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Abstract
This study examines processes of psycho-cultural change amongst women who

participated in a self-defense course designed for women. The core assumption of the
study is that one’s psycho-cultural models, and the cultural polysystem in which one
operates, regulate their reactions to new psycho-cultural models that are suggested in
a psychological intervention, such as the self-defense course in question.

Self-defense programs designed for women are guided by the assumption that
violence directed towards women is a specific form of violence, and that women’s
different reactions to violence are products of gender socialization. Hence, most self-
defense programs for women teach the participants new ways of performing a more
assertive and reactive femininity that entails capability of self-defense. These ways
involve body language practices, and new patterns of feeling, thinking and behaving.
These changes are seen as events which empower women.

Previous studies conducted by psychologists and sociologists examined the changes
experienced by women who participated in self-defense classes. Most studies have
focused on the psychological changes, especially empowerment, sense of agency, and
changes in self-efficacy and self-perception. These studies also found changes in
beliefs, social interactions, gender constructions, and higher levels of self-confidence,
assertiveness and self-image (De Welde, 2003; Hollander, 2004; Hollander, 2009;
McCaughey, 1998; Brecklin, 2008; Weitlauf, Cervone & Smith, 2000; Gidycz et al.,
2006; David, Simpson & Cotton, 2006). However, recent studies raise questions about
the reliability and effectiveness of women’s self-defense programs, mainly with
regard to their ability to teach new patterns, and to sustain their positive outcome
(Brecklin, 2008).

Against this background, the current study examines changes in self-defense classes
for women, using theoretical and methodological tools from the fields of culture
research and cultural psychology. | use theories of cultural models, repertoire and
polysystem theory (Swindler, 1986; Even-Zohar, 1997; Lahir, 2008), and elaborate on
the concept of ‘Psycho-Cultural Models’: a specific kind of cultural models, which
construct one’s mind and psychological functioning.

The present study examines change in psycho-cultural models as related to
participation in a self-defense course. In this perspective, a self-defense course is seen
as a socio-cultural location in which participants may acquire new psycho-cultural

models.

164



[IURY D D'"NIAAN 12'09 0'ATI NI'MIAYN NIdDYN 78M9 NN

This study sets out to examine the following questions: (1) How does a change
occur in a personal repertoire of psycho-cultural models? (2) How does such change
relate to the cultural polysystem relevant to the individual? (3) By examining
psychological change through the aforementioned theories, what can be learned about
psychological change, specifically in women’s self-defense courses?

This study includes a comparative investigation of three case studies: three women,
between 25 and 30 years old, who participated in Impact, a self-defense program (for
information see:

http://www.elhalev.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=69
&ltemid=99&lang=he).

In order to evaluate the psycho-cultural effect of the course on these women, I

interviewed and observed them at three different points in time. For each participant,
a basic repertoire of psycho-cultural models was identified before the course; changes
to this repertoire were examined during the five weeks of the course; and again three
months after it ended. This was done with a view to examine the change in
participants’ repertoire of psycho-cultural models following the introduction of new

models in the course.

Theoretical Background

The study proceeds from the culture-research perspective. At the heart of the
cultural approach lies the assumption that culture — much like biology and psychology
— affects human behavior at all levels, from the micro level — the individual — through
the dyad, triad, group, organization and society, and up to the macro level — global
and virtual culture. Culture is the “tool box” (Swidler, 1986) which we use to bring
forward any human action, emotion and thought.

In various disciplines it has been suggested that cultural influences human action by
providing it with patterns for perception and action, sometimes known as “cultural
models” (Mesquita & Walker, 2003 ;Swidler, 1986 ;Quinn, 1987 ;Holland, 1987 ;
D’Andrade & Strauss, 1992 ;Markus & Hamedani, 2007 ;Sheffy, 1997). It is assumed
that the origin of these patterns is cultural, meaning that they are not innate. During an
individual’s life, one moves in different socio-cultural spaces and belongs to different
communities. In each of these spaces, one acquires patterned cultural knowledge that
enables them to perform all activities. These patterns are internalized so as to become

a part of “the person”, in a way that feels natural and inherent (Bourdieu, 2004). In
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Bourdieu’s terms, the habitus is intended to capture the unconscious internal
mechanism that converts external social patterns into internal mental ones.

Guided by the cultural models hypothesis (Even-Zohar, 1997; Sheffy, 1997;
Swidler, 1986), we see these patterns of cultural knowledge as cultural models,
having a complex configuration, resembling a flow-chart, or a sort of matrix. At any
given moment, individuals have several available cultural models which they know
how to use, aggregated in a repertoire. Unconsciously and according to context, a
person chooses which models to activate in order to gain “profit” — “symbolic capital”
in Bourdieu’s terms — to be given to them by their partners in interactions, if they
perform the chosen pattern in the correct cultural way.

The current study is also based on current knowledge in the cultural psychology
field, according to which the cultural world and the mental world construct one
another (Kanagawa, Cross, & Markus, 2001; Markus & Hamedani, 2007; Kashima,
2000; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Thommen & Wettstein, 2010) . Such thinking
seeks to bridge the dychotomy between the individual and the society, the
psychological and the cultural. Psychiolgical phenomena are constructured from
social actions and cultural conceptions — and relflect them.

Yet, in the field of cultural psychology there is almost no mention of patterns. The
present study tries to combine the cultural models tradition with the cultural
psychology tradition, thus creating mental-cultural patterns. The study offers a
conceptualization of Psycho Cultural Models: a specific kind of cultural model that
constructs the mental world — ways of thinking, feeling, behaving, patterns of self-
esteem, self-conceptualization, sense of self, etc.

Following Bourdieu, Bernard Lahir (2008) further develops the idea that habitus
does not function in the same manner in any location and under any circumstances.
The more an individual is placed in a multiplicity of non-homogeneous and even
conflicting social contexts, the more heterogeneous their repertoire of cultural models
(inclinations, habits or skills, in Lahir’s terms) would be. They would have a wider
variety of possible cultural models to activate in various contexts, locations and
interactions. The main question that interests Lahir is how cultural models work in the
individual which he names “the social individual”: How do models become socially
constructed, embedded, assimilated or transferred? How can they be reconstructed?
How can one put them in motion or suspend them? Lahir tries to find out whether

models fade away or vanish if they are not in use. Can training ruin existing models?
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Are there stronger or weaker inclinations? How do different assimilated inclinations
organize together?

In this study, Lahir’s questions are adopted in order to help examine the
psychological change in self-defense courses, change that is defined as a shift in the
repertoire of psycho-cultural models. The study deals with factors that affect shifts,
and different kinds of shifts, such as training, adoption, rejection, bringing near,
distancing, etc.

Prior studies proceeded from the assumption that the factors regulating the mental
change in self-defense courses are “purely” psychological by nature. Those studies
explored the role of cognitive and emotional processes in producing the desired
change (McCaughey, 1998; Hollander, 2009; Hollander, 2004; De Welde, 2003;
Brecklin, 2008; Gidycz et al., 2006; David, Simpson & Cotton, 2006). Thinking in
terms of psycho-cultural models, however, implies that such psycho-cultural change
that occurs during the course are determined by factors related to the cultural
polysystem. Moreover, assuming that psycho-cultural models carry certain culturally-
determined symbolic values, these models are thus seen as social resources. The
unconscious employment of one model or another is what grants the individual with a

symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1985).

Methodology

Each of the three women who participated in the study were examined three times in
different ways: (1) An in-depth semi-structured interview before the course; (2)
Videos and recordings from the course; (3) An in-depth semi-structured interview
three months after the course.

Materials were analyzed using interaction analysis, narrative analysis, thematic
analysis and psychological-cultural discourse analysis (Wetherell, 2007; Li & Arber,
2006; Shields, 2005; Hunt & Miller, 1997; Condor, 2000; Bucholtz, 1999; Snow &
Anderson, 1987; Edwards, 1999; Coupland, 2008). A special emphasis was given to
identify the models that enable the speakers to construct feelings of fear and threat,
conceptions of gender, estimations of capability and ability, and other themes which
prior studies have attributed to psychological change in self-defense course.

The aim of the analysis was to identify recurring patterns in the participants’
conduct: (1) Patterns of physical conduct that can be observed and analyzed; (2)

Psycho-discursive practices (as defined in the field of discursive psychology, see
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Wetherell, 2007), i.e. patterns of speech, which a person uses to construct their
identity and inner world.

The aim of studying these patterns in three different time points and contexts is an
attempt to understand the influence of participation in self-defense courses on the

repertoire of psycho-cultural models of each of the subjects.

Findings

Although the three research subjects were exposed to the same psycho-cultural
models inculcated by the Impact self-defense course, each of them adopted these
models differently, according to their specific socio-cultural position prior to their
participation in the course. While traditional quantitative research tools, as used in
many psychological studies, would catalog these three women as going through the
exact same psychological change, the qualitative cultural tools reveal the nuances of
individual change that each woman underwent. Apart from being affiliated to a
specific cultural polysystem, their differentiated change-trajectories also entail better
prediction as to how sustainable this psychological change may be.

The analysis shows that each woman identifies in her world a repertoire of psycho-
cultural models, which lead to her performance of self. Each woman organizes these
models in an internal map, positioning herself at every given moment close to or far
away from specific models, according to the symbolic capital she ascribes to these
models . The socio-cultural change is expressed by transformations of the person’s
internal map, and her self-positioning on this map. These changes are affected by
each woman’s polysystem, which determines both the value she ascribes to each
model and the symbolic capital she might gain or lose as a result of these changes.

The main finding of this study is that one’s socio-cultural system regulates one’s
reactions to new psycho-cultural models. Each woman’s cultural polysystem has
opened specific routes of change while blocking others, which might have been
available to another woman.

The regulation of psycho-cultural change by the cultural polysystem is defined in
this study as a psycho-cultural “window of tolerance”. While learning new psycho-
cultural models, each one of us has a specific window of tolerance. The degree to
which this window opens, and the time frame before it shuts, affects the efficiency of

the learning process, and is dependent on one’s cultural polysystem.
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Following cultural polysystem and cultural repertoire theories (Even- Zohar, 1997,
Swidler, 1986; Sheffy, 1997), one does not internalize a model, unless that model has
a “set value” that entails one’s gain of symbolic capital. The cultural polysystem, in
fact, functions as a regulating system that controls shifts in one’s repertoire of psycho-
cultural models. Hence, in order to create mental change — assuming that it always
involves shifts in one’s repertoire of psycho-cultural models — we need to be attentive
to each and every one’s psycho-cultural window of tolerance.

It follows that change in the mental mechanism of “the social individual” depends
on the social-cultural context, in at least two important aspects, namely: First, the
factor that encourages psychological change should be in accordance with one’s
polysystem, in order to understand the specific characteristics of one’s window of
tolerance. Such knowledge will enable to better predict which new cultural models
may be easily adopted.

Second, psychological intervention programs, such as self-defense courses, may in
themselves entail long-term, complex processes, thus constituting a cultural system
from the viewpoint of the participants’ lives. If so, the psychological intervention
program could take an active role in determining the window of tolerance’s maximal
opening duration, and better controlling which new models might be assimilated in

the individual’s psycho-cultural repertoire
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