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Research Purpose


The purpose of this research is to explore the experiences of five women from a southern university, of being sexual in a religious/spiritually restrictive childhood environment.  Being sexual includes; having sex both with the opposite gender and same gendered partners, oral sex, and also pre-marital sex. Religious/spiritually restrictive environment means growing up in an atmosphere where participant’s religious/spiritual teachings and messages received about sex was either discouraging or that sex was only acceptable in certain situations. These messages could have been verbal, non-verbal, spoken, written, from teachers, parents, or religious leaders.
Specifically, the research questions guiding this study are; how do the participants describe the messages they received from their religious/spiritual teachers about sexuality? Also, how do the participants perceive the role(s) of messages from their religious/spiritual teachers informing their outlook and decisions about sex? 
Rationale


From this study I hope to understand how women are able to process the information they are given at a young age about sexuality from their religious/spiritual teachers.  Many if not all religions have strong feelings about sexuality and they make sure that children understand these feelings. During adolescence and even into college age, women are trying to figure out their own value systems separate from their parents, this includes their values about sex (Rice, 1999). Sometimes these values are congruent with their religious/spiritual teachings and sometimes they are not.  Therefore, I want to know did someone tell them it was okay to change their beliefs.  Did they read about sexuality somewhere? Or did they just decide that their old religious/spiritual value systems were not working for them anymore? 

I think this topic is an important area to look into because for a woman to be fully sexually satisfied, she must have open communication with her partner about her desires.  According to Punine and Carey (1997), sexual satisfaction is highly dependant on the man’s understanding of the woman’s preferences. Therefore, the woman must not only be able to communicate these preferences, she must also know what they are as well.  

This study would be primarily for women, specifically college age.  I think college is a time when woman are trying to learn about themselves and figure who they are and what their purpose will be in life. Hence, they are trying to better understand their sexuality as well. So, college age women will need this information the most. However, all women may benefit from this research.

Most of the research about sexuality and attitudes has focused on what participant’s attitudes are towards sexuality, not how they developed the attitudes (Wells & Twenge, 2005; Goldfarb et al, 1988). Therefore, this study will look at how the participants were able to expand their attitudes and beliefs about sexuality. Much of the research in this area looks at the differences in attitudes towards sexuality for a man and a woman (Zucherman, Tushup, & Finner, 1976).  However, this research does not consider how these differences occur, simply that they do.  Research in this area also looks at guilty feelings that participants may have about certain sexual acts such as masturbation (Abramson & Mosher, 1975; Davidson & Darling, 1990). However, this doesn’t look at why some people feel guilty and others do not.
 Davidson, Darling, and Norton (1995), have done research about the effects of religion on sex. This research is very good and a helpful place to start, however, the article defines a religious person as a certain number of times attending church a month. I think that religion and especially spirituality go much deeper than church attendance. Many spiritual people do not even attend church, however, that does not mean they never received messages about their sexuality.  So, I feel that a large population was left out of this study simply for not attending church. This research will look at more than church attendance to qualify as religious/spiritual person. Hence, this research will pick up where the previous research left off.   
Subjectivities


I was raised as a Catholic, and was taught very specific things about sexuality.  First of all, you never talk about sex, you never think about sex, and you never ask questions about sex.  Also, the only time sex is acceptable is between a married man and woman. In addition, contraception is wrong, one should only use natural family planning, masturbation is wrong, and homosexuality is wrong as well. 


So, when I was old enough to think about these things the Catholic Church has hammered into my head, I decided I was going to come up with my own value and belief system. I’m not really sure what prompted me to do that, mainly I think I did not agree with what they taught. I knew I did not feel right about their teaching so I struggled to find what did feel right to me. This caused me a significant amount of guilt. I felt guilty for thinking differently than what I was “supposed” to think, I felt guilty every time I acted in a way that was not consistent with how I was “supposed” to act, and sometimes I still do. 

 I assume that women who grew up in a religiously restrictive environment were taught things similar to me. I also assume that these women do not have very satisfying sex or if they do, they feel guilty about it. I believe that these women were not taught about intimacy and sex. I believe things that were taught in church about sexuality affect people’s sexuality. I also think that religious/spiritual women are less likely to use toys in their sex, play games, role play, and other things that are thought to be “slutty”. These are the kinds of things I expect to hear in my research. 

The participant that I have decided to interview is a friend. I chose to interview her because I know she is open and honest and that she trusts me.  I also know that she grew up in a religiously restrictive environment and that she lives with her fiancé, they are not married yet. Therefore, I knew she would fit in with my research. For the other four women, I will also choose friends who fit this research problem.

I am interested in this topic because of my own religious background and the guilt it still causes me. I would like to learn how other women have been able to silence their guilt. I also was guided by a professor who is interested in this area and helped me to determine how important this it to me in my life. Lastly, I think that sexual satisfaction in life is very important and a life without it can be very frustrating. So, I want to help women to know it is okay to seek sexual satisfaction in a way that will still keep them consistent with their religious/spiritual beliefs.
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