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Abstract The rise of the press, radio, television and other mass media enabled the develop-
ment of an independent institution: the ‘Fourth Estate’, central to pluralist democratic processes.
The growing use of the Internet and related digital technologies is creating a space for network-
ing individuals in ways that enable a new source of accountability in government, politics and
other sectors. This paper explains how this emerging ‘Fifth Estate’ is being established and why
this could challenge the influence of other more established bases of institutional authority. It
discusses approaches to the governance of this new social and political phenomenon that could
nurture the Fifth Estate’s potential for supporting the vitality of liberal democratic societies.
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The Emergence of a New Pluralist Democratic Institution

The historical conception of feudal societies being divided into ‘estates of the
realm’ can be up-dated in a way that is useful for understanding developments in
contemporary network societies. In pre-revolutionary France and England, for
example, these estates were identified as the clergy, nobility and commons.2 In the
eighteenth century, Edmund Burke (as reported by Thomas Carlyle) identified the
press as a Fourth Estate, arguing: 

… there were Three Estates in Parliament; but, in the Reporters’ Gallery
yonder, there sat a Fourth Estate more important far than they all. It is not a
figure of speech, or witty saying; it is a literal fact—very momentous to us in
these times.3

Since then, radio, television and other mass media have been enfolded with the
press into the Fourth Estate, which has become an important independent demo-
cratic institution. The passing of feudal society has led many to redefine the estates.
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In the US, for instance, the estates have come to be most often linked to the
separation of powers in legislative, executive and judicial branches of government.
But the press remains identified as a Fourth Estate in many liberal democratic
societies.

In the twenty-first century, a new institution is emerging with some characteris-
tics similar to the Fourth Estate, but with sufficiently distinctive and important
features to warrant its recognition as a new Fifth Estate. This is being built on the
growing use of the Internet and related information and communication technolo-
gies (ICTs) in ways that are enabling ‘networked individuals’4 to reconfigure access
to alternative sources of information, people and other resources. Such ‘networks
of networks’5 enable the networked individuals to move across, undermine and go
beyond the boundaries of existing institutions, thereby opening new ways of
increasing the accountability of politicians, press, experts and other loci of power
and influence. These are neither personal nor institutional networks, but
networked individuals. This reflects many attributes of Manuel Castells’ conception
of a ‘network society’6 and which are similar to what have been called ‘Internet-
enabled networks’.7

This paper explores the nature and implications of the Fifth Estate, highlighting
why it has the potential to be as important in the twenty-first century as the Fourth
Estate has been since the eighteenth century. It begins by placing the notion of the
Fifth Estate within a wider conception of the societal implications of the Internet,
and then sketches more details of its characteristics and uses, based on evidence
across a range of research findings. It concludes by looking at the main threats to
the vitality of the new estate and explores the governance approaches that could
help to maintain and enhance its role.

The Internet as Distinct from the Mass Media

Some have argued that computer-based communication systems like the Internet
are essentially a new medium, building on traditional media.8 This media-centric
view has led to the Internet being seen as simply an adjunct of an evolving Fourth
Estate. Many of those who acknowledge that some aspects of the Internet compose
something distinctive also have a limited notion of new digital media as being
essentially a complementary form of news publishing—a blogosphere or online
digital add-on to the mass media.9

The Politics of the Internet in Society

The Internet’s broad social roles in government and politics have similarities with
that of traditional media. However, it differs from traditional media, particularly in
opening up to greater social accountability many other institutional arenas, from
everyday life to science. This needs to be understood in the context of some
common views on the political role of the Internet for society at large as being
perhaps irrelevant, deterministic or socially shaped. These can be grouped into
three main perspectives: 

1. An emphasis on technical novelty. A view of the Internet as a ‘passing fad’10 focuses
on the supposed ephemeral nature of the Internet in comparison with other
institutions and previous media. For a time, this included the major players in
the field of information technology11 who were slow to recognize the increasing
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importance of this form of networking. With time, this passing-fad thesis has
become less credible as Internet use has continued to grow and diversify
around the world. However, it continues to arise around particular themes,
such as regarding the Internet as just a transient novelty in political campaigns
and elections.

2. Technologies of freedom v. control. One claim is that the Internet tends to democra-
tize access to information and undermine hierarchies. For example, de Sola
Pool12 saw Internet-based networks as inherently democratic ‘technologies of
freedom’ through which individuals can network with people, information,
services and technologies in ways that follow and reinforce their personal self-
interests. In contrast, others13 contend that institutions will adopt, design and
use the Internet to enhance their control of existing institutional structures and
organizational arrangements. This is illustrated by e-government initiatives that
enhance existing institutional arrangements; or in the dystopian vision14 of a
‘surveillance society’ where pervasive networks of CCTV cameras and other
digital means are used to monitor and control citizens’ behaviour.

3. The Internet as a ‘network of networks’. This conception moves on from the largely
technologically deterministic freedom v. control debate to accept that the Inter-
net can support and reinforce many different forms of networking,15 each
shaped by its stakeholders to reinforce or challenge the interests of individuals
or organizations that form the Fifth Estate. These networks provide connections
not only in the one-to-many pattern of the mass media, but also one-to-one,
many-to-one, many-to-many, and so on.

The Fifth Estate: Interplay between Individual and Institutional Networks

Enhancing Citizens’ Communicative Power

The view outlined here of the social shaping of ICTs by developers, users and
regulators highlights why technologically-deterministic thinking that extrapolates
the societal implications of a technology from knowing some of its key features
has been a major factor contributing to the generally poor track record of many
forecasts in this field.16 However, as explained in this paper, the social shaping
view enables the implications of technical change to be revealed by observing
patterns of Internet use and impact over time. For example, networks can be
designed to operate as horizontal peer-to-peer communications—or can
be created for much more hierarchical and centralized structures. Their aims can
be to emphasize broad social objectives or to bolster a more individualist view-
point by delivering entertainment for a ‘daily-me’ of news or entertainment.17

More generally, the networks comprising the Fifth Estate have two key distinctive
and important characteristics: 

1. The ability to support institutions and individuals to enhance their ‘communi-
cative power’18—the use of ICTs to form networks that can then lead to real-
world power-shifts, but which does not mean the Internet on its own can give
new real power to its users. This enhancement of communicative power is
achieved by affording individuals opportunities to network within and beyond
various institutional arenas.

2. The provision of capabilities that enable the creation of networks of individuals
which have a public, social benefit (e.g. through social networking websites).
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The self-selected, Internet-enabled individuals who have a primarily social aim
in their networking activities often break from existing organizational and institu-
tional networks, which themselves are frequently being transformed in Internet
space. For example, local government officials can engage with individuals on
community websites within and beyond their constituencies.

Reconfiguring Access to the Fifth Estate

The Internet and related ICTs can play a central role in ‘reconfiguring access’19 to
people, information, services and other resources. This helps to explain how
patterns of digital divides and choices can change the communicative power of
individuals, groups and nations. Such an understanding cannot be used to forecast
the societal implications of the Internet. Instead, it indicates that outcomes are
inherently unpredictable, at micro and macro levels, because they depend on the
interaction of numerous strategic and non-strategic choices made by actors about
how they seek to shape access to and from the outside world, in what could be
called an ‘ecology of games’.20 This is shown, for instance, in the strategies of
government agencies, politicians, lobbying groups, news media, bloggers and
others trying to gain access to citizens over the Internet.

The Internet can reconfigure access in two fundamental ways. First, it can
change the way we do things, such as how we get information, how we communi-
cate with people and how we obtain services and access technologies. Secondly, and
perhaps more fundamentally, its use can alter the outcomes of these activities. It
changes what we know, whom we know, whom we keep in close touch and what
services we obtain (e.g. through e-government), as well as what technologies we use
and what know-how we require to employ them. ICTs can also reconfigure access
by: changing cost structures, eliminating or introducing gatekeepers and expand-
ing or contracting the geography of access. They can also overcome geographical
barriers, as the Internet could make geography more important because it could
enable people to be where they need to be to have face-to-face communication.

Particular attention in the context of the Fifth Estate needs to be given to the
ability of digital networks of networks to reconfigure access by giving greater or
lesser control to users (citizens, viewers, readers and consumers). An appreciation
of how the use and diffusion of technologies is socially shaped reveals why the
development of any particular platform has not been inevitable, including those
supportive of a Fifth Estate. Instead, they have developed over time through the
unpredictable interaction of strategic or unintentional choices by many actors with
many different competing and complementary objectives.

The outcomes of decisions in this ecology have opened up opportunities for
individuals to network in varied ways. This can blur the boundaries of households,
organizations, institutions and nations as the networks enable individuals—not
only institutions—to create local and global networks. That is shown in the mobili-
zation of political and financial support around the world for causes as varied as
climate change, promotion of terrorism and struggles against state control.

Earlier Conceptions of the Fifth Estate

There are alternative but related conceptions to the idea of the Fifth Estate. For
instance, the seminal idea of the ‘public sphere’ articulated by Jürgen Habermas21

offers valuable insights, but is too closely tied to a romantic view of the past and
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therefore not able to capture the rise of an entirely new sphere of influence. The
notion of an ‘information commons’ and its many variants is often used by many
others to characterize aspects of the new virtual Internet space, especially open
sharing of information for free or at low cost.22 However, although the Internet
and Web may be packed with free material, they also contain much that is owned—
trademarked, copyrighted, proprietary, licensed, etc. For example, the personal
computer is a key component of the Internet’s infrastructure23 and is typically
owned by individuals or organizations.

This paper’s description of this new space is anchored in a social science
perspective, but has been supported across other disciplines. Leading computer
scientists and engineers have made similar observations, for example in the way a
key creator of the Web, Tim Berners-Lee, and his Web Science colleagues speak of
the Web as an ‘engineered space’ that creates a distributed ‘information space’.24

However, they realize this space is being engineered by an increasingly diverse set
of actors, including users, and for a wide range of purposes. They also acknowledge
that many of these emergent outcomes were not those originally engineered for
the Web by its designers. This has led them to call for more multidisciplinary
collaboration with the social sciences.

Evidence of the Fifth Estate

The following sections give a glimpse of the mounting evidence from studies
around the world that are identifying patterns of use of the Internet which lend
substance to the reality of the establishment of a Fifth Estate. After a discussion on
background trends in everyday use of the Internet, specific institutional spheres are
explored. Important sources of data used include the internationally collaborative
World Internet Project (WIP),25 which covers more than 20 countries. This
includes the Oxford Internet Surveys (OxIS)26 in Britain.

Everyday Use of the Internet

Digital Choices and the Diffusion of the Internet

Evidence for the basis for a Fifth Estate can be seen in changing patterns of every-
day Internet use around the world, as indicated in WIP studies. This use continues
to grow in number, variety of applications and spread around the globe, pointing
to the weakness of the proposition that the Internet is a passing fad. In the UK, for
instance, the proportion of the population over 14 using the Internet rose from
about one-third in 2000 to two-thirds in 2007. That pattern is reflected worldwide
to greater or lesser degrees, and there is no indication of a subsequent fall in Inter-
net use.

Nevertheless, there are still important divides in Internet access within and
between nations and regions, and groups within them. Countries in Scandinavia and
North America have more of their population online, but many more have far less,
such as across the global South. Along the access divide, the economic ‘haves’ gener-
ally get more access to the Internet than the ‘have-nots’. This underpins concerns
that the Internet reinforces socio-economic inequalities in society. Despite these
continuing digital divides, the Internet has achieved a critical mass that enables
networked individuals to become a significant force. The existence of a Fifth Estate
is not dependent on universal access, but upon reaching a critical mass of users.
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Studies such as WIP have also shown that social and economic status does not
explain all patterns of adoption and use.27 In addition, the making of ‘digital
choices’28 about whether or not to use the Internet also comes into play. For
instance, many people choose not to use the Internet even when they have oppor-
tunities to do so. It may be generally understandable that the more senior citizens
are significantly less likely to use the Internet than younger generations who have
appropriate skills and greater familiarity with the technology. However, many older
people in homes with access to the technology and other support still do not find
the motivation to go online. The Internet plays such a critical role in society that
these disparities and lack of interest should not be seen as simply an example of
consumers making different choices about products. Digital divides and choices
have an impact on the nature and role of the Fifth Estate.

Trust in the Centrality of the Internet as a New ‘Space of Flows’

The Internet has become central to everyday life for many people in many societ-
ies. The core of Internet uses has been communication, as shown by the continuing
key role of e-mail. It also rivals the traditional media, government and business as
the prime place to go not only for information and services, but also conviviality
and entertainment. More recently, what is known as ‘Web 2.0’ has become an
important tool for social networking and meeting new people, through services
like Facebook, SecondLife, YouTube and MySpace.

As the use of broadband grows,29 so does the Internet as a popular venue to go
to for entertainment (e.g. for downloading music or video, playing online games,
viewing television and listening to the radio). Frequency of use of the Internet has
also increased rapidly, with a significant majority of users accessing the Internet as a
routine part of their daily life.

As well as becoming a critical infrastructure of everyday life, the Internet is
networking information and people in ways never before possible. For example,
OxIS found in 2007 that in the UK the Internet was the first or second most
common place users would first choose to go for information across a range of
tasks, such as looking for the name of their MP, getting information about taxes or
looking for information about local schools. People increasingly go to the Internet,
rather than to a place or institution.

The ‘Space of Flows’

The developments highlighted here are illustrative of what Castells calls a new
‘space of flows’.30 Users usually do not go to a particular place on the Internet, but
increasingly rely on search engines to find information to find what could be
located anywhere in the world. This is significant because governments, libraries,
newspapers, universities and other institutions are beginning to realize that an
increasing number of people are choosing not to come to them specifically for
information and some services, but instead are going to a search engine on the
Internet.

A frequent response from traditional institutions, such as the Fourth Estate, is to
suggest that they will retain their central position because of the trust they have
built over the years. However, users trust what they find on the Internet about as
much as, or more than, they trust broadcast news or the newspapers.31 Generally,
the more experience people have with the Internet, the more they develop a
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‘learned level’ of trust in the information they find and the people they meet
online. They remain sceptical, with more educated individuals relatively more so,
but the most distrustful are those who have never used the Internet. This suggests
that the Internet is an ‘experience technology’.32 As experience online continues
to build, more users are likely to develop such a learned trust. This will make the
Internet as a space of flows even more the place to go for information, for making
contact with other people and for finding services and entertainment.

Use of the Internet in Key Institutional Spheres

There are complementary patterns to the use of the Internet in everyday life across
various other institutional arenas, such as those identified in Table 1. In all of
these, existing institutional actors are trying to use the Internet and Web in various
e-initiatives designed to reinforce and enhance the effectiveness of their operations
and services.

The Internet is crucially enabling individuals in each arena to network in new
ways, as a type of Fifth Estate that helps them to reconfigure and enhance their
communicative power. This is achieved by those involved in a sphere—such as
medical professionals or patients—going outside their respective institutional
sphere to reach alternative sources of information and services over the Internet.
Institutions rooted in the other estates are also being networked in new ways, such
as through the opening of new online communication channels by print and
broadcast media. In addition, institutional networking is supporting strategic orga-
nizational shifts in activities such as e-government, e-commerce and e-learning.

There is growing overlap and interaction between these networks, with individu-
als in institutions participating in ones that enable them to connect to networked
individuals outside their institution. In public, private and voluntary sectors, orga-
nizations must begin to understand that people will not necessarily go directly to
their organization for the information or services they want—even when that orga-
nization is the responsible body. They go to the Internet first, where they can
search a network of information distributed around the world. For instance, this
enables some patients to visit a doctor armed with information gathered from the
Web.

Table 1. A categorization of networked institutions and individuals

Arena Networked individuals of the Fifth Estate
Networked institutions of the other 
estates

Governance and 
democracy

Web-based political movements (e.g. 
Moveon.org)

e-government, e-democracy

Press and media Bloggers, online news aggregators, Wikipedia 
contributors

Online journalism, radio and TV

Business and 
commerce

Peer-to-peer file sharing (e.g. music downloads), 
collaborative network organizations

Online business-to-business, business-to-
consumer (e.g. e-shopping, e-banking)

Work and the 
organization

Self-selected work collaborations, open source 
software creation and distribution, systems for 
co-creation

Flatter networked structures, networking 
to create flexible work location and times

Education Informal learning via the Internet, checking 
facts and information, teacher assessment

Virtual universities, multimedia 
classrooms, online courses

Research Collaboration across disciplinary, institutional 
and national boundaries

Institutional IT services, online grant 
and proposal submissions
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Alongside individual users, governments, business and NGOs can contribute to
this distributed network of networks, but it is becoming increasingly separate and
independent from any single government department, agency, NGO, business or
other entity. For such reasons, all organizations need to consider how they can
reconfigure services in ways that allow them to be provided more efficiently online.
They should also identify what services and information they need to provide,
taking account of the capabilities and resources they are best positioned to provide
and what information is already being provided well by others, including over the
Internet.

The following sections discuss the implications of the Fifth Estate in the key
arenas identified in Table 1.

Government and Democracy on the Line

Many administrations have made major strides in putting public information and
services online, even though they have not generally kept up with the commercial
sector.33 This means that citizens and businesses can go online to complete tax
returns, apply and pay for some local services or licences—and much more. There
are also important initiatives aimed at developing e-government services.34 The
growth in this kind of Internet use is evident in the way, between 2005 and 2007,
significantly more Britons—although still not a majority—started to go to the Inter-
net for information about local or central government, to pay taxes, to learn about
government policy or to contact a politician.35

In political campaigns, elections and democratic engagements, many still view
the Internet as largely irrelevant or marginal, while others argue that it is likely to
undermine democratic institutions.36 Some critics view e-democracy primarily as an
innovation that could erode traditional institutions of representative deliberative
democracy, by offering direct ‘point and click’ participation in public policy-
making. Others see e-democracy initiatives like gathering and delivering signatures
for online e-petitions as an ineffectual, minor technical novelty. However, each era
has its own version of this threat, such as the way interactive cable communication
raised concerns over so-called ‘push-button democracy’.37

The Fifth Estate’s network of networks can enable political movements to be
orchestrated among opinion leaders and political activists in ‘Internet time’, which
can be far quicker than real-world time. This provides a novel means for holding
politicians and mainstream institutions accountable through the online interaction
between ever-changing networks of individuals, who form and re-form continu-
ously depending on the issue that is generating the particular network. A dramatic
example is the use of texting after the 11 March 2004 Madrid train bombings to
alert people to anti-government rallies, which challenged the government’s claims
and contributed to unseating José María Aznar’s Partido Popular (PP) administra-
tion.38 In the UK, many e-petition signatures posted to the Prime Minister oppos-
ing the expansion of road charging schemes may not have changed policy, but it
forced the Government39 to reconsider and explain its case for moving ahead on
this issue.

Politicians are increasingly seeking to use the Internet and Web to engage with
citizens, including finding new sources of funding.40 Some are entering Fifth Estate
spaces, for instance by creating a presence on Facebook or SecondLife. In addition,
numerous individual political activists41 are posting their own opinions in blogs,
websites or social networking sites.
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The Press and Mass Media

The traditional media of the Fourth Estate has sometimes criticized the Internet
for eroding the quality of the public’s information environment and undermining
the integrative role of the media in society. One concern is that the individuals who
use the Internet to produce much online content are amateurs who are spewing
misinformation or trivial non-information, while marginalizing high-quality jour-
nalistic coverage.42 Another critique is that, despite having a vast array of content at
their fingertips, Internet users will choose to access only a narrow spectrum related
to what most interests them, creating ‘echo chambers’ in which their own personal
prejudices will be reinforced rather than challenged.43

However, these views ignore the degree to which all communication technolo-
gies are two-edged swords. For instance, they dismiss some of the same weaknesses
of the traditional mass media, such as the focus on negative news stories. More
importantly, there is also often an unjustified assumption that the Internet will
substitute for, rather than complement, traditional media. Many Internet users
read online newspapers or news services, although not always the same newspaper
as they read offline. In these ways, the Internet can be realistically seen as a source
of news that in part complements, or even helps to sustain, the Fourth Estate. At
the same time, citizen journalists, bloggers, politicians, government agencies,
researchers and other online sources provide a related, but independent, and
often competing alternative.

For instance, Salam Pax,44 the ‘Baghdad Blogger’, helped to change the media
agenda on the war in Iraq by using his enhanced communicative power to
present to a worldwide audience a local Iraqi perspective that could not find a
strong voice in the mainstream Fourth Estate, which later gave him a platform. In
contrast, the press ignored a long, complex blog on the counter-insurgency in
Iraq that lent support to keeping Coalition Forces in Iraq for a time, although this
view became increasingly visible through a grassroots movement using e-mail and
other blogs.45

Work and the Boundaries of the Firm

The Fifth Estate has a crucial transformative potential in the workplace and other
levels in the business firm and other organizations. Internet-enabled networks
allow networked individuals to address a variety of problems through collaborative
network organizations,46 also known as ‘distributed problem-solving networks’.
Successful examples of such organizations include open source software produced
by creative arrangements of distributed expertise,47 and the online encyclopaedia
Wikipedia, which has become widely used and trusted despite the controversy over
the merits of its creation through open inputs from Internet users.48 Internet users
not only read Wikipedia or use open source software, but are exercising their Fifth
Estate communicative power to help to co-produce these and a host of other
products, services and information.49

Most firms do not choose to use these networks because they may blur the
boundaries and operations of the firm. Instead, individuals are choosing to join
CNOs to enhance their own productivity, performance or esteem. However,
organizations are trying to understand how such innovations can be exploited
for the benefit of the enterprise as a whole, and not simply the individual
user.50
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Education and Research

E-learning networks can move beyond the boundaries of the classroom and univer-
sity. Many of these follow and reinforce existing institutional structures (e.g. with
the teacher as the primary gatekeeper in a multimedia classroom or virtual learn-
ing environment). Nevertheless, students are linking with one another, including
worldwide, through the email lists, social networking sites, etc. in ways that enable
them to challenge their teachers by bringing in other authorities and views. When
done in real time, this can be a positive force or a disruption in the classroom,
depending on how well preparations have been made to harness these learning
networks.

Likewise, universities are building campus grids, digital library collections and
institutional repositories to maintain and enhance the productivity and competi-
tiveness of the institution. At the same time, researchers are collaborating more
than ever before through Internet-enabled networking,51 often across institutional
and national boundaries.52 These researchers are generally more likely to go to an
Internet search engine before they go to their library; as likely to use their personal
computer to support network-enabled collaboration as meet their colleagues in the
next office; and tend to post work on their websites and blogs rather than in institu-
tional repositories. Indeed, freely available social networking sites offer tools for
collaboration that could be as, or more, useful to researchers than systems for
collaboration in which universities and governments have invested much money.

Academics are engaged in their own Fifth Estate, for instance by online mobili-
zation around local issues (e.g. university governance) as well as more international
topics (e.g. copyright and open science). Checks and balances on more established
academic institutional structures are being broadened on the Internet, for instance
with a growing sense of accountability to the often anonymous blogosphere of
fellow academics.

Conclusions: Sustaining Democratic Vitality through the Fifth Estate

A New Space of Flows: Implications for Governance and Democracy

The conceptualization of the Fifth Estate in this paper builds on Castells’ depiction
of the Internet as a ‘space of flows’, in contrast to a space of places. When you ‘go
to’ the Internet, you enter the new space that connects with people and places.
This is significantly different from a physical place, although they complement
each other in shaping the quality of our information environment.

This space of flows enables a multitude of actors to reconfigure access to infor-
mation, people, services and technologies. That can reinforce existing institutions,
such as when the government posts information and documents online. It can also
enable individuals to be at the centre of their own personal networks (e.g. students
at the centre of their own learning network, including friends and school or univer-
sity resources in addition to the wider treasury of knowledge accessible through the
Web). Individuals can also network in ways that constitute the Fifth Estate as an
independent source of social accountability across multiple arenas.

The evidence highlighted in this paper is the tip of a larger and growing
research base that indicates the Fifth Estate is a robust concept. This is flourishing
despite a digital divide in access, and with only a minority of users actively produc-
ing material for the Internet as opposed to simply using it. The Fifth Estate allows
networked individuals to employ the Internet to increase the accountability of the
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other Estates, for instance by challenging government policies and Fourth Estate
sources. It can also be deployed as an alternative source of authority to professional
expertise by offering citizens, patients, students and others alternative sources of
information, analysis and opinion.

Threats to the Fifth Estate

The Fifth Estate faces a number of threats, related to each of the other estates. Its
Internet-enabled networks therefore need to be identified and better understood if
they are to be protected and fostered as a means for realizing the growing potential
of the Internet.

The Internet’s role in networking individuals is a double-edged sword. It opens
gates to allow in those aspects of the outside world of benefit to the user, but this
also brings in those causing harm by intent or accident. The Internet can be used
to establish a strong Internet presence as a resource for recruiting, funding and
magnifying the image of social and political movements with positive aims as well as
extremist violent and hate groups. The Fifth Estate could undermine valuable insti-
tutions, or become a conservative force by establishing ever more checks and
balances. Although such dangers are offset by a similarly long list of advantages, the
thrust of the critique remains—that the Internet can empower both the malicious
and the well intentioned.

This double-edged nature of the Internet is the source of some of the main
threats to the Fifth Estate from the established estates (and the lay public, which
Burke might have called the Mob). The modern equivalent of the First Estate
clergy could be seen as the public intellectuals and critics who undermine the value
of the Internet by depicting it as a space over-occupied by an ill-informed, ill-
disciplined ‘cult of the amateur’.53 The power base of twenty-first century ‘nobility’
is reflected in economic elites, for example global corporations competing to
dominate and commercialize Internet spaces, such as the ‘Edisons of the digital
age’54 who seek to create vertically integrated ‘clouds’ of ‘giant information utili-
ties’ equivalent to the power utilities of an earlier era.

Government—the Third Estate—is increasingly aware of the potential power of
the Fifth Estate to challenge its authority. In some countries, the response has been
to develop various techniques of filtering, regulation and other controls to
constrain and block Internet access.55 As discussed above, the Fourth Estate over-
laps with the Fifth in some complementary ways. Traditional media are also
competing with, co-opting and imitating the Internet’s space of flows. Finally, the
‘mob’ of citizens, audiences and consumers, together with spammers, virus writers
and hackers, are enhancing their communicative power by entering the new space
of flows. Table 2 summarizes these threats.

Governance of the Fifth Estate Space

The risks and hazards intrinsic to an open technology like the Internet have led
increasingly for calls from citizens, governments, business, industry and others to
introduce online gatekeepers and other controls to govern what was originally
conceived by the Internet’s designers as an open, end-to-end network allowing a
free flow of content.56 Questions about the governance of the Fifth Estate are likely
to become more prominent as people realize that the Internet is a social phenome-
non with broad and substantial societal implications. Appropriately balanced forms
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of governance of Fifth Estate social and political processes—not just technical
Internet and infrastructure aspects—will be required to ensure public debate and
accountability are properly supported. This should minimize the risks without
damaging the Internet’s openness, which is the foundation of its support for users’
ability to generate57 innovative applications and content.

Fifth Estate governance includes topics that have become well understood in
other Estates, such as freedom of expression, protection of minorities and media
ownership and concentration. A right to anonymity is a key issue, since govern-
ments and other estates could threaten networked individuals they can identify. At
the same time, some service providers and many others are asking for authentica-
tion of the identity of users for safety and security purposes.

The vitality of Internet-enabled Fifth Estate networks rests less on formulating
new policy initiatives than on preventing excessive regulation or inappropriate
regulation of the Internet. An intriguing avenue to explore could be to hold Inter-
net users more accountable through the development of innovative approaches to
encourage more Fifth Estate self-regulation, such as by what has been called the
‘peer production of Internet governance’.58 These are typified by self-governing
processes developed for successful novel online applications, such as Wikipedia
and the eBay online auction service, where users participate in establishing and
monitoring governance rules. These could stimulate ideas for approaches to gover-
nance of the space of flows in ways that protect and enhance its vitality to ensure
that—using Burke’s observation on the Fourth Estate—the Fifth Estate continues
to be not ‘wishful thinking, but a literal fact’.
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