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Abstract

This essay is an analysis of censorship in reference to literature. The aim was to examine 

different elements of censorship in reference to the Marquis De Sade’s book 120 days of 

Sodom and to examine how this highly controversial book has been affected by the trends of 

censorship throughout history. Furthermore, a deeper insight on how censorship has evolved 

during the past half-century and what elements cause literary works to become banned or 

censored will be touched upon and evaluated.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background

In definition, to censor according to the Merriam-Webster dictionary is “to examine in order 

to suppress or delete anything considered objectionable”. While this may be a broad 

definition, the key word is “objectionable”. The idea of what subject material is objectionable 

varies. In essence, the censors themselves hold the ultimate power of subjecting their own 

opinions of morality on a much broader group. This is done not through propositioning 

material, but by omitting it. Ever since the creation of the written word itself, the critics in 

opposition have been there to try and suppress material from others in society. Though those 

society’s and censors’ views change throughout time and place - one fact remains evident; 

many of the books which are condemned for their content by certain groups of people are 

often simultaneously heralded as classics of their time. Is it the controversial contents of these 

books that incites outrage in some but tempts others to celebrate them? Is Sade’s book the 120 

days of Sodom; written 223 years ago still to be considered bannable in modern society, or has 

it been kept off many library shelves because the notorious reputation of the title precedes the 

contents of the book itself? Furthermore, what are the chances of censorship trends

developing in this modern era of technology, where books have rapidly begun taking a 

backseat to other forms of media?

1.2 Aim

The aim of this essay is to investigate whether the possibilities of book censorship and 

banning are increasing or decreasing in comparison to previous periods in history by using 

Marquis de Sade’s book “120 Days of Sodom” as a model.
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1.3 Method and material

The book “120 Days of Sodom” is written by the Marquis de Sade which was first published 

in 1904. The reason for selecting this book is based on the reputation the work carries as 

being synonymous with banned literature as well as a personal account of the difficulty I 

myself had trying to acquire the book in 1992. The age of the book was also a factor in 

selection considering that it is one of the oldest books that still carries with it a stigmatic 

response when other books that were banned during the same time period have become more 

accepted in the field of literature, both by literary experts and readers. Several works of 

publication concerning literary censorship selected by both their popularity and by their 

weight as canons on the subject were used to gather the information needed for the historical 

background. Most notably Simone de Beauvoir’s “Must we Burn Sade?”, “Sex, Literature and 

Censorship” by D.H. Lawrence and “Encyclopedia Of Censorship (Facts on File Library of 

World History)” by Jonathon Green and Nicholas J. Karolides.
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2. Overview of censorship

2.1 Methods of literary censorship

 Prevention: This method is used to halt a written work before it is published. The aim 

of this method is to stop materials deemed unacceptable from appearing to the public 

before being published or released. This is done by setting up a pre-publication 

review, forcing the creator or creators of a publication to submit it before a group and 

have it approved before it is allowed to be printed or released to the public.

 Government or interest group monopolization: Similar to the prevention method, in 

this instance a group; most often a government office or religious group, has complete 

authority over mass communication – in effect being the only publisher. This creates a 

controlled media setting and only allows publications which have been approved by 

those in authority.

 Destruction: The act of physically destroying books and written works in creation; 

often including but not limited to the original work, to keep them from the public or 

from being reproduced. This is often done in the manner of burning by creating book 

pyres.

 Encryption: In this method, the written work’s content is changed to limit the material 

within the publication to be available only to a select group, often by changing the 

language and making the literature more difficult to read or to incite disinterest in 

readers outside the target group. For example, many older medical books and journals 

were written in Latin. Though this was done for several reasons, one premise of this 

style was to not make the literature more accessible, but to ensure that only those 

considered of a higher standard of education would be able to read them.

 Omission: In this instance, any accounts within a work of literature deemed 

unacceptable are simply removed before publication. Often this method can greatly 

change the entire concept of a published work. This method is also limited by the 
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amount of material selected to be removed, since too large an amount of text will 

result in the publication to become unreadable.

 Sanitization: A form of omission, the method of sanitizing a text refers to not only 

removal, but the changing of words, lines or segments in a written publication to a 

completely new set of words deemed less offensive. For example, the word “nigger” 

could be changed to “black man” in a text, or the exclamatory interjection “Fuck!” 

could be re-written to become the lesser controversial “Darn!”.

 Creative censorship: This method includes the complete re-writing of texts by censors 

themselves, changing the text almost completely to a point where the censors (if 

known) would be considered co-authors.

 List banning: This method is where a list of “undesirable” books or publications is 

created by an individual or group and is made unavailable at libraries or book stores 

for a certain geographical region or area where the banning institution has control or 

authoritative powers.

 Criminality: This method is a form of prevention that uses law to discourage authors 

from writing about subjects deemed unfit by a control group or individual. If 

disobeyed, authors of works found unfit could be imprisoned or even executed.

2.2 Reasons for censorship

Many of the reasons written material may be scrutinized or deemed inappropriate often follow 

common categories as to why they are found offensive by a censor or group. Here are a few 

of the most common reasons for the implication of literary censorship:

Political: Content of literature contains political view that are considered dangerous or 

influential by the censor, often found conflicting with the views of a dominating political 

party or persona of the time.
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Sexual: Content of literature is sexually graphic or depicts sexual acts which are deemed unfit 

by the censor.

Religious: Content of literature contains aspects that contain religious doctrine or religious 

viewpoints that are considered unacceptable by the censor.

Language: Content of literature contains foul language or words that are considered taboo by 

the censor.

Violence: Content of literature contains explicit details of violent acts, murder, sexual 

violence, or gore.

Drugs or Alcohol: Content of literature contains details of tobacco, drug or alcohol use / 

abuse.

Adult themed material: Content of literature contains themes considered of an adult nature or 

deemed not suitable for younger readers by the censor. This often pertains to literature 

available in schools to be read by students.

Social Grounds: Content of literature contains material that is considered socially 

unacceptable by the censor, including socially sensitive topics such as racism, suicide, 

abortion, etc.

Criminal Matter: Contents include criminal matter or “how to” guides to committing illegal 

acts.
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2.3 Notable works censored

2.4 Important historical periods concerning censorship in literature

One of the earliest historical references to literary censorship dates back as early as China’s 

Qin Dynasty. In 213 B.C. Emperor Qin Shi Huangdi in a display against Confucianism 

ordered all Confucian books to be destroyed (although one copy of each was spared and kept 

in the Chinese State Library) in order to preserve his own political power. This was the first 

recorded instance of a large censorship movement against literature – an act that would be 

repeated many times throughout history.

Medieval Europe was an era that landmarked literary censorship. During this period many 

countries and religions were battling for control of power. Naturally, many religious books 

such as the Bible and the Qur’an came under attack by religious leaders and politicians alike.

One of the longest running book bans came from this time period – the Index Librorum 

Prohibitorum. The Index Librorum Prohibitorum; Latin for “List of Prohibited Books” was 

an index created by the Catholic Church. In this index books that were deemed unfit for 

Title of Book Author
Year 

Published Reason for Banning
Moll Flanders Daniel Defoe 1722 Sexual nature concerning prostitution

Candide Voltaire 1759
Banned by Catholic Church due to views 
against
Catholicism and theologians
Banned on social grounds due to vernacular

Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn Mark Twain 1884 used + considered not suitable to children due

to racially-charged material

Of Mice and Men John Steinbeck 1937
Banned on social grounds due to language 
and 
characterization + topic of euthanasia
Banned and challenged between 1966-75 for

Catcher in the Rye J.D. Salinger 1951 being "obscene" with an "excess of vulgar 
language, sexual scenes, and things 
concerning moral issues"
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readers were listed. The Librorum Prohibitorum had influence beyond Catholicism. In many 

countries, non-Catholics found trying to obtain a copy of any book on the list a tedious 

endeavour, even in some of the largest of cities. The first publication of this index was printed 

in 1529, and the program continued until 1966 making it one of the longest running acts of 

censorship in history.

Another notable era of censorship took place during Nazi Germany’s Third Reich. During this 

time period many open book burnings were held in front of the public. Many of these book 

burnings were held in a ceremonious atmosphere. On some occasions, invitations were 

handed out and burnings were accompanied by the singing of songs and parades. Many of 

these burnings were organized by German students and professors sympathetic to the Nazi 

movement. Most of the works destroyed were selected because the books contained material 

that was written by Jewish authors or contained communist or pacifist sympathetic texts.

Much like the Catholic Church’s Librorum Prohibitorium, the Nazi party created their own 

index of banned literature created by the Reichsministerium für Volksaufklärung und 

Propaganda (Reich Ministry for Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda). The RMVP had 

other duties appointed to them concerning censorship, one of the three branches of the RMVP 

– the Reich Culture Chamber – was responsible for handing out licenses in regard to literature 

as well as music, arts, press, film and radio. This was to ensure that only media that agreed 

with the Nazi party’s ideology would be available to the public.

Though the Constitution of the United States verifies that freedom of speech and expression 

are liberties in which all Americans can be ensured, the U.S. remains one of the areas today in 

which literature both old and new come under fire. The first of these American movements 

came during the Cold War era, in which many books considered or suspected of containing a 

pro-communist nature were banned and criticized. Though many of these books and novels 

eventually found their way onto library shelves after the cold war dissolved, the trend of 

banning books continues today. This second wave of censorship is usually attributed to the 

moral majority movement which began in the 1970’s to promote conservative Christian 

values. One of the main objectives of the movement was to censor media outlets that 

promoted an “anti-family” agenda. In the United States, the most visible areas affected by 

censorship is within school systems and public libraries. According to a report compiled by 

the People for the American Way (PFAW) the majority of all censorship movements originate 
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by complaints made from conservative political groups. In the study the three most common 

reasons for challenging schools’ materials and resources for the 1991-1992 year were:

1. The materials were “anti-Christian,” “Satanic,” “New Age,” or generally contrary to 

the challengers’ religious views. Of the 376 documented censorship attempts in 1991-

1992, 140 of them were based on this sectarian point of view. Typical challenges were 

to books like Of Mice and Men and Catcher in the Rye.

2. The materials contained profane or otherwise objectionable language. Almost one 

third of the challenges were on this basis, including books like The Chocolate War and 

Blubber.

3. The materials’ treatment of sexuality was considered offensive. Over one fifth of the 

challenges were on this basis, including books like The Grapes of Wrath and 

Slaughterhouse-Five.1

Also according to the report, the success rate of censorship was on the increase from previous 

years. In the 1991-1992 report 41 percent (of 144 instances) of requests to remove literature 

succeeded in some form. During the previous year, only 34 percent of requests were 

successful.

I myself was a student enrolled in American public High School during this time period 

(1991-1992). During my three years at West Mesquite High School in Texas I remember 

three instances in which my own literary education had been affected by such regulations. In 

one instance, I participated in a small student movement to have “To Kill a Mockingbird” 

placed in the school’s library – a book that had been long removed due to the use of the word 

“nigger” and to other social contexts surrounding racism and slavery. On two other occasions, 

I was required to have a parental consent signed that I was allowed to read A Separate Peace

by John Knowles and Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck for my English I class. All 

students were required to bring in a permission slip before they were issued the book, those of 

whom did not acquire parental permission were assigned another book to read and report 

upon. This is commonplace in U.S. schools – especially in the southern U.S. where religious 

groups often hold political power and where slavery is still a sore and often a taboo subject.

                                                
1 PFAW, Attacks on the Freedom to Learn, Washington, DC: PFAW, (1996)
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3. 120 Days of Sodom

3.1 Biography of Marquis de Sade

Born in 1740 at the Condé palace in Paris, Donatien Alphonse-François de Sade was the son 

of a French comte (count) and the lady-in-waiting to the princess of Condé. Growing up 

around nobility he was afforded certain luxuries not experienced by many young men of his 

time. He was educated by his uncle, an abbé (or Catholic abbot) and later received secondary 

school instruction through an all-boys Catholic Jesuit school. After school Sade joined the 

French military at 14 and became the captain of a cavalry regiment, serving in the Seven 

Years’ War – a rank most likely given to him due to his noble bloodline2. After he returned 

from war he decided to pursue Laure de Lauris, a daughter of a wealthy magistrate, a move 

that was rejected by her father when he discovered him in her bedroom, which forced Sade to 

flee to Avignon. Sade continued to attempt the forming of a relationship with Laure by 

writing her letters. After Laure wrote back rejecting him, he became enraged and accused her 

of infecting him with a sexually transmitted disease, and threatened to tell her new lover about 

it. In May 1763 he returned to Paris to marry Renée-Pélagie de Montreuil; a woman he had 

only met two days before, in an arranged marriage. Shortly thereafter his mother-in-law, Mme 

de Montreuil declared that Sade’s father – the count – had cheated them of their money due in 

accordance to the marriage contract. Despite marriage, Sade was known for having an active 

affair with an actress and for having a penchant for prostitutes, and was seen often inviting 

them into his house or his secret domicile on rue Mouffetard. The marquis’ involvement with 

prostitutes was a hobby that would eventually be one of the primary causes of his numerous 

imprisonments. A few months after his marriage in 1763 he was jailed for several months 

after news that he had sexual intercourse with a prostitute and sexually pleasured the woman 

using a crucifix while cursing God had reached the police. After his release he was placed 

under house arrest and forced to leave Paris. Sade’s first major crime happened on Easter 

Sunday 1768. After a church service he found a widow named Rose Keller and offered her 

money to follow him home – whether the woman was a prostitute or not has been widely 

disputed. She then claimed she was sexually and physically abused. To make matters worse, 

she accused Sade of committing acts of blasphemy again - something which was of a more 

serious offence in France at the time. According to the majority of sources on the subject, 
                                                
2 Paul J. Gilette, The Complete Marquis De Sade (2005),  pp. 31
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Sade’s mother-in-law obtained a lettre de cachet – a letter with direct orders from King Loius 

XV – stating that Sade should be imprisoned without trial.3 This account has been recently 

disputed however. Though the historical fact a lettre de cachet was indeed written and used to 

imprison Sade, the party responsible for its acquisition has recently come under fire.

According to Gert Hekma’s 1990 review in the Journal of the History of Sexuality: 

“Sade’s mother-in-law, Madame de Montreuil, undeservedly earned a very bad 

reputation in the Sade literature. Pauvert makes it clear that she was certainly not 

responsible for Sade’s fate. She made every attempt to obtain his release from 

prison, and when he was imprisoned on a lettre de cachet, it was his family that 

was responsible, not she, as has often been suggested.”4

Despite the question of responsibility concerning the letter, the marquis’ scandals involving 

prostitutes would not end there. After his release from prison he again encountered trouble 

with the law, this time in June 1772 when he and his valet Latour had arranged an orgy and 

accidentally given the night’s prostitutes aniseed sweets laced with too much Cantharidin 

(also known as Spanish fly). The marquis believed that the aphrodisiac would “set them on 

fire” but the almost lethal dosage coating the candies caused the women severe abdominal 

pains and vomiting. After the word of what had happened reached the Marseille authorities 

the women were examined by doctors who agreed that the women had come close to death.

The marquis and his valet both fled to Italy and were condemned to death in absentia for 

sodomy and poisoning, the details of the execution had already been laid out in full detail by 

the courts:

“On 26 August the Royal Prosecutor ordered ‘special proceedings’ against the two 

absentees. On 3 September he presented his case to the Council Chamber, which 

pronounced its sentence. Both men were found guilty in absentia of poisoning and 

sodomy. They were required to ‘make honourable amends’ in front of the 

cathedral porch. ‘There, on their knees, with head and feet bare, in shirts, a rope 

around their necks, each of them holding in his hand a candle of yellow wax 

                                                
3 Ronald Haymand, De Sade: A Critical Biography (1978) pp. 121
4 Gert Heckma, Journal of the History of Sexuality, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Jul., 1990), pp. 133.
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weighing one pound, they must ask for pardon before God and King.’ They would 

then be taken into the Place Saint-Louis ‘for the aforesaid Sieur de Sade to have 

his head cut off in a scaffold, and the aforesaid Latour to be hanged by the neck 

and strangled on a gallows, and then the bodies of the aforesaid Sieur de Sade and 

the aforesaid Latour shall be burned and their ashes thrown to the wind.’”5

In December the same year Sade was captured and arrested. The King of France and his wife 

pleaded on his behalf claiming “youthful folly” and he received a stay of execution and was 

put into prison in Miolans. He was placed in solitary confinement, was not allowed visitation 

and was watched under extreme scrutiny; his mail was also heavily censored by police 

authorities during this time6. Sade then used his powers of persuasion and befriended the 

prison’s warden – convincing the man that he was fully reformed and a harmless noble who 

simply made some bad judgements. His tactic worked and the warden eventually began 

granting Sade more liberties such as being able to walk around the castle grounds and 

fraternizing with other prisoners. As his role playing the “model prisoner” became more 

apparent, security measures were loosened around the marquis. On April 1773 Sade used this 

newfound trust and subsequent lack of security to escape the Miolans prison during the night.

When his captors found him missing in his cell they found two letters left by Sade – one to the 

warden with a detailed inventory of his personal belongings and their value, the other was a 

brash declaration of independence from the prison. In the second letter Sade took the time to 

thank the prison staff for their hospitality and mentioned his escape was due to his own 

cunningness, not their lack of attention – a message left in order to try and save them from 

any reprimands due to his escape.7

The marquis then spent a year and a half in hiding throughout most of Western Europe. Then 

in 1774 he decided to return to his wife at his castle in La Coste. Never the one to be 

considered a faithful husband, he had returned because he had derived a plan which would be 

his most notorious sexual escapade, and his wife would be instrumental into making it work.

Sade convinced her to hire six teenage girls to work at the castle, something that could only 

                                                
5 Ronald Hayman, Marquis de Sade : The Genius of Passion (2003), pp. 63
6 Marquis De Sade, translated by Seaver, Richard. Letters from Prison (1999) pp. 37
7 Laurence L. Bongie, Sade: A Biographical Essay (1998) pp. 134
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be procured with her assistance. Hired under the ruse of being employed with domestic duties, 

the young girls were forced to have daily orgies as instructed by the marquis, his wife and 

several other servants. This lasted for six weeks until the parents of the girls began inquiring 

as to the girls’ whereabouts and wellbeing. Gossip began to spread in the local villages and in 

a desperate attempt to keep the girls quiet Sade and his wife dropped them off one by one to 

local convents where the nuns were instructed to ignore their rantings. Eventually, the 

incident lead to a police raid of La Coste in July 1775. The marquis managed to narrowly 

escape by hiding in the estate. Once again he fled to Italy. His freedom lasted just short of two 

years and he was arrested on February 13, 1777 thanks to a warrant signed by King Louis 

XVI. He was then sent to the fortress of Vincennes for his incarceration. For the next thirteen 

years he would remain in prison, and it was under this time he began secretly writing. In 1778 

his death sentence was appealed by the king and he was cleared due to a lack of evidence.

However, he remained imprisoned due to the old lettre de cachet held on him. He was placed 

in and out of various institutions during his imprisonment, eventually landing in the infamous 

Bastille. During this period he was divorced by his wife. Eventually he was released in 1790

during the French Revolution after the Decree of Assembly released many prisoners held in 

prison due to lettres de cachet.

His writings were mainly of a sexually explicit nature. His most famous novels include The 

120 Days of Sodom, Justine (or the Misfortunes of Virtue), and Philosophy in the Boudoir.

Suspecting that his writings would provoke a social outcry, he had them published under a 

nom de plume (pen name) after his release. He also became a political activist of the time and 

proceeded to write many politically charged pamphlets. Due to this activity he received public 

favour and was voted in as the President of the Piques section of Paris where he presided as 

Grand Juror over many different trials. During these trials he also presided over his own 

family’s cases – including his mother-in-law’s. He dismissed her case as he did with most of 

his cases, and disliked handing out the death penalty. He eventually resigned his post and was 

convicted of moderatism in 1793 which he served another year in prison for.8

After his works had been published, Napoleon Bonaparte, after hearing of the contents of the 

novels Justine and Juliette ordered the immediate imprisonment of the anonymous author 

                                                
8 Paul J. Gilette, The Complete Marquis De Sade (2005),  pp. 44
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responsible. He was found in 1801 and arrested at his publisher’s office and incarcerated at 

the Sainte-Pélagie prison and was held there until a scandal broke out accusing Sade of trying 

to seduce fellow inmates there. He was then transferred to the Bicêtre fortress. His family 

pleaded on his account and had him declared insane and transferred to the asylum at 

Charenton. There he met the daughter of one of the asylum’s employees, Madeleine Leclerc.

Though he was himself the age of 72, Sade initiated an affair with the 15 year-old girl which 

lasted until his death in 1814. He died in the asylum at the age of 74. 9

3.2 History of 120 Days of Sodom

The novel 120 Days of Sodom or The School of Freedoms (original title: Les 120 journées de 

Sodome ou l'école du libertinage) was written by Sade in 1785 during his imprisonment in the 

Bastille. He had written it in 35 days on a twelve-meter long roll of paper in very small

handwriting. While he was writing the novel he frequently hid the roll fearing it would be 

confiscated by prison authorities. In 1789 the Bastille was stormed and looted leaving Sade to 

believe it was lost forever, but he then found it in his cell untouched. The novel in itself is 

incomplete, only the first thirty days in 120 Days of Sodom are written in full; the rest of the 

novel is simply comprised of various notes written by the marquis. The original manuscript 

had been lost for a number of years and then was discovered by a man often known as the 

father of sexology – a German psychiatrist named Iwan Bloch.10

Bloch published the novel in 1904 under the pseudonym Eugène Dühren. The novel contains 

a categorization of sexual fetishes which Bloch felt would be helpful to scholars and 

contained material of scientific importance.

The novel, though no specific time period is mentioned is assumed to begin shortly after or 

during the Thirty Years’ War (the early to mid 1600’s). In the novel four wealthy, villainous, 

middle aged men take dozens of victims and accomplices, ranging from elderly women to 

young boys and girls and proceed to lock themselves in a castle named the Château de Silling.

Here they listen to lewd stories told by four veteran prostitutes which inspire the men to

engage in unusual acts which span a wide range of sexual perversions. Aside from the more 

                                                
9 Laurence L. Bongie, Sade: A Biographical Essay (1998) pp. 278
10 Paul J. Gilette, The Complete Marquis De Sade (2005),  pp. 15
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common sexual practices found in literature, 120 Days of Sodom references sexual practices 

considered highly taboo for even modern times, such as incest, pedophilia, rape, coprophilia, 

sodomy, mutilation, flagellation, urolagnia, abasiophilia, and bestiality. Added into the mix of 

sexually explicit narratives is a tally of topics considered highly sensitive on social grounds –

including murder, cannibalism, and kidnapping. Each of the four male main characters are 

members of the community with a high social status or position of authority; a judge, a 

bishop, an aristocrat, and a banker. Sade often used his writings to poke fun at religion and 

authority and this novel is no exception, thus adding to the likeliness of the book’s being 

banned. This is particularly true if we consider that not only the wealthy, but political and 

religious figures are openly mocked and given a villainous depiction in the novel – that is the 

same people that in actual society whom would most likely have the authority to halt the 

production or distribution of printed material to the public. Though Sade’s intent was more 

likely to show his own distaste for such groups, the impact his character choices had on the 

availability of his work was a consequence of such decisions.

3.3 Censorship and Sade

The marquis and his works have become synonymous with the realm of censorship. With the 

exception of his political writings which although they caused friction in many circles did find 

a large target audience, his fictional works have always been under scrutiny. Novels published 

during his lifetime such as Justine and Juliette came under immediate fire, and were banned 

by church and state as soon as word of them had spread. As mentioned previously, his works 

even garnered attention from Napoleon who ordered his immediate imprisonment after these 

two early novels were published. The moral climate of the time ensured that Sade’s work 

could not be easily acquired. During Sade’s time novels such as Justine were often only found 

in black market sales and hidden far away from open book store shelves. Knowing the 

adverse reaction his books were likely to create with the public, Sade himself worried for his 

own personal safety and denied authorship of several works and only had them published 

under a nom de plume. Generally speaking, his works were – for the most part - unavailable 

due to the numerous bans placed upon them, something which would change little with time.

These books were banned on several counts, the most common being a combination of 
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graphic sexual content, graphic violence, social grounds, and blasphemy. They remained 

banned in most parts of the world until the late 1950s, and England did not relinguish its ban 

on Sade until 1983. Just one year earlier in Greece, in September of 1982, 47 publishers were 

arrested and put on trial after ignoring a country-wide ban and publishing several of Sade’s 

works.11 In several countries where the censoring and banning of books is still very 

commonplace, such as in Africa or the Middle East – Sade is still banned and owning, 

acquiring, or publishing any version of his work is a punishable offense. Despite the fact that 

the ban on the marquis was lifted in many countries, obtaining material written by him is still 

difficult. Because of the stigma surrounding the name of the author and the still controversial 

contents of his work many bookstores both physical and online refuse to be associated with 

such titles and refuse to carry them.

My first introduction to the marquis came through a film portrayal of the Marquis in the 1988 

horror movie Waxwork which I had seen late one night on cable television in 1992. Not 

surprisingly, I had never heard of him. In the movie, a small horror-themed wax museum 

shows up in a small town and several of the displays come to life. The Marquis stood out to 

me because he was unlike the other villains in the film who were all based on popular 

characters in literature – mostly fictional but still easily recognizable. Characters such as 

Dracula, Frankenstein, the phantom of the opera, Mr. Hyde were all identities that were 

immediately obvious to me but De Sade was the one who stuck out amidst the mummies and 

werewolves and had me posing the question “what book is he from”? In this pre-internet era I 

picked up an old 1966 copy of Encyclopedia Britannica from my parent’s shelves and learned 

he wasn’t a fictional character, but a book author. The article, more than likely heavily 

censored itself considering the age of the edition, was very short and did not mention that the 

majority of his books were considered to be of a sexually perversive nature. Considering his 

role in the film alongside other dark classics I had assumed he was a writer of fictional horror.

I decided to go to my public library to try and find something he had written but was met with 

several harsh words from the librarian and a stern look after I couldn’t find his name in the 

card catalog. I attempted to ask around at several local bookstores in the Dallas area and my 

inquiries there were met with a mixed response ranging from “We don’t carry that and I can’t 

order it, sorry.” to “This is a family bookstore and by no means would we carry any of his 

                                                
11 NEW YORK TIMES September 16, 1982 edition.
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titles here, and I don’t want to see you back!”. After visiting five other stores I eventually 

found a Half-Price Bookstore that told me they did carry Sade but only in French, but if I was 

willing to wait two weeks they would order me a translated copy in English but the only title 

they could acquire was Justine. I agreed and two weeks later I picked up my copy and only 

then did it I understand that Sade wasn’t classified as horror and why I had been banned from 

one bookstore for simply asking for any of his works. None of the book stores told me why 

they didn’t carry it and even the store I was banned from didn’t let me know their opposition 

to the titles was due to their sexual nature. When I did come in to the place which ordered the 

title for me, the clerk already had it bagged up when I came to pick it up so the other patrons 

would not see (or possibly be offended) by my purchase or the store’s decision to carry it.

This was 1992, but deciding to revisit the event I conducted a telephone check in January 

2008 and found none of the Marquis’ titles are available in the city of Mesquite’s public 

libraries, and only two bookstores - Barnes and Noble and Book Stop - agree to carry a

limited selection of three titles. The bookstore that carried the title for me in 1992 has been 

subsequently closed and no longer exists.

Aside from books, many other mediums associated with the name Sade are banned. In 1975, 

an Italian film based on 120 Days of Sodom (titled: Salò o le 120 giornate di Sodoma) was 

created by director Pier Paolo Pasolini. The film was accompanied by great amounts of 

controversy and was banned in several countries, a few of which still have an active ban on 

the film. In some cases, such as in Australia, the ban has been lifted and then reinstated. It 

was first banned in Australia in 1976, the ban was removed in 1993, and then reestablished in 

1998. Currently the only countries where an uncut DVD of the film can be purchased are

within the United Kingdom, France, Finland, Greece, the Netherlands, New Zealand, 

Portugal, Spain, Denmark, Sweden, Italy, Austria and Germany.
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4. Modern Day Censorship

4.1 Censorship subjects today

Many of the reasons for censorship listed previously in Chapter 2.2 are still often cited as 

reasons modern books are censored or banned. However, trends in leniency have been 

observed in the categories of religion, politics, violence, language and drugs and alcohol. This 

can be attributed to several causes. First, organized religion has less political power than it did 

in previous centuries. Also, opposing political views have become more widespread and 

acceptable for discussion in modern society. In the subjects of violence, language, drugs, and 

alcohol, the effect of new forms of media has attributed to the desensitization of these topics 

to the general public. While these points are still considered sensitive, certain aspects that 

have been extremely taboo in the past are now seen differently and have found a wider 

audience of acceptance.

4.2 The effect of new media on censorship

Since Sade’s time, new forms of media have arrived and have played a strong role in 

changing the way we view censorship. Though his book 120 Days of Sodom is still hard to 

obtain throughout the world many of the depraved acts he described can be viewed on video 

easily by anyone with a computer and an internet connection today. Even in the days before 

the internet, radio and television have left their own mark in what we as a society consider 

acceptable, especially when it comes to the topics of language and violence. One good 

example in the language genre is the word “bitch”. The word “bitch” had been considered 

very vulgar and was heavily censored in television and radio media in the past. Then, in the 

late 1990s the word became so overused in the United States the American public thus found

it less offensive and the word was no longer censored from television and radio broadcasts in 

the U.S., appearing everywhere from repetitive use in the then-popular television series 

Melrose Place to even a hit song entitled “Bitch” by Meredith Brooks which was played on

the radio globally and rose on its way to popularity being placed second in the Billboard top 

100 chart for 1997. Today the word “bitch” is commonplace and though still considered by 

many as offensive, it does not carry the stigma it had in previous decades.
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The current MPAA rating 
system

The portrayal of violence in television and cinema has become generally more accepted and 

has been steadily increasing. Acts of violence and gore are easily seen in television, films, and 

even video games.

One marker that shows the effects of desensitization of society in 

correlation to censorship can be observed by studying the 

Motion Picture Association of America’s (MPAA) rating system.

The MPAA is responsible for rating movies and movie trailers 

for exhibition. The rating system – though it has been changed 

slightly over the past decades – has been in effect since 1968. By 

studying these ratings from the past and comparing them to the 

ratings of present day film shows how the changing norms of 

society fit in correspondence to what is considered censorable.

According to a 2004 study by the Kids Risk Project, a project sponsored by the Harvard 

School of Public Health that the MPAA was showing more leniency than it had in regards to 

ratings vs. content from previous decades:

“We found significantly higher rated content in movies as a function of time, 

suggesting that the MPAA applied less stringency in its age-based ratings over 

time for the period of 1992-2003. We found significantly higher rated content in 

movies as a function of time, suggesting that the MPAA applied less stringency in 

its age-based ratings over time for the period of 1992-2003. Animated films rated 

G by the MPAA received a significantly higher content-based score for violence 

on average than non-animated films rated G (P < .05). With respect to information 

about the depiction of substances, the MPAA mentioned alcohol or drugs in its 

rating reason for 226 films (18%), while Screen It! identified depiction or use of 

tobacco, alcohol, and/or drugs in 1211 films (95%), including 26 of the 51 G-rated 

films (51%). We found significantly higher gross revenues for PG-13- and R-rated 

films when comparing films that received an MPAA rating reason for violence 
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compared with those films that did not (P < .001 based on 2-sided t-tests with 

unequal variances for both of the separate tests of PG-13- and R-rated films).”12

One point to be noted however is that despite the trend of violence and language becoming 

more acceptable in media forms, sexual content has also been increasing in acceptability 

though it is increasing at a much slower rate and has not reached the same levels of 

acceptance as other censorable issues.

Another notation of the trend applies to the two film adaptations of De Sade’s Justine entitled: 

Marquis de Sade: Justine (Italian, 1969) and Justine De Sade (French, 1972). The films were

widely banned and censored due to nudity, sex, and violence and obtaining them was difficult, 

and often they could only be found as bootleg copies on the black market. Today however, 

both titles are available for purchase via both Amazon U.S. and Amazon U.K. websites – in 

their full and uncut versions, though the U.K. website does offer a censored version as well of 

the 1972 film.

4.3 Conclusion

Many things once considered immoral, despicable, or distasteful have found new vision in the 

modern world. Changes can be seen in our society; many topics that once were taboo are now 

spoken of, several words that were forbidden are now spoken and written without reprieve. To 

quote the Roman philosopher and moralist Lucius Annaeus Seneca: “What were vices have 

become the fashion of the day”.

In every generation there seems to be a natural drive to rebel, and do things which our 

forefathers would scowl upon – thus is human nature. Much like the shock jocks of the radio 

airwaves today, Sade pushed the envelope of what was acceptable in his society. But will 

there be room for the marquis in the world of literary acceptance? Though the movement of 

                                                
12 K. Thompson, F. Yokota, Violence, Sex, and Profanity in Films: Correlation of Movie Ratings With Content-
Medscape General Medicine. 2004;6(3):3.
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society towards censorship leniency has been rapidly increasing, it is the belief of this author 

that though there is a great chance, it will still be a long time until that feat is feasible. The last 

few decades have shown that society has increased the pace of accepting what was once 

distasteful, from small steps to great strides, yet it would be foolish to believe that all 

movement is forward. With every social push towards vice, a resistance of virtue will appear.

The liberties we take with what we allow are limited by our geographic position, our society’s 

government, and even the company we keep. Just as some will focus on free speech, others 

will profess corruption and promote family values. Though much of Sade’s descriptive sexual 

exploitations have found acceptance with audiences, topics such as murder, incest, pedophilia 

and the like are still far off from acceptability, I do see a chance that reading about such acts –

without the fear of the public emulating them – could become a plausible future outcome.
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