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My work is about media and representation, and I’ve most recently been working on a project on hope and feminist theory, which has followed pretty much the same timeline as this seminar series. So I wanted to say something about a piece of work, on so called ‘online suicide’, that I’ve produced in that time, which it seems to me has been very much influenced by having this space in which to think. Affect is concept which has many layers that have intersected with my work: I’m interested in the power of media images to affect bodies, to move them as well as in what it means to be moved or unmoved, and how this relates to the possibilities or otherwise for  hope to survive. And finally – and this is something we’ve all been thinking through during this series – I’ve been reflecting on my own affective investments, desires, longings and how these get played out in what might seem like the quite detached work of academia. 
A central concern for me is the question of how affect is mediated. There is a whole area of dissent around biological versus cultural ways of accounting for it - and Eve Sedgwick for example -  gets into this in her reading of Silvan Tomkins – but for me this is particularly relevant to questions of contagion, of how bodies affect one another through digital networks. The subject of online suicide, then, brings into contact powerful and contradictory narratives of hope and despair. My own hope as a researcher is that it is possible to get beyond media effects, that the advent of new technologies has indeed made visible what was always already the case: that the relationship between consumers and media texts is neither as simple, nor as violent, as was previously supposed. At the same time, the idea of media effects is central to accounts of online suicide. As with violence and eating disorders, ‘the media’ are widely held accountable for causing subjects to take their own lives. What is interesting about this largely discredited theory is the extent to which it circulates in mass media: indeed, the press have been quicker to embrace ‘media effects theory’ than any other idea generated by media studies.  Indeed, this eagerness to take the blame, often expressed alongside a generalised contempt for media studies as a discipline, suggests not so much a mea culpa, a desire to take responsibility, as an expression of a will to power: in admitting to ‘causing’ negative effects (but not being willing to remove the forms of representation that are assumed to be causative), it is possible to detect a desire for power over the hapless reader, a desire to be able to affect the reader.  
Often this power is disavowed, shifted onto ‘other’ sections of ‘the media’ –computer games, ‘video nasties’, women’s magazines and so on – with the newspaper account implicitly claiming to speak for the reader, to point out that she is in a state of false consciousness imposed by these ‘dangerous’ media. The notion that internet use is so powerfully destructive as to be able to cause the depression and despair that lead to suicide is indistinguishable from the ‘hypodermic’ theory that characterised the early paranoia about the influence of mass media that followed from the unprecedented use of propaganda in two world wars. And I was thinking it’s perhaps no coincidence that one of the biggest moral panics in recent British history, the MMR vaccine scandal, literally concerned state vaccination programmes. In many ways, cultural anxieties about MMR, which focus on a supposed government cover-up of its negative effects as a possible cause of autism in children, can be seen as a very reductive  application of ideological critiques of mass media. So there is a wholesale buying into media effects theory that pivots on notions of affect – what is the appropriate way to be moved, the appropriate response, to a particular story and how this might stand in contrast to responses that are imagined as pathological, as excessive but at the same time are naturalised, something that can be seen in narratives about body image, for example, and about violence. This wholesale adoption of media effects theory is minimally concerned with challenges to the notion that subjects are empty vessels waiting to be filled with ideology and as anyone who has taught undergraduate media studies knows, it is notoriously difficult to divest students of this view which has been learnt from – ironically – the mass media. Such are the multiple ironies that characterise academic work in this area. Indeed, arguments against media effects theory have been some of the few academic debates to be taken up by the mass media and themselves become controversial – and In the 2005 edition of his classic text Moving Experiences, for example, David Gauntlett writes of the media controversy caused by what the press interpreted as a claim – at the height of hysteria over the murder of James Bulger - that children were immune to violence on television (2005: 1).
But I have argued in my work that this rational discrediting of ME theory isn’t quite enough, and this is where my own affective investments, responses, attachments as a theorist come into play. In the article I wrote that, in a field that consists of finding connections, what is the connection between online suicide and feminist theory? Above all, accounts of virtual suicide are particularly challenging to my own investment in feminist cultural theory. This challenge takes the form of an attack on hope which is at once an invitation to slide into despair: the invitation to despair is seductive; like the hopelessness of depression, despair in feminism can create a reality so pervasive as to feel irresistible. The clinging to hope, to life, that is central to resisting depression is also central to the attachment to feminism. The two feel interlinked. My hope for feminist theory is above all a hope that the ‘media effects’ model might be not simply falsifiable or capable of being argued against, but not true. It occurs to me now that this is a desire so incapable of being fulfilled as to have the status, rather, of faith. 
In allowing scholars to think through their own affective attachments to writing, to research, and to each other, this series has provided a space to think through what affect might be good for and how the affective turn might signify a hopeful way of thinking about the future of feminist theory.

