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To the legion of creators who are shaping new worlds of imagination
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It was a miracle of rare device,

A sunny pleasure-dome with caves of ice!

Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Kubla Khan




Introduction


It was essentially a time of uncertainty which, most importantly, involved entire civilizations.

Karl Jaspers



Your life is about to change.

We are close to a point in history where you will be able to mark the time before you joined the metaverse, and the time after. We’re not there yet but it is within sight.

What is the metaverse? Quite simply, it’s a new way of experiencing the world and interacting with each other. It’s a 3D, immersive environment in which you are thrust into a first-person view of alternative realms, in an experience that is shared with others. Metaverse technologies can allow you to lose yourself in alternative personae and alternative worlds in ways only dreamed about through films like Inception and Ready Player One.

You may not have consciously thought about the metaverse, but according to Grandview Research it was a US$39 billion market in 2021, and could generate nearly US$700 billion in revenue by 2030.

When Adventure (also known as Colossal Cave Adventure), one of the first computer role-playing games, emerged in 1975–6, it painted a word picture for us of a mysterious land containing gold and treasure. Text-based only, you had to imagine the fantasy land you would then explore by moving your character with typed-out commands like ‘North’ or ‘West’ as the computer described to you narratively what you were seeing. Nearly forty years later, the best-selling game Skyrim (The Elder Scrolls V) dropped you in to a lush, visually realised landscape where your adventurer character must take on responsibility for the fate of an entire realm.

Each of these experiences was single-player, however, and failed on a fundamental level to address the essential human imperative to participate in tribal activities. We are innately social animals, herd animals, and we want to belong to a broader community. We also thrive on competition. For these reasons, perhaps, while Skyrim has sold in excess of an astonishing 30 million copies since its release, the multiplayer immersive game Fortnite has more than 400 million registered users.

What is it that we respond to in these games? And is that all the metaverse is good for: gaming?

Perhaps not.

The same need for an immersive environment, to actually feel that we are there, wherever there may be, extends well beyond fun and games, while in no way diminishing the importance of the multibillion-dollar gaming market.

Metaverse technology can be used for an array of applications, from the frivolous (gaming) to the serious (re-creating a crime scene to aid police investigations). With it, technological wizards are taking static, flat or counterintuitive data from a variety of sources and presenting it in a manner that our brains find much more intuitive to accept, by bringing it to life with more than just text and charts. The metaverse accesses a broader range of sight and sound, uses clever cognitive tricks to draw us in by bringing three dimensions to life, and can even add touch to the equation. In a virtual reality (VR) environment – the most immersive of metaverse experiences – when you turn your head to the right, the image shifts with you and shows you something new, with the corresponding shift in audio cues. Look up, and you see something else.

We can gain new insights into how best to construct real-estate development, help physicians acquire critical skills without requiring cadavers or animal carcasses on which to practise their procedures, and even facilitate better business decisions by taking data and enabling executives to visualise and understand information more effectively than the tired old bar chart in a slide presentation.

As with any new technology, there are broader implications that emerge, perhaps unforeseen by the scientists and engineers who first pioneered the medium.

On the one hand, questions of law are emerging. If you create an autonomous avatar of yourself in the metaverse and it steals someone else’s virtual property, are you legally liable? Or should the platform provider be accountable? We have already seen, in the early days of the metaverse, instances of virtual sexual assault. How are consent and interpersonal behaviour navigated in a virtual world?

On the other hand, questions of wealth disparity and access become more pronounced with a more expensive, next-generation technology. What if education moves to the metaverse? What are the obligations of civil society to ensure all people have access? The United Nations already grapples, in its global Sustainable Development Goals, with seeking to ensure that billions of people have any kind of connectivity whatsoever. Reliable broadband access remains elusive for many, and the metaverse introduces a new level of privilege because its bandwidth requirements are so much greater than plain vanilla internet.

These questions should not and do not stop us from developing this new technology. Join me as we trip the light fantastic, and leave with a better understanding of the metaverse . . .
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