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A Rape in Cyberspace; or How an
Evil Clown, a Haitian Trickster
Spirit, Two Wizards, and a Cast of
Dozens Turned a Database into a
Society

Julian Dibbell
JeT e

Julian Dibbell, excerpt from ‘A Rape in Cyberspace,” from Village Voice (December 21, 1993), pp. 36—
42. Reprinted by permission of the author.

Julian Dibbell is a journalist whose writing on technology appears in Details,
Spin, Wired, and the New York Times. He is the author of My Tiny Life: Crime
and Passion in a Virtual World (Ow! Books, 1999). Originally published in
the Village Voice, Dibbell's account of an assault that occurred on the Internet
is one of the most frequently cited essays about cloaked identity in cyber-
space.

They say he raped them that night. They say he did it with a cunning little doll,
fashioned in their image and imbued with the power to make them do whatever he
desired. They say that by manipulating the doll he forced them to have sex with
him, and with each other, and to do horrible, brutal things to their own bodies.
And though I wasn’t there that night, I think I can assure you that what they say is
true, because it all happened right in the living room - right there amid the well-
stocked bookcases and the sofas and the fireplace — of a house I’ve come to think of
as my second home.

Call me Dr. Bombay. Some months ago — let’s say about halfway between the
first time you heard the words information superbighway and the first time you
wished you never had - I found myself tripping with compulsive regularity down
the well-traveled information lane that leads to LambdaMOO, a very large and
very busy rustic chateau built entirely of words. Nightly, T typed the commands
that called those words onto my computer screen, dropping me with what seemed
a warm electric thud inside the mansion’s darkened coat closet, where I checked
my quotidian identity, stepped into the persona and appearance of a minor
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character from a long-gone television sitcom, and stepped out into the glaring
chatter of the crowded living room. Sometimes, when the mood struck me, 1
cmerged as a dolphin instead.

I won’t say why 1 chose to masquerade as Samantha Stevens’s outlandish cousin,
or as the dolphin, or what exactly led to my mild but so-far incurable addiction to
the semifictional digital otherworlds known around the Internet as multi-user
dimensions, or MUDs. This isn’t my story, after all. It’s the story of a man
named Mr. Bungle, and of the ghostly sexual violence he committed in the
halls of LambdaMOOQ, and most importantly of the ways his violence and his
victims challenged the 1000 and more residents of that surreal, magic-infested
mansion to become, finally, the community so many of them already believed they
were.

That I was myself one of thosc residents has little direct bearing on the story’s
events. I mention it only as a warning that my own perspective is perhaps too
steeped in the surreality and magic of the place to serve as an entirely appropriate
guide. For the Bungle Affair raises questions that — here on the brink of a future in
which human life may find itself as tightly enveloped in digital environments as it is
today in the architectural kind — demand a clear-eyed, sober, and unmystified
consideration. It asks us to shut our ears momentarily to the techno-utopian
ecstasies of West Coast cyberhippies and look without illusion upon the present
possibilities for building, in the on-line spaces of this world, societies more decent
and free than those mapped onto dirt and concrete and capital. It asks us to behold
the new bodics awaiting us in virtual space undazzled by their phantom powers,
and to get to the crucial work of sorting out the sacially meaningful differcnces
between those bodies and our physical ones. And most forthrightly it asks us to
wrap our late-modern ontologies, epistemologies, sexual ethics, and common
sense around the curious notion of rape by voodoo doll — and to try not to warp
them beyond recognition in the process.

In short, the Bungle Affair dares me to explain it to you without resort to dime-
store mysticisms, and I fear I may have shape-shifted by the digital moonlight one
too many times to be quite up to the task. But [ will do what I can, and can do no
better I suppose than to lead with the facts. For if nothing clsc about Mr. Bungle’s
case is unambiguous, the facts at least are crystal clear.

The facts begin (as they often do) with a time and a place. The time was a
Monday night in March, and the place, as Dve said, was the living room — which,
due to the inviting warmth of its decor, is so invariably packed with chitchatters as
to be roughly synonymous among LambdaMOQers with a party. So strong,
indeed, is the sense of convivial common ground invested in the living room
that a cruel mind could hardly imagine a better place in which to stage a violation
of LambdaMOQ’s communal spirit. And there was cruelty enough lurking in the
appearance Mr. Bungle presented to the virtual world — he was at the time a fat,
oleaginous, Bisquick-faced clown dressed in cum-stained harlequin garb and
girdled with a mistletoe-and-hemlock belt whose buckle bore the quaint inscrip-
tion “KISS ME UNDER THIS, BITCH!” But whether cruelty motivated his
choice of crime scene is not among the established facts of the case. It is a fact only
that he did choose the living room.
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The remaining facts tell us a bit more about the inner world of Mr. Bungle,
though only perhaps that it couldn’t have been a very comfortable place. They tell
us that he commenced his assault entirely unprovoked, at or about 10 P.M. Pacific
Standard Time. That he began by using his voodoo doll to force one of the room’s
occupants to sexually service him in a variety of more or less conventional ways.
That this victim was legba, a Haitian trickster spirit of indeterminate gender,
brown-skinned and wearing an expensive pearl gray suit, top hat, and dark glasses.
That legba heaped vicious imprecations on him all the while and that he was soon
cjected bodily from the room. That he hid himself away then in his private
chambers somewhere on the mansion grounds and continued the attacks without
interruption, since the voodoo doll worked just as well at a distance as in proximity.
That he turned his attentions now to Starsinger, a rather pointedly nondescript
female character, tall, stout, and brown-haired, forcing her into unwanted liaisons
with other individuals present in the room, among them legba, Bakunin (the well-
known radical), and Juniper (the squirrel). That his actions grew progressively
violent. That he made legba eat his/her own pubic hair. That he caused Starsinger
to violate herself with a piece of kitchen cutlery. That his distant laughter echoed
evilly in the living room with every successive outrage. That he could not be
stopped until at last someone summoned Zippy, a wise and trusted old-timer
who brought with him a gun of near wizardly powers, a gun that didn’t kill but
enveloped its targets in a cage impermeable even to a voodoo doll’s powers. That
Zippy fired his gun at Mr. Bungle, thwarting the doll at last and silencing the evil,
distant laughter.

These particulars, as I said, are unambiguous. But they are far from simple, for
the simple reason that every set of facts in virtual reality (or VR, as the locals
abbreviate it) is shadowed by a second, complicating set: the “‘real-life”” facts.
And while a certain tension invariably buzzes in the gap between the hard, prosaic
RL facts and their more fluid, dreamy VR counterparts, the dissonance in the
Bungle casc is striking. No hideous clowns or trickster spirits appear in the RL
version of the incident, no voodoo dolls or wizard guns, indeed no rape at all as
any RL court of law has yet defined it. The actors in the drama were university
students for the most part, and they sat rather undramatically before computer
screens the cntire time, their only actions a spidery flitting of fingers across
standard QWERTY keyboards. No bodies touched. Whatever physical interaction
occurred consisted of a mingling of clectronic signals sent from sites spread out
between New York City and Sydney, Australia. Those signals met in Lambda-
MOQO, certainly, just as the hideous clown and the living room party did, but what
was LambdaMOO after all? Not an enchanted mansion or anything of the sort —
just a middlingly complex database, maintained for experimental purposes inside a
Xerox Corporation rescarch computer in Palo Alto and open to public access via
the Internet.

To be more precise about it, LambdaMOO was a MUD. Or to be yet more
precise, it was a subspecies of MUD known as a MOO, which is short for “MUD,
Object-Oriented.” All of which means that it was a kind of database especially
designed to give users the vivid impression of moving through a physical space that
in reality exists only as descriptive data filed away on a hard drive. When users dial
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into LambdaMOQQ, for instance, the program immediately presents them with a
brief textual description of one of the rooms of the database’s fictional mansion
(the coat closet, say). If the user wants to leave this room, she can enter a
command to move in a particular direction and the database will replace the
original description with a new one corresponding to the room located in the
direction she chose. When the new description scrolls across the user’s screen it
lists not only the fixed features of the room but all its contents at that moment -
including things (tools, toys, weapons) and other users (each represented as a
“character’’ over which he or she has sole control).

As far as the database program is concerned, all of these entities — rooms, things,
characters — are just different subprograms that the program allows to interact
according to rules very roughly mimicking the laws of the physical world. Char-
acters may not leave a room in a given direction, for instance, unless the room
subprogram contains an ‘‘exit” at that compass point. And if a character “says’” or
“does” something (as directed by its user-owner), then only the users whose
characters are also located in that room will see the output describing the state-
ment or action. Aside from such basic constraints, however, LambdaMOOers are
allowed a broad freedom to create — they can describe their characters any way they
like, they can make rooms of their own and decorate them to taste, and they can
build new objects almost at will. The combination of all this busy user activity with
the hard physics of the database can certainly induce a lucid illusion of presence —
but when all is said and done the only thing you really see when you visit
LambdaMOO is a kind of stow-crawling script, lines of dialogue and stage direc-
ton creeping steadily up your computer screen.

Which is all just to say that, to the extent that Mr. Bungle’s assault happened in
real life at all, it happened as a sort of Punch-and-Judy show, in which the puppets
and the scenery were made of nothing more substantial than digital code and
snippets of creative writing. The puppeteer behind Bungle, as it happened, was a
young man logging in to the MOO from a New York University computer. He
could have been Al Gore for all any of the others knew, however, and he could have
written Bungle’s script that night any way he chosc. He could have sent a com-
mand to print the message ““Mr. Bungle, smiling a saintly smile, floats angelic near
the ceiling of the living room, showering joy and candy kisses down upon the
heads of all below” — and evervone then receiving output from the database’s
subprogram #17 (a/k/a the “living room”) would have seen that sentence on
their screens.

Instead, he entered sadistic fantasies into the ““voodoo doll,” a subprogram that
served the not exactly kosher purpose of attributing actions to other characters
that their users did not actually write. And thus a woman in Haverford, Pennsyl-
vania, whose account on the MOO attached her to a character she called Star-
singer, was given the unasked-for opportunity to read the words ““As if against her
will, Starsinger jabs a steak knife up her ass, causing immense joy. You hear
Mr. Bungle laughing evilly in the distance.” And thus the woman in Seattle who
had written herself the character called legba, with a view perhaps to tasting in
imagination a deity’s freedom from the burdens of the gendered flesh, got to read
similarly constructed sentences in which legba, messenger of the gods, lord of
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crossroads and communications, suffered a brand of degradation all-too-custom-
arily reserved for the embodied female.

“Mostly voodoo dolls are amusing,” wrote legba on the evening after Bungle’s
rampage, posting a public statement to the widely read in-MOO mailing list called
*social-issues, a forum for debate on matters of import to the entire populace.
“And mostly T tend to think that restrictive measures around here cause more
trouble than they prevent. But I also think that Mr. Bungle was being a vicious, vile
fuckhead, and I...want his sorry ass scattered from #17 to the Cinder Dile. I’'m
not calling for policies, trials, or better jails. I'm not sure what I'm calling for.
Virtual castration, if I could manage it. Mostly, [this type of thing] doesn’t happen
here. Mostly, perhaps I thought it wouldn’t happen to me. Mostly, I trust people
to conduct themselves with some veneer of civility. Mostly, I want his ass.”

Months later, the woman in Seattle would confide to me that as she wrote those
words posttraumatic tears were streaming down her face — a real-life fact that
should suffice to prove that the words’ emotional content was no mere playacting.
The precise tenor of that content, however, its mingling of murderous rage and
eyeball-rolling annoyance, was a curious amalgam that neither the RL nor the VR
facts alone can quite account for. Where virtual reality and its conventions would
have 'us believe that legba and Starsinger were brutally raped in their own living
room, here was the victim legba scolding Mr. Bungle for a breach of “civility.”
Where real life, on the other hand, insists the incident was only an episode in a free-
form version of Dungeons and Dragons, confined to the realm of the symbolic and
at no point threatening any player’s life, limb, or material well-being, here now was
the player legba issuing aggrieved and heartfelt calls for Mr. Bungle’s dismember-
ment. Ludicrously excessive by RL’s lights, woefully understated by VR’s, the tone
of legba’s response made sense only in the buzzing, dissonant gap between them.

Which is to say it made the only kind of sense that can be made of MUDly
phenomena. For while the facts attached to any event born of a MUD?’s strange,
ethereal universe may march in straight, tandem lines separated neatly into the
virtual and the real, its meaning lies always in that gap. You learn this axiom early in
your life as a player, and it’s of no small relevance to the Bungle case that you
usually learn it between the sheets, so to speak. Netsex, tinysex, virtual sex —
however you name it, in real-life reality it’s nothing more than a 900-line encoun-
ter stripped of even the vestigial physicality of the voice. And yet as any but the
most inhibited of newbies can tell you, it’s possibly the headiest experience the
very heady world of MUDs has to offer. Amid flurries of even the most cursorily
described caresses, sighs, and penetrations, the glands do engage, and often as
throbbingly as they would in a real-life assignation — sometimes even more so,
given the combined power of anonymity and textual suggestiveness to unshackle
deep-seated fantasies. And if the virtual setting and the interplayer vibe are right,
who knows? The heart may engage as well, stirring up passions as strong as many
that bind lovers who observe the formality of trysting in the flesh.

To participate, therefore, in this disembodied enactment of life’s most body-
centered 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. I know, I know, you’ve read
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Foucault and your mind is not quite blown by the notion that sex is never so much
an cxchange of fluids as it is an exchange of signs. But trust your friend Dr.
Bombay, it’s one thing to grasp the notion intellectually and quite another to
feel it coursing through your veins amid the virtual steam of hot netnookie. And
it’s a whole other mind-blowing trip altogether to encounter it thus as a college
frosh, new to the net and still in the grip of hormonal hurricanes and high-school
sexual mythologies. The shock can easily reverberate throughout an entire young
worldview. Small wonder, then, that a newbie’s first taste of MUD sex is often also
the first time she or he surrenders wholly to the slippery terms of MUDish
ontology, recognizing in a full-bodied way that what happens inside a MUD-
made world is ncither exactly real nor exactly make-believe, but profoundly,
compellingly, and emotionally meaningful.

And small wonder indeed that the sexual nature of Mr. Bungle’s crime provoked
such powerful feclings, and not just in legba (who, be it noted, was in real life a
theory-savvy doctoral candidate and a longtime MOOer, but just as baffled and
overwhelmed by the force of her own reaction, she later would attest, as any
panting undergrad might have been). Even players who had never experienced
MUD rape (the vast majority of male-presenting characters, but not as large a
majority of the female-presenting as might be hoped) immediately appreciated its
gravity and were moved to condemnation of the perp. legba’s missive to *social
issues followed a strongly worded one from Zippy (“Well, well,” it began, “no
matrer what else happens on Lambda, I can always be sure that some jerk is going
to reinforce my low opinion of humanity””) and was itself followed by others from
Moriah, Raccoon, Crawfish, and cvangeline. Starsinger also let her feclings
(“pissed””) be known. And even Jander, the Clueless Samaritan who had
responded to Bungle’s cries for help and uncaged him shortly after the incident,
expressed his regret once apprised of Bungle’s deeds, which he allowed to be
“despicable.” :

A sense was brewing that something needed to be done — done soon and in
something like an organized fashion — about Mr. Bungle, in particular, and about
MUD rape, in general. Regarding the general problem, cvangeline, who identified
herself as a survivor of both virtual rape (“many times over””) and real-life sexual
assault, floated a cautious proposal for a MOO-wide powwow on the subject of
virtual sex offenses and what mechanisms if any might be put in place to deal with
their future occurrence. As for the specific problem, the answer no doubt seemed
obvious to many. But it wasn’t until the evening of the second day after the
incident that legba, finally and rather solemnly, gave it voice: ““T am requesting
that Mr. Bungle be toaded for raping Starsinger and 1. I have never done this
before, and have thought about it for days. He hurt us both.”

That was all. Three simple sentences posted to *social. Reading them, an out-
sider might never guess that they were an application for a death warrant. Even an
outsider familiar with other MUDs might not guess it, since in many of them
“toading” still refers to a command that, true to the gameworlds’ sword-and-
sorcery origins, simply turns a player into a toad, wiping the player’s description
and attributes and replacing them with those of the slimy amphibian. Bad Juck for
sure, but not quite as bad as what happens when the same command is invoked in
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the MOOish strains of MUD: not only are the description and attributes of
the toaded player erased, but the account itself goes too. The annihilation of the
character, thus, is total.

And nothing less than total annihilation, it seemed, would do to scttle Lamb-
daMOO’s accounts with Mr. Bungle. Within minutes of the posting of legba’s
appeal, SamIAm, the Australian Deleuzean, who had witnessed much of the attack
from the back room of his suburban Sydney home, seconded the motion with a
brief message crisply entitled ““Toad the fukr.” SamIAm’s posting was seconded
almost as quickly by that of Bakunin, covictim of Mr. Bungle and well-known
radical, who in real life happened also to be married to the real-life legba. And over
the course of the next 24 hours as many as 50 players made it known, on *social
and in a variety of other forms and forums, that they would be pleased to sce
Mr. Bungle erased from the face of the MOO. And with dissent so far confined to a
dozen or so antitoading hardliners, the numbers suggested that the citizenry was
indeed moving towards a resolve to have Bungle’s virtual head.

There was one small but stubborn obstacle in the way of this resolve, however,
and that was a curious state of social affairs known in some quarters of the MOO as
the New Direction. It was all very fine, you see, for the LambdaMOO rabble to get
it in their heads to liquidate one of their peers, but when the time came to actually
do the deed it would require the services of a nobler class of character. It would
require a wizard. Master-programmers of the MOO, spelunkers of the database’s
deepest code-structures and custodians of its day-to-day administrative trivia,
wizards are also the only players empowered to issue the toad command, a feature
maintained on nearly all MUDs as a quick-and-dirty means of social control. But
the wizards of LambdaMOQO, after years of adjudicating all manner of interplayer
disputes with little to show for it but their own weariness and the smoldering
resentment of the general populace, had decided they’d had enough of the social
sphere. And so, four months before the Bungle incident, the archwizard Haakon
{known in RL as Pavel Curtis, Xerox rescarcher and LambdaMOQO’s principal
architect) formalized this decision in a document called “LambdaMQQ Takes a
New Direction,” which he placed in the living room for all to see. In it, Haakon
announced that the wizards from that day forth were pure technicians. From then
on, they would make no decision affecting the social life of the MOO, but only
implement whatever decisions the community as a whole directed them to. From
then on, it was decreed, LambdaMOO would just have to grow up and solve its
problems on its own.

Faced with the task of inventing its own self-governance from scratch, the
LambdaMOQ population had so far done what any other loose, amorphous
agglomeration of individuals would have done: they’d let it slide. But now the
task took on new urgency. Since getting the wizards to toad Mr. Bungle (or to
toad the likes of him in the future) required a convincing case that the cry for his
head came from the community at large, then the community itself would have to
be defined; and if the community was to be convincingly defined, then some form
of social organization, no matter how rudimentary, would have to be settled on.
And thus, as if against its will, the question of what to do about Mr. Bungle began
to shape itself into a sort of referendum on the polidcal future of the MOO.






