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Imagine in some future encounter that your son or daughter—a third-year English major in
college—tells you that the professor in his or her 20th-century literature course is requiring a
very innovative learning strategy for examining the novel Lolita by Vladimir Nabokov
(1955). Of course, all students are expected to read the story narrated by the character of
Humbert Humbert: It tells of his initial infatuation with the 11-year-old Dorothy Haze
(“Lolita”), their subsequent sexual experiences (including his rape of the young girl), and
some years later his murder of another of her adult paramours, Clare Quilty, who had
secretly wooed her away from him.

But, for this course, the teacher has arranged for all the students actually to play the
role of Humbert in a new online virtual reality (VR) game based on the novel. In this game
(a fictional conceit crafted only for the purpose of this review), each faux Humbert would
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experience what it would be like to interact with and have sex with a 12-year-old girl
(visually virtualized on a computer screen) as well as torture and kill Quilty as suggested by
the novel’s story line. The instructor believes that such a gaming experience would give
students greater insight into Humbert’s motivation and a much more vivid sense of the
author’s imaginative world. Hearing this and thoroughly disgusted, you might well pick up
the telephone immediately to call the college’s academic dean and ask how such an
outrageous academic exercise could be permitted at your child’s school.

As far-fetched as this example might seem, the authors of Transcending Taboos: A
Moral and Psychological Examination of Cyberspace present their readers with a vivid and
enlightening introduction to a growing world of online symbolic taboo activities (STAs)
involving extreme, graphic, and gratuitous violence, rape, pedophilia, and other behaviors
held abhorrent in most societies. Garry Young and Monica Whitty describe the architecture
and contents of a proliferating digital world. These include voyeuristic sites of real-world
photographs and videos featuring torture and executions (for example, beheadings carried
out by terrorists), as well as both single-player computer-based or online VR games and the
growing universe of multiplayer online role-playing games that encourage or demand STAs
among the characters whom participants enact. The authors raise fundamental and broad
questions about the moral and psychological acceptability of such venues and the
implications for individuals who engage in such STAs.

Their examination is structured in three broad parts. In the first and longest section of
the book, Young and Whitty describe in detail what sorts of STAs occupy the various niches
composing cyberspace and pose the general moral question: Should cyberspace be a place
where, virtually, anything is permissible? They provide their answer in the form of a
nuanced rejection of various moral and legal traditions by challenging, for example, the
notion that individual or social disgust can serve as a trusted marker for enduring moral
harm. Rather, they argue,

moral questions that stem from a system of morality born of our offline world, that concern

the permissibility of certain virtual acts, are the wrong sorts of questions to be asking.

Instead, we should look to that which transcends the online and offline space—namely the

individual. (p. 3)

Engagement in fictional STAs across VR in cyberspace should be censured ultimately
only if such behaviors or role playing causes enduring harm to their enactor’s psychological
identity.

So what makes up the identity of VR role participants? Three short chapters form the
book’s second part and detail “the nature and authenticity of selves within cyberspace” (p.
105). In understanding the self, the authors turn to Markus and Nurius’s (1986) notion of
possible selves and Gallagher’s (2005) arguments on behalf of a non-Cartesian self as
progressively embodied within the world’s objects and activities. Self-identity consists in



both a body image and a self-concept that can be expanded, challenged, or altered through
experiences involving “virtual possible selves” (p. 126) expressed online. Thus, “cyberspace
enables the user to transcend the physical body, but not embodiment” (p. 141). But,
importantly, carrying out deviant or taboo roles online may put into jeopardy an individual’s
sense of what the authors call psychological parity, that is, “one’s sense of continuity of self
across spaces” (p. 165).

In the final part of the book the authors explore the potential harm to psychological
parity arising from experiences in virtual environments and, particularly, as individual actors
engage in STAs at variance with their daily-life worlds offline. They provide a detailed
review of both theoretical and research findings about the relationship between depictions of
violence (including video and online gaming) and behavioral outcomes. They note that
research reviews such as Anderson et al. (2003) “have found short-term effects [emphasis
added[ of playing video games, including the likelihood of psychically and verbally
aggressive behavior, aggressive thoughts, and emotions” (p. 146). Yet Ferguson’s (2007)
meta-analytic review of the same literature found very small size effects and questionable
validity for many measures of aggression. Thus, these authors conclude that there is a “lack
of clear evidence for a link between violent video game content and actual aggressive
behavior or otherwise detrimental effects” (p. 155).

However, even if individuals do not tend to act out in real life the negative behaviors
they carry out online, there is still a danger—the threat of damage to the self that arises when
the self in everyday life becomes progressively subordinate to or incongruent with the self
online. The authors argue that “the potential for disparity between those aspects of oneself
presented online compared to offline is implicated within [the] more general cognitive-
behavioral model of problematic Internet use (PIU) proposed by Davis (2001)” (p. 167).

The volume concludes with Young and Whitty both noting that “[r]esearch into STAs
is still in its infancy” (p. 182) and detailing the important questions that future research
programs need to address. When the results of such research eventually become available,
the authors argue, legitimate moral questions that still haunt our evaluation of this new
digital world would “be informed by a greater understanding of how individuals experience
and cope with the freedoms—moral or other—afforded by cyberspace” (p. 187).

The summary offered here hardly does justice to the sophisticated analyses offered by
Young and Whitty as well as the generally rich and quite up-to-date research bases for their
arguments. The book is particularly clear of jargon and the authors are balanced and fair to
both sides in discussing disagreements among the scholars they cite.

My quibbles are few. Their use of William James and his famous recognition that
many expressions of the self are mutually exclusive—one can’t be simultaneously a
millionaire, a statesman, a bon vivant, and a saint—seems to me to ignore his more
insightful notions of the self as both materially and socially constituted (James, 1890/1950,
pp. 292–296). They treat the differing ways that role play may affect participants as they
identify with their characters (especially pp. 172–176). This analysis might benefit by



reference to Gilbert (1991) and others about the ways that basic comprehension of the
meaning of stimuli brings with it enduring cognitive effects even when the percept so
conceived is later judged either illusory or demonstrably false.

My most serious criticism arises from a very specific forensic concern. At several
points Young and Whitty maintain that the legal systems of the United Kingdom and the
United States differ regarding virtual child pornography generated without the participation
of any actual child. They claim that “[a]s a result of legislation passed in 2009, it is now
illegal in the UK to possess virtual, sexually related images of children, yet not in the US
[emphasis added (p. 34). But, I believe that they are in error in view of the 2008 U.S.
Supreme Court decision in the case of United States v. Williams (2008). By a 7–2 margin,
the Court upheld the 2003 US PROTECT Act making the possession of or engagement with
virtual child pornography illegal. Of course, this would render the opening scenario of this
review moot but also limits to some extent the scope of one of the most egregious STAs that
Young and Whitty review in their text.

The use of Nabokov’s (1955) novel additionally reminds us as readers that the
depiction of fictional deviance and the legal and moral responses to such works have an
intricate, long-standing, and contentious history. As Steinberg (1980) noted, the 1558 Book
of Manners establishing severe rules of decency acceptable to post-Renaissance gentry was
authored by the same Giovanni Della Casa who authorized the Roman Catholic Church’s
Index of Forbidden Books—both coterminous with the church’s decision to blot out any
genitalia exposed in Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel masterpiece The Last Judgment.

In 20th-century American jurisprudence, John Monroe Woolsey’s decision in favor of
James Joyce’s Ulysses overturned the charge of obscenity in Mollie Bloom’s sensuous
soliloquy (United States v. One Book Entitled Ulysses by James Joyce, 1934). Yet, the 1978
Supreme Court ruling in FCC v. Pacifica Foundation (1978) upholding a ban on “indecent”
language means that the public airwaves of the United States are still protected against the
so-called seven dirty words used by the comedian George Carlin (Samaha, 2010). The
emergence of the Internet at the conclusion of the 20th century and its many new arenas for
visual expression only extends the existing debate of what are socially, legally, and morally
acceptable forms of expression.

In many respects, this volume offers the hope of opening a serious scholarly
conversation that has not yet taken place. I am not aware of any similar treatment of this
book’s subject with the scope and depth that Young and Whitty bring to the discussion. This
is not surprising: Whitty has been a prodigious and insightful investigator of online behavior
for more than a decade (more than 20 of her articles are cited in this work alone).

As cyberspace increasingly offers venues for the witnessing or enacting of socially
taboo actions as virtual realities, it is not enough merely to react with squeamishness or
outright denial under an umbrella of disgust. We need to expand both the theoretical
foundations and evidential basis by which to judge the short- and long-term consequences of



STAs for both individuals and their societies. This book can serve as a crucial start toward
the answers we need to uncover.
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