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ABSTRACT

The online learning process during the recent Covid-19 pandemic gave us an input about the
significance of technological requirements for improving learning experiences in long-distance
education. Scanning textbook pages, typing course materials, playing videos of scientific experiments,
asking students to record a vide while doing homework, discussions in the chat-box, and even using
an interactive whiteboard in virtual classrooms are all examples of technologies used, but they are not
unavailable or inaccessible cutting-edge technologies any more. Increasing students’ performance
and satisfaction requires adoption and adaptation to other technologies. Therefore some schools and
universities in Iran have been equipped with virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR)
hardware and software. Metaverse labs in some schools s well as universities have been launched;
although its effectiveness is questionable. But the main question is if the metaverse is accessible to
learning outside of academia, why do we need universities anymore? Is expansion of the metaverse
synonymous with the reduction of the university? May universities use the metaverse in learning
activities, but keeping their function to formal higher education? Will universities be transferred to
(and transformed in) the metaverse? Will organizational structure (and social role) of universities
change in the metaverse? Answering such questions wants us to reconsider the linguistic construct
and the social relation of university, technology, and society - which needs returning to the
conceptions and conceptualization of the university, turning points of great expectations for/from the
university, and megatrends of socio-digital transformations. In this paper, we reviewed John Henry
Newman’s idea of a university in its historical context, the discursive turn of higher education (HE)
from university to Clark Kerr’s multiversity, and the resurgence of the idea of the metaverse (i.e. a
single, universal, and immersive virtual world) as a consequence of pervasive prevalence of alternative
technologies. Attempts are to re-articulate those concepts, draw a big picture of their social relations
(in what Karl Popper called world 3), and provide an epistemological criticism of current debates on
consistencies and controversies of university and the metaverse.
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INTRODUCTION

According to ‘Metaverse in 2040: Hype, Hope, Hell’ report by Pew Internet
Research, immersiveness of virtual worlds will continue to increase steadily in the
next two decades. It will equip and enhance teaching and learning in higher
education, even compete and defeat in-person courses and on-campus classes.
However, some experts believe that a rapid radical change will not happen soon,
because of challenges in affordance and acceptance, availability and accessibility,
utility and usability, usefulness and user-friendliness of technologies for producing
alternative spaces, and technologies for consuming alternative realities, i.e. virtual
reality (VR), augmented reality (AR), mixed reality (MR), and extended reality
(XR). There are some criticisms or cautions on practices and/or performances of
using VR, AR, MR, and XR in learning, and some scholars are skeptical or even
doubtful about the costs and consequences of replacing university with metaversity,
or higher education with the metaverse. Some may ask if we can learn anything
through multimodal communication with multimedia contents in immersive spaces
over the internet, what is the function of university in the era of the metaverse? The
university, as an organizational structure and as a social institution, is under
shadows of doubts to be useful and cost-effective, in utilitarian discourse of higher
education (HE), administration and governance. The university is under peril of
shrinking, being marginalized, or even demise due to threats from metaversity.
Others put forward that the metaverse is still a hypothetical and imaginary space, of
fictional and fantasy matter, for education and entertainment; so, it is not an actual,
immediate, and severe rivalry of the university. Even when the metaverse becomes
popular, prevalent, and pervasive, it may coexist with the current higher education
system, or it may be embedded in academic activities and administrative
procedures, or university and metaversity will be incorporated and integrated into a
new socio-technical convergence. So there are utopian and dystopian perspectives
on alternative realities technologies and the metvarse, and there are optimist and
pessimist views on epistemic articulations and social relations of metavresity and
university as well.

PURPOSE

The author has tried to figure out if there are functional interferences, conflict of
interests, conceptual contractions, or value inconsistencies between metaversity and
university. What the metaverse does with the university, and what the university
does with the metaverse? Is it a zero-sum game of survival of the fittest or it can be a
co-existence between them alternatively? There are at least three questions to be
answered: 1. What is the relation of (universe and) university with metaverse (and
metaversity)? 2. What is multiversity, and how it is related to metaversity and
university? 3. Which will dominate the others in the next few decades: university,



multiversity, or metaversity? How the metaverse play a role (but not determine)
articulations of technology and space, university and society, universe and our
knowledge about it, the possible and the probable, the objective and the subjective?

METHODOLOGY

This research is qualitative in approach, introspective in strategy, and deductive in
reasoning. Neither studying a specific university or a learning management system
(LMS), nor generalizing findings to wider contexts of higher education or other uses
of the mataverse were intended. Accordingly, data were collected by surveys,
interviews, ethnographies, participant observations, or log analysis. Alternatively,
the author relied on his own reflections, and tried to make sense of the case through
thinking aloud. Keywords which are focus of attention are the analysis of universe,
university, multiverse, multiversity, metaverse, and metaversity.

FINDINGS

Once the university was turned into a place to study the universe, and conceived to
be a domain for freedom of thought, freedom of expression, and freedom of
association, it became a space for exchanging information or experiences,
encountering different or divergent ideas and values, and practicing toleration.
That’s why John Henry Newman called it virtual, which meant virtuous at those
times. But it has been reduced to a high(er) school just for learning specific
materials at postsecondary level, later (double) reduced to a site for information
transfer (neither criticizing existing dominant discourses of knowledge, nor
deconstructing knowledge from power), which again decontextualized to the
academic market for simply getting a degree. So the paradigm of higher education
administration turned into skill development programs, employability, and (later)
entrepreneurial university. In the mid 20th century, Clark Kerr replaced uni-versity
with multi-versity, which literally meant there was not just one universe to live in,
and not just one type of university to learn from. Learning in university was for
living in (the only) universe; but for surviving, working, and thriving in the
multiverse (emergent global markets), a multiversity was in need. Multiversity was a
multidisciplinary, multipurpose, and multi-campus university. It was a hybrid: local
but global, managerial but participatory, entrepreneurial but critical.
Metaphorically, it was an example of not only a postmodern university, but
signifying postmodern situation, symbolizing the postmodern: diverse and
divergent actors and actions, even dissident or opponent ones. The challenge is
what we have in the era of Metaverse, i.e. is it university, or multiversity? The
metaverse is not restricted (and reducible) to Facebook/Meta company platform for
alternative realities, rather it refers to geographically global, thematically universal,
and interactively immersive virtual worlds which are available, accessible, and
affordable through the internet. Currently, the metaverse is only a part of
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cyberspace, but it may become the dominant paradigm of internet communications
over the next few years. Prospective performances of the metaverse is represented
by extended and extensible realities of physical and digital worlds, extensive and
intensive multimedia contents, compatibility and interoperability of real-time
multimodal communications of technologies, immersive and interactive
communications of users, and spatialization of everything on the internet and with
the internet.

But current instances are still in a spectrum of VR, AR, MR, and XR. We
recognize them by their devices: headsets, head-mounts, head-straps, smart glasses,
eye tracking, VR gloves, finger tracking, or pose tracking. They connect us with the
metaversity through the metaverse which has two roots and two routes: it is an
extension of real world to the digital world, and an extension of the cyberspace to
the physical space. It brings 3D sense of presence in university to home, office, and
even the playground; and it takes all of them to the cyberspace comparably. But it is
at the very beginning of the way, even maybe at infancy level. Many people have no
personal touch of it yet, or have experienced it but didn’t like it, or some felt it but
not as real as physical world. A vast majority of people, even many heavy internet
users do not take it serious yet, and that'’s why the metaverse is still conceived and
perceived as hypothetical, imaginary, even illusionary space (rather than real and
reliable asset, i.e. legal property). But this is very concrete conceptualizing and
operationalizing of the metaverse, and can be constructed and construed as a
possibility and potentiality, which is probable and plausible. In this sense, the
metaverse and metaversity can be an analytical tool and a subjective sphere, to think
and talk about alternatives for the universe and university, through the tunnel of
multiversity settings and through the lens of multiverse analysis. The multiverse is
considered to be the precursor of the metaverse, since if you have not encountered
with centripetal forces or t experienced decentralized spaces, how would you
tolerate others and interact with them (e.g. in learning)? On the other hand, if you
had no access or exposure to those unfamiliar or even controversial entities and
episteme in the real world, what could be the alternative space and situation (but the
metaverse) to face with other ontologies and epistemologies?

CONCLUSION

We expect too much from the university means to be a place of learning and skills-
development, research and technological innovation, entrepreneurship and
employability, for dialogue and discussions, challenging circumstances and
pioneering social transformations. Similarly, we expect too many things from the
metaverse: to simulate experiments and reduce risks of working in a physical lab, to
improve learning and reduce costs of education, to enhance user experiences in
interacting with virtual worlds and to empower individual facing fears, to be a
source of learning and (at the same time) to be a medium of entrainment, to assist



the university in its institutional function but not to become its rivalry in the long
run. If a university wants to do many things -i.e. becoming a multiversity, it may
become anything but the university -i.e. a place for freedom of ideas, expressions,
and associations anymore. If the metaverse is adopted in and adapted to the higher
education settings, this space of alternative realities can be used for visualizing the
invisible, realizing the virtual, experimenting with the inexperienced, concretizing
the abstract, and actualizing the potential. Even if a university enters the metaverse,
it can virtually extend and expand its academic and administrative processes and
procedures, but with a sense of presence (or in reality but from a distance). These
are tactical questions about tools, not strategic concerns about technologies. The
analytical controversy and the practical challenge of technologies is: What happens
if the university mal-detect metaverse technologies, not recognize it at all, or if
metaversity takes over the university? Which remains, and which fades out? What
are the socio-cultural, economic, and epistemic contexts, conveyors, and
consequences of this contest? What will be the potential options, the preferred
choices, and the final achievements: the university, the multiversity, or the
metvaresity? The university: to be, or not to be; that is the question.

NOVELTY

A majority of current literature dealing with the issue of metaverse largely focus on
how to improve it technologically, how it is embedded in the entertainment
industry, or how to use it in learning. On other hand, mainstream critical reviews of
higher education are on administration or management, policy-making or
governance, or economy and finance. Since, the applications of metaverse
technologies in universities, and the implications of universities’ presence in the
metaverse space, have been less probed and discussed, this paper is an attempt to
introduce and develop it.
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