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Abstract 
 
The article, “Games without frontiers: On the moral and psychological implications of 
violating taboos within multi-player virtual spaces”, by Garry Young explores the 
physiological affects that adult Massive Multi-player Online Role Playing Games 
(MMORPGs) have on participants in this virtual world. The research problem focuses on 
the moral freedom that the gamers have in these virtual worlds. Young embraces the fact 
that the problem does not lie within the morality of the content in the game but rather the 
well being of the gamer. Does the gamer’s behavior in this virtual world carry-over into 
the offline world? This article essentially dissects the components of unacceptable social 
behaviors in MMORPGs and the affects of a player’s identity in the real world and 
virtual world. 
 
A Massive Multi-player Online Role Playing Game (MMORPG) is an online role-
playing video game where a very large number of people participate simultaneously. 
Gamers who play MMORPGs create their own avatars to help shape their own identities 
and physical characteristics in these virtual worlds.  Each MMORPG game has different 
rules or gameplay that creates a social structure. Gamers will need to participate in acts of 
violence to gain experience points to level up. This includes acts of rape, cannibalism, 
bestiality and murder. An exception to the taboos listed is pedophilia, including incest. It 
is prohibited and explicitly stated on the gaming platform’s website.  
 
Committing these taboos offline violates the social norm. Moral identity is measured by 
disgust. Yet, violent acts online playing MMORPGs are seen as a way to express oneself. 
This is acceptable behavior because it is not real life.  Players in these adult MMORGPs 
accept these violations in virtual worlds and often believe by that it is only “role-
playing,” justifying their acts by stating that it does not harm anyone in the real world. 
 
Knowing players are violent within these virtual worlds, should there be limits within 
virtual spaces? In MMORPGs, rape is a common practice and requires gamer’s consent. 
A very offensive behavior became extremely popular in Second Life, bestiality, which 
are human sexual relations with animals. In cases, such as Second Life and 
LambdaMOO, there was a call for more supervision due to these violating taboos.  
 
It is not unhealthy to participate in these adult virtual worlds. Therefore, instead of 
viewing MMORPG and its violating taboos as the concern, the focus is on the gamers 
and their “true self.” Perhaps the gamer is reshaping their identity in the virtual world 
creating a better real-life version. On the other hand, there can be a blur between virtual 
and non-virtual selves. 
 
For future research, it is imperative to figure out how gamers deal, psychologically, with 
identifying oneself within the virtual world and real world. Ideally, identifying who is 
susceptible to seek unity among the moral freedom within the virtual and the constraints 
of the real world. 
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Critique of Games without frontiers: On the moral and psychological implications of 

Violating taboos within multi-player virtual spaces 

 Young explores violation taboos in MMORPGs by piecing together various 

journal articles and drawing controversial conclusions. His article, “Critique of Games 

without frontiers: On the moral and psychological implications of violating taboos within 

multi-player virtual spaces,” poses many questions but leaves the reader left with what 

seems like more questions. His ultimate goal is to identify the psychological implications 

of MMORPGs. How are players being affected by the violating taboos in MMORPGs? 

Throughout the literature, Young defines MMORPGs, taboos, and moral identity. 

He defines the essence of identity within MMORPGs by stating, “Massively multiplayer 

online role-playing games as allowing players to create and develop their own unique 

avatars. Gamers choose from among a range of features to help define the identity and 

attitudes of their character, including occupation, gender, race (or even species), sexual 

orientation and religious/spiritual allegiance (the latter acting as a broad measure of 

morality)” (p. 1228). This avatar is an entryway to a fantasy world allowing them to 

violate taboos, which include murder, rape, necrophilia, and bestiality. Young addresses 

an interesting point where pedophilia, including incest, is completely prohibited in 

MMORPGs. This leads to an important question, why this is taboo prohibited but every 

other violent act is permissible?  

 Taboo is defined by as a deep disgust and revulsion to a violation of social norm. 

Young makes a clear and compelling argument that taboo violations that are experienced 

in real life should equally translate to the virtual gaming world MMORPGs are 

constructing. In fact, it would be logical to transcend social norms from the real world to 
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the virtual world. In this case, MMORPGs are fantasy worlds where anything can happen 

and players can express themselves freely with no repercussions.   

The most striking conclusion from this article stems from Young’s statement, 

“Here, one has a greater opportunity to develop one’s ideal/true self and engage in real 

social interactions.”  What is the “real” or “authentic” self? Young shapes the self by 

stating, “However, the realization of one’s true self within game space is, by definition, 

context-specific and perhaps even context-dependent” (p. 1234). This is contradictory to 

his previous conclusion of gamers developing their “true self” in playing MMORPGs. It 

will be very difficult to define and prove a gamer’s ”true self” unless there is congruity 

between real world and virtual gaming world.  

Regardless of the many argumentative debates that Young brings to the table, he 

ultimately comes to a conclusion that a gamer is seeking congruity among the virtual and 

real world. He argues that players who truly identify with their avatar and play for long 

periods of time have a strong sense of parity between both worlds, whereas players who 

do not identify with their avatars are not likely to relate the virtual world with the offline 

world. Being that there is no study to support his literature review, this leads for an 

excellent opportunity to research this topic. 

Overall, Young pieced together excellent research articles based in his literature 

review. There was no study conducted, which means there is no research design, results, 

or discussion. The open-ended questions left by Young opens the doors to future research 

within MMORPGs and violating taboos to support or defy his conclusions.  
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