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Preface

About nine years ago, we decided to collaborate by combining our dis-
course analytic and psychological perspectives in a study of radio,
hotline and cyber talk about problems. We were curious to find out
how sufferers who are in an acute emotional state negotiate the mean-
ing of their troubled experiences with anonymous others. Guided by
theoretical and practical goals, we set out on a challenging journey of
exploration in the course of which we discovered a treasure compris-
ing intriguing figurative forms we named “organizing tropes”. A close
examination of these salient gems showed that they often encapsulate
the essence of the detailed and painful personal stories unfolded by
troubled selves visiting various sites where mental help is provided.
We also found out that these figurative constructions enhance the in-
teractive discussion of solutions and prevail over the limitations char-
acteristic of problem talk. In this book, we would like to share the in-
sights we gained with our readers, hoping that they will be able to ap-
ply them in research and in practice in other domains of life.

Deeply felt thanks are due to Monica Heller and Richard Watts, the
editors of the series and Rebecca Walter at Mouton who have sup-
ported our project from its inception until it became a full-fledged
book. We have been blessed with the help of Richard Watts, who has
provided us with wise and supportive observations and comments that
guided us at meaningful junctions of the book production. We are
grateful to the anonymous readers for their insightful comments. We
know that any remaining errors are entirely our own. We express our
gratitude to ERAN (The Israeli Hotline) and Izhak Gilat, its profes-
sional coordinator who collaborated with us in the writing of Chapter
5. We also thank Israel Broadcasting Authority, the Israel Defense
Forces Radio and the hosts Yovav Katz and Gideon Reicher for their
support. We are grateful to Tami Ronen for her ongoing support and
advice. We acknowledge with gratitude the students at Levinsky Col-
lege of Education and Tel Aviv University for their participation in the
collection of the radio corpus and those students who participated in
some of the analyses of problem talk. We are appreciative of the
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anonymous callers and digital writers we hosted in the book. Without
them, we would have never discovered the precious organizing figura-
tive language of problem discourse. And last but certainly not least, to
Batia, David’s wife and Arie, Irit’s husband for their immense love
and patience.
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16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.

“Amputating the cancerous leg”: Chapter 3.

“I was really like a mother to him”: Chapter 3.

“Life is like a jail”: Chapter 3.

“This puzzle — I have to find the missing part”: Chapter 3.
“One can talk about all kinds of subjects”: Chapter 3.

“Like you’re the world’s only sucker”: Chapter 3.

“In a big bang”: Chapter 4.

“I don’t know how to get close to my middle son”: Chapter 4.
“Am I their floor rag?”’: Chapter 5.

“The lion and the snake™: Chapter 5.

. “My life is a story in a book”: Chapter 5.

“Why not be ahead of my time?”: Chapter 6.

“I was the best source of light on the market”: Chapter 6.

“I produce a new mechanism that controls the addictive
behavior”: Chapter 7.

“That person didn’t have horns and didn’t have a beard”: Chapter
7.

“Everything simply started snowballing”: Chapter 8.

“I’m like a blender”: Chapter 8.

“But sex was always something strong inside”: Chapter 8.

“I’m not there today”: Chapter 8

“He becomes a nervous wreck that drags you along™: Chapter 8.

“She is condemned to slow and painful extinction and we live in a
daily hell”: Chapter 8.
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Chapter 1
Situating problem discourse in a postmodern
landscape

1. The troubled self visits actual and virtual sites

At the outset of the twenty-first century, troubled selves' wander about
a contemporary” landscape full of actual and virtual institutional sites’
that entice them to pay a visit in order to make sense of their experi-
ence. These sites comprise various therapeutic and counseling settings
such as long-term and short-term therapy, hotlines, support groups, as
well as the more public radio problem discussions and cyberspace fo-
rums.

Some sufferers, like The lion and the snake,* the metaphorical name
we gave the hotline caller whose problems are unfolded in Chapter 5,
avail themselves of the services of several sites at the same time. Once
these human beings have entered one of the sites, they publicize their
private emotion-laden personal stories’ (Macdonald 2003) and negoti-
ate possible solutions to their pressing problems with professional or
para-professional representatives of the institution.

In this book,” we set out to explore naturally occurring institutional
telephone and cyber problem discourse’ in order to attain theoretical
and action-oriented goals. In other words, we wish to describe and in-
terpret the meaning-making processes that take place in these sites and
then present our findings to our readers. The latter may wish to further
explore the domain or apply the insights gained in this book in prac-
tice.

Our corpora constitute unique empirical evidence. The participants
in goal-oriented telephone and cyber problem discourse are sufferers
who are frequently in an acute emotional — if not suicidal — state. As a
result, they experience a pressing need to speak or write about their
problems. Other participants are professional psychologists, radio
hosts and para-professional hotline volunteers whose institutional® goal
is to provide mental help.” This complicated discursive undertaking is
accomplished in a unique speech situation. While participants are
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faced with demanding tasks of problem presentation and negotiation of
candidate solutions (Buttny and Jensen 1995), they are often con-
strained by factors such as the tension between their respective goals
and lack of shared knowledge and/or a time limit, which may under-
mine communication.

How do troubled selves fare in such sites? What do they say about
them? What do the professional participants say about these sites that
purport to provide mental help, but in fact do not belong to the official
psychological establishment? Are the sufferers who seek help in such
sites actually given mental help?

Psychology-oriented quantitative studies of telephone and cyber
problem discourse in Israel provide partial answers to these questions
(Raviv and Abuhav 2003) by showing that both lay and professional
participants are aware of the advantages and disadvantages of these
services. Raviv and Abuhav (ibid.) mention the following advantages:
ample distribution of efficient psychological information and populari-
zation and advertisement of psychological services. The disadvantages
(ibid.) include time limit, which undermines the efficiency and the
depth of the telephone interventions, instant solutions, and overgener-
alized or erroneous conclusions regarding the caller’s problems.

Macdonald (2003) foregrounds the media perspective on the ther-
apystyle talk-shows where private experience is displayed in “its ‘raw’
state” (ibid.: 85). “Everything else — news, sitcoms, soap operas,
prime-time drama series — everything else is scripted, orchestrated, ex-
cessively edited, performed by good-looking professional actors with
great lighting, top-notch photography, background music — it’s all
canned” (Jerry Springer, as cited in Macdonald 2003: 86). The emo-
tionally charged public confessions made by lay persons often em-
power the rating-oriented talk-show hosts, who use the dramas un-
folded in their programs to advance their aims without solving the lay
sufferers’ problems (ibid.).

In the course of this book, we explore further the voices of suffering
individuals seeking help in naturally occurring telephone and cyber
sites. Following research that has shown that radio, hotline, cyber and
clinical problem discourse are particularly rich in personal stories
whose very engine is trouble (Bruner 1997), and using a qualitative
method that we developed, we examine the narrative and figurative
productions of the troubled selves presented in the book. We show



Institutional discourse: Between the panopticon and the workshop room 5

how these discursive patterns are related to each other and how self-
construction is negotiated and accomplished via them.

Before we shift our attention from the sites where problems are ver-
balized and interpreted by actual or virtual participants to a more theo-
retical realm where researchers reflect on these selves and the nature of
the sites they visit, we would like to show what a very troubled 15-
year-old adolescent said about cyber problem discourse — one of the
sites we visit in this book. Example (1) is an excerpt from a message
sent by this boy. In the message, the teenager describes the contribu-
tion of the virtual forum in helping him overcome his problems (see
Chapter 6):

Example (1) “The only place where | can speak about it”

Hi.

I’ve had these feelings for a year and a half, but only now have |
found my inner courage'® and shared my thoughts with other
people. And I’m afraid to see the school counselor because she
might send me to a psychologist or something like that, and at a
time like this [ don’t think that’s what I need. That’s why I wrote
to this site because it’s probably the only place where I can speak
about it without being afraid that some action will be taken
against me.

Nl HEN Be U A S

We will never know for sure if this boy opted to live or committed
suicide. Our interpretation of the messages he sent and the answers he
received suggest that this adolescent was saved by a spur-of-the-mo-
ment virtual rescue team whose anonymous members somehow man-
aged to shift the boy’s attention from his tormented past world to a
future world where life is worth living.

2. Institutional discourse: Between the panopticon and
the workshop room

Where can we locate the troubled minds visiting actual and virtual in-
stitutions on a historical axis? What are the characteristics of the post-
modern landscape in which these troubled selves wander? What are
the characteristics of the language that they use in the actual and vir-
tual sites where problems are unfolded and solutions co-constructed?



