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INTRODUCTION

This introductory chapter introduces the concept of the Metaverse and
explains why this book chose to focus on Meta’s vision. As we detail, the
Metaverse is still a messy concept that is defined differently by different
companies; consequently, to ground our analysis we focus on Meta, which is
arguably the current leader in the race to build the Metaverse. The chapter
then traces the roots of Meta’s rebrand and focuses on the Metaverse by
arguing the timing was not coincidental and was instead influenced by two
events earlier in 2021 — Apple’s ATT framework and the leak of the Facebook
Papers. The chapter concludes by explaining the structure of the rest of the
book.

The concept of the Metaverse is more than 20 years old, but it was not until
2021 that the term truly hit the mainstream. By late 2021, it suddenly felt like
‘Metaverse’ was in press releases and news stories everywhere. Epic Games
announced a $1 billion USD investment in building their long-term vision of
the Metaverse (Epic Games, 2021); Microsoft started talking about their
Teams platform as a gateway to the Metaverse (Roach, 2021); even NVIDIA -
a company known mostly for developing graphics processing units — started
touting its Omniverse platform as a way to build a new Metaverse (Hyman,
2021). According to corporate data firm Sentieo, the term Metaverse was
mentioned 7 times in investor meetings in 2020; in 2021, that number jumped
to 128 mentions, making the Metaverse arguably ‘Wall Street’s new favorite
buzzword’ (Fischer, 2021, n.p.). If by late 2021 you felt like it was hard to
escape stories about the Metaverse, you weren’t imagining it.

For as powerful as Microsoft, Nvidia and Epic Games may be, those giant
corporations were not the main driver of the surge in Metaverse hype. The
main driver was Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg, who went so far as to
rebrand his corporation as Meta in October 2021 to supposedly showcase
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Facebook’s deep investment in building the Metaverse. Meta is now the
umbrella company that owns all the different platforms that were under
Facebook, including Facebook itself, Instagram, Whatsapp, Oculus and so on.
That rebranding, which we focus on more later in this chapter, helped take the
hype about the Metaverse to a new level.

Despite countless stories and press releases about the supposed Metaverse,
the term is still incredibly messy, with companies and individual articles
applying it in very different ways. Consequently, one could argue the Meta-
verse is mainly a marketing term used to drive stock prices (though it hasn’t
worked for Meta so far) and maybe even a 1990s ‘.com’ boom for the 2020s.
And that criticism has merit. When we initially planned this book, we intended
to analyse the Metaverse as a concept more generally rather than a concept
tied to a single company. We quickly realised, however, that it was almost
impossible to write about the Metaverse in any coherent way if we didn’t focus
on one specific vision. For example, if one reads about Epic Games’ plans to
build a Metaverse and then follow that with some reading about Microsoft’s
or Meta’s Metaverse plans, it feels like each company is talking about some-
thing completely different. As of summer 2022 at least, the concept is still so
vague and used so differently by different sources that we decided it was not
feasible to write a book that could address all those disparate — and sometimes
contradictory — explanations about the future of the supposed Metaverse.
When the same word can be used to describe everything from introducing a
currency into Fortnite to building an all-encompassing virtual reality world,
that concept needs some serious narrowing if it’s going to be analysed in any
detail.

Consequently, we decided the best path forward was to focus on what is
likely the dominant version of the Metaverse in public discourse: Mark
Zuckerberg’s vision for the future of virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality
(AR). We do touch upon other companies throughout the book, but we focus
on Zuckerberg’s vision because it enables us to ground our analysis, and even
if Zuckerberg’s Metaverse vision is more about hype than reality, the push to
realize that vision is still backed by tens of billions of USD in investment in VR
and AR. In addition, Meta has arguably laid out a clearer vision of a Meta-
verse for us to analyze than competing companies. By no means are we saying
that Zuckerberg’s vision will win out or that other companies’ uses of the
word ‘Metaverse’ are less interesting. Rather, this book focuses specifically on
Meta’s Metaverse project because it shows how one of the world’s most
powerful company envisions the future of digital media and, in particular,
Meta’s dominant role in that future.
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We also focus on Meta’s specific Metaverse hype in this book because,
while it still remains vague, at a more general level, it showcases a distinct
vision of the future that has direct links to the 1992 novel Snow Crash (dis-
cussed in more detail in the next chapter) that originally introduced the
concept. As envisioned in the major Meta rebrand event, the Metaverse refers
to a future of digital media dominated by VR and AR that will involve a
significant shift from activities in the physical world to activities in virtual
worlds. The eventual Metaverse, if it ever does exist, will be a persistent virtual
world people can enter and exit at will. And that persistent virtual world will
include a wide variety of activities, ranging from commerce to theater to
exercise to gaming.

As we write in the summer of 2022, the Metaverse is still a long way from
becoming a reality and feels more like PR than a concrete, near-future possi-
bility. But while we do critique that hype and the cynicism driving it, we also
argue that even at this early stage, people need to begin grappling with the
consequences of what will happen if even a fraction of Meta’s Metaverse
vision comes to pass. As we show throughout this book, Zuckerberg’s Met-
averse vision is simultaneously a return to an old-fashioned understanding of
digital media and an ambitious futuristic vision. Additionally, as we detail
later, the supposed Metaverse is also an object that in many forms already
exists through what we call microverses, which we define as more limited
virtual environments that enable a range of social practices but remain
disconnected from one another. Consequently, this book is both a critique of
Meta’s Metaverse vision and an argument that it needs to be taken seriously as
a possible future that could have major impacts on everything from social
worlds to the massive growth of new forms of surveillance capitalism.
Importantly, by examining what we call microverses, we show that much of
the groundwork has already been laid to understand what a Metaverse might
mean for so many parts of our lives.

The rest of the chapter sketches the contours of Meta’s current vision of the
Metaverse, a vision that we note remains fuzzy. We then discuss the concept in
more detail and tie the Metaverse hype to the recent renaissance in VR
throughout the latter half of the 2010s before transitioning to an examination
of the roots of the 2021 hype by looking more deeply at the Meta
announcement, which was likely the moment the term Metaverse more widely
entered the public consciousness. That section also critiques the ‘Metaverse
moment’ and explains both our hesitancy in using the term and why we
ultimately decided an analysis of that future vision is important. We then
conclude the chapter by outlining the structure of the book and explain why
understanding both the contemporary states of microverses and the vision of
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the Metaverse require moving back and forth between everything from science
fiction to exercise bikes to social networks to user-generated worlds After all,
to — possibly apocryphally — quote William Gibson (2020), ‘The future has
arrived — it’s just not evenly distributed yet’ (n.p.)

META’S METAVERSE

For all its seeming ubiquity in the early months of 2022, the word ‘Metaverse’
is rather remarkably lacking any clear definitions. As mentioned above,
different tech articles and different companies tend to either not define the term
at all or define it in ways that raise questions about just how new the supposed
Metaverse will be. That uncertainty is not helped by the fact that Meta, for all
its talk about a Metaverse, has rarely come out and clearly defined what, to
them, the Metaverse actually is. That uncertainty has led to varying definitions
that are helpful starting points but also face limitations. For example, a
common definition that hues closely to Zuckerberg’s major announcement
event is that the Metaverse will be a persistent virtual world that is always
there and filled with other users. However, that definition could also be
applied to various persistent virtual worlds that have existed for well over a
decade. For example, Second Life is a virtual world platform released in 2003
that is persistent and has users with whom people can interact (Hillis, 2009).
Gaming worlds like World of Warcraft are almost two decades old and are
persistent virtual worlds filled with users. Consequently, for the concept of the
Metaverse to be unique it needs to be about more than the persistence of the
world.

An interesting definition that got some attention on Twitter focused more
on the user experience to define the Metaverse. That definition came from user
@CiXLiv (2022) who labels himself the ‘Viking of the Metaverse.” He defined
the Metaverse as “When your virtual self becomes more important than your
physical self. Simple’ (n.p.). His definition captured something that a focus on
persistent worlds does not: the experience of the individual in this supposed
future space. However, his definition runs into the same issues outlined above.
After all, for some people, their virtual self is likely arguably already more
important than their physical self. Years of Internet research have shown that
some people value their connections in online spaces over their physical con-
nections (Baym, 2015), and plenty of people already spend more time inter-
acting on digital platforms than face-to-face.
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Consequently, because there is no widely accepted definition, we base our
conceptualization of the Metaverse in part on how Mark Zuckerberg sees this
future. We define the Metaverse as an all-encompassing virtual world that is
persistent and combines virtual spaces for unrelated tasks into the same
platform and enables people to perform many of the activities currently per-
formed in the physical world in this interconnected virtual space. In other
words, the Metaverse is theoretically a place where someone could live pri-
marily a digital life (a vision that of course ignores that one cannot leave their
body behind (Hayles, 1999)). Consequently, unlike persistent virtual worlds
like Second Life or World of Warcraft, a full Metaverse would be a world of
unrelated activities where people could go to work, exercise, attend live con-
certs, and on and on, which as the next section explains, is how Zuckerberg is
marketing the Metaverse to users. And while we want to avoid leaning too
heavily on a technology-specific definition of the Metaverse, for the current
visions of major corporations to even partially be achieved, the Metaverse will
have to be immersive, and the most likely path towards immersion is through
VR.

VR—and to a lesser extent AR — is at the centre of much, though not all, of
the current Metaverse hype, and the term ‘Metaverse’ was originally coined
in Neal Stephenson’s (1992) novel about VR Snow Crash. Consequently, the
potential of the Metaverse in Zuckerberg’s vision of an all-encompassing
digital space can be difficult to disentangle from the recent renaissance of VR.
After all, VR is a media form with a long and bumpy history (Frith & Saker,
in press). The first head-mounted display was created in the 1960s by Ivan
Sutherland (1965), and by the 1980s VR was being hyped as a major piece of
the future of computing. VR research labs like VPL were created by VR
pioneers like Jaron Lanier, and early prototype VR technologies were
released (Evans, 2018). That hype carried into the early 1990s when influ-
ential futurists were making bold predictions that VR was on the cusp of
widespread adoption. Negroponte (1993), for example, predicted that $25
VR headsets would be available by 1995 and that by the late 1990s millions
of people would be wearing them on public transportation.

Leighton Evans (2018) calls this period the ‘halcyon days of VR, a period
when the future seemed bright and tech evangelists believed society was on the
cusp of widespread VR adoption. Of course, that didn’t happen. Not even
close. VR devices that were at all useable were extremely expensive, and the
ones that were affordable were not very useable. The technology was simply
not where it needed to be to offer a satisfying VR experience. Consequently,
much of the hype seemed ridiculous in retrospect, and if the 1980s and 1990s
were the halcyon days of VR, the 2000s were arguably the dark ages.
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Throughout the 2000s, basically no commercial VR headsets were released,
and VR development mostly focused on niche professional uses like flight and
medical simulators.

The fortunes of VR began to change, however, with a 2012 Kickstarter
fundraising campaign. The campaign was created by a small startup team
called Oculus who wanted to build a powerful, commercially viable VR
headset. Their goal was to raise $250,000 USD for the project; by the time the
fundraising campaign ended, they had raised almost $2.5 million USD.
Clearly, even after decades of disappointment, a sizable number of people were
excited by the potential for a viable, commercially available VR device.

The Oculus Kickstarter campaign was an important moment in the more
recent history of VR, and if the Metaverse does get built mainly through VR, it
was an important moment for visions of the Metaverse more generally. In
2014, Facebook purchased Oculus for $2 billion USD, and VR development
took off from there. Rather incredibly, in a seven-month period in 2016,
people went from having essentially no commercially viable VR headset
options to having three VR headsets released by major companies: the Oculus
Rift, the Sony PSVR and the HTC Vive. And development only continued
from there, especially through the Facebook-owned Oculus. In 2019, Oculus
released the Quest, which was a fully functional, standalone VR headset that,
unlike other headsets on the market, did not required a wired connection. And
then in 2020, Oculus released the Quest 2 (now named the Meta Quest 2),
which sold over 10 million units in 2021 (Gartenberg, 2021). Sony and HTC
have also worked on developing new VR headsets, but as of early 2022, Meta
controls around 75% of the VR market (Chauhan, 2021), and that percentage
may continue to grow considering the massive investment the company is
making in the future of VR that we discuss in more detail in the next section.

As we mentioned earlier, Zuckerberg’s vision of the Metaverse is not just
about VR, but VR is central to that vision. But what’s interesting about Meta’s
vision of a Metaverse is that, quite frankly, it can sometimes be difficult to tell
just what’s so new about it, which is a topic we explore throughout this book.
As we argue, many of the spaces Zuckerberg highlights as the future of the
supposed Metaverse already exist in VR. People can exercise in VR, go to
work meetings, see live performances and even attend church services. The
difference with Meta’s hope for the Metaverse is that all these distinct spaces
will become seamlessly connected into one giant virtual world. Consequently,
to both push back on some of the supposed newness of the Metaverse vision
while also acknowledging its ambition, this book introduces the concept
microverses, which are disconnected virtual spaces in which people can engage
in isolated practices. We use the concept of microverses to explore these virtual
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spaces that already exist and theorise how interconnecting them is a key part
of Meta’s Metaverse goals. As we show, the goal of Meta’s Metaverse vision is
to tie those microverses together into a full-blown virtual world that, as of
now, seems more like a futuristic sci-fi novel than a near-future reality. But
powerful people want that reality to happen, so we argue that — even in these
early days of Metaverse development — it is worth exploring what the social
impacts could be. However, before we do so, we first want to look more
deeply into the chain of events leading to Facebook’s Meta rebranding and
what they reveal about what a supposed Meta-led Metaverse might look like.

THE METAVERSE HYPE

Facebook’s October 2021 rebranding as Meta Platforms was a major event in
the tech world. One of the world’s largest companies not only changed its
name but also signaled that it believed a major part of the future of digital
media revolved around VR. At the flashy rebranding event, Mark Zuckerberg
announced his plan to build Meta’s Metaverse and announced his company
would invest over $10 billion a year in VR and hire thousands of developers to
make that vision a reality.

For most people who likely paid little attention to what was happening at
Facebook, the announcement of a total rebranding and a mysterious thing
called a Metaverse likely came as a surprise. However, we argue that the
ground for the Meta rebranding and the focus on the Metaverse hype had
already been laid by two events that occurred earlier that year. Most impor-
tantly for this book, the chain of events that preceded the Metaverse
announcement is arguably key to understanding Zuckerberg’s vision and why
it is crucial to critique that vision. Consequently, this section examines the
lead-up to the Meta announcement by examining two important moments:
Apple’s introduction of App Tracking Transparency (ATT) and the leak of the
Facebook Papers.

Apple's App Tracking Transparency

The valuation of many social media companies is based more on supposed
potential than the actual revenue they generate. Uber, for example, is valued in
the tens of billions of USD by investors despite the fact that the company loses
billions of USD each year. Airbnb is valued in the tens of billions of USD
despite losing money in 2021. Many huge digital media companies that are
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often regarded as major successes struggle to establish consistent revenue
streams. Meta, however, is not one of those companies. Meta long ago
established consistent revenue streams that far outstripped the company’s
operating costs. In 2021, for example, Meta posted a net income of $40
billion. To put it in the simplest terms possible, unlike many of its social media
peers, Meta is a massively profitable company.

Meta’s business model, however, has an inherent weakness: they do not
manufacture the devices or own the operating systems people use to access
different Meta platforms. Unlike Google’s Android OS or Apple’s iOS or even
Microsoft’s Windows, Meta does not make operating systems. They also do
not make the hardware people use to access Meta’s platforms. They tried at
one point with the HTC First, unofficially known as the ‘Facebook phone,’ but
the device was a flop. Consequently, the company remains reliant on other
companies’ operating systems to ensure Meta maintains its access to the
massive amounts of user data the company collects and monetises.

In the summer of 2021, Apple exposed that weakness in Meta’s business
model when it introduced its ATT framework to iOS 14.5. The ATT frame-
work was a significant change to iOS that made it mandatory for apps to ask
for permission to track people across other apps and websites. In other words,
ATT made it easy for people to simply click a button and cut off Meta’s access
to their personal data when they were not specifically using one of Meta’s
apps.

The ATT framework was a major blow to Meta. Meta is one of the largest
collectors of personal data in the world (Vaidhyanathan, 2018), and key to is
data collection practices is the ability to collect people’s data even when they
are not using a Meta platform. Apple’s introduction of ATT essentially cut off
Meta’s access to iPhone users who did not actively choose to allow Meta to
track them, and the financial consequences were significant. Meta has
acknowledged that the new framework will cost the company roughly $10
billion in revenue in 2022 because they will not be able to generate the same
levels of personalised ad revenue from iPhone users (Newman, 2022).

On its face, Apple’s ATT framework might not seem relevant to a book
about the Metaverse. After all, the framework only cuts off Meta’s data access
on iPhones and has nothing to do with virtual reality. However, Apple’s
decision likely played a role in both the Meta rebranding and Zuckerberg’s
massive investment in VR and the Metaverse (Swisher & Lanier, 2021). With
one tweak to i0S 14.5, Apple showed the vulnerability in Meta’s reliance on
other companies providing access to the data that drive Meta’s business model.
Overnight, Google could decide to implement something similar on Android
or Microsoft could do the same on Windows, and there would be little Meta
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