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Abstract 
Although incidents of online sexual assault are becoming increasingly common, 
the concept of virtual rape s9ll needs cri9cal examina9on. Contrary to conven9onal 
wisdom, I first argue that virtual rape should not be seen as a metaphorical term, 
let alone an oxymoron. Focusing on the embodied condi9ons that define presence 
in immersive environments, I then draw a phenomenologically inspired dis9nc9on 
between physical and bodily to challenge the idea that virtual rape is nothing more 
than psychological violence. Lastly, I introduce the no9on of somatechnical body 
to clarify the specific nature of virtual rape. 
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1. “Just quit the game!” 

On 1 January 2024, the Daily Mail’s crime and security editor Rebecca 
Camber has no )me to toast the New Year before she must go straight 
back to work to break some bad news. The Bri)sh police have launched 
an inves)ga)on against persons unknown for the reported gang rape of a 
16-year-old girl. Not in the street, not in a club or an apartment had the 
heinous crime allegedly been perpetrated, but rather online, in the 
metaverse. Details are sketchy: we only know that the teenager was wear-
ing a virtual reality headset and playing an unspecified immersive game 
when several individuals, hiding their iden)ty behind male avatars, sud-
denly assaulted her digital persona1, first verbally and then “physically”. 

The inverted commas I have just used spontaneously reveal all my dif-
ficulty with understanding and describing the experience in ques)on. And 
one only has to scroll through the search engine results pages displayed 
aoer keying in “virtual rape” to no)ce how many journalists suffered a 
similar embarrassment and felt compelled to use the same typographic 
conven)on in order to express their uncertainty about how to properly 
define the offence they were covering. In a nutshell, the young woman 
had allegedly been “raped”, indeed, but only in a manner of speaking. 

On social media, the allusive and intrinsically ambiguous nature of 
paragraphemic signs was rapidly supplanted by peremptory statements 
made by users paying lidle aden)on to the subtle)es of linguis)c con-
structs. When the New York Post delivered the news on its Instagram 
profile, most reac)ons – also thanks to the anonymity guaranteed using 
nicknames – were either scep)cal or overly sarcas)c. Iroki, for example, 
likes mul)player role-playing military simula)ons: “In War thunder the 
enemy tank shot my barrel and pushed me into the red zone, from behind. 
It felt like a virtual rape”. Greg8854321 prefers the criminal setng of 
Grand theS auto: “Somebody stole my millions in GTA. Bring it back pls. 
Cash is ok”. On the same wavelength Eloriginaldemo: “I was killed in Call 
of duty. Been wai)ng for my killer to be brought to jus)ce”2.  

 
1 https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-12917329/Police-launch-investigation-kind-
virtual-rape-metaverse.html (retrieved February 28, 2024). 
2 hdps://www.instagram.com/nypost/p/C1ngIOZIBSe/ (retrieved February 28, 2024). 
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From labelling virtual violence as unreal or pretend violence to sharing the 
vic)m-blaming attude typical of rape culture it is but a short step. In 
2014, a woman had already reported having been virtually abused by 
players who had previously modified parts of the code in Grand theS auto 
V so that they could sexually assault female characters and then share the 
videos on YouTube: “Why didn’t she just quit the game if it was that hor-
rible?”, a user named DownwardConcept commented on SteamGios; “If 
she stayed and endured the whole freaking thing it’s her fault”3. 

It would be all too easy to dismiss these comments, and countless oth-
ers like them, as the superficial, hasty uderances of “keyboard warriors”, 
but it would also be to overlook the problem (at once theore)cal, ethical, 
poli)cal, and legal) that they highlight. On closer inspec)on, one and the 
same leitmo)f lies at the heart of their sneering tone: reality in the flesh 
would be one thing, virtual “reality” (and here we are again with the quo-
ta)on marks) another completely different thing. Only the former would 
be genuinely real. This seemingly straighiorward argument rests on two 
implicit assump)ons, namely (i) the opposi)on between reality and virtu-
ality, and (ii) the defini)on of reality as “physical” and virtuality as “incor-
poreal”. Being abused in the physical environment would then be real 
abuse, whereas being abused in a virtual world would merely be meta-
phorical, “sort of” abuse. 

The very fact that the Bri)sh law enforcement agencies felt obliged to 
open an official (and, without a shadow of a doubt, real) inquiry proves 
that things are not as simple as they might at first seem. Yet at the same 
)me, the list is growing of those who, however grudgingly, cannot help 
but underscore the uncertainty surrounding the alleged crime, the weak-
nesses of the evidence, as well as the possible invalidity of the procedures 
adopted in the context of the exis)ng legal system. The Sexual Offences 
Act defines rape as non-consensual penetra)on. Accordingly, the absence 
of any physical contact whatsoever would make the whole case extremely 
problema)c and logically objec)onable, if not completely meaningless. 
No sexual assault in the proper sense of the word would have ever taken 
place. The authori)es hence insist on the urgent need to amend na)onal 
legisla)on by introducing specific new laws against the fast-increasing, 
mul)faceted threat of sexual cyberviolence. 

 
3 https://www.steamgifts.com/discussion/98Got/girl-claims-she-was-virtually-raped-in-
gta-v/search?page=2 (retrieved February 29, 2024). 
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Note that the subject is by no means new. The first explicit men)on of 
a virtual rape dates back to 1993 when Julian Dibbell, a freelance journal-
ist with a strong interest in web subcultures, slinked into the meanderings 
of LambdaMOO, a mul)-user dungeon (MUD) online community created 
in 1990 by Microsoo’s Pavel Cur)s at Xerox PARC and now hosted in the 
state of Washington. The characteris)c feature of this digital world is the 
absence of visual elements such as avatars and graphic scenarios. Individ-
uals interact with each other within a text-based virtual reality where eve-
rything must be described in words, in a kind of dizzying contemporary 
ekphrasis which tasks users with imagina)vely figuring out, based on what 
they read, what the places and people that bring LambdaMOO to life 
could look like. 

It is in this peculiar cyberspace that a certain Mr Bungle made his ap-
pearance one night in March, presen)ng himself as an overweight, 
greasy-haired, Bisquick-faced clown dressed in semen-stained harlequin 
garb, his trousers cinched at the waist by a trashy mistletoe-and-hemlock 
belt whose large buckle bore an inscrip)on that could hardly be more ex-
plicit: “Kiss me under this, bitch!”. Using a digital voodoo doll, i.e., a pro-
gram designed to hack into a user’s digital iden)ty and take control of it 
(Slavkovik, Stachl, Pitman, Askonas 2021), the sinister clown, who later 
turned out to be a student at New York University, forced the virtual alter 
egos of other visitors to both perform and submit to brutal sexual acts of 
all kinds before being blocked by the system administrators (so-called 
“wizards”) and eventually banned from the community. 

Aoer interviewing the vic)ms of Mr Bungle’s assaults, Dibbell points 
to the violence of post-trauma)c shock and the physiological conse-
quences of the events taking place in the digital world: “Amid flurries of 
even the most cursorily described caresses, sighs, or penetra)ons, the 
glands do engage, and ooen as throbbingly as they would in a real-life 
assigna)on. […] And if the virtual setng and the interplayer vibe are right, 
who knows? The heart may engage as well, s)rring up passions as strong 
as many that bind lovers who observe the formality of trys)ng in the 
flesh”. Immediately aoerwards, the journalist goes on to observe: 

No bodies touched. Whatever physical interaction occurred consisted of a mingling 
of electronic signals sent from sites spread out between New York City and Mel-
bourne, Australia. […] To participate, therefore, in this disembodied enactment of 
life’s most body-centred activity is to risk the realization that when it comes to sex, 
perhaps the body in question is not the physical one at all, but its psychic double, 
the bodylike self-representation we carry around in our heads – and that whether 
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we present that body to another as a meat puppet or a word puppet is not nearly as 
significant a distinction as one might have thought. (Dibbell 1993: 16) 

In emphasising the visceral impact of virtual mee)ngs and virtual vio-
lence, Dibbell moves in a different direc)on from the social media users 
men)oned above. What is more, he goes so far as to undermine any 
clean-cut opposi)on between the physical and the mental, as well as be-
tween the physical and the virtual. Ques)oning the very nature of the 
body and how we present it to others, the ambiguous no)on of bodylike 
self-representa)on provides a good star)ng point for addressing presence 
and interac)on in immersive digital worlds. 

2. Bodies in/and virtual environments: a co-cons9tu9on  

To shed light on the thorny issues that have begun to surface, we shall 
muse upon some aspects that differen)ate seemingly iden)cal, or at the 
very least remarkably similar, experiences. To start with, let us return to 
the mocking tone of most of the social media comments on the virtual 
rape. As can be seen from the examples listed above which supported the 
claim that this should not be considered real violence, these comments 
came from people who can ooen be iden)fied as ordinary video gamers. 
Whether they refer to War thunder, Call of duty, or Grand theS auto, they 
all agree on the same idea: by choosing to par)cipate in an online game, 
the teenager had, in their view, entered a virtual, that is fic)onal, and 
therefore unreal universe. Nothing that occurred there would then have 
happened for real. 

However, in addi)on to assuming that playing would be inherently un-
real, which is by no means a given, the near-unanimous consensus that 
this line of reasoning has garnered overshadows the crucial point of the 
explicitly immersive character of the game at issue. The ambiguity sur-
rounding the seman)cs of immersion is well known. Broadly understood, 
the term can be used to describe the sense of “absorp)on” or “transpor-
ta)on” which characterises not only (video) games but any fic)onal expe-
rience from daydreaming to reading a novel, from enjoying a theatrical 
performance to watching a movie (Wolf, Bernhart, Mahler 2013; Liptay, 
Dogramaci 2016). Such “definitional conflicts” (Calleja 2011: 19) do not 
help to clarify the problem at hand for the simple reason that they disregard 
the medium specificity of immersive virtual reality and its peculiar agency. 
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To be sure, there is no need to call upon the founding fathers and mothers 
of the notion of medium specificity – from Lessing (1766) and Herder (1778) 
through Greenberg (1940) to the critical reworkings by Carroll (1985) and 
Krauss (1999), to name but a few – in order to grasp the role that an ac-
curate defini)on of the characteris)cs of each medium plays for under-
standing both the possibili)es it offers and the constraints it imposes. 
These characteris)cs are not only of ontological and phenomenological 
nature but also pertain to the socio-poli)cal and cultural spheres, as well 
as to the imaginaries in which a medium is framed. Immersive virtual re-
ality is no excep)on. Playing a video game on a smart TV or console mon-
itor is not the same for the user as playing it wearing a headset, head-
phones, and perhaps – in a future that is s)ll hypothe)cal but not too far 
away for the insiders – a pair of hap)c gloves or a suit equipped with tac-
)le sensors and actuators distributed over the en)re surface of the body. 

This brings us to the second point I wish to emphasise by looking fur-
ther into the infamous case of Mr Bungle and the first virtual rape to have 
made the headlines. Regardless of how many similari)es can be drawn 
with the assault on the teenager’s avatar (among which the sexual nature 
of the violence, the fact that both crimes took place in virtual worlds, and 
the real impact they have had on the vic)ms), one cannot but underline 
a crucial difference, namely the absence of an authen)c form of embodi-
ment in the textual world of LambdaMOO. Dibbell already noted this as 
he characterised online life in terms of a “disembodied” enactment of ex-
periences that in flesh-and-blood reality would instead require full bodily 
par)cipa)on. Yet it is precisely the no)on of embodiment that has taken 
on radically new meanings with the advent of virtual reality in the strict 
sense of the technology allowing the crea)on and enjoyment of image-
environments (Pinot 2021) in which the user can feel immersed to the 
point of becoming an integral and – literally – cons9tu9ve part of them. 

Let us ponder on this cons)tu)on and how it is implemented. Experi-
mental research (Slater 2007; Slater et al. 2009; Kilteni et al. 2015; Guterstam 
et al. 2023) has provided extensive evidence of the power of simulated 
virtual worlds to induce an astonishing sense of presence (place illusion), 
to elicit responses similar to those one would have if one were in the 
physical world (plausibility illusion), and to evoke the impression of “in-
habi)ng” digital bodies (body-ownership illusion). Most interes)ng, how-
ever, is a feature that only emerges thanks to a phenomenological de-
scrip)on of virtual reality experience as a whole. Irrespec)ve of the visible 
presence of an avatar presen)ng a body (or a por)on of it) in which the 



Pietro Conte, Rape or “rape”? 

 

 

 
237 

user feels, indeed, embodied, the image-environment is always and only 
cons)tuted in accordance with our kinesthesis and our situated point of 
view. And vice versa: our sensorimotor experience is always and only con-
s)tuted in accordance with the changing s)muli provided by the simu-
lated environment. The image world unfolds thanks to our embodied ex-
perience of it, while at the same )me, our subjec)ve experience unfolds 
thanks to the simultaneous ar)cula)on of either the computer-generated 
imagery or the pre-rendered recording of the environment. 

The medium specificity of virtual reality lies in this co-cons)tu)on of 
the image world and the body that explores it. Even in so-called cinema)c 
VR – that is, in those immersive experiences that only provide three de-
grees of freedom (3-DoF), being limited to tracking the rota)onal move-
ments and posi)ons of just the user’s head – the image s)ll ar)culates 
thanks to its actualisa)on through the immersant’s embodied experience. 
This is even more true in the case of virtual environments based on inter-
faces specifically designed to provide six degrees of freedom (6-DoF), 
where the sensors built into the headset and controllers, and increasingly 
into haptic gloves and suits, track not only rotational but also translational 
movements in real-time, thus granting users the possibility of moving for-
ward or backward, left or right, up or down in the simulated world. 

In this respect, Uexküll’s Umwelt theory (Uexküll 1934), Merleau-Ponty’s 
phenomenological account of embodied experience (Merleau-Ponty 1945) 
and the recent approaches they have informed (just think of ecological psy-
chology, enactivism, and 4E cognition) can be fruitfully applied not only to 
physical but also to virtual environments. In either case, sensorimotor ac-
tivity is taken to play an essential role in the articulation of perceptual, cog-
nitive, and emotional processes. As regards simulated digital environments, 
this means that the embodied encounter and mutual exchange between 
the organism and the image world “always entails, as its minimal but intrin-
sic form of interactivity, a shared performativity […]. The interface of virtual 
reality confronts us with an image that co-constitutes itself in accordance 
with the embodied movement of its experiencer” (Dalmasso 2023: 150). 
Therefore, the medium specificity of virtual reality is to be found in its in-
herently “subjective” nature (Bédard 2019), given that the simulation is en-
acted by the experiencer’s aesthetic (in the primary sense of esthesic) per-
formance. This is why immersive virtual universes have been described 
from a semiotic perspective as “self-centred worlds” in which users act as 
co-enunciators of the image (Eugeni, Catricalà 2020). Although strongly 
mediated by rapidly evolving technological apparatuses, such a new form 
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of organism-environment mutuality can elicit an unprecedented feeling of 
non-mediatedness, thus opening a new chapter in the complex history, my-
thology, and ideology of transparency (Bolter, Grusin 1998; Alloa 2011). 

This brings us to the issue of virtual reality as a medium hailed as being 
capable of “disappearing”. By remedia)ng the linguis)c and stylis)c fig-
ures of cinema)c point of view shot (POV) and videogame first-person 
shot (Eugeni 2015; Mateer 2017: 14), simulated immersive environments 
would famously unveil “the ul)mate empathy machine” (Milk 2015; cf. 
Fischer 2017), giving users the chance to step into another’s shoes 
(whether other people, or different animals or plant species, or even “al-
ien” en))es) and to understand, if not perceive, “what it feels like”. The 
rhetoric that has accompanied and supported the rapid development and 
marke)ng of the medium in recent years, as well as its mainstream use 
to promote prosocial behaviour, has been subject to cri)cal analysis 
aimed at disclosing and downplaying utopian claims which are ooen bla-
tantly naive (Bollmer 2017; Nakamura 2020; Conte 2020; Pinot 2020; 
Sora-Domenjó 2022). Once misleading narra)ves and bombas)c slogans 
have been set aside, however, the ques)on remains as to how embodi-
ment is concretely achieved in different virtual environments. 

3. The somatechnical body 

As men)oned previously, LambdaMOO’s text-based interface dras)cally 
limits the possibili)es of feeling embedded in the digital world. Research-
ers who analysed the case of Mr Bungle in depth observed that having 
access solely to a verbal form of communica)on makes user interac)on 
“not as salient, not as three-dimensional, not as ‘present’ as in a face-to-
face interac)on” (Huff, Johnson, Miller 2003: 108). Evidence is provided 
here for linking the sense of presence (best summed up by the no)on that 
has become the modo of virtual reality: “being there”) with the percep-
tual and agen)ve dynamics that develop in face-to-face experience. 

In line with these findings, several empirical studies have demon-
strated that the impression of owning and “inhabi)ng” a body, thus per-
ceiving it as the seat of one’s self, mostly depends on first-person visual 
perspec)ve and is strengthened by synchronous mul)sensory s)mula)on 
(Ehrsson 2007; Petkova, Ehrsson 2008; Petkova, Khoshnevis, Ehrsson 2011; 
Gorisse et al. 2017). The connec)on between bodily experience and self-
awareness is, of course, no surprise as long as we refer to our biological 
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body. However, experimental research has focused on so-called body 
swapping, which denotes the plasticity of the self and our startling ability to 
“transfer” ourselves (that is, our selves) into virtual bodies which can look 
remarkably different from our physical body. 

This is of paramount importance for the ques)on we are addressing. 
The sarcasm with which so many social media users responded to the 
news of the virtual rape of an underage girl makes it apparent that such 
a reac)on took no account of how embodiment is achieved in immersive 
virtual worlds. More specifically, the porosity of the boundaries between 
the physical and the virtual that comes up through the aforemen)oned 
studies is en)rely neglected. The sense of being embodied in technologi-
cally mediated environments can be so powerful as to bring about dras)c 
changes in bodily self-consciousness (Blanke, Metzinger 2009), making 
the user feel that their self – understood primarily as the centre of the 
individual’s (kin)aesthe)c consciousness – is located “inside” a virtual 
body. And here we go once more with the quota)on marks, this )me, 
however, deliberately used as scare quotes to leave no doubt about the 
metaphorical sense of the word, thus avoiding the risk of falling back into 
old-fashioned no)ons such as mind-body dualism and all the false as-
sump)ons they rest upon. 

Indeed, the phenomenon of body-swapping should not be interpreted 
through the lens of a hydraulic model according to which there would be 
a self “in itself” that would then be transferred, as in communica)ng ves-
sels, from the physical body into the virtual body. Rather, the self and the 
bodily experien)al prac)ces are to be conceived of as a single 
whole – and this applies to the biological body as well as the virtual body, 
which both exist, only on different, though not en9rely separate, ontolog-
ical levels. The virtual body cannot be called unreal in the usual sense, for 
the virtual (as philosophy has taught us long before the advent of immer-
sive media) is innervated by the real, and conversely, the real always 
bears within itself a dimension of virtuality (cf. Diodato 2005). 

Nonetheless, in the scien)fic literature as well as in the lay media, 
when the no)on of “virtual body” is introduced, the emphasis is ooen on 
the first term: it is seen as a dematerialised, and therefore illusory, hence 
unreal or ghostly body. The social media posts we have been discussing 
so far are a paradigma)c case in point. My proposal goes in the exact op-
posite direc)on. When we talk about virtual bodies, we should put at 
least as much emphasis on the second term as we do on the first. Of 
course, a gynaecological examina)on would only confirm that the teen-



Pietro Conte, Rape or “rape”? 

 

 

 
240 

ager who was virtually raped suffered no physical harm in the usual sense. 
However, this “usual sense” refers only to what phenomenologists have 
called the thing-body (Körper), as opposed to the lived body (Leib). Phe-
nomenologically, the body is to be seen as a lived “here” from which all 
perceptual cues can only be felt in the first person and as the centre of 
movement possibili)es which point beyond what our current, momentary 
perspec)ve affords. The concept of kinaesthe)c consciousness, sketched 
out by Husserl in the second and the third volumes of the Ideen and fur-
ther developed by Merleau-Ponty, describes the self as the embodied 
subjec)ve experience of being geared to an environment where possibil-
i)es are given to perceptual and prac)cal ac)vi)es. 

Originally formulated in rela)on to the biological body, the phenome-
nological dis)nc)on between Körper and Leib is being enriched with new 
meanings through the development of immersive virtual environments. 
In other words, the old Heideggerian no)on of our natural being-in-the-
world is becoming too narrow a concept and should be reformulated to 
include virtual environments in their complex interweaving with the phys-
ical environment. This also calls for a more accurate dis)nc)on between 
the physical and the bodily (and hence also between the non-physical and 
the non-bodily) in immersive image worlds. By plunging herself into an 
immersive virtual reality, the teenager came to inhabit a (virtual) body in 
the first person – a body that thus became, if only par)ally and momen-
tarily, the seat of her (virtual) self. 

If we return now to those scornful comments about virtual rape, I ar-
gue that they manifest a deep cultural tendency to objec)fy the body to 
the point of reducing it to its bare physicality. This is especially true for 
the female body. Among the mul)farious kinds of gender oppression, sex-
ual objec)fica)on (Fredrickson, Roberts 1997) is known to occur in both 
interpersonal encounters and media. Images from television, films, news-
papers, videogames, and social networks tend to make women the target 
of an objec)fying gaze due to which the female body comes to be scru)-
nised and evaluated as a passive, limp, unconscious en)ty that only exists 
for the pleasure and use of others. This, in turn, can easily lead to de- or 
infra-humaniza)on, decreased adribu)on of mind (and pain), and dimin-
ished percep)on of agency (Loughnan et al. 2010; Cikara, Eberhardt, Fiske 
2011; Awasthi 2017; Laugerud 2023). As a result, the sociocultural prac-
)ces and discourses that contribute to shaping the individual iden)ty are 
ooen informed by deeply rooted biases that make women the object of 
unwanted aden)on and sexual coercion. If every body is (also) a socially 
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constructed and “cultural marked” body (Ihde 2002: 70), we could say 
that one pervasive “mark” of female bodies is that they are more easily 
reduced from Leiber to Körper than male bodies. Thus, women are more 
likely than men to be harassed, assaulted, violated, and ridiculed – both in 
the streets of some cities and in an online metaverse platform, where, ac-
cording to the so-called Proteus effect (Yee, Bailenson 2007 and 2009), the 
visual characteristics of avatars are closely associated with certain expecta-
tions and behavioural stereotypes. 

The socio-cultural construc)on of the female body as a thing-body has 
had a major impact on how we perceive and define rape in terms of phys-
ical assault alone. In all cases where there appears to be no evidence of 
physical injury, the only possible violence, so it is argued, would have to 
be of (merely) psychological nature. Contrary to this view, feminist studies 
have repeatedly insisted that the focus should not only be on the physical 
aspects of the violence but also, above all, on the subjective experience of 
the victim. The latter, I argue, cannot be reduced to just a psychological 
fact: rather, it is a lived-bodily (if not physical) fact. 

The concept of the experienced body, which plays a significant role in 
feminist and queer studies, has been used by cogni)ve scien)sts to move 
beyond the all-too-familiar dis)nc)on between the physical and the vir-
tual (Piryankova, Wong 2014). Just like biological bodies, virtual bodies 
are to be seen as lived or experienced bodies, that is, as rela)onal struc-
tures through which the horizon of possibili)es of each of our ac)ons is 
revealed. Moreover, if we consider from a phenomenological perspec)ve 
how embodiment is achieved in immersive virtual environments, we will 
inevitably conclude that the dis)nc)on between physical and virtual bod-
ies should not be interpreted as a binary opposi)on. 

As is well known, David Chalmers (2022) has criticised the reality-
virtuality con)nuum (Milgram et al. 1995) as a “misnamed” no)on and 
suggested that it be replaced by another con)nuum ranging from physi-
cality to virtuality. While I certainly agree that the virtual needs to be con-
ceived of as a reality in its own right, I would like to stress that the extreme 
poles of the new con)nuum also seem difficult to maintain. In par)cular, 
one must admit that even in the most immersive virtual reality experience 
available today, we cannot do away with our physical body: as Skarbez et 
al. (2021: 2) have demonstrated, perfect, Matrix-like, or, as Chalmers ex-
plicitly (2022: 236) defines it, “pure” virtuality cannot be achieved. In-
deed, as soon as I put on my headset, I turn into what I propose to call a 
somatechnical body: I feel teleported to the “there” of the virtual world, a 
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“there” which, however, thanks to first-person perspective tends to be-
come for me another “here” where I meet other people and objects that 
present themselves to me with equal force. This “here”, in turn, exists 
alongside the “here” of the physical world inhabited by my biological body. 
This means that, if physical reality is augmented by virtual reality, virtual 
reality is equally augmented by physical reality: 

When extending my aden)on to phenomena that are not audiovisual, I cannot 
help but be drawn away from the virtual realm and back to physical reality. Paying 
aden)on to my tac)le sensa)ons, the physical dominates over the virtual as I shio 
to describing the feeling of the wrist strap, the controller’s weight and texture in 
my hands, the weight of the headset on my brow and on the ridge of my nose, 
the head strap )ghtly cinched around the base of my skull, and perhaps even the 
uncanny proximity of the Fresnel lenses to my glasses. I could even expand my 
field of sensa)ons and adend to the warmth of the headset, the build-up of fog 
on the lenses obscuring my vision of the virtual world, or the smell of the rubber 
membrane pressed around my eyes and nose. (Bédard 2023: 66-7) 

I maintain that such bodily co-existence – which has been described as a 
veritable biloca)on implying “a true psycho-physical externalisa)on of 
the self” (Pinot 2022) – is key to understanding the specific nature of 
virtual rape. 

I would like to illustrate this last point with a personal anecdote. When I 
started mulling over the news of the girl being gang-raped in the metaverse, 
a colleague of mine adamantly protested any suggestion that this could be 
considered psychological violence, insisting that it was unquestionably 
physical. In support of her argument, she recounted a similar experience she 
had undergone. After turning her headset on, she entered Horizon Worlds 
to attend the first Foo Fighters’ metaverse concert. She picked up a female 
avatar. Almost immediately, she found herself surrounded by a group of 
male avatars coming closer and closer to her, whispering to, or shouting at 
her, disturbing her to the point that she felt compelled to leave the virtual 
environment: “Eventually, I took my headset off”. 
It was February 2022. In the same month, Meta introduced a personal 
boundary system around avatars to limit unwanted interac)ons and 
prevent harassment. Interes)ngly, the company website defines this 
invisible shield as a physical (rather than virtual) barrier4. This reminds me 

 
4 hdps://about.�.com/news/2022/02/personal-boundary-horizon/ (retrieved Febru-
ary 28, 2024). 
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of my colleague’s descrip)on of her experience in terms of physical 
violence. In both cases, one might surely object that there was no trace 
whatsoever of physicality, or that the term was used in a metaphorical 
sense (which, however, my colleague would certainly disagree with). For 
my part, I contend that what Meta was trying to describe is a virtually 
physical barrier, that is, a lived bodily barrier – a device that works physi-
cally within the virtual environment. 

Thus, on the one hand, I support the idea that virtual violence in im-
mersive environments cannot be reduced to a purely psychological prob-
lem, and I further argue that it cannot even be equated with simply a form 
of soma)sa)on induced by psychological distress. On the other hand, the 
lack of evidence of measurable and factually indisputable physical injury 
must be considered if, as I do believe, a dis)nc)on between virtual rape 
and physical rape is to be retained. Aoer all, if a woman is walking down 
the street at night and is surrounded by a group of malicious individuals, 
she has very lidle chance of escaping. If the same situa)on occurs in the 
metaverse as happened to my colleague, she would be able to take her 
headset off – she would s)ll be in (some) control as to how to face the 
situa)on. 

This is by no means to say, as should be clear by now, that sexual 
crimes in immersive virtual worlds are not real violence. Quite on the con-
trary, I argue that they are real violence and that this violence is bodily 
violence. As I plunge into the ar)ficial environment, I no longer have visual 
informa)on about my own physical body. Instead, I am receiving visual 
informa)on about a virtual body. I turn my head, and the image world 
changes accordingly. I can see other bodies, I can hear their voices. I feel 
there, and I do perceive a peripersonal space encompassing my virtual 
body. An invasion of this space by other avatars against my wishes 
amounts to a form of (virtual) bodily violence, which certainly affects my 
physical body as well: I start to sweat, my heartbeat quickens drama)-
cally, and I breathe heavily. But then again: I take off my headset. The very 
possibility of “leaving the stage” is granted by the fact that I am s)ll feeling 
here, in the physical world, while at the same 9me, I am there in the vir-
tual world. While wearing the headset, I s)ll receive propriocep)ve, so-
matosensory, and memory cues from my physical body which make me 
never forget that I am sitng in my chair or walking around the room of a 
gallery hos)ng a virtual reality exhibi)on. 
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A phenomenological description of all current virtual reality experiences 
makes it clear that my physical body is in no way replaced by my virtual 
body. Rather, it is “re-placed […] in the imbricated space of sameness and 
difference” (Ng 2021: 131), constantly and often tiresomely merging with 
my virtual body, thus splitting the deictic spatial centre of my self-orienta-
tion. It is precisely this medium-specific “splitting” of the bodily self that 
makes it impossible both to reduce virtual rape to psychological violence as 
well as to simplistically equate virtual rape to physical rape. 
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