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Now that ‘cyberspace’ has been conquered 
and with ‘Web 2.0’ in our rearview mirror, 
the ‘metaverse’ is currently being rapidly 
adopted by the consultant class and indus-
try professionals as the next big thing. Once 
again the future of the internet is captured 
in a buzzword that is equally revered and 
critiqued as it is misunderstood (van Dijck & 
Nieborg, 2009). Because of the large capital 
reserves of investors and big tech compa-
nies, there has been a widespread sense 
of urgency not to miss the boat. Microsoft’s 
attempt to acquire Activision Blizzard and 
Facebook’s rebranding to Meta demon-
strate that platform companies are deeply 
committed and the stakes are increasing.

Among media and internet scholars, 
the current wave of enthusiasm is met with 
wariness. After all, the metaverse, both as 
a concept and an imaginary, has a history 
that far predates the founding of Facebook. 
Virtual worlds have long served as spaces 
for play, communications (e.g., social, mar-
keting, work), entertainment, entrepreneur-
ship, (monetary) transactions, and so forth 
(van der Graaf, 2017). For example, in 2006 
Second Life (Linden Lab, 2003) made global 
headlines with journalists widely deploying 
the notion of the metaverse – hyped as the 
next big thing – in that exactly the combi-
nation of those features was considered a 
dramatic departure from what was common 
in the larger (3D) games and in the digital 
platform industry at that time. Many itera-
tions, shapes and forms of the metaverse 
have followed since.

The current re-actualisation of the 
metaverse concept can be linked to a wide 
variety of concepts, imaginaries, and tech-
nologies that include VR and AR, 5G mobile 
connectivity, NFTs, the Internet-of-Things, 
blockchains and other digital ledger tech-
nologies, game engines, etc. Their collec-
tive development is both driven by urban 
innovation such as ‘smart cities’ or ‘digital 
twins’, cultural practices, such as trans-
media storytelling and augmented reality 
gaming, often facilitated – paradoxically – 
by public sector, rather than private invest-
ments (Ibrus, 2019). Yet, the framing of 
these heterogeneous sets of technologies 

as the ‘metaverse’ could be seen as driven 
by a dominant solutionist attitude amongst 
technology investors and entrepreneurs. 
Against this background the metaverse is 
widely understood to be the next iteration of 
the Internet, yes Web3. It is one that is not 
only mobile but also spatial, enabling con-
nectivity across physical places and virtual 
spaces. Utopian discourses emanating from 
developer conferences and interviews with 
CEOs understand blockchain technologies 
to allow for, once again, a radical democra-
tization of access, the decentralization of 
power, and more equal ownership of digital 
assets. Such lofty ideals fly squarely in the 
face of the centralized ownership model 
of the platform economy where resources 
are (made) scarce and power hierarchies 
among users are notably asymmetric (van 
Dijck et al., 2019).

These corporate pipedreams should 
not distract us from the fact ‘the metaverse’ 
is in a crucial state of interpretive flux, 
thereby leaving space for a radical reim-
agining of the governance of metaverse 
spaces. This raises important questions: 
do blockchain models and platform busi-
ness models allow for such a reimagining? 
What is the division of power between, on 
the one hand, Meta, Microsoft and Epic, 
versus blockchain-based protocols such as 
Sandbox, Decentraland, NetVrk or Pavia? 
Are there community organizations and 
collaborative modes that provide viable 
alternatives to centralized platform-driven 
models of the emerging spatial internet? 
And, how do the interests of governments 
and infrastructure companies – telecom-
munications firms, developers of game 
engines, hardware manufacturers – play a 
role in this political economy? This special 
issue includes contributions that both his-
toricize the emergence of the metaverse 
as a concept and that analyze, critique and 
conceptualize the structural conditions that 
have underlined this emergence.

The first article by Àngel Quintana,  
Alan Salvadó-Romero and Daniel Pérez-
Pamies titled „An archaeology of the 
metaverse: Virtual worlds and optical 
devices” constitutes a media archaeological  
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study of the 19th and early 20th century pre-
decessors of the current metaverse concept 
and its forms. For instance, they demon-
strate how the old phantom rides and first 
panorama could be seen as establishing 
a trajectory leading to the metaverse as it 
is emerging today. Also, they link contem-
porary metaverse and VR imaginaries to 
mythologies deriving from Antiquity and 
have run through the history of the visual 
arts ever since.

The article “Can we really have nice 
things? Preparing for the Metaverse” by 
Georgia Garden Jones and Delia Dumi-
trica carries out a critical reading of Mark 
Zuckerberg’s keynote delivered during the 
launch of Facebook/Meta’s metaverse pivot. 
They do so in relation to their own studies 
of the Second Life platform, 15 years ear-
lier. Jones and Dumitrica demonstrate how 
in both cases the rhetoric of technological 
advances and new affordances could be 
seen as covering up the reinscriptions of 
familiar norms and biases; and, how there 
is a risk that novel platforms or tools could 
turn out to be reflections “of the physi-
cal world and the structures of power that 
operate therein” (Freishtat, Sandlin 2010: 
518). 

Maxwell Foxman’s article “Gaming the 
System: Playbour, Production, Promotion, 
and the Metaverse” highlights that even if 
current tech giants present themselves as 
the core drivers of the metaverse concept, 
scholarly work and the popular press both 
tend to attribute the creation of the persis-
tent virtual worlds, which form the founda-
tion metaverse, to video game developers. 
The article makes the case that the role of 
gaming has been central to the metaverse 
evolution by setting cultural forms and 
norms, business models, and providing key 
technologies. Foxman’s exploration of a dis-
tinct “playbour production system” points to 
the reliance of the VR industry on the free 
labor of gamers and tech enthusiasts. The 
paper questions the sustainability of such 
models for further metaverse development.

Natasha Chuk’s article “Flexibility, 
Flâneurie, and Affinity in the Metaverse” 
constitutes a kind of virtual flâneurie –  
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an exploration of artistic projects, executed 
by individual artists that are small in scope, 
but are effective in imagining alternatives 
to mainstream metaverse imaginations and 
discourses. These case studies analyse in 
detail the social and technological periph-
eries that have generated powerful alterna-
tives to dominant narratives. Chuk’s article 
also offers a useful working definition for 
the “imagined metaverse” and what she 
sees as the current “proto metaverse”.

Ermo Säks article “Using Cinematic 
Virtual Reality to Get Acquainted with 
the Metaverse” sets the evolution of the 
metaverse against the backdrop of cinema 
and its storytelling techniques. More spe-
cifically it discusses the convergent form 
of Cinematic Virtual Reality, studying if and 
how the various film-specific conventions 
such as editing techniques, but especially 
camera perspectives can be transferred 
to and remediated in VR, making entries to 
metaverse storyscapes potentially easier to 
both storytellers as well as audiences.
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