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The Metaverse Frontier  

 

Abstract 

 

This paper analyses the use of the metaphor of the frontier in the ‗metaverse‘ being 

created in online games such as Second Life and Entropia Universe.  Despite claims 

that they have the potential to be a radical alternative to capitalism, the metaverse 

worlds have inherit more than just their styling from the frontier metaphor.  Rather 

they are part of a wider re-appropriation of the idea of the frontier – specifically the 

centrality of land to its construction of political economy – being seen in development 

and institutional economics.  The result is a rapidly expanding domain of economic 

activity which trades on the ‗lawless‘ reputation of the frontier metaphor, but which is 

profoundly conservative in terms of its underlying structures.  Arguably this was also 

true of the ‗real‘ frontier of the American West, but the metaverse, in the absence of a 

concrete geography ‗beyond the frontier‘, represents an intensification of the inherent 

reflexivity of the frontier metaphor with potentially significant consequences as major 

public and private investment starts to flow in. 

 

 

Keywords: 

Virtual worlds, metaverse, frontier, virtualization, online gaming, Second Life, 

Entropia Universe. 



 3 

The Metaverse Frontier  

 

Adventuring trailblazers land on Calypso to seek their fortunes on the colonial 

frontier. Hunters and miners explore the vast wilderness encountering never-

before-seen wildlife and strange humanoid mutants left from the war. Bands of 

colonist militia engage robot forces to defend the cities, hunters and miners in 

an exciting struggle to secure the future of this distant human outpost…. 

You are invited to take your place on this brave new frontier and help to shape 

its future. Have you got what it takes to stake a claim in the Entropia Universe? 

(Entropia Universe 2008) 

 

The New World is built on a foundation of commerce and fortunes rise and fall 

day by day. Take your place among the powerful masters of the Burning Sea 

and build an empire!  (Pirates of the Burning Sea 2008) 

 

Throughout history, from Mesopotamia to the American Midwest, the frontier 

has been the zone of experimentation and innovation; here established practices 

are least constrained by established custom. (Kees van der Pijl, 2007:76) 
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Introduction 

Ideas of ‗discovery‘, ‗new worlds‘ and the ‗frontier‘ have all played central roles in 

both the practice and the mythology of modern capitalism.  In practical terms, the 

opening up of the Americas, Africa and Asia to European adventurers and merchants 

created new sources of minerals and precious metals, made both the horrors and 

profits of the slave trade possible and transformed the political economies of coloniser 

and colonised alike.  The European industrial revolution and all the trappings of 

Enlightenment and modernity that flowed from it were only possible because of the 

expansion of Europe into the ‗new worlds‘ and the wealth and power that flowed 

from them.  As implied by the quote from van der Pijl above, modern European 

culture from its earliest manifestations is a ‗frontier culture‘ just as much as its later 

manifestation in the westward expansion of the United States (cf. Balibar 2004).   

In addition to these practical considerations, the ways in which the expansion and 

transformation of European cultures and economies have been represented and 

narrated has been central to the normative construction of modern capitalist societies 

and cultures.  As van der Pijl (2007) argues, the conceptual construction of the 

frontier is immanent to the ethnogenesis of the West – a modernist glue holding 

together the diverse and fractious entities of contemporary capitalism.  Beginning 

with European ‗discovery literatures‘ of the 17th and 18th centuries (Neill 2002), the 

many accounts of imperial adventure in the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries and developing 

through historical and literary accounts of American expansion during the late 19th 

and early 20
th

 centuries (Billington 1981), the idea of the frontier has long served as a 

site of socio-economic and cultural reflection, innovation and evolution between ‗two 

worlds‘ (Noble 1985).  In the course of this reflection the frontier has evolved far 

beyond what it may ever have been in reality – a foundational myth for an expansive 
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capitalist world view (Billington 1981).  As this implies, accounts of ‗the frontier‘ 

have never been passive or neutral descriptions of historical events.  Rather, they have 

long been central elements in debates about the nature of ‗civilisation‘, modernism, 

Enlightenment, Europeanism, Americanism, Empire, Law, the role and function of 

the state and so on.   

Although the last ‗real‘ territorial frontier – that of the American West – was formally 

declared closed in 1890, it almost immediately became, and has remained, a central 

trope of political discourse, literature, cinema and television particularly in the United 

States, but much further afield than that too (cf. e.g. Jackson-Turner 1893, Slotkin 

1998, Weldes 2004, Anderson & Hill 2004, Abbott 2006).  Whilst all of these have 

been fictional and/or metaphoric frontiers, more recently claims have been made for 

the opening up of a new ‗real‘ frontier – that of the ‗metaverse‘. 

The metaverse describes a series of Internet-based ‗virtual worlds‘ in which members 

represented by their ‗avatars‘ are able to interact with each other and the fantastical 

worlds they inhabit (Taylor 2006).  Starting out as so-called Multi-User Domains (or 

Dimensions or Dungeons according to taste - MUDs) and, later, Massively 

Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games (MMORPGs), all have developed complex 

‗in-world‘ societies complete with elaborate economies, currencies, banking systems, 

trading networks, social norms and rules of conduct.  Until recently, all of these in-

world political economies operated largely separately from that of the ‗real world‘ 

other than through payment for access.  This has changed recently with some of the 

newer MMORPGs taking advantage of changes in laws on electronic intellectual 

property (specifically the Millennium Copyright Act) to deliberately blur the 

boundaries between virtual and real worlds to produce an integrated ‗metaverse‘ 

(Ondrejka 2006, 2007, Castronova 2006, 2007)
i
.  Members of these metaverse worlds 
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can establish businesses, own property, trade in virtual goods and services, participate 

in complex social and political networks and, crucially, freely convert funds between 

in-world and real world currencies.  As such, not only do they participate in the 

creation of the online worlds they inhabit, they also extend the reach of existing ‗real‘ 

political economies into new virtual domains with apparently unlimited potential for 

expansion.   

Membership of these integrated metaverse worlds is already well in excess of 20 

million representing both a huge ‗community‘ and a vast potential market.  It also 

seems likely to grow rapidly. In May 2007, for example, the owners of Entropia 

Universe, Swedish software company MindArk, signed a partnership agreement with 

the Beijing Municipal People‘s Government and a Chinese state-owned online 

entertainment company.  This is planned to expand Entropia Universe’s current 

membership of around 750,000 to a possible 150 million, generating $billions in fees, 

trade and profits both in and out of the virtual universe (Entropia Universe 2008).  As 

their enthusiasts are keen to point out, these are not just ‗games‘.
ii
 

Because of this rapid growth, the metaverse is attracting considerable media and 

academic attention.  Analysis has been made of the sociological and anthropological 

dimensions of online lives and communities (Taylor 2006, Castronova 2006, 

Boellstorff 2008), the economics of the metaverse (Castronova 2006, 2007), the legal, 

fiscal and political implications of the establishment of virtual ‗states‘ (Balkin & 

Noveck 2006) and, more generally, the various ways in which real fortunes can be 

made out of virtual business (Dibbell 2006, Guest 2007).  What has received far less 

attention are the particular ways in which the metaverse is being presented and 

constructed and the implications this has both for its own future development and its 

wider socio-economic meaning.   
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The purpose of this paper is to reflect both on the specific adoption of the idea of the 

frontier in the design and marketing of the metaverse worlds themselves and on the 

wider implications of the continued salience of frontier metaphors more generally.  

My argument, in summary, is that far from being merely stylistic tropes, frontier 

metaphors carry with them particular normative constructions of political economy. 

Far from being open sites of political, economic and cultural possibility, therefore, 

frontiers both in practice and as narratives of practice (interpretive and/or 

anticipatory) operate a series of closures.  This does not mean that they are not sites or 

zones of social reinvention – but that this reinvention takes place within constraints 

immanent to the metaphor itself.  The frontier is as much inward and backward-

looking as it is expansive and ‗modernist‘ or ‗postmodern‘.  
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1 – The evolution of the metaverse 

The current generation of virtual worlds have emerged as personal computing 

capacity, processor speeds, broadband access and bandwidth have all increased 

dramatically in recent years.   The first virtual worlds, the MUDs, were wholly self-

contained games that allowed players with Internet-access to interact in a basic, often 

text-based, virtual space
iii

.  Other than through payment for access to the software and 

registrations the MUDs were not integrated into the political economies of the real 

world.  Although the technical aspects of the games (graphics, speeds, voice support, 

complexity, etc.) have all grown exponentially, the vast majority of the MMORPGs 

that have developed since, remain of this type – just games, albeit very complex and 

‗immersive‘ ones
iv

.  Indeed many, particularly those aimed at children (e.g. Jagex‘ 

Runescape), specifically ban any form of ‗real world‘ commercial transaction or even 

chat within the game (cf. Runescape 2008).  Some of the more adult themed games, 

even those fundamentally based on in-world commercial activity, specifically forbid 

any form of real world market activity to intrude into the game
v
.  This has arisen 

because, where games allow users to develop particular skill levels and/or in-game 

objects (e.g. weapons, armour, tools, etc.) that are transferable to other players, 

parallel markets developed outside the game environments themselves. (cf. discussion 

in Dibbell 2006, Castronova 2005, 2007 and on the Terra Nova weblog).   

The parallel trading networks as well as the more recent generation of games that 

actively encourage the intersection of real and virtual economies have been made 

possible both by technological change, but also, and perhaps more importantly, by a 

range of legal measures recognising Intellectual Property Rights (IPRs) to virtual 

objects (Balkin & Noveck 2006).  Increasingly and to encourage the commercial 

possibilities of the virtual economies, game owners are recognising members‘ IPRs 
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within the End User Licence Agreements (EULAs) that govern in-world rights, norms 

and behaviours
vi

.  It is this creation of commodifiable and tradable property rights 

above all that has transformed the world of online games into a ‗metaverse‘. 

In the case of two of the leading metaverse worlds, Second Life and Entropia 

Universe, the world designers and owners provide members with a variety of 

manufacturing tools, training materials and mentoring systems precisely to encourage 

the building and acquisition of in-world ‗material‘ goods and real estate.  This is 

partly intended to develop the content of each individual game/world, but is also 

intended to use property rights and trading to develop the metaverse as a distributed 

whole across many different platforms (Ondrejka 2006).  Whilst many other virtual 

worlds do some of this, Second Life and Entropia Universe also offer the ability to 

transfer funds in and out of the virtual world just as one would between two ‗national‘ 

economies or other currency areas.  The Second Life currency, for example, the 

Linden Dollar ($L), can be converted into $US through Second Life’s dedicated 

exchange – the ‗Lindex‘
vii

.  Entropia Universe allows conversion of the Project 

Entropia Dollar (PED) into a range of major real-world currencies and has recently 

sold five in-world banking licences to a combination of individual members and in-

world and real-world corporations to further develop its financial infrastructure.  

Indeed so central is this integrated economy to the functioning of Entropia Universe 

that the logo on all its promotional material reads, ‗The first virtual universe with a 

real cash economy‘. 

Although still in its relative infancy (Second Life was launched in 2003, Entropia 

Universe in 2006), and therefore largely untested, the socio-economic potential of the 

metaverse is causing considerable excitement amongst academic observers, 

journalists and investors.  For the first two groups, the initial excitement stemmed 
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from the role played by the virtual worlds as socio-economic experiments.  The first 

major anthropological study of Second Life is published in early 2008 (Boellstorff 

2008) and there have been other studies of the complex relationships between real 

people and their avatars (Taylor 2006).  There are a number of journalistic ‗guides‘ to 

SL and various media organizations have begun to stage in-world events, both 

corporate and public (Guest 2007).  Media interest has also begun to focus on some of 

the more lurid aspects of virtual worlds – specifically the amount of time spent ‗in-

world‘ and the effects on ‗real world‘ relationships and health (cf. Alter 2007).  More 

importantly, perhaps, there are an increasing number of scholarly analyses of the 

political economies and economics of the metaverse (Castronova 2006, 2007) and 

extensive reflections on the legal/political implications of these new spaces (Post & 

Johnson 2006, Balkin & Noveck 2006)
viii

. Overall the message coming from these 

accounts of the metaverse is that although some of the worlds may still look and feel 

like games, they are also an increasingly significant element in social, economic and 

political life (Castronva 2007, Malaby 2007).   

The interest of the latter group – the investors – is more recent and has arisen as the 

business potential of the metaverse has become apparent.  A number of large real 

world corporations have bought land and/or islands in SL as sites for their virtual 

operations and are reported to be negotiating to buy entire planets in EU.  Financial 

speculation was encouraged in 2006, both by significant increases in the number of 

subscribers and when the first $US millionaire was announced based entirely on a 

virtual real estate business trading within SL in $L (cf. also Dibbell 2006).  The 

millionaire in question – Taiwanese entrepreneur Anshe Chung – has also recently 

acquired one of EU‘s banking licences, thus opening up the possibility of integration 
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between different virtual world economies as well as with the real world (Entropia 

Universe 2007)
ix

. 

The expansion project recently announced by MindArk represents a further 

development of investment in the metaverse.  The partnership behind the project 

includes MindArk itself, along with the Beijing Municipal People‘s Government and 

a Chinese state-owned online entertainment company, the Cyber Recreation 

Development Corporation (CRD) (CRD 2007).  As this implies, state governments 

are now beginning to see the economic and other potentials of the metaverse and are 

prepared to invest heavily in them for the future
x
. 

The dimensions and possibilities of metaverse economic activities are very much 

more complex than can be adequately represented here and differ considerably 

between virtual worlds
xi

.  The main point, however, is that it is not really possible to 

participate fully in any aspect of the worlds without the investment in, and 

accumulation of, considerable amounts of capital in both the real and virtual domains 

of the metaverse.  This is not intended as a criticism – these worlds are first and 

foremost profit-seeking business ventures on the part of their owners and designers – 

rather it is an observation important to our understanding of the metaphors 

‗wilderness‘, ‗frontier‘ and ‗discovery‘ that the metaverse trades on. 
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Metaverse ‘Frontiers 

The ways in which the idea of the frontier is incorporated into the metaverse worlds 

vary considerably.  The quote from EU above is very clear that participation in its 

‗real cash economy‘ is entirely centred on its self-styled ‗new colonial frontier‘.  

Others, particularly Second Life are much less direct in their approach – the frontier 

narrative being present, but relegated to the overall design and iconography of the 

world and, much more importantly, to the normative structure of its political 

economy.  In both cases, it is this structural incorporation of the norm of the frontier 

that is of the greatest interest here because it determines so much of the way in which 

the worlds function whatever their differences in styling and ‗gameplay‘. 

For those worlds such as Entropia Universe, Pirates of the Burning Sea or EVE 

Online in which the frontier is explicitly deployed, its conceptual inheritance is very 

mixed.  The iconographies used are derived from various literary and cinematic 

canons - mainly science fiction and fantasy, but also highly romanticised accounts of 

piracy and discovery.  These are then woven into elaborate ‗back stories‘ that explain 

both the need for colonial/frontier expansion and introduce the main elements of the 

world
xii

.   Entering Entropia Universe, for example, entails ‗landing‘ after a long 

interplanetary voyage at a space port where the basics for starting a new life are 

available.  Kiosks manned by ‗bots‘
xiii

 provide information and advice, mentors 

helpfully invite you to become their ‗disciples‘ to learn the complex processes of 

making money in the new world.  With that money, your personal avatar can equip 

him or herself with such things as clothes, armour, weapons, tools, skills and so on.  

These in turn are used to generate further funds by exploiting various elements of the 

virtual environment.   
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Entropia Universe’s frontier wilderness, which lies immediately beyond the point of 

entry, is carefully wrought to be ruggedly beautiful, dangerous and eminently 

exploitable – the Hollywood archetype of a frontier territory.  The linkage between of 

sci-fi gameplay and wealth generation emerges as avatars encounter various creatures 

inhabiting the landscape, many of which will kill you in your (well, mine anyway) 

attempts to ‗sweat‘ them of their ‗life energy‘; one of the world‘s basic commodities.  

The primary ways in which money is generated in-world are hunting, mining and 

various forms of manufacturing all of which entail the gaining of particular types of 

skill and most of which require some form of collaborative enterprise.  Once 

‗colonists‘ form a group, they can also loot material from other groups as well as the 

environment.  As the game owners make new territory available within the world, 

groups of members can participate in ‗land-grabs‘ during which they can stake a 

claim to tracts of land. 

As such, the economic foundations of Entropia Universe are a combination of a 

caricature of ‗real world‘ processes of primitive accumulation and a profoundly 

conflictual mode of colonial exploitation and ‗frontier justice‘.  In addition to various 

animals there are also ‗human‘ populations to be fought, exploited and where possible 

(because it pays) killed: the humans in question being various forms of mutant and/or 

robot.  Once these forms of accumulation have generated sufficient PEDs, avatars are 

encouraged to ‗invest‘ in themselves by buying and furnishing real estate, setting up 

firms and developing new skills.  In short, and employing the crude terminology of 

class on which the whole thing is based, the transition from proletarian/slave/exile, to 

enterprising and violent colonist, to bourgeois rentier capitalist is telescoped into a 

few relatively short steps.  Given the ready availability of commodities, money and, 

for a price, tools and weapons, this ‗developmental‘ process is almost guaranteed a 
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degree of success.  The handy ability to endlessly ‗rez‘ (i.e. resurrect) one‘s avatar 

from the dead helps enormously in this process.  For those (like the author) too 

impatient with or repelled by the whole thing to bother with hours of chasing around 

and shooting virtual creatures, PEDs can also be purchased by the much more 

straightforward deployment of a real-world credit card, allowing a much smoother 

progression through the class hierarchy. 

If the frontier metaphor is deployed by the likes of Entropia Universe all too 

obviously, elsewhere its inclusion is more subtle.  Second Life, for example, has no 

Tolkien or JG Ballard-esque back story and has more the appearance of a multi-

national virtual suburb than an open wilderness
xiv

.  It is also devoid of hostile animal 

fauna, unless created and installed by other members.  That said, in those areas of the 

world that are kept undeveloped, the landscape is given a familiarly ‗wilderness‘ feel 

– bare rocks, forests, snowscapes, beaches, marine vistas, etc.  At first sight this is 

somewhat contradicted by the rather incongruous ‗infrastructural‘ elements included 

in the landscape by the game designers.  Roads and bridges, for example, run 

throughout Second Life’s various land-masses, including those that are as yet 

undeveloped, despite the fact that avatars can both fly and instantly teleport to and 

from any point.  This is not as far from the reality of a frontier as it may at first seem.  

The main phase of the opening up of the American Western frontier in the early to 

mid-19
th

 century, for example, saw the speculative construction of interurban 

railroads through a landscape that in many places was not yet populated or urbanised 

(cf. Musich 2007: 149).   

Where both Second Life and Entropia Universe express their ‗frontier-ness‘ most 

clearly, however, is less in their styling, than in their political, economic and legal 

structures.  Although not (or not yet) ‗states‘ in any formal sense, both worlds are in 
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many ways essentially ‗textbook‘ capitalist proto-states; deploying an array of 

technological and institutional elements in their new Klondikes drawn directly, if 

selectively, from the historical processes of state-building, imperialism and primitive 

accumulation (Perelman 2000).  The centrality of territory and property to metaverse 

economies is crucial to this. 

 

Cadastral Maps, Property and Virtual Frontiers 

As noted above, the currently pre-eminent metaverse world, Second Life, is not 

obviously styled as a wilderness.  As such, its ‗frontier‘ credentials might seem rather 

questionable.  This, however, is to confuse the prevailing imagery of the frontier, with 

its practical meaning and function.  Despite the heavily sedimented rhetoric and 

iconography of ‗wild‘ frontiers – places of exploration, discovery, lawlessness, etc. – 

the frontier in practice has always been a much more regulated dimension of human 

society.  One way of understanding this is to realise that the frontier depicted in both 

the discovery literatures, fiction, cinema and so on, describes a process of seizure, 

settlement and regulation that took place after the land itself had been opened up – 

physically or conceptually.  For example, before much of the American landmass had 

been settled by ex-European frontiersmen and their families, a prior and in many 

ways much more fundamental form of occupation had taken place.  At various times 

and in various ways the territory of the United States was mapped and planned in 

advance of the frontier itself.  The definition of both the outer boundaries – for 

example, the Mason-Dixon Line – and the systematic division of the land in to 

carefully measured square plots and townships preceded the settlement frontier; land 

becoming available as new tracts of territory were bought, claimed, measured and/or 

resold (cf. Linklater 2002).  The significance of this here is that far from pushing 
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across an empty landscape the American frontier occupied a territory that had already 

been rigorously and often violently mapped (Shapiro 1997).  This mapping process 

introduced a concept of space that was at the same time ‗abstract‘ and power-laden.  

The imposition of the rectilinear ‗grid‘ onto the American landscape both 

conceptually ‗emptied‘ it through a process of ‗topographical amnesia‘ (Paul Virilio, 

cited in Shapiro 1997:176) and prepared it for a particular mode of valuation, 

transferable ownership and regulation.  In doing so, the process recast the empty land 

as ‗capital‘ much as processes of enclosure and cadastral mapping had done in Europe 

(Kain & Baigent 1992).   

Despite the absence of any real territory, the establishment and growth of the 

metaverse is based on a directly analogous process of mapped property relations.  

Without exception, all MMORPGs – whether aspiring to the metaverse or simply 

games – are based on some form of a priori cadastral mapping similar to that which 

formed the foundation of the expansive land economy upon which frontier America 

was built.  The most explicit manifestation of this is Second Life’s ‗grid‘ 

(http://secondlifegrid.net) which divides all the available territory (land and ‗sea‘) 

within the world into equal-sized square units.  Although the individual plots 

available to be bought and/or rented by members of the world are much more varied 

in shape and size, the basic architecture of the territory is, like the US itself, based on 

a rigorously rectilinear platting system designed for a specific mode of property 

relation (Linklater 2002).  The reasons for this are very simple – despite their 

virtuality, the economies of metaverse worlds are in all cases founded on ‗land‘ as a 

commodity: as primitive capital
xv

.  This foundational territorial construction of value 

is one inherited more or less directly from the theory (and to some extent the practice) 

of the frontier. 
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Whilst the appearance of the frontier in virtual worlds may seem rather trivial, it 

reflects an increasing interest in, and application of, the metaphor by institutional and 

development economists.  Anderson and Hill (2004), for example, use their account 

of The Not So Wild, Wild West to depict the frontier as a site for the production of 

carefully regulated and cooperative property relations and, as such, a model for the 

development of a ‗bottom up‘ capitalism.  For them the frontier was not a boundary 

between the wild and the tamed or the barbarous and the civilised, but between 

domains of positive and negative value articulated through the institutions of the rule 

of law.  As they put it in their definition of the frontier: 

For an individual or group, the frontier is the margin between the time or place 

where resources have no value and the time or place where they have positive 

value. 

…[W]hat counts as the frontier for one individual or group might not do so for 

another because it depends on values rather than geographic features. (p.10-11) 

 

The frontier on this construction is an essentially economistic one whereby the 

frontier is defined in terms of relative cost.  As long as the costs of acquiring land 

remain high enough to dissuade its occupation and/or seizure, it lies beyond the 

‗frontier‘.  Once its value becomes ‗positive‘ however – once impediments to 

occupation are removed through changes in technology, transport, law, and so on – 

then the commodity (land) crosses the frontier into the domain of commodification.  

As they put it: 

The story of the western frontier is a story of rents and how they were captured 

or dissipated.  The ―wild, wild West‖ image suggests that rents were dissipated 

through racing and fighting.  In contrast, the ―not so wild, wild west‖ image 
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suggests that rents were captured and nurtured as individuals and groups 

peacefully defined and enforced property rights and engaged in market 

transactions in which those rights were exchanged. (p.14) 

This rather sanitised version of the American frontier is complex.  On the one hand it 

quite correctly notes that the ‗wild‘ West was not so very wild after all.  In line with a 

growing number of empirical historical refutations of the ‗Hollywood‘ version of the 

frontier, Anderson and Hill argue that far from the myth of lawlessness, the frontier in 

practice was a site of legal transformation and innovation.  By drawing the expanding 

territorial horizon into the domain of monetary and value relations, that which had 

been beyond the law, illegal or ‗extralegal‘ stimulated new forms of regulation, 

distribution and ownership.  From their perspective, therefore, the frontier was an 

intense and largely positive site of institutional innovation.  However they also 

neutralise what was on any reading a brutal process of primitive capital accumulation 

(land seizure), by placing settler and Indian communities alike in what they represent 

as a rather gentlemanly ‗peaceful‘ negotiation of property values.  Whilst this may 

partially describe relations within and between settler communities, the idea that 

native Americans happily quit ‗their‘ land as soon as they recognised a negative 

property value is ludicrous.  The process of mapping, seizing and ‗valuing‘ American 

land (in other words, applying an alien and exclusionary system of value and 

ownership onto it) was, as Michael Shapiro (1997) put it, a process of ‗violent 

cartography‘.. 

Although we can criticise and even dismiss such exercises in postcolonial 

revisionism, to do so misses the point that, whatever their empirical limitations, they 

are very influential.  In particular, neo-institutional accounts of the frontier of this 

kind have recently played a significant role both in contemporary development theory 
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and in the design of the metaverse.  Much of this has focused on the popular and 

influential theories of the neoliberal development theorist, Hernando de Soto.  

De Soto‘s theories, published as The Mystery of Capital (2000) and The Other Path 

(2002), are based in large part on a very particular reading of the US frontier as a site 

of economic and institutional innovation.  Western capitalism ‗triumphs‘, according 

to de Soto, because it is based on land, property ownership underpinning all other 

aspects of the growth economics of capital.  The significance of the frontier is its 

capacity – as noted by Anderson and Hill citing de Soto as a key influence – to 

transform ‗extralegal‘ and/or informal economic activity into expansive capital.  It is 

from this claim that he has extrapolated his extremely popular (among international 

aid organisations and many academics) theory of development economics based on 

granting property title to the poor.  Once the impoverished masses have title to the 

land they already live on, the theory goes, they will have access to credit and all the 

other institutional paraphernalia of growth economics.  Rather than ‗produce‘ their 

way out of poverty by working for someone else, as was assumed by models of 

indigenous growth based on capital investment, the poor are expected to finance their 

way to economic security using commodified land as leverage.   

De Soto bases much of his theory on what he calls the ‗missing lessons of American 

history‘ (2000).  De Soto draws a direct parallel between the evolutionary property 

relations that emerged on the US frontier and, he claims, ultimately built the legal and 

institutional structure of a distinctively American capitalism and contemporary ‗third 

world‘ and post-soviet states.  Just as the frontier transformed various extralegal 

forms of property occupation (e.g. squatting) into a formal system of law, so, he 

argues, granting property title to squatter populations in, for example, south American 
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shanty towns would form the basis of a new institutional structure for growth 

economics. 

The Americans…gradually legitimized extralegal property norms and 

arrangements created by the poorest Americans and integrated them into the law 

of the land….Although American officials probably did not intend or realize it, 

when they constructed national laws such as the pre-emption and mining acts 

they were creating the representational forms that integrated all this loose and 

isolated property data [produced by and for frontier communities] into a new 

formal property system. (de Soto, 2000:156-7). 

Whether or not this works as far as the developing world is concerned is hotly 

contested (Gilbert 2002).  Timothy Mitchell (2005, 2008), for example, has argued 

that de Soto‘s theories and experiments only appear to work in practice because they 

are applied to places designed to demonstrate the sorts of economic knowledge that 

project designers wanted to extract.  The relationship between the analysis of the 

frontier economy of land-titling projects and the projects themselves is, therefore a 

complex and performative one.  Despite claims that property-titling experiments 

prove the validity of the theory, Mitchell finds that the sites of experimentation were, 

in effect, made (and interpreted) in the image of de Soto‘s theories. 

In the case of the property titling projects in the ‗real‘ world, the results were 

inevitably mixed and contestable not least because place is an intrinsically messy 

concept.  Places never conform to simplifying academic preconceptions because they 

are never singular – they are complex networks of overlapping, sedimented 

knowledges and practices, some of which conform to hypotheses to a limited degree, 

many not at all (cf. Scott 1998).  There is therefore, a significant disparity between the 

idea of property-titling as a tool of economic development and the long history of 
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imperialist and neo-imperialist efforts to ‗modernise‘ unruly and/or undeveloped parts 

of the world.  Not so the Metaverse which is the latest manifestation of the theories of 

de Soto and other ‗neoliberal‘ colleagues.  Indeed, de Soto is specifically cited by one 

of Second Life’s original designers, Cory Ondrejka (2006), as a source of inspiration 

for the structure of its virtual economy.   

It is in part because of the application of de Soto‘s theories, therefore, that the most 

fully developed metaverse property markets are found in Second Life where both land 

and buildings have provided the first and hitherto most profitable in-world enterprises 

(Anshe Chung, for example, made her $US million as a ‗real‘ estate trader).  The 

careful release and subsequent control of the virtual land-mass allows both the 

establishment and manipulation of in-world economies by their owners.  This is 

reinforced by the careful linking of all other aspects of the virtual economy to the 

ownership of territory.  In Second Life for example, although it is possible to be 

economically active without land, to take full advantage of the scripting and 

construction tools needed to develop both one‘s avatar and other products a member 

must own or rent a building plot.  Land ownership is similarly built in to the gameplay 

of other worlds: it is made a necessary stage of progression (analogous to the 

completion of ‗levels‘ in more conventional computer games) on the way to 

metaverse wealth.  

 

Conclusion: Frontier to what? 

The centrality of land in the economies of virtual worlds is, at first sight, surprising.  

Virtual worlds can, in theory at least, be anything at all – there are, or should be, no 

rules – so why design alternative worlds that precisely mirror the economic 

foundations of the real one?  These issues have been extensively discussed in fact by 
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metaverse designers and commentators looking to virtual worlds to provide sites of 

socio-economic experimentation and even revolution (cf. various strands on the Terra 

Nova weblog).  The use of ‗real money trades‘ (RMTs) in the metaverse, for example, 

has been blamed for an ‗osmotic‘ absorption of the principles of capitalist economics 

into virtual worlds
xvi

.  In practice, however, a capitalist economics has not been 

absorbed into the metaverse as though it was somehow exterior to it, but is immanent 

to its creation and meaning.  Indeed, precisely because of the pervasiveness of the 

frontier metaphor, it is the notion that the metaverse might constitute some kind of 

alternative to ‗real world‘ capitalism that should be surprising.  Not for the first time, 

what appears to offer the potential for radical reinvention of socio-economic relations 

turns out to be something less than revolutionary. 

I say this not only because metaverse designers are clearly drawing on neoliberal 

economic theory for their model, but because the theorists on which they are drawing 

are themselves rooted in a particular discourse of property relations that is of long 

standing. In his account of Land, Labour and Economic Discourse, Keith Tribe 

(1978), describes the long-standing connection between capitalist and proto-capitalist 

economic practices and narratives and the specific structure of post-feudal land 

ownership.  As he puts it (1978:27): 

The almost mystical bond that is associated with notions of land and its 

ownership is one that has been the subject of popular agitation for centuries, for 

the possession of land is associated with the freedom of the individual, who 

retains by virtue of such possession the means of subsistence.  Separation from 

the land symbolises the necessity to work for others in order to gain a 

subsistence, and is usually conceived as an unnatural state of affairs. 
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Tribe‘s historiography of the formation of classical political-economy and its 

dissolution and emergence as ‗modern‘ economics, traces the particular connection 

between the intertwined discourses of land and labour in early modern Europe.  As 

this implies, the ‗naturalization‘ of land ownership on the conceptual frontier of the 

West has been immanent to that variant of capitalism distributed worldwide by 

European imperial and colonial adventure for several hundred years. 

How might we interpret the metaverse frontier in light of this?  At one level, clearly, 

it can be seen as little more than ‗business as usual‘ or, given the influence of the likes 

of de Soto, even an intensification of a well-established trope of expansionary 

capitalism.  Whilst this is certainly true, the incorporation of the frontier into rapidly 

expanding virtual words is more than an exercise in ‗false consciousness‘ – packaging 

hard-nosed business practice up as some kind of radical social experiment.  Whilst 

there are plenty of adherents to this view, this misses one of the crucial implications 

of the invocation of a frontier.  To return to van der Pijl‘s account of the frontier, he 

quotes Lamb‘s contention that the frontier is a ‗zone rather than a line‘– a zone of 

‗contact‘, ‗conductivity‘, experimentation‘, ‗innovation‘ and, importantly, ‗a 

geographical unit in its own right‘ (2007: 76-7).  All this has certainly been true 

historically and, as van der Pijl notes, the nature of the frontier as geographical unit is 

a complex, multi-spatial one.  However, it is in the absence of any residual physicality 

that the metaverse ‗frontier‘ emerges as something rather different from its previous 

manifestations. 

Although, as suggested above, the frontier is always a point of conceptual, legal, 

social, economic, political and cultural engagement, it has in all its various historical 

manifestations until now also had a physicality.  Whatever we might think of what 

frontier processes did to the peoples and places they encountered they transformed, 
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there was at least a concrete interaction – albeit a highly unequal one – between 

colonised and coloniser.  As has also been noted many times, frontiers also 

transformed those driving them – both the individuals involved and the cultures to 

which they belonged – ‗the wilderness masters the colonist‘, in Jackson-Turner‘s oft-

cited phrase (1920: p.4).  The physicality of previous frontiers served, however 

liminally and temporarily, as a constraint on its progress and helped to construe its 

outcomes.  The absence of any ‗real‘ physicality in the metaverse means that that 

which serves to constrain and construe its forms and outcomes are immanent to it.  

Put simply, there is no ‗other side‘ to the metaverse frontier. 

I do not want to suggest in saying this that previous accounts were therefore somehow 

wholly constrained by their physicality or that those people and places exposed to the 

worst excesses of frontier expansion has any real power in the relationship.  Far from 

it, constructions of barbarism and wilderness have always been made in the image of 

the narrator rather than the narrated.  Rather, I want to draw attention to the fact that 

what lies ‗beyond‘ the frontier of the metaverse is nothing other than ourselves.   

Unlike the ‗new worlds‘ of the Americas or Australasia, the ‗new‘ worlds of the 

metaverse have been created specifically to be discovered - it is a frontier to a world 

already known that conceals itself behind a series of powerful literary and cinematic 

tropes.  As such, whilst all frontier narratives are reflexive, the metaverse frontier is 

only reflexive – it is the latest chapter a debate we continue to have with ourselves 

about the nature of ‗western‘, ‗modern‘, ‗postmodern‘, or, simply perhaps, ‗capitalist‘ 

society and culture but in the absence of a ‗real‘ legitimating alternative.  As such the 

metaverse frontier is neither new nor revolutionary, but represents a further 

intensification, narrativization and despatialization of the long-standing ethnogenetic 

mythos of the frontier.   
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Were the metaverse no more than a software designer‘s (and his/her lawyers‘) 

daydream, this might perhaps be relatively unimportant.  Although there are 

technically tens of millions of people participating in the virtual worlds at some level, 

the numbers actively engaged in the integrated economies they are trying to build are 

very much smaller.  Anshe Chung may be the metaverse‘s first millionaire, but she is 

also, to date, the only one.  That said, it is worth bearing in mind that although the 

metaverse is still in its infancy as a practical idea, it has already attracted the attention 

of large scale investors in both the public and private sector.  Whatever the precise 

nature of the metaverse will be once multinational corporations and the likes of China 

fully establish themselves within it, there seems little doubt that this is not yet the 

final frontier. 
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i
 The term ‗metaverse‘ itself was coined by Neal Stephenson in his 1994 science 

fiction novel Snow Crash describing a utopian/dystopian future in which people lived 

more in the virtual world than the real. 

ii
 Cf. for example, http://millionsofus.com 

iii
 See, for example, LambdaMOO, one of the earliest text-based virtual worlds - 

http://lambdamoo.info/ and subject of one of the earliest legal controversies (Dibbell 

1998). 

iv
 Lists of current MMORPGs and their basic characteristics can be found at 

http://www.mmorpg.com. 

v
 Cf., for example, the Software licence Agreement for EVE Online, a highly 

commercial virtual universe along similar lines to EU, that specifically forbids any 

form of game-related commercial activity (EVE Online 2007, paragraph 7B) 

vi
 EULAs along with Terms of Service agreements (ToS) and Software Licence 

Agreements (SLA) have been subject to much discussion amongst legal scholars 

concerning their status as in-world ‗law‘ for the MMORPGs and the metaverse (cf. 

Balkin & Noveck 2006).  Cf. also discussion on the Terra Nova blog. 

vii
 The originally open and unregulated nature of the Second Life economy has 

recently come under scrutiny and increasing control following a series of frauds 

perpetrated by ‗banks‘ and other financial institutions established to manage ‗in-



 29 

                                                                                                                                            

world‘ funds.  SL has recently been forced to close down all of these banks to prevent 

further instances. 

viii
 Cf. also, the ‗Virtually Blind‘ weblog: http://www.virtuallyblind.com 

ix
 At the time of writing (March 2008) the virtual worlds belonging to the respective 

metaverse companies are separate – although funds can be shifted between them and 

the real economy, there is no direct link for funds, avatars or virtual goods and 

services to transfer between the worlds themselves.  As economic links between the 

worlds grow, this is likely to change creating further integrative possibilities for the 

metaverse. 

x
 I do not wish here to speculate on the implications of China‘s investment in the 

metaverse.  Clearly, however, the involvement of the Chinese government, well 

known for its censorship of the Internet, raises a number of questions about control, 

accountability, sovereignty, law and so on with respect to the metaverse and its 

‗global‘ citizens.  Whether or not it is significant that the owners of the much ‗freer‘ 

Second Life lost out to MindArk in the tender process despite their greater experience 

and size remains to be seen (cf. Keegan 2007). 

 

xi
 The best source of discussion on virtual world issues is the Terra Nova Blog. 

xii
 In addition to he sci-fi inheritance, many games also include contemporary 

references.  For example, one arrives in Entropia Universe wearing only an orange 

jumpsuit unpleasantly reminiscent of those used for prisoners at Guantanamo Bay. 

xiii
 Avatars generated by the game designers to fulfil certain routine functions. 

xiv
 That said, frontier imagery is not hard to find.  See, for example, the ‗film‘ shot 

entirely within Second Life by Linden Labs staff at: http://www.bellsandspurs.com/ 

xv
 In addition, and unintentionally, the basic building blocks for objects in Second Life 

are known as ‗primitives‘.  Their status as primitive capital has become all the more 

pronounced as they have increasingly come to be used as a currency in parallel to the 

$L. 

xvi
 Cf. discussion on Terra Nova at: 

http://terranova.blogs.com/terra_nova/2005/07/rmt_and_osmotic.html 


