar ried through the Cath o lic Church, while 54%
cohabitated (Rojas 1997). The av er age age for mat ri mony
or co hab i ta tion has de creased for males and has in creased
for women (Pres i den tial Coun cil for Youth, Women, and
Their Families 1994).

Rojas (1998) found that cou ples feel un ful filled in their 
re la tion ships. They feel that their coun ter parts do not dem -
on strate af fec tion both phys i cally and ver bally, that they
do not sup port their ef forts, and that they do not make them 
feel val ued. Ad di tion ally, they feel that there is a lack of
com mu ni ca tion with re gards to prob lems, mis un der stand -
ings, and res o lu tions. Rojas also noted that of the cou ples
sur veyed, 50% did not have a set time in which to commu -
nicate.

The mar i tal un ion in Co lom bia tends to be non-dem o -
cratic and lacks equal ity be tween the part ners. Of ten women
seek gen der eq uity, only to be met with vi o lence from their
coun ter parts. There also ex ist re li gious be liefs that sup port
sub mis sive ness and per pet u ate this un just mar i tal re la tion -
ship (González 2000). Mis in for ma tion per tain ing to mas cu -
lin ity, fem i nin ity, and their in ter re lat ed ness per me ates so ci -
etal ex pec ta tions. Men are per ceived in terms of money,
power, brav ery, and free dom. Women, on the other hand, are
per ceived as ten der, sub mis sive, tol er ant, able to bear suf fer -
ing, and hav ing a need to sex u ally sat isfy their part ner at the
ex pense of her own sex ual needs. These ma chismo-based
val ues are be lieved to be bi o log i cal in na ture, dis re gard ing
ed u ca tional, phys i o log i cal, and/or psychological cultural
factors (González 1998, 2000).

There has been an in crease in sep a ra tions and mul ti ple se -
quen tial mar riages in Co lom bia: 35% of all cou ples sur veyed 
have been sep a rated at least once (Pres i den tial Coun cil for
Youth, Women, and Their Fam i lies 1994). Zamudio and
Rubiano (1991b) found that the pri mary causes for sep a ra -
tions among Co lom bian cou ples were: in fi del ity, jeal ousy, or 
fall ing in love with an other per son, fall ing out of love or fall -
ing into a rut, and fi nan cial difficulties, in that order.

Ac cord ing to Gutierrez de Pineda (1975), there are four 
types of fam ily struc tures: Andino, Santandereano,
Negroide, and Antioqueno. These are char ac ter ized by the
fol low ing fac tors:

• Andino Fam ily Struc ture in the Cundinamarca and
Boyaca re gions. The dom i nant fea ture in this re gion is
the pa tri ar chal struc ture in which the fa ther is the head of 
the house hold. The mother and chil dren are viewed as
sub or di nates. The male chil dren im i tate the fa ther while
the girls im i tate the mother. Ini tially, the mother is the
dis ci pli nar ian. How ever, as the boys grow older, the
 father tends to intervene more frequently.

• Santandereano Fam ily Struc ture in the Santanderes.
Here, the power of the male over the fe male is ev i dent.
His ag gres sive ness and phys i cal dom i nance char ac ter -
ize the male. He takes great pride in his sons; how ever,
he with holds any type of af fec tion. Great em pha sis is
placed on the rift be tween social classes.

• Negroide Fam ily Struc ture on the At lan tic Coast, in the
re gions of Chocco and Magdalena, Cauca, and the lower 
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re gion of Antioquia. The ba sic char ac ter is tic of this
fam ily struc ture is the in ci dence of co hab i ta tion. For
men, it is con sid ered pres ti gious to have mul ti ple part -
ners. Much at ten tion is fo cused on the male gen i tals.
The man is de ter mined to fa ther a vast num ber of chil -
dren with out re gard for the childrearing re spon si bil i ties. 
Usu ally, the mother raises the chil dren with the almost
complete absence of the father.

• Antioqueno Fam ily Struc ture in the re gions of Antioquia,
Caldas, Risaralda, Quindio, El Valle, Tolima, and parts of 
El Chocco. Here, re li gion has a great im pact on the fam -
ily struc ture. Cath o lic mat ri mo nies are a dom i nant fea -
ture. The tra di tional gen der roles are prac ticed. The man
is the head of the house hold, but the woman rules in the
home. The mother is strict with her daugh ters, es pe cially
as it per tains to sex u al ity. She is com pli ant with her sons,
es pe cially the youngest one.

Al though these dis crep an cies are no lon ger as rigid as they
once were, the gen eral ten dency con tin ues to fol low these
tra di tional pat terns (Gutierrez de Pineda 1975).

Extramarital Sex
In fi del ity is an im por tant el e ment in a Co lom bian mar -

riage (González 1998). Murillo (1993) found that there
were three males for every one fe male who en gaged in ex -
tra mar i tal sex ual re la tion ships. Nadar and Palacio (1989)
found the same re sults. Nadar and Palacio also found that
30% of sep a ra tions were a re sult of in fi del ity. Find ings in di -
cate that there is a greater in ci dence of in fi del ity for men as
the so cio eco nomic lev els rise higher. For women, in fi del ity
is more com mon at the up per-mid dle-class lev els (Rojas
1997). A com mon mis con cep tion is that a man’s in fi del ity is 
less se ri ous be cause he is biologically driven, whereas
women’s infidelity is not.

Sexuality and Physically Disabled and 
Elderly Persons

Co lom bian sexol o gy has lit tle lit er a ture re gard ing dis -
abled and el derly per sons. The pre vail ing at ti tude is that
this pop u la tion is nonsexual and has no need for sex ual in ti -
macy. In a re cent study of adults over the age of 60,
González and González (in press) found that 94% of the
men and 24% of the women main tain sex ual in ter ac tions
with their mates; males en gaged in sex every two weeks,
whereas women en gaged in sex on a monthly ba sis. Sev -
enty-six per cent of men and 36% of women re ported that
there was a de crease in grat i fy ing sex ual in ter course af ter
the age of 60. It was re ported that 88% of these older men
and 30% of the women are sat is fied with their sex life.
Eighty-two per cent of the men and 18% of the women re -
ported that they con tinue to seek out their part ners for sex -
ual ac tiv ity. Forty per cent of the men sur veyed re ported
hav ing sex ual re la tions with some one other than their reg u -
lar part ner. Eighty per cent of men and 52% of women re -
ported that re la tions with their part ners are at least cor dial.
Forty per cent of all women sur veyed re ported that they do
not have a good re la tion ship with their part ners. Sev enty-
two per cent of men and 50% of women re ported that they
con tinue to be af fec tion ate with their part ners. The au thors
be lieve that the pre dom i nant ma chismo values distort a
couple’s lifestyle, resulting in resentful women.

Incidence of Anal and Oral Sex
Al though there are no laws pro hib it ing anal sex and oral

sex, they con tinue to be highly crit i cized in pub li c and fre -
quently prac ticed in pri vate. Al most 80% of men and 70%
of women have en gaged in oral sex, now a reg u lar part of
fore play (Eljaiek et al. 1987; González 1994, 1998).Colombia: Homoerotic, Homosexual, and BisexualBehaviors

6. Homoerotic, Homosexual, and
Bisexual Behaviors

RUBEN ARDILA
There has long been an in ter est in homo sex u ali ty in Co -

lom bia. Be hav iors that can be cat e go rized as homo sex u al
have been noted within the cul tures that ex isted in Co lom -
bia dur ing the ar rival of the Eu ro pe ans. How ever, the study
of homo sex u ali ty is filled with meth od olog i cal am bi gu -
ities. There are cer tain be hav iors that may or may not be
con sid ered homo sex u al by to day’s so ci etal stan dards. Even
so, these be hav iors ex isted long be fore the ar rival of the
Span iards. As in other cul tures, homo sex u al be hav iors were 
found more frequently among men than women.

From the on set of stud ies on sex u al ity amongst Co lom -
bi ans, homo sex u ali ty was al ways an in ter est (Alzate 1978,
1982; Botero 1980; González 1985). It was found that there
were dif fer ences in homo sex u al ac tiv ity be tween men and
women. In Bogotá, 28% of the men and 13% of the women
re ported hav ing had same-sex re la tion ships. In ter est ingly,
there was a marked dif fer ence be tween the var i ous cit ies in
Co lom bia. These ra tios are not lim ited to homo sex u al ac tiv -
i ties ex clu sively. It re flects the num ber of in di vid u als who
en gaged in some type of sex ual ac tiv ity with some one of the 
same sex. It could have been an iso lated in ci dent and/or the
regular practice of homosexual or bisexual behaviors.

Anthropological and Social Aspects
José Fernando Serrano (1997, 1998), an an thro pol o gist,

has pointed out that the for ma tion of the homo sex u al iden -
tity, as de scribed by so ci etal con structs, has been a long pro -
cess. He re viewed so cio log i cal stud ies orig i nat ing in Co -
lom bia and in di cated which ones sup ported the ar gu ment of
sex ual ori en ta tion. He also ar gued the prob lem of col lec tive
iden ti ties at the international level.

The mod ern iza tion of Co lom bia, which took place in the 
lat ter half of the 20th cen tury, en abled peo ple to look out -
side their im me di ate so ci ety and ex pand their pro vin cial
tra di tions. It en abled them to study ideas from other coun -
tries, pri mar ily from France and other re gions of Eu rope,
and the United States. The gay and les bian lib er a tion move -
ments of Ger many, sev eral other Eu ro pean na tions, and
later from the United States slowly made their way to Co -
lom bia. Nev er the less, they had a great im pact on the or ga ni -
za tion of the gay and les bian move ments. Mod ern iza tion
grad u ally brought about in ter na tion al iza tion, glob al iza tion, 
and societal changes that influenced people’s private lives.

Homosexual Identity
The be gin nings of or ga nized homo sex u al groups in Co -

lom bia be gan in 1970. Manuel An to nio Velandia, a so ci ol o -
gist and phi los o pher, ini ti ated them. He as so ci ated with
peo ple who were in ter ested in hu man rights, so cial change,
and the gen eral coun ter cul ture of the 1960s and 1970s on an
in ter na tion al level. These gay and les bian move ments were
dif fi cult to or ga nize, and were at times very short lived. Fi -
nally, in the late 1980s and 1990s, gay and les bian groups
suc ceeded in unit ing and achieving their goals (Velandia
1999).

Velandia founded the Gay Lib er a tion Group and the
Homo sex u al Lib er a tion Move ment of Co lom bia in 1976. He 
also or ga nized the first Gay Pride March in 1983 in Bogotá.
These move ments gained im por tance in 1998 and 1999 and
in cluded weeklong lec tures on sex ual di ver sity, col lec tive
iden tity, hu man rights, leg is la tion, and other re lated top ics.
How ever, gay and les bian com mu ni ties are slow in com ing.
Al though gay meet ing places have been es tab lished since the 
1970s, homo sex u al lit er a ture re mains un seen. The first writ -
ings per tain ing to the gay life style—po etry, nov els, the ater,
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and soap op eras—sur faced in the 1980s. This is not to dis -
count ear lier works by P. Barba  Jacob. To day, soap operas
and movies frequently touch on homosexuality.

The Con sti tu tion of Co lom bia, passed in 1991, pro hib its 
dis crim i na tion in any form or man ner. It rec og nizes that all
peo ple have the right to free per sonal de vel op ment. The
Con sti tu tion stip u lates that homo sex u als may not be dis -
crim i nated against based on their sex ual ori en ta tion. Sex ual 
ori en ta tion that is not shared by the ma jor ity does not justify 
unequal treatment.

The rights given by the Co lom bian Con sti tu tion per tain -
ing to sex ual ori en ta tion dur ing the 1990s have been fa vor -
able for homo sex u als and bi sex u als. For ex am ple, in April
1991, a law was passed that pro tects an in di vid ual’s rights to
free sex ual iden tity. It af firms that homo sex u ali ty should be
con sid ered valid and le git i mate. The Co lom bian Con sti tu -
tion also ad dressed the de bate re gard ing homo sex u al ed u ca -
tors. They de ter mined that homo sex u ali ty has no bear ing on
an in di vid ual’s abil ity to teach (in Sep tem ber 1998). Ad di -
tion ally, in July 1999, the Co lom bian leg is la ture passed a law 
pro tect ing homo sex u als in the mil i tary. It states that in di vid -
u als may re veal their sta tus as homo sex u als and continue to
be held to the same norms and expectations as heterosexuals.

The Co lom bian leg is la ture has de fined the fam ily as a un -
ion of a man and a woman (March 7, 1996). How ever, it went 
on to ac know ledge the rights of part ners, in clud ing same-sex
cou ples, in terms of in her i tance, trans fer of as sets, and fi nan -
cial sup port, among other things. There have been sev eral at -
tempts to le gal ize homo sex u al mar riages, as has been done in 
sev eral other ar eas, e.g., Den mark since 1989, Nor way since
1993, Swe den since 1995, Ice land since 1996, Hun gary
since 1996, and Hol land since 1997. In some cases, there ex -
ist le gal sanc tions against same-sex mar riages be cause of the
pos si bil ity of adop tion. There are, how ever, gay ac tiv ist
groups who sup port the le gal iza tion of the gay fam ily in all
as pects, in clud ing adop tion. The Fam ily Pride co ali tion is
one of the most important advocates of this movement.

One of the most re cent pro pos als, in Sep tem ber 1999,
sought to equal ize the rights of homo sex u al cou ples with
those of hetero sex u al cou ples. For in stance, af ter two years
of co hab i ta tion, the cou ple may ap ply for So cial Se cu rity
ben e fits. Ad di tion ally, should the re la tion ship end be cause
of death, one part ner may in herit the as sets of the other.
There al ready are com pa nies in the pri vate and pub li c sec -
tors that will al low an em ployee’s part ner of the same sex to
register for benefits.

Psychological Investigations
Psy cho log i cal stud ies re gard ing homo sex u ali ty, bi sex u -

al ity, and homo eroti cism have been con ducted by Octavio
Giraldo and his team (1979, 1981, 1982) at the Uni ver sity
of “El Valle.” Sim i lar stud ies have been led by Ruben
Ardila (1985, 1986, 1995, 1998) at the Na tional Uni ver sity
of Colombia.

Ruben Ardila has fo cused on sex ual ori en ta tion in the
stud ies he has con ducted for the past 15 years. Some of the
is sues he has re searched have been: ad ap ta tion of homo sex -
u al males, les bi an ism, sex ual ori en ta tion, hetero sex u al at ti -
tudes to wards homo sex u als, sta bil ity of the homo sex u al
cou ple, the lifecycle of homo sex u als and les bi ans, the bi o -
log i cal as pects of homo sex u ali ty, pol i tics as they per tain to
homosexuality, and other related topics.

One such study looked at the ad ap ta tion of male homo -
sex u als (Ardial 1998). There were 100 sub jects, be tween
the ages of 18 and 52 years of age. They all scored a five or
six on the Kinsey Scale (in di cat ing pre dom i nantly or ex clu -
sively homo sex u al). The fol low ing fac tors were stud ied:
de pres sion, sol i tude, tim id ity, so cial alien ation, in ter re la -

tions with hetero sex u als, in ter re la tions with homo sex u als,
sex ual prac tices, tra di tional val ues, re li gion, mor als, con -
form ity, ac cep tance of homo sex u ali ty, emo tional sta bil ity,
guilt, con cept of homo sex u ali ty as a men tal ill ness, ef fem i -
nacy, re spon si bil ity, in ter re la tions with the op po site sex,
secretiveness of homosexuality, personal adjustment, and
psychosomatic symptoms.

The re sults in di cate that Co lom bian homo sex u als are
well adapted and do not pres ent any patho log i cal qual i ties.
How ever, 10% man i fested signs of se vere de pres sion,
while 44% were highly sta ble. Only 4% re ported feel ing
guilty about their homo sex u ali ty. Fifty-nine per cent stated
that they had pos i tive in ter per son al re la tions, and 48% ac -
cepted their homo sex u ali ty. For fur ther ma te rial on di verse
as pects of sex ual ori en ta tion for both women and men, see
the References and Suggested Readings section.

Sexual Orientation in Colombian Society
Our so ci ety, based on the Judeo-Chris tian faith, has a

very neg a tive at ti tude to wards homo sex u ali ty. Homo sex u -
ali ty is viewed as a vi o la tion, an ill ness, or a de vi a tion from
the norm that threat ens nor mal be hav iors and so ci ety. This
ho mo pho bic view has per me ated Co lom bian so ci ety
through out its his tory, al though there have been dif fer ent
lev els of ac cep tance, de pend ing on the in di vid ual’s level of
ed u ca tion, ru ral-ver sus-ur ban set ting, age, and their af fil i a -
tion with the Cath o lic Church. There is a deeply rooted be -
lief that homo sex u als are a threat to so ci ety, good up bring -
ing, and fam ily val ues. Sim i larly, homo sex u ali ty is thought
to be re lated to child sex ual abuse, AIDS, substance abuse,
delinquency, and other serious social problems.

Homo sex u als are dis crim i nated against in ed u ca tion, in
the work place, in hous ing, in the mass me dia, and gen er ally
in daily liv ing. This ho mo pho bia has its or i gins in the Latin
Amer i can cul tures, which prac tice ma chismo, em pha size the 
im por tance of the fam ily unit, and are highly in flu enced by
the Cath o lic Church. In spite of this, the sit u a tion has con sid -
er ably im proved in re cent years, from the homo sex u al lib er -
a tion move ments in the 1970s to the leg is la tive, med i cal, and
psy cho log i cal ad vances that oc curred later. In the larger cit -
ies of Co lom bia, es pe cially those with higher lev els of ed u -
ca tion, homo sex u als are ac cepted. They are re spected and
are con sid ered equal to hetero sex u als. In these ar eas, dis -
crim i na tion is hardly no tice able. It is no lon ger be lieved that
male homo sex u als are less mas cu line than hetero sex u al
males or that les bi ans are any less fem i nine than fe male
hetero sex u als are. Ad di tion ally, there are cer tain groups
within the Church who have worked to wards im prov ing the
qual ity of life for gays and les bi ans. So cial support has
shown improvement, which will then lead to a more pluralis -
tic, diversified, and egalitarian society.Colombia: Gender Diversity and Transgender Issues

7. Gender Diversity and
Transgender Issues

BERNARDO USECHE
As in most of the Latin Amer i can coun tries, Co lom bia

also does not have se ri ous stud ies or re li able sta tis tics on the
fre quency or psy cho log i cal evo lu tion of those peo ple whose
sex ual iden tity is not well-de fined or is con fused. But, based
on clin i cal ex ams and in ter views with those peo ple, it is pos -
si ble to dif fer en ti ate two large groups.

In the first group, one en coun ters hetero sex u al and
homo sex u al trans ves tites and a few male-to-fe male trans -
sex u als who were born and raised in lower-class en vi ron -
ments and have so cially iso lated them selves in ar eas ded i -
cated mostly to pros ti tu tion. Be cause of the al most non ex is -
t ent con trol over the sale of hor mones in the coun try, it is
quite easy for such peo ple to seek phys i cal changes through
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automedication with es tro gen. This type of hor monal auto -
medication nor mally starts dur ing ad o les cence and has the
ef fect of chang ing the body type to the fem i nine phe no type,
even though the vast ma jor ity of this group will not seek
surgical sex reassignment.

Given the con text of the so cial prob lems en coun tered by 
peo ple liv ing in pov erty, mem bers of this first group be -
come sex u ally ac tive at a very early age and soon tran si tion
to pro mis cu ity and pros ti tu tion. A few work as strip pers in
the clubs that are very com mon in the pros ti tu tion ar eas of
the big cit ies. A few oth ers, un der the aus pices of “trans -
form ists,” work as sing ers or ac tresses in night club shows.
Very sel dom, and only if sex-re as sign ment sur gery is in -
volved, will some one from this group ob tain some type of
pro fes sional ther apy through the al most non ex ist ent pub li c
health sys tem. Mem bers of this group also have re ceived
some help and ori en ta tion from non govern men tal agencies
involved in the prevention of HIV infection.

The fol low ing quote per fectly dem on strates what hap -
pens to mem bers of this group:

I be gan to dress per ma nently as a woman and take hor -
mones when I was 18, and that pro voked ad verse emo -
tional re ac tion from my par ents who kicked me out of the
house. They ac cepted me as a homo sex u al but not as a
trans sex u al. The only place that ac cepts me as I am is the
brothel where I go to work when I need money. (Au thor’s
clinical notes)

The sec ond group is com posed of those who be long to the 
up per classes, many of whom have col lege de grees and work
as pro fes sion als. This group is cur rently com posed of trans -
ves tites, fe tish ist trans ves tites, and some trans sex u als who
have ac cess to in for ma tion re gard ing their sex ual iden tity,
es pe cially through the Internet. Some have their own Web
pages and com mu ni cate among them selves, tak ing ad van -
tage on the ini tial an o nym ity of cyberspace to better un der -
stand them selves. Even though this group has the means to
ob tain pro fes sional help and coun sel ing through pri vate
prac tice, they sel dom do so. This is be cause of the fact that
many ther a pists have no knowl edge on the sub ject, and some
even have a neg a tive at ti tude to those who ap proach them
with these problems. In the words of one client in this group:

In the an guish of my sit u a tion I went to a psy chi a trist who
re ferred me to the best sex ther a pist in this city. In our first
meet ing, the sexol o gist was very frus trat ing and I felt of -
fended and at tacked. I never re turned. (Au thor’s clinical
notes)

In re cent years, sex-re as sign ment sur gery has been per -
formed in large cit ies like Bogotá, Cali, and Medellín.Colombia: Significant Unconventional SexualBehaviors

8. Significant Unconventional
Sexual Behaviors

JOSÉ MANUEL GONZÁLES

A. Coercive Sex
Child Sexual Abuse and Incest

Co lom bian law con sid ers child sex ual abuse a crime un -
der Ar ti cles 303, 304, and 305 of the Pe nal Code. It is cal cu -
lated that one Co lom bian child is sex u ally mo lested every
six hours (Afecto Foun da tion 1999). In the great ma jor ity of 
cases, the ag gres sor is a per son the vic tim knows (Florez &
Consuegra 1998). These au thors stud ied the cases of 80
girls un der the age of 15 in the ur ban area of Barranquilla. In 
53% of the cases, the ag gres sor was some one the vic tim
knew but was not a fam ily mem ber, 41% of the per pe tra tors
were fam ily mem bers, and only 6% were com plete strang -
ers. In 1.25% of the cases, pregnancy was a consequence.

In cest is also con sid ered a crime un der Ar ti cle 259 of the 
Pe nal Code. Even though there are no re li able sta tis tics, it is
widely cal cu lated that in cest is a com mon phe nom e non. In
a re cent sur vey con ducted in the four larg est cit ies, Semana
(1999) found that 3% of males and 1% of fe males had had
sex ual re la tions with their fa ther, mother, or a sibling.

In Co lom bia, 2 mil lion chil dren are vic tims of abuse, 850
of whom were in crit i cal con di tion at the time of the Afecto
Foun da tion sur vey (1999). In Co lom bia, an es ti mated 148 of
every 1,000 Co lom bian chil dren are abused in some way. Of
these 148, 100 are ver bally abused, 40 are phys i cally abused,
and 8 are sex u ally abused (El Tiempo 1999).

Sexual Harassment
Sex ual ha rass ment is not con sid ered a crime in Co lom -

bia. Even though there are no re li able sta tis tics, it is a very
com mon phe nom e non in ac a demic and work en vi ron ments.
The ma chismo cul tural pat tern makes many men think it is
their God-given right to sex u ally ha rass their fe male employ -
ees and coworkers.

Rape
Rape is con sid ered a crime un der Ar ti cle 298 of the Pe nal

Code and does hap pen with some fre quency. Profamilia
(Planned Par ent hood of Co lom bia 1995) found that 5.3% of
women in the fer tile age group have been forced to have sex -
ual re la tions. Be fore 1996, forced sex ual re la tions within
mar ried cou ples were not con sid ered a crime. With the cre -
ation of Law 294 un der Ar ti cle 25, forced sex ual re la tions
within mar ried couples are now a crime.

Spousal abuse is a very com mon phe nom e non. In 1996,
of the 42,963 cases seen by the Le gal Med i cine group, 71%
in volved spousal abuse. Of those cases, 95% of the vic tims
were women, with a ra tio of 18 women for every man. The
group at most risk of abuse are women be tween the ages of
25 and 34. In a 1998 study in sev eral Co lom bian cit ies,
14.3% of the per sons in ter viewed said that they had been at -
tacked by their spouses (El Tiempo 1998). Fur ther in ter views 
showed that 60% of the women had been ver bally, phys i -
cally, psy cho log i cally, or sex u ally at tacked by their hus -
bands or part ners. Twenty per cent were phys i cally at tacked
and 10% were forced to have sex ual re la tions with their hus -
bands (Profamilia 1995). Most of these women tried to solve
their prob lems with out the in ter ven tion of the po lice or other
gov ern men tal agen cies. Most of these women were com -
pletely pas sive re gard ing the at tacks of their part ner. Most
bat tered women say that the main causes of the ag gres sion
are drunk en ness and jeal ousy on the part of their part ners.
The most com mon phys i cal abuses are punches 88%, kicks
27%, and shoves and pushes 24%. In 35% of the cases, the
episode is observed by a child (Profamilia 1995).

B. Prostitution
Pros ti tu tion is con sid ered a crime un der Ar ti cles 308,

309, 311, and 312 of the Pe nal Code. In 1998, the Renacer
Foun da tion es ti mated 30,000 Co lom bian boys and girls
were en gaged in pros ti tu tion. At the same time, the Foun da -
tion es ti mated that there were 90,000 sex work ers in the
coun try. The sex trade seems to be in creas ing in the past five 
years, par tic u larly in the tour ist ar eas and with mi nors. In
the most re cent gov ern ment ad min is tra tions, there has been
a greater em pha sis on ef forts to com bat sit u a tions, such as
the sex trade, that are problematic to the community.

C. Pornography and Erotica
Por nog ra phy pos ses sion and its use among adults are

not crimes. Ar ti cle 312 of the Pe nal Code does limit and pe -
nal ize the cir cu la tion of por no graphic ma te rial for mi nors
un der age 18 years. Por no graphic mov ies can be seen or
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rented with great ease in the cit ies. Por no graphic mag a zines 
cir cu late all over the coun try. A 1999 sur vey by Semana
shows that 48% of men and 35% of women think that por -
no graphic mov ies and mag a zines make their sex ual life
more in ter est ing. Re gard ing por no graphic mag a zines, 13%
of men and 3% of women re ported hav ing read one in the
pre vious 30 days. It is also in ter est ing to note that 16% of
men and 44% of women had never read a por no graphic
mag a zine in their live s. As for por no graphic mov ies, 21%
of men and 6% of women con firmed hav ing had seen a por -
no graphic movie in the pre vious 30 days. Also, 14% of men
and 39% of women stated that they had never seen a por no -
graphic movie in their live s. In the large cit ies, live sex ual
shows are per formed, but 65% of men and 85% of women
claimed they had never seen one (Semana 1999).

The new dig i tal me dia, Internet, and World Wide Web
have also been af fect ing sex ual re la tion ships: 17% of men
and 4% of women af firmed hav ing vis ited a por no graphic
site on the Internet. Also, 14% of men and 4% of women ad -
mit ted to hav ing en gaged in phone sex.Colombia: Contraception, Abortion, and PopulationPlanning

9. Contraception, Abortion, and
Population Planning

GLORIA PENAGOS

A. Contraception
Birth con trol, more com monly known as fam ily plan -

ning, was in tro duced in Co lom bia in 1964. It was man aged
un der the spon sor ship of pop u la tion and med i cal spe cial -
ists. The ob jec tive was to im prove the health of women and
their chil dren, to fa cil i tate the growth of women in ar eas re -
lated to moth er hood, and population control.

Al though the ma jor ity of Co lom bi ans prac tice Ca thol i -
cism, which pro hib its the use of any type of ar ti fi cial birth
con trol, eco nomic and so cial needs, mar i tal in sta bil ity, and
con stant changes in the fam ily struc ture have led to the ac -
knowl edg ment of the civ i l rights of all cou ples and their
chil dren. Thus, the con tra dic tion be tween what is for bid den 
by the Cath o lic Church and what is prac ticed by the gen eral
pub li c has led to an ap pre ci a tion of the right to the en joy -
ment of sex u al ity with out the bur den of preg nancy. The ma -
jor ity of peo ple con tinue to prac tice Ca thol i cism with out
feel ing the guilt put upon them by the Church re gard ing
birth con trol. Close to three quar ters of all women in a re la -
tion ship, 72.2%, uti lize some method of birth con trol. How -
ever, for every six women us ing birth con trol, only one man
uses a con tra cep tive (Profamilia 1995). Ta ble 2 shows a
com par i son of the use of birth control worldwide and the
usage in Colombia in 1995.

The most com monly used meth ods of birth con trol are
tubal li ga tion and va sec tomy. Re cently, Co lom bia’s So cial

Se cu rity Sys tem and med i cal serv ice pro vid ers, the equiv a -
lent of Medicaid in the United States, now fund these
pro ce dures. In the past, they may not have been funded by
the gov ern ment out of def er ence to re li gious au thor i ties
rather than for eco nomic rea sons. None the less, the cost of
un wanted preg nan cies and abor tions reinforces the current
position.

Oral con tra cep tives are the sec ond most fre quently used
con tra cep tive method. Ac cord ing to Ar ti cle 100 of the So cial 
Se cu rity act, pro vi sion of oral con tra cep tion is man da tory.
How ever, 70% of Co lom bi ans who use oral con tra cep tives
ob tained them through the pri vate sec tor, whereas 30% ob -
tained them through the pub li c sec tor. This ev i dent lack of
ac tive par tic i pa tion by the state would sug gest that most fam -
i lies pre fer to in cor po rate the cost of oral con tra cep tives into
the family budget rather than rely on the government.

Co lom bia has sev eral laws that pro tect the rights of
women and chil dren; how ever, im ple men ta tion is of ten
lack ing. Fam ily plan ning is viewed as an in di vid ual’s right
and an ob li ga tion of the state. The Con sti tu tion of 1991, Ar -
ti cles 17 through 30, de nounces all forms of dis crim i na tion
against women: “Women have civ i l rights as they per tain to
re pro duc tion and the ju di cial sys tem equal to men in ed u ca -
tion, na tion al ity, em ploy ment, health, mat ri mony and fam -
ily.” Two other articles deal with pregnancy and children:

• Ar ti cle 42 stip u lates that a cou ple has the right to freely
and re spon si bly choose the num ber of chil dren they will
bear. They will pro vide and ed u cate them while they are
mi nors un able to pro vide for themselves.

• Ar ti cle 43 states that men and women have equal rights
and op por tu ni ties. A woman can not be dis crim i nated
against. The law also pro tects a woman while preg nant
and postpartum, and the state will pro vide fi nan cial as -
sis tance and food sup ple ments should she be un em -
ployed and/or home less. The state will as sist women
who are heads of households.

The afore men tioned le gal struc ture al lows us to re flect on
how lit tle the state is ac tu ally do ing to de fend the rights of
in di vid u als, and, in fail ing to ac know ledge the dis crim i na -
tion, women suf fer within Co lom bia’s poorly or ga nized
health system.

B. Teenage (Unmarried) Pregnancies
One out of every ten ad o les cents has had sex ual re la -

tions be tween the ages of 13 and 14 years. Four out of every
ten ad o les cents have had sex ual re la tions be tween the ages
of 15 and 17 years. Seven out of ten have had sex ual re la -
tions by the time they reach the age of 18.

One out of every three ad o les cents be lieves that abor tion 
is un ac cept able; how ever, 70% feel that it may be nec es sary 
in cer tain sit u a tions. Sixty-two per cent have had some dis -
cus sion on sex u ally trans mit ted dis eases and 95% un der -
stand that any one can con tract AIDS. The con tra cep tive
meth ods most com monly used by ad o les cents are: the con -
dom (94%), oral con tra cep tives (77%), and con tra cep tive
sup pos i to ries (60%). The rhythm method is the least-used
method (42%), which co in cides with women’s lack of
aware ness of their menstrual cycle (Profamilia 1995).

There has been an in crease in birth rates among ad o les -
cents. This may be be cause of sev eral fac tors: ear lier on set
of pu berty, ear lier on set of sex ual ac tiv i ties, low so cio eco -
nomic lev els, low lev els of ed u ca tion, in creased age for
mar riage, changes in value sys tem be cause of ur ban iza tion,
and the in creased ability of communication.

Ac cord ing to a study con ducted by the Uni ver sity of Co -
lom bia (Universidad Externado de Co lom bia 1992), one
third of all women be tween the ages of 15 and 19 years, of
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Table 2

A Comparison of Birth Control Methods Used
Worldwide and in Colombia (1995)

Contraceptive Method
Worldwide 

Usage
Colombian 

Usage

Tubal ligation 13.0% 16.9%

Vasectomy  5.9%  0.7%

Vaginal suppository  1.0%  1.0%

Oral contraceptives  8.0%  8.5%

Intrauterine device (IUD)  9.0%  7.4%

Injectable contraceptives  1.0%  1.8%

Coitus interruptus  4.0%  6.0%

Rhythm  4.0%  5.3%

Condom  5.0%  4.3%



low ed u ca tional level, and who had at least one child, were
sin gle, lived in an ur ban area, and were more fer tile than
their coun ter parts liv ing in rural areas.

Profamilia (1995) re ported that 17% of women be tween
the ages of 15 and 19 years were moth ers or were preg nant at
the time of the study. At the age of 19, four out of every ten
women sur veyed were moth ers and 9% al ready had at least
one child. It was also re ported that 33.6% did not uti lize birth
con trol be cause they be lieved that they were in fer tile. Ten
per cent of these women and 2.8% of their con tem po rar ies are 
op posed to the use of birth con trol. Three per cent were un fa -
mil iar with birth con trol meth ods and 7.9% were afraid of the 
side ef fects. These re sults re flect the lack of ad e quate in for -
ma tion, ex ist ing myths, un aware ness, and a lack of re spon si -
bil ity in spite of knowing the consequences.

Preg nancy in ad o les cents brings with it many con se -
quences, in clud ing com pro mised phys i cal and men tal health
and both eco nomic and so cial chal lenges, which af fect the
mother, fa ther, and child, as well as the fam ily and so ci ety as
a whole. The ed u ca tion drop out rate in this pop u la tion is very 
high, lead ing to lim ited em ploy ment op por tu ni ties. Chil dren
born of ad o les cents show a higher in ci dence of prematurity,
lower birthweight, more con gen i tal dis eases, and a higher in -
ci dence of aban don ment and abuse. It is es ti mated that about
10% of chil dren of teen age moth ers are given up for adoption 
(Pardo & Uriza 1991).

C. Abortion
The ac tual in ci dence of abor tion in Co lom bia is un -

known. It is es ti mated that 24% of all preg nan cies end in
abor tion and 26% re sult in un wanted preg nan cies (Pro -
familia 1995). In a 1992 study, The In ci dence of Abor tion in
Co lom bia, re search ers at the Universidad Externado de Co -
lom bia found that 30% of ur ban women be tween the ages of 
15 and 49 years had had at least one abor tion, with the high -
est in ci dence among women be tween ages 20 and 29 years.
In at least 78% of those cases, no birth con trol was uti lized;
the re main ing 22% had used a birth con trol method that
failed and re sulted in preg nancy. There is a 22% in ci dence
of abor tion among women ages 45 to 49 years of age, and a
19.4% in ci dence of abor tion among women ages 50 to 55. A 
third of the women sur veyed re ported that they had been
pressured by their partners to abort.

Abor tion is il le gal in Co lom bia, and women go to health
clin ics much too late in the preg nancy when they show com -
pli ca tions that can not be re solved on their own. Com pli ca -
tions are the most com mon rea son for abort ing, and abor tion
is the lead ing cause of death for Co lom bian women. There is
an es ti mated 300,000 il le gal abor tions yearly. In other words, 
for every 10 births, there are four il le gal abor tions, and one
out of every 100 women be tween the ages of 15 and 49 years
old has had at least one abor tion. The women most likely to
abort are those who failed to use contraceptives.

The ma jor ity of fam i lies in Co lom bia are rooted in the
tra di tional pa tri ar chal fam ily struc ture, based on eco nomic,
po lit i cal, and re li gious power, which con di tions women to
uti lize fam ily plan ning meth ods. How ever, con tra cep tion
should not be lim ited only to birth con trol. The mean ing and 
im pli ca tions of con tra cep tion should also in clude the sig -
nif i cance, at ti tudes, and val ues peo ple place on re la tion -
ships, af fec tion, and sex u al ity. These fac tors should take us
be yond the ste reo types cre ated by pa tri ar chal gen der roles,
thus fa cil i tat ing a better un der stand ing of the in di vid ual,
their health, and their re la tion ships (Londoño 1996). In this
ex tended mean ing of con tra cep tion, it is nec es sary for
women to ac quire higher ed u ca tional lev els to at tain better
em ploy ment op por tu ni ties. They should be able to ac cess
better so cial se cu rity and health sys tems. The med i cal as sis -

tance model should not be solely based on doc tors and tech -
nol ogy, but also on the prem ise of caring for one’s self and
gaining the knowledge women need to balance, preserve,
and improve their health.

D. Population Programs
Since the in tro duc tion of con tra cep tives in the mid-

1960s, Co lom bia’s pop u la tion growth rate has de creased
steadily. Be tween 1980 and 1995, Profamilia es ti mates the
pop u la tion growth rate de creased by 23%. On av er age,
there were 7 chil dren born per fam ily in the 1960s. In early
2001, the av er age Co lom bian fam ily has 2.8 chil dren per
fam ily. How ever, the av er ages vary from re gion to re gion.
In the moun tain ous re gions, the av er age fam ily size is 4.3
chil dren. Ed u ca tion level also plays an im por tant role in de -
ter min ing the num ber of chil dren per fam ily. On av er age,
there are 5 chil dren per fam ily for women with no for mal
ed u ca tion ver sus 1.8 chil dren per fam ily for women with
higher levels of education (Profamilia 1995).Colombia: Sexually Transmitted Diseases and HIV/AIDS

10. Sexually Transmitted Diseases
and HIV/AIDS

A. Sexually Transmitted Diseases
JOSÉ MANUEL GONZÁLEZ and GLORIA PEGANOS

Incidence
A true eval u a tion of the in ci dence of sex u ally trans mit -

ted dis eases (STDs) is very dif fi cult in any coun try, be -
cause the per cent age of ac tual cases is con sid er ably higher
than the num ber of cases re ported to health of fi cials. In
1994, the In sti tute of So cial Se cu rity found that 2% of Co -
lom bian males and 1.1% of fe males had some type of STD. 
The most com mon in fec tions were gon or rhea, condylo -
mas (warts), gen i tal her pes, and syph i lis. The ma jor ity of
cases oc curred in peo ple be tween the ages of 15 and 44.
Useche (1999) found that 4% of male stu dents in high
school re ported some type of STD. Zuluaga and con tri bu -
tors (1991) found that 16.4% of male and 2.4% of fe male
Mendellin Uni ver sity stu dents had had some type of STD,
the most com mon be ing gon or rhea and condylomas.
Among uni ver sity stu dents from Baranquilla, González
(1985) found that 13% of males and 1% of fe males had had 
some type of STD. In a fol low-up study ten years later,
González (1995) found that 12% of males and 2% of fe -
males had had some type of STD, with gon or rhea be ing the 
most prev a lent. In the last few years, the in ci dence of STD
cases has grown con sid er ably. This is in part be cause of
teen ag ers hav ing sex ual re la tions ear lier that in pre vious
times, teen ag ers hav ing sex with out pro tec tion, and cul -
tural ste reo types that only sex work ers can get STDs and
not pro mis cu ous men. When the in crease in STDs is com -
pared to the in crease in the pop u la tion, however, one can
actually see a slight decrease in the overall percentage of
STDs in the population.

Pap il lo ma and Condyloma In fec tions. Al though the ac tual
in ci dence of STD in fec tions is not known, there has been a
large in crease in the num ber of new di ag nosed cases, in
con junc tion with other in fec tions like gon or rhea, syph i lis,
nongonococcal uri nary tract in fec tions, trichomonas, and
HIV. Ninety per cent of the pre can cer ous le sions in the uter -
ine ma trix test pos i tive for the pap il lo ma vi rus. Be tween
75% and 80% of the atyp i cal cell cul tures in women be -
tween the ages of 15 to 25 show in fec tions of the hu man
pap il lo ma vi rus. Based on this, when tested, 40% of their
partners are also infected by the disease.

Gono coc cal In fec tions. Only 33% of acute cases of in flam -
ma tory pel vic dis ease (IPD or PID) test pos i tive on the Tayler 
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Mar tin test, but this re sult is in di rect re la tion ship to the be -
gin ning of the in fec tion and when the sam ple was taken. Half 
of the gono coc cus-in fected pa tients are asymp tom atic and
there fore can pres ent the fol low ing com pli ca tions: Asymp -
tom atic tuboperitoneal fac tors re sult in in fer til ity in 20 to
30% of pa tients, chronic pel vic in flam ma tory dis ease in 20 to 
25%, chronic pel vic pain in 5 to 15%, ectopic preg nan cies in
7%, and irregular menstrual cycles in 5%.

Syph i lis. The num ber of con gen i tal syph i lis cases has de -
creased in Co lom bia. In 1998, the fol low ing num ber of cases
were re ported in Co lom bia by re gion. Co sta Altántica, 64;
Amazonia, 25; Orinoquia, 21; Oriente, 193, in clud ing
Boyacá, Cundinamarca, Satanderes, Tomolina, and Bogotá;
and Occidente, 347, in clud ing Caldas, Antioquia, Chocó,
Quindío, and Valle. Two cit ies in the Occidente must be high -
lighted: Antioquia with 99 cases and Valle with 149 cases.
The in ci dence of re ported cases of con gen i tal syph i lis is 36.6
cases per 100,000 live new borns (Ministerio de Salud 1998,
1999).

Treatment
There are some for mal pro grams avail able for the treat -

ment of STDs. How ever, they are poorly or ga nized and not
fully de vel oped as of early 2001.

B. HIV/AIDS
JOSÉ MANUEL GONZÁLES and GLORIA PENAGOS

On Jan u ary 5, 1983, a 23-year-old woman, a known
pros ti tute, was hos pi tal ized at the Uni ver sity Hos pi tal of
Cartagena. She died four months later. She was the first per -
son to be of fi cially di ag nosed with AIDS in Co lom bia
(González 2000). Ac cord ing to the Co lom bian Co ali tion
Against AIDS, there are 200,000 peo ple liv ing with HIV
(González et al. 2000). Every hour some one new is in -
fected.

In 1997 and 1998, 81% of all re ported cases were be -
tween the ages of 15 and 44 years (Ministerio de Salud
1998). Even though the group most at risk for con tract ing
AIDS are ad o les cents, the gen eral pub li c con tin ues to re main 
un aware of the dan gers in volved. Of house holds with chil -
dren un der the age of 18 years, 63.3% be lieve that they were
not at risk of con tract ing HIV/AIDS. There was no dis cus -
sion on AIDS pre ven tion in 39% of house holds where there
were mi nors un der the age of 18 years.

Ac cord ing to the Co lom bian Min is try of Health, in
1986, there was one woman for every 47 men in fected with
HIV. In 1997, the ra tio was one woman to four males. It was
es ti mated that in 2001, the ra tio will be 1:1. The risk among
women is quite high and is be lieved to be re lated to the so -
cial ineq uity be tween men and woman. Women are kept at
the sub or di nate level so cially, by mar i tal sta tus, and eco -
nom i cally, which con trib utes to their in abil ity to ad e quately 
pro tect them selves. Con se quently, re li gious be liefs that re -
ject the use of con doms, anal sex at the in sis tence of the
male, fail ing to ac know ledge adul tery for fear of be ing ac -
cused of in fi del ity, all these fac tors and other sim i lar ones
lead to an increase in HIV/AIDS-positive women (Penagos
1997).

Sex ual con tact con sti tutes the pri mary mode of trans -
mit ting HIV/AIDS (Ministerio de Salud 1998). For fe -
males, hetero sex u al con tact ac counted for 91.5% of cases
of HIV in fec tion, blood trans fu sions for 1.7%, and 6.8% be -
came in fected dur ing de liv ery or perinatally. (No per cent -
age was given for other modes of trans mis sion, no ta bly in -
tra ve nous drug us age.) In men, 56.1% con tracted HIV
through hetero sex u al re la tions, 41.8% through homo sex u -
al/bi sex ual con tact, peri natal trans mis sion was 0.7%, and
by transfusions were 1.4%.

One of the most im por tant fac tors con trib ut ing to wards
the trans mis sion of AIDS is the lack of ad e quate in for ma -
tion. González (2000) con ducted a study with uni ver sity
stu dents, in which the fol low ing in for ma tion was found:

• 95% of the stu dents were un aware that anal pen e tra tion
is the most high-risk sex ual ac tiv ity that may lead to the
trans mis sion of AIDS;

• 78.9% were un aware that it may take three months or
more for an AIDS test to come up pos i tive once a per son
is in fected;

• 66.4% were un aware that it may take five to ten years to
de velop any AIDS-re lated symp toms;

• 48.1% were un aware that in di vid u als may trans mit HIV
as quickly as they have ac quired it; and

• 41.2% were un aware that se men is the body fluid that
car ries the high est con cen tra tion of HIV.

The study also found that 80.2% of men and 88.5% of
women be lieve that there is a high risk of con tract ing AIDS
while hav ing un pro tected sex with some one you do not
know. Fifty-six per cent of men and 66.9% of women be -
lieve that there is a high risk of con tract ing AIDS while hav -
ing un pro tected sex with an oc ca sional part ner; 14.8% of
men and 16.1% of women be lieve that there is a high risk of
con tract ing AIDS while hav ing un pro tected sex with a reg -
u lar part ner. As is ev i dent, there is a pop u lar mis con cep tion
that AIDS can only be trans mit ted through un pro tected sex
with a one-time part ner or an oc ca sional part ner. Con se -
quently, peo ple who are in new (ex clu sive) sex ual re la tion -
ships fail to prac tice safe sex. They do not take into ac count
pre vious sex ual part ners nor have they taken an AIDS test
(González et al. 2000).

Gen er ally, there is min i mal use of con doms. González
and col leagues (2000) found that 33% of males and 53% of
fe males have never used con doms dur ing vag i nal pen e tra -
tion. It was also re ported that 48.4% of men and 63.2% of
women never used con doms dur ing anal sex.

The Co lom bian Con sti tu tion of 1991 en acted laws that
pro tects the rights of all cit i zens. These laws stip u late that
any one liv ing with HIV/AIDS, with or with out fi nan cial
means, can re ceive so cial se cu rity ben e fits. Al though there
ex ists bud get ing and ad min is tra tive prob lems that may de -
lay the pro cess, ev ery one has the fun da men tal right to med -
i cal care, psy cho log i cal care, and phar ma co log i cal care.
Gen er ally, those in di vid u als liv ing with HIV/AIDS have
access to antiviral medication.

On June 12, 1997, the Co lom bian Min is try of Health
passed De cree #1543. It pro vides a stan dard ized pro to col
for peo ple with AIDS that in di cates their rights and ob li ga -
tions. The pro to col is as follows:

• Writ ten con sent from an in di vid ual is re quired in or der
to ob tain an AIDS test.

• A health care pro vider or in sti tu tion can not deny care to
some one di ag nosed with HIV/AIDS.

• Com pre hen sive care must be pro vided: psy cho log i cal,
bi o log i cal, and social.

• All re cords per tain ing to pa tient care must re main con fi -
den tial.

• Re quest ing an AIDS test to se cure or main tain ac cess in
an ed u ca tional fa cil ity, re li gious cen ter, po lit i cal group,
cul tural cen ter, re ha bil i ta tion cen ter, work place, or health-
re lated ser vices, or to gain en try to a coun try is strictly
prohibited.

• AIDS-test re sults may only be ex changed be tween pa -
tient and a qual i fied care giver.

• Guar an teed job re lo ca tion when needed.
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The de cree also cre ated CONASIDA (Na tional Coun cil on
AIDS). It is com prised of the Min is try of Health, Min is try
of Ed u ca tion, Min is try of Com mu ni ca tion, Min is try of Em -
ploy ment, Co lom bian In sti tute of Fam ily Wellness, Na -
tional In sti tute of Health, Pub li c De fen dants, the In sti tute of 
Drug Ad min is tra tion and Reg u la tions, ONUSIDA (AIDS
Or ga ni za tion of the United Na tions), rep re sen ta tives from
non govern men tal or ga ni za tions (ONGs), and ad vo cates for
AIDS vic tims. Gen er ally, peo ple who are liv ing with AIDS
are in volved in po lit i cal de vel op ment and de ci sion-mak ing
pro cesses, as rec om mended by ONUSIDA. Pres ently, the
ONGs are chang ing the image of AIDS from a “terminal
disease” to a “treatable chronic disease.”

AIDS-pre ven tion pro grams and as sis tance to vic tims of
AIDS are faced with se ri ous fi nan cial prob lems. There have 
been gov ern ment bud get cuts since 1998. Ad di tion ally, dis -
crim i na tion and re jec tion of AIDS vic tims are two prob -
lems that must be ad dressed in health and sexuality.

[Up date 2001: Ac cord ing to the CIA World Fact book,
the es ti mated adult prev a lence rate for HIV/AIDS in 1999
was 0.31%, with 71,000 Co lom bi ans liv ing with HIV/AIDS 
and 1,700 deaths be cause of the in fec tion. (End of up date by 
R. T. Francoeur)]

[Up date 2002: UNAIDS Ep i de mi o log i cal As sess ment:
The first AIDS case in Co lom bia was re corded in 1983. As
of De cem ber 2001, the re ported cu mu la tive num ber of per -
sons liv ing with HIV/AIDS was 19,603. Of this to tal, 6,437
are AIDS cases and 13,166 are HIV cases; 84.6% are males
and 15.4% are fe males. Ac cord ing to the Na tional Sta tis tics
Ad min is tra tive De part ment (DANE), there are 12,410 reg -
is tered AIDS deaths, al though only 3,645 AIDS deaths
have been reg is tered at the MOH; 807 of the DANE-reg is -
tered deaths are among chil dren youn ger than 15 years. Na -
tional es ti mates of the to tal num ber of peo ple liv ing with
HIV/AIDS vary from 139,000 to 148,000.

[Sex ual trans mis sion ac counts for 78.0% of re ported
cases, mother-to-child trans mis sion for 1.6%, and blood
trans mis sion for 0.6%. In 19% of reg is tries, mode of trans -
mis sion has not been re corded. Among those with known
sex ual trans mis sion, 47.7% were hetero sex u al, 34.0% homo -
sex u al, and 28.2% bi sex ual. The an nual male-to-fe male ra tio
has changed from 18:1 in 1986 to 4:1 in 2000. Of the to tal
num ber of HIV in fec tions re ported, 44% were in persons
aged 15 to 35 years.

[The first case of ver ti cal trans mis sion in Co lom bia was
re ported in 1987. Since then, 615 cases have been reg is -
tered, with a sus tained in crease since 1995. Anal y sis of the
re gional data col lected be tween 1990 and 1995, in con junc -
tion with the re sults of five sen ti nel anon y mous un linked
stud ies con ducted be tween 1992 and 1999, in di cates that
there are im por tant geo graph ical dif fer ences in the pre dom -
i nant mode of HIV trans mis sion through sex ual con tact. In -
jec tion drug us ers who have sex with men (IVISM con tact)
re mains pre dom i nant in Bogotá and in the cen tral west ern
re gion; in these ar eas, men who have sex with men ac -
counted for more than 50% of in fec tions reg is tered be tween 
1990 and 1995, with a male-to-fe male ra tio of 28:1 and 9:1,
re spec tively. In the Ca rib bean and in the north east ern re -
gions, HIV in fec tion has spread mostly through hetero sex u -
al con tact, with a male-to-fe male ra tio of 2:7.1. The es ti -
mated prev a lence among the adult gen eral pop u la tion is
0.37%. Sen ti nel stud ies have been con ducted in a var ied
num ber of cit ies. The larg est study, con ducted in 1999 in 11
cit ies, among preg nant women, fe male sex work ers, and
STD pa tients, found HIV-prev a lence rates of 0.2%, 0.6%,
and 0.8%, re spec tively. In 1999, a study conducted in
Bogotá among men who have sex with men showed an 18%
HIV-prevalence rate.

[The es ti mated num ber of adults and chil dren liv ing
with HIV/AIDS on Jan u ary 1, 2002, were:

Adults ages 15-49: 140,000 (rate: 0.4%)
Women ages 15-49: 20,000
Chil dren ages 0-15: 4,000

[No es ti mate is avail able for the num ber of adults and
chil dren who died of AIDS dur ing 2001.

[At the end of 2001, an es ti mated 21,000 Co lom bian
chil dren un der age 15 were liv ing with out one or both par -
ents who had died of AIDS. (End of up date by the Ed i tors)]Colombia: Sexual Dysfunctions, Counseling, andTherapies

11. Sexual Dysfunctions, Counseling,
and Therapies

JOSÉ MANUEL GONZÁLES

Un til the 1980s, sex ual dys func tion was un known as a
health-re lated prob lem. Tra di tion ally, treat ments for sex ual
prob lems were seen as some thing un nec es sary and even ex -
ces sive. Gen er ally, peo ple who suf fered from sex ual dys -
func tions failed to seek pro fes sional help be cause of em bar -
rass ment or guilt, even though, for more than 50 years, there 
have been pri vate in sti tu tions in Co lom bia that pro vided
sex therapy (González 1999c).

In the last five years, there has been an im por tant change
in the out look on sex ual dys func tion. The Na tional Pro gram 
on Sex ual Ed u ca tion has gen er ated a change in at ti tude to -
wards sex u al ity and sex ual health. There are now a few pro -
fes sion als who spe cial ize in clin i cal sexol o gy. An as so ci a -
tion of pro fes sional sex ther a pists has yet to be or ga nized. In 
the next few years, there will be an in crease in the quan tity
and qual ity of sex ther a pists be cause of the high demand for
their services.

Dr. Ro dri guez A. [sic] was the pi o neer in sex ual ther apy
in Co lom bia (González 1999c). He stud ied abroad in France, 
where he spe cial ized in reflexology. In the late 1940s, he re -
turned to Santafé de Bogotá, where he founded a clinic for
sex ual dys func tions. He trained pros ti tutes in col labor atively 
as sist ing in his pa tients’ treat ments. This is what is now
called sex ual sur ro gates, or body work ther a pists. How ever,
an an i mos ity de vel oped be tween Dr. Ro dri guez A. and his
col leagues that re sulted in law suits and other le gal prob lems.
Con se quently, Dr. Ro dri guez A. closed his in sti tute in
Santafé de Bogotá (Guerrero 1997) and shortly there af ter
opened a sex ual ther apy clinic in Fusagasuga. He died in the
late 1970s.

In the late 1960s, a group of doc tors and psy chol o gists,
in clud ing Heli Alzate, Ce cilia Car di nal de Mar tin, Octavio
Giraldo, and Ger man Ortiz Umana, de vel oped an in ter est in
sexol o gy and sex ual ther apy. In 1968, Heli Alzate of fered the 
first for mal courses in sexol o gy to med i cal stu dents at tend -
ing the Uni ver sity of Caldas in Manizales. Octavio Giraldo
of fered courses in sexol o gy to med i cal stu dents at the Uni -
ver sity of El Valle. In 1971, Celcilia Car di nal de Mar tin and
Ger man Ortiz Umana of fered coursework in sexol o gy at the
Uni ver sity of Rosario de Bogotá. José Manuel Gonzáles ini -
ti ated the coursework in sexol o gy in the Met ro pol i tan Uni -
ver sity of Barranquilla in 1976. Luis Dragunsky of fered
coursework on sexol o gy at the Uni ver sity of Santo Tomas in
Bogotá in 1977. Dur ing this time, the first texts on sexol o gy
were pub lished: Med i cal Sexol o gy in Sum ma tion (Alzate
1978), Lec tures in Sexol o gy (Dragunsky & González 1979),
and Ex plo ra tion of Human Sexuality (Giraldo 1981).

In May 1978, the Co lom bian In sti tute on the De vel op -
ment of Ad vanced Stud ies (ICFES) brought to gether a
group of spe cial ists to dis cuss and eval u ate the state of
sexol o gy as a sci ence: Heli Alzate, Ce cilia Car di nal de
Mar tin, Octavio Giraldo, José Manuel Gonzáles, and Ger -
man Ortiz Umana. They gen er ated an im por tant doc u ment,
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which stated spe cific rec om men da tions (ICFES 1978). As a 
re sult of this meet ing, the par tic i pants felt a need to de velop
a com mit tee that would co or di nate the ef forts and pub li cize
the find ings of stud ies that would support the development
of sexology in Colombia.

One year later, the Co lom bian As so ci a tion of Sexol o gy
was founded in June 1979. The orig i nal found ers were: Heli
Alzate, Maria Clara Arango, Mario Bedoya, Ce cilia Car di -
nal de Mar tin, Luis Dragunsky, Mario Gart ner, Octavio
Giraldo, José Manuel Gonzáles, Maria Ladi Londoño, Saulo
Munoz, Ger man Ortiz Umana, Fran cisco Sanchez, and Jorge 
Villarreal Mejia. The elected pres i dent was Heli Alzate. As a
con se quence, sex ther apy has de vel oped its own niche in the
larger cit ies. The group in Manizales has gen er ated the most
in ves ti ga tions and pub lished in ter na tion ally. The Cali group, 
with Octavio Giraldo, Mari Ladi Londoño, Javier Murillo,
Diego Arbelaez, Nelssy Bonilla, Monica Lozada, and other
col leagues, has been most ac tive in ad vo cat ing for the rights
of mi nor i ties and the op pressed: women and homo sex u als.
Two other ac tive groups, in Bogotá, Medellín, have pi o -
neered in the treat ment of pre ma ture ejacu la tion, erec tile
prob lems, pa tients suf fer ing from var i ous psy cho sex ual dys -
func tions, pro long ing the plea sure phase, trans sex u als, and
interesting ways of dealing with infertile couples (Acuña et
al. 1997).

Sex ther apy in Co lom bia is marked by sev eral char ac ter -
is tics (González 1999c):

• It is in ter dis ci plin ary, al though most of the pro fes sion als 
in the field are also trained in the med i cal or psy cho log i -
cal fields.

• It orig i nates mostly from be hav ioral psy chol ogy, cog ni -
tive psy chol ogy, and hu man de vel op ment, with lit tle ba -
sis in psy cho ther apy.

• It pro vides ad vo cacy for the rights of mi nor ity groups
and op pressed groups, spe cif i cally homo sex u als and
lesbians.

• Pri vate prac tice and col lege coursework solely ded i cated 
to sex ther apy is non ex ist ent. Most sex ther a pists have
main tained their or i gins in psy chol ogy and/or medicine.

• There is an ab sence of for mal train ing for sex ther a pists.
In 1983, Luis Dragunsky and José Manuel Gonzáles
founded the first ac cred it ing com mit tee, the Co lom bian
As so ci a tion of Sexol o gy (CAS). Only five sex ther a -
pists have been ac cred ited by CAS and very few Co lom -
bian sex ther a pists are ac cred ited by the Latin Amer i can
Fed er a tion of Sexological So ci et ies and Sexual Educa -
tion (FLASSES).

• There is ex ten sive cov er age by the mass me dia.

There has been ac tive par tic i pa tion by most sex ther a pists in 
the events spon sored by the Co lom bian As so ci a tion of
Sexology.Colombia: Sex Research and Advanced ProfessionalEducation

12. Sex Research and Advanced
Professional Education

BERNARDO USECHE

Gen er ally, sci en tific stud ies in Co lom bia are very scarce 
and poorly funded. In 1999, the to tal bud get ear marked by
Colciencias, a gov ern ment body re spon si ble for all stud ies
con ducted in Co lom bia, was ap prox i mately US$6,000,000. 
Only re cently have there been doc toral pro grams in the ba -
sic sci ences. How ever, there are no doc toral pro grams of -
fered in dis ci plines that could di rectly con trib ute to wards
the study of sexol o gy, such as phys i ol ogy, an thro pol ogy,
psy chol ogy, or so ci ol ogy. It is in this con text that we must
un der stand the lim ited de vel op ment of the study of human
sexuality in Colombia.

In re cent years, Abel Mar ti nez of the Uni ver sity of Ped -
a gogy and Tech nol ogy of Tunja has spe cial ized in the study
of Co lom bian Sex ual Ar che ol ogy (un pub lished). He  pre -
sents a po etic de scrip tion of sex u al ity dur ing the Span ish
Con quest, col o ni za tion, in de pend ence, and the be gin ning
of the Re pub lic. The study of the my thol ogy of the ab orig i -
nes and the key role the erotic played in the blend ing of the
races is ev i dent through out his work. In Daugh ters, Wives
and Lov ers, an thro pol o gist Suzy Bermudez dis cusses the
same timeframe cov ered by Abel Mar ti nez, the Span ish
Con quest to the Re pub lic. How ever, she took a fem i nist
per spec tive, deal ing with na tive women, Eu ro pean women,
Af ri can slave women, mar ried women, wid ows, and sin gle
women. Al though it was not her main ob jec tive, Bermudez
at tempted to clar ify how so cial class, eth nic ity, and age play 
an important role in understanding the history of women’s
sexuality in Colombia.

In the sec ond half of the 20th cen tury, Vir ginia Gutierrez
de Pineda (1975) led an im por tant an thro po log i cal in ves ti ga -
tion that set the foun da tion for the com pre hen sion of hu man
sex u al ity for Co lom bi ans. In her anal y sis and clas si fi ca tion
of the var i ous cul tural el e ments that cor re spond to the dif fer -
ent re gions of Co lom bia, Gutierrez ex plained the logic be -
hind the dif fer ent types of mar riages and po lyg amy, and the
sig nif i cance of pros ti tu tion and homo sex u ali ty thought to be
tol er ated but tac itly en cour aged by re li gious sub cul tures in
hopes of pre serv ing young women’s vir gin ity and pro tect ing
the in sti tu tion of mat ri mony. Her de scrip tion of fam i lies in
the sec ond half of the 20th cen tury is con sid ered to be a key
ref er ence for any one wanting to study the changes in the sex -
uality of Colombians at the end of the century.

Heli Alzate, an other pi o neer of sexol o gy in Latin Amer -
ica, de vel oped an ex ten sive and rig or ous cur ric u lum for the
School of Med i cine at the Uni ver sity of Caldas. He also
pub lished four books and nu mer ous sci en tific ar ti cles in
North Amer i can and Eu ro pean pub li ca tions. A mem ber of
the ed i to rial com mit tee of the Ar chives of Sex ual Be hav ior
for a quar ter cen tury, Alzate has the o rized a con cep tual
model of the func tion of erot ica and completed three studies 
pertaining to sexuality:

1. Eval u a tion of a cur ric u lum per tain ing to sex u al ity
(Alzate 1990);

2. Sex ual be hav ior of sec ond ary-level stu dents and uni -
ver sity-level stu dents (Alzate 1989; Useche, Alzate, & 
Villegas 1990; Alzate & Villegas 1994); and

3. Stud ies per tain ing to vag i nal erogeneity (Alzate 1985;
Alzate & Hoch 1986; Alzate, Useche, & Villegas 1989).

Alzate also eval u ated the knowl edge and sex ual at ti tudes of
his med i cal stu dents with an adapted ver sion of the Sex ual
Knowl edge and At ti tude Test, or SKAT, orig i nally for mu -
lated by Har old Lief. Later re sults from his mod i fied SKAT,
or ACSEX, in di cated that it is pos si ble to im part sci en tific
knowl edge and achieve a pos i tive at ti tude to wards sex u al -
ity uti liz ing coursework in sexol o gy, au dio vi sual me dia,
and ac tive class participation from medical students.

The stud ies of the sex ual be hav ior of the youn ger gen er -
a tion with sec ond ary- or uni ver sity-level ed u ca tion in one
of the most tra di tional and con ser va tive ar eas of Co lom bian 
cul ture give a fair pic ture of the evo lu tion of Co lom bian
sex u al ity in the past quar ter-cen tury, the in ci dence of first
sex ual en coun ters, the mo tives be hind sex ual ac tiv ity, the
types of cou ples, and, above all, the dif fer ences in sexual
behaviors between genders.

Of par tic u lar in ter est, in view of the sig nif i cant growth
of the women’s lib er a tion move ment in re cent years in Co -
lom bia, are sev eral stud ies on the erog e nous zones of the
va gina. Ac cord ing to these stud ies, the ma jor ity of women,
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if not all, have vag i nal erog e nous zones, fre quently lo cated
in the an te rior vag i nal wall, which, if stim u lated ap pro pri -
ately, will cul mi nate in or gasm. Co lom bian re search ers
con sid er this a vi tal fac tor in the con text of nor mal sex u al ity 
of the woman and also as im por tant in the treat ment of coital 
dys func tions of women. Alzate be lieves that the the o ries,
that have thus far been con cep tu al ized to ex plain these sex -
ual dys func tions, should be re vised. He also be lieves that
sex ther a pists who are con fronted with these is sues should
rec og nize the ne ces sity of re fer ring cli ents for gyne co logi -
cal ex ams so as to lo cate their erog e nous zones (Alzate
1997b). Alzate also in tro duced mod i fi ca tions of the hu man
sex u al ity func tion ing model orig i nally pro posed by Wil -
liam Mas ters and Vir ginia John son and later en riched by
Helen Singer Kaplan. Alzate’s prem ise was to “seek out and 
re spon si bly en joy plea sure.” Pres ently, there are no other
systemic studies by Colombians in the field of sexology
other than those provided by Alzate.

At the in ter na tion al level, pub li ca tions by Co lom bi ans in
the area of hu man sex u al ity are very scarce, al most non ex ist -
ent. How ever, there have been other un pub lished works that
orig i nated in Co lom bia. Flor ence Thomas’s 1994 Dis ser ta -
tion on Love and Com mu ni ca tion an a lyzed com mu ni ca tions
from a gen der per spec tive, and Guillermo Carvajal (1993)
com pleted a psy cho an a lytic vi sion of the ad o les cent. Pedro
Guerrero (1985) led a study on the use of erot ica in lit er a ture
by some of the most prom i nent writ ers in Co lom bia, and
Maria Ladi Londoño has pub lished nu mer ous ar ti cles deal -
ing with sex u al ity and re pro duc tive rights. In a re cent study,
also of note, is Ruben Ardila’s 1998 study of 100 male homo -
sex u als, which found that, gen er ally, these in di vid u als did
not have se ri ous adaptation problems, nor did they seem to
suffer from adjustment issues.

The Latin Amer i can Jour nal on Sexol o gy of Co lom bia
(ISSN 0120-7458), with a base in Co lom bia, serves as the
me dium for the Latin Amer i can Fed er a tion of Sexological
So ci et ies and Sex ual Ed u ca tion (FLASSES).

The Co lom bian So ci ety of Sexol o gy, founded in 1979,
has or ga nized ten con gress meet ings, sev eral sem i nars, and
other ac a demic events. These have in volved world-re nowned 
re search ers, among oth ers, Eli Coleman, John Money, Ira
Reiss, Eusebio Rubio, Luis Dragunsky, Jo seph LoPiccolo,
Andres Flores Colombino, and Ruben Hernandez.

Other sexological stud ies in Co lom bia have been con -
ducted by stu dents in their post grad u ate stud ies. These are
gen er ally non-funded and usu ally re main un pub lished.
Some of these stud ies have orig i nated from the Uni ver sity
of Bogotá (Bodner et al. 1999), Uni ver sity Si mon Bo li var
of Barranquilla (González 1999b; González et al. 2000),
and the Uni ver sity of Caldas in Manizales (Useche 1999).
Since the Min is try of Ed u ca tion es tab lished the Na tional
Pro ject on Sex ual Ed u ca tion in 1993, there has been a sig -
nif i cant in crease in the need for these stud ies. Pri vate uni -
versities have thus developed them.

In terms of the fu ture, we hope that the small group of
ded i cated and di verse Co lom bian pro fes sion als in ter ested
in sexological is sues will be able to con tinue their work
with sexological or ga ni za tions and in di vid u als around the
world, and thereby con trib ute to a more solid and in-depth
un der stand ing of hu man sex u al ity, if the eco nomic crisis in
Colombia allows.Colombia: References and Suggested Readings
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