Analyse what?
The theoretical tools of ideology, discourse, and intertextuality work at all times to control and influence power relationships. They are unavoidable, and, without being made explicit, usually unthinkable. This essay seeks to use these theoretical tools to investigate and analyse a web-based forum, looking at a range of interactions from July 2006 to October 2007. It finds that the tools are effective in the analysis of power relations and the actions of those involved in the communications system.
What system?

A communication system can be any number of things – from greeting cards to brochures to, increasingly, computer-mediated systems. One of the oldest systems is a Bulletin Board System, which has existed since the 1980s, allowed only a few participants to be connected at any time, has morphed over the past few decades into PHP and MySQL based systems allowing for many simultaneous users to remain connected and conduct discussions in near-real time. 

A web forum reflects aspects of other forms of communication. Discussions are grouped into areas regarding subject as threads, displayed in reverse chronological order – newest first – and users post responses to each other in chronological order within these threads. Users define their personalities as much by what they “wear” – their name, their avatar and their “signature” as much by the content of their posts. They follow the basic means of self-presentation to strangers as defined by Bortree (2005), and play out roles as they themselves work to define and are themselves defined by discourses – ideologies are fought over and around in the context of the subject matter and personality conflicts. 

This specific forum has a long history, starting in the mid-90s and going through many changes in control and leadership – moving servers and changing names, though usually with a fairly well defined cast of characters. The discourses present have allowed the institutions to reproduce themselves (Thwaites, 2002) across changes of URL, supporting different ideologies (as pushed by certain commercial interests, unescapable in this area) at different times. The Games Ranch is a forum which primarily exists to discuss videogames, though has a strong offtopic section, where all manner of subjects are discussed – though this is influenced by the dominant ideologies, as is to be expected (Thwaites, 2002). It is platform-agnostic, as games from all areas can be discussed, though this is shaped by the dominance of certain discourses, indicating suitable topics. 

This forum was chosen for analysis as the author has participated in the forum for some time now – long enough to see the more obvious ideologies present, though also in a way that allows one to enjoy delving deeper into the mechanics of the social structure present. To what extent does this small community reflect the workings and machinations of the larger? How applicable are findings about the wider world to a comparatively tiny, insular, very highly specific community? This system of communication is not invulnerable to the very same ways ideas are discussed and controlled in any other.
What tools?

To investigate and analyse this system, ideology seems a natural fit. Power relationships form a large part of any system of communication, and especially so in this case – aside from clearly defined power relationships of moderator/poster, where one can modify, ban or even obliterate a user, less clear relationships of power exist. Ideology, a product of discourse, is the process of exchanging signs, and the impact these have on the inclusion of exclusion of individuals or ideas (Thwaites, 2002). They allow ideas to seem commonsensical through the ways they are presented – as if the addressee has already fulfilled the role posited by the ideology (Thwaites, 2002). They are public meanings, constructed not in private, in the minds of individuals, but in the public sphere (Thwaites, 2002), through, in this case, discussion threads.

Ideology is a product of discourse (Thwaites, 2002). The definition of a discourse is hard to pin down, as the concept has encountered many modifications over the years (Mills, 2004), but can be defined as a “set of textual arrangements which organise and co-ordinate actions, positions and identities of the people who inhabit them” (Thwaites, 2002) – which is to say, the participants in the forum are themselves defined by the discourses they use. Their roles, functions of address, the power relationships carried in these roles, and the topics and themes discussed are all part of the power discourses hold. Discourses are rules that determine what can be spoken about through institutionalising statements with a historical and cultural context (Anderson & Bo Kaspern, 2000). Importantly for this forum, discourses allowed institutions to survive turbulent times. The language used reflected the social world, but also shapes the individual’s interactions with the society (Jaworski & Coupland, 1999).

All texts are inherently intertextual (Fairclough, 1992). To derive meaning from a text, it must, and can only be read in the context of other texts. In a system of communication such as this, based on the internet in an environment of massive interrelationships, intertextual arrangements are indeed a significant part of the way this system operates. Texts make their meaning through a background of other texts (Lemke, 1992) – this entire forum requires an understanding of the history and surrounding discussion of both videogames themselves, and of the system itself. Intertextuality is “the insertion of history into text and of this text into history” (Kristeva, 1980, in Lemke, 1992) – the way the text uses a historical backdrop to define itself, and in doing so adds to the history available for subsequent discussion.

What can these tools tell us?

Discoursive analysis allows us to inspect the language used by participants to construct themselves and the world around them, as it works to construct them. This will happen using any form of communication, be it the written word, or the images posted as part of their signatures (Fairclough, 1995). Participants use discourses surrounding specific consoles to define their personalities. One poster, Rocco, has consistently used Nintendo’s current “underdog” status to define his personality. He creates threads with the intention of antagonising the dominant personalities, often related to press releases or current events. The threads will quickly devolve into arguing and “flaming” – with Rocco attempting to retain control of the discussion, while the others are clearly enjoying their efforts to rile him up. Rocco uses discourses of unbiased factual reporting, a masculine style of speech (Easthorpe, 1990) in the thread Super Smash Brothers Brawl (Wii) – 4 PLAYER ONLINE CONFRIMED!, while other posters use discourses of technological innovation and progression to provoke a reaction. Pointy Cat posts 

That's it? I remember back in the PSO days of 2001 on DC when some people didn't have a keyboard the dpad was often used for pre-set messages. Voice chat wasn't an option then so it was the next best thing for those without a keyboard. But now? God dammit. 

Is Nintendo stuck in 2001 in yet another way? *sigh*
in response to news that the latest Nintendo game will not feature voice chat. He invokes the discourse of technological progress clearly in his reference to Phantasy Star Online (PSO), and uses it intertextually when referring to Nintendo being stuck in 2001. Later in the thread, another poster, Corey, sarcastically remarks that he “think[s] it's a good move because I keep getting sexually abused on Live and PSN”, mocking Nintendo’s stance on online gaming – that children must be protected from online predators by restricting methods of communication. This works intertextually to insert history into the text. In mocking Nintendo’s stance, he is in turn mocking Rocco, and working to protect the ideology of Microsoft’s current dominance in console ownership amongst members of this community. 
Powerful members of the community lend credence to this ideology, or set of ideas that shape the way we speak, in very concrete ways. Cletus, a moderator and one of the most powerful members of the forum, posts in the very same thread “Sounds awesome, will the Master Chief be at this event?” He speaks only of Microsoft’s biggest game, limiting, as discourses do, what may be discussed. The ideas of the ruling class are indeed, the ruling ideas.

Cletus’ power is reinforced in the thread So are they leaving or not? (Another Halo post. Ugh) when others refer to the power he wields to attempt to quell dissent over a game which is very popular in this forum, Halo 3. In a reaction to Corey questioning the technical prowess of this game, General Chaos posts “His verdict will be "banned". Stop pushing your luck.” This is an exceedingly clear attempt to control what is discussed by using real power. Where did this power come from in the first place? As the forum transitioned from one place to the next, discourses regarding power and technological superiority moved too: as Cletus has a large internet connection, he was able to host games for the members of the forum, and became known as “Uncle Cletus”. Cletus came to power, amongst others, when a vacuum was created due to circumstances which do not need to be described for the purpose of this essay. Discourses of technological superiority, manliness and aggression supported the institution of powerful moderators. These ideologies, as all ideologies do, worked to support the power of the dominant group (Eagleton, 1994).
The Games Ranch is a forum dominated by men. There is a single member who has identified as female, and the forum itself is controlled by very traditionally masculine men, such as Cletus.  The offtopic forum is particularly demonstrative of the impact the ideas of the ruling class have on the topics for discussion. When a thread is stickied, it is exempt from the reverse-chronological ordering that most threads encounter, bringing the most discussed subjects to the forefront of the overall discussion. In the offtopic forum, reserved for discussion regarding all subjects not explicitly related to videogames, there are four “stickied” threads. These are all sporting threads – AFL, NRL, cricket, and the UK Premier League. Each of these sports promotes status and competition, traditionally masculine traits according to Sinn (1997).
The offtopic forum, headed by four masculine threads, follows on to reveal a discussion framed by masculine ideologies. Wrestling, football, remote control toys, robots, and general technology dominates the discussion. In the secret, restricted access forum, Freemason’s Lodge, the discussion turns to the latest leaked nude pictures of Hollywood stars, girls, drugs and piracy, all in very masculine style – obscenity, banter, and simple fact (Easthorpe, 1990) are displayed in full flight. In this private forum, however, some of the participants are willing to reveal themselves. They are presumably writing more for people with whom they have formed close relationships, rather than being aware of the public domain in which they rest of the forum exists. This allows them to make less outlandish claims about themselves and their personality (Bortree, 2005). They use this chance to discuss things more openly, but dominant ideologies still reign: masculine topics rule the forum. 
Ideologies work to define what can and cannot be said or thought (Thwaites, 2002). In this context, this has the effect of restricting the number of posts made by members of the forum. If a participant’s opinions or taste in games does not fit the dominant ideology, they will be less likely to post as often. As a result, we see that members who do not hold opinions in common with those in power are less likely to post as much. Luro, once a prolific poster, has an exceptionally low count of only 64 posts (compared to the common number of >1000 posts). Lambchop, a pro-Sony poster once renowned for terrible spelling, has only 129 posts. New posters who do not support the dominant ideology also post little: false-alarm has only 38, though “lurks” on a regular basis. 
What does this all mean for communication theory?

The theories of ideology, discourse, and intertextuality work to provide a more lucid account of the inner workings of this forum. The ways in which ruling ideas of masculinity and support for Microsoft reinforce and subjugate users who do not support these ideologies are clear: discourses make it hard for them to gain traction against established powerful ways of speaking and thinking. 

Discourses and ideologies allow powerful users to dominate discussion, focusing content around their ideas and ways of being. Through the use of discourses, they build ways of speaking that make it possible to carry on power structures and institutions through turbulent times, assisting social cohesion. Ideologies of masculinity work to limit the discussion to “manly” topics and masculine games. These are all set against the unavoidable backdrop of intertextuality – inserting history into the texts, both of the broader videogame world and of the narrower domain of the forum itself.
The participants of this forum use the tools of discourse, ideology, and intertextuality without thinking – as we do, every day, in almost every social interaction. These concepts apply as easily to this forum as they will to any situation. They work to prove that truly, the ideas of the ruling class are the ruling ideas.
Reference list

Andersen H & Bo Kaspersen L (eds), 2000, Classical and modern social theory, Blackwell, Malden
Bortree D, 2005, Presentation of self on the web: an ethnographic study of teenage girls’ weblogs,  Education, Communication & Information, vol 5, no 1
Eagleton T, 1994, Ideology, Longman, London

Easthorpe A, 1990, What a man’s gotta do: the masculine myth in modern culture, Paladin, London
Fairclough N, 1992, Intertextuality in critical discourse analysis, Linguistics and education, vol 4, issues 3-4, p269

Fairclough N, 1995, Media discourse, Edward Arnold, London

Jaworski A & Coupland N (eds), 1999, The discourse reader, Routledge, London

Lemke J, 1992, Intertextuality and educational research, Lingustics and education, vol 4, issues 3-4, p257

Mills S, 2004, Discourse: the new critical idiom (2nd ed), Routledge, London 
Sinn J, 1997, The predictive and discriminant validity of masculinity ideology, Journal of Research in Personality, vol 31, issue 1, pp117-135
Thwaites T, Davis L, & Mules W, 2002, Introducing cultural and media studies, Palgrave, London

Appendix
Super Smash Brothers Brawl (Wii) – 4 PLAYER ONLINE CONFRIMED!, http://www.games-ranch.com/forum/viewtopic.php?t=3524 last accessed 5 Oct 2007
So are they leaving or not? (Another Halo post. Ugh),  http://www.games-ranch.com/forum/viewtopic.php?p=103300 last accessed 5 Oct 2007

Viewing profile:: The Games Ranch, http://www.games-ranch.com/forum/profile.php?mode=viewprofile&u=41 last accessed 5 Oct 2007

Viewing profile:: The Games Ranch, http://www.games-ranch.com/forum/profile.php?mode=viewprofile&u=234 last accessed 5 Oct 2007
Viewing profile:: The Games Ranch, http://www.games-ranch.com/forum/profile.php?mode=viewprofile&u=36 last accessed 5 Oct 2007

General Games and Hardware, http://www.games-ranch.com/forum/viewforum.php?f=1, last accessed 5 Oct 2007

Sport / Movies / DVD / Music / Retro, http://www.games-ranch.com/forum/viewforum.php?f=3, last accessed 5 Oct 2007

Freemason’s Lodge, http://www.games-ranch.com/forum/viewforum.php?f=10, last accessed 5 Oct 2007
