MARQUIS DE SADE THE 120 DAYS OF SODOM

THe 120 DAYS OF SODOM IS ONE OF THE MOST NOTORIOUS AND CONTROVERSIAL WORKS BY THE FRENCH WRITER,
PHILOSOPHER, AND LIBERTINE MARQUIS DE SADE. WRITTEN IN 1785, THIS UNFINISHED MANUSCRIPT ENCAPSULATES SADE’S
RADICAL IDEAS ABOUT SEXUALITY, MORALITY, AND THE NATURE OF HUMAN DESIRE. THE WORK'S GRAPHIC CONTENT AND
EXTREME THEMES HAVE LED TO IT BEING BOTH REVILED AND REVERED, ESTABLISHING SADE AS A FIGURE OF LITERARY AND
PHILOSOPHICAL SIGNIFICANCE. THIS ARTICLE DELVES INTO THE CONTEXT OF THE WORK, ITS THEMES, STRUCTURE, AND THE
IMPACT IT HAS HAD ON LITERATURE AND CULTURAL DISCOURSE.

BACKGROUND OF MARQUIS DE SADE

MARQUIS DE SADE WAS BORN ON JUNE 2, 1740, IN PARIS, FRANCE. COMING FROM AN ARISTOCRATIC FAMILY, SADE'S EARLY
LIFE WAS CHARACTERIZED BY PRIVILEGE AND A CLASSICAL EDUCATION. HOWEVER, HE BECAME INFAMOUS FOR HIS LIBERTINE
LIFESTYLE AND HIS WRITINGS THAT CHALLENGED THE SOCIAL AND MORAL NORMS OF HIS TIME. HIS LITERARY CAREER BEGAN IN THE
LATE 18TH CENTURY, DURING A PERIOD MARKED BY POLITICAL UPHEAVAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL EXPLORATION.

SADE’'S WORKS OFTEN EXPLORED THEMES OF EROTICISM, FREEDOM, AND THE DARKER ASPECTS OF HUMAN NATURE. His MOST
NOTABLE WORKS INCLUDE “JUSTINE,” “PHILOSOPHY IN THE BEDROOM,” AND “THE 120 DAYS oF SopoM.” THE LATTER,
WRITTEN DURING HIS IMPRISONMENT IN THE BASTILLE, IS PERHAPS THE MOST EXTREME AND PROVOCATIVE OF HIS OEUVRE.

ConTexT ofF THE 120 DAYSs oF Sopbom

SADE WROTE “THE 120 DAYS OF SODOM” WHILE HE WAS INCARCERATED IN THE BASTILLE, WHERE HE HAD BEEN IMPRISONED
FOR ALLEGED SEXUAL CRIMES. THE MANUSCRIPT WAS COMPOSED BETWEEN JULY 2 AND JULY 15, 1785, AND IT IS BELIEVED
THAT HE INTENDED TO PUBLISH IT AS PART OF A LARGER PROJECT. HOWEVER, THE CHAOS OF THE FRENCH REVOLUTION
INTERRUPTED HIS PLANS, AND THE MANUSCRIPT WAS NOT PUBLISHED UNTIL THE 20TH CENTURY.

THE MANUSCRIPT REFLECTS SADE’S PHILOSOPHICAL VIEWS ON THE NATURE OF PLEASURE, FREEDOM, AND THE LIMITS OF
MORALITY. |IT CAN BE SEEN AS A RESPONSE TO THE ENLIGHTENMENT IDEALS OF REASON AND PROGRESS, QUESTIONING THE VERY
FOUNDATIONS OF SOCIAL ORDER AND ETHICAL BEHAVIOR.

PLoT SUMMARY

“THe 120 DAYS OF SODOM” UNFOLDS IN A SECLUDED CASTLE WHERE FOUR WEALTHY LIBERTINES—DULAURIER, DURCET, THE
PRESIDENT, AND THE BISHOP—GATHER TO INDULGE IN THEIR MOST DEPRAVED FANTASIES. THEY RECRUIT A GROUP OF YOUNG
PEOPLE, INCLUDING BOYS AND GIRLS, WHO ARE SUBJECTED TO A SERIES OF INCREASINGLY HORRIFIC AND VIOLENT SEXUAL ACTS
OVER THE COURSE OF 120 DAYS. THE NARRATIVE IS DIVIDED INTO FOUR PARTS, EACH CORRESPONDING TO THE DIFFERENT
PHASES OF DEGRADATION THAT THE VICTIMS UNDERGO.

STRUCTURE OF THE W ORK

THE MANUSCRIPT IS STRUCTURED IN A WAY THAT MIRRORS THE INCREASING SEVERITY AND COMPLEXITY OF THE LIBERTINES'
DEPRAVITY. SADE EMPLOYS A SYSTEMATIC APPROACH TO CATEGORIZE THE VARIOUS SEXUAL ACTS AND MORAL
TRANSGRESSIONS. THE SECTIONS ARE AS FOLLOWS:

1. PREPARATION: THE LIBERTINES ESTABLISH THEIR CASTLE AND SELECT THEIR VICTIMS.
2. THe FIrsT 30 DAYS: THE INITIAL PHASE OF INDULGENCE, WHERE THE LIBERTINES EXPLORE VARIOUS SEXUAL ACTS WITHOUT
EXTREME VIOLENCE.



3. THe SEconDd 30 DAYS: AS THE NARRATIVE PROGRESSES, THE ACTS BECOME MORE SADISTIC AND VIOLENT.
4. The FINAL 60 DAYS: THE CLIMAX OF DEPRAVITY, WHERE THE LIBERTINES ENGAGE IN THE MOST GROTESQUE AND INHUMANE
ACTS.

CHARACTERS

THE CHARACTERS IN “THE 120 DAYS OF SODOM” SERVE AS ARCHETYPES OF SADE'S PHILOSOPHICAL IDEAS. SOME NOTABLE
CHARACTERS INCLUDE:

- DULAURIER: THE MOST PROMINENT LIBERTINE, REPRESENTING THE ULTIMATE SEEKER OF PLEASURE WITHOUT MORAL RESTRAINT.
- DURCET: A CHARACTER WHO EMBODIES THE DUALITY OF PLEASURE AND PAIN, SHOWCASING SADE’S EXPLORATION OF THE
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE TWO.

- THE PRESIDENT: SYMBOLIZING AUTHORITY AND HYPOCRISY, THIS CHARACTER REFLECTS SADE's CRITIQUE OF SOCIETAL NORMS
AND MORALITY.

- THE BISHOP: A REPRESENTATION OF RELIGIOUS HYPOCRISY, ILLUSTRATING SADE’S DISDAIN FOR TRADITIONAL MORAL

FRAME\W ORKS.

MaJorR THEMES

“THe 120 DAYS oF SoDoM” IS RICH IN THEMES THAT CHALLENGE CONVENTIONAL UNDERSTANDINGS OF MORALITY AND HUMAN
DESIRE. SOME OF THE MOST SIGNIFICANT THEMES INCLUDE:

1. THe NATURE OF FREEDOM

SADE EXPLORES THE IDEA OF FREEDOM IN ITS MOST RADICAL FORM. THE LIBERTINES IN THE NARRATIVE EMBODY A PHILOSOPHY
THAT PRIORITIZES INDIVIDUAL PLEASURE ABOVE ALL ELSE, RAISING QUESTIONS ABOUT THE LIMITS OF PERSONAL FREEDOM IN
SOCIETY. SADE POSITS THAT TRUE FREEDOM CAN ONLY BE ACHIEVED BY TRANSCENDING SOCIETAL NORMS AND MORAL CODES.

2. THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PLEASURE AND PAIN

ONE OF THE MOST DISTURBING ASPECTS OF SADE'S WORK IS HIS EXPLORATION OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PLEASURE AND
PAIN. THE LIBERTINES DERIVE PLEASURE FROM INFLICTING SUFFERING ON OTHERS, SUGGESTING THAT PAIN CAN BE A SOURCE OF
EROTIC GRATIFICATION. THIS THEME CHALLENGES THE READER TO RECONSIDER THE BOUNDARIES OF SEXUALITY AND THE DARKER
FACETS OF HUMAN DESIRE.

3. HYPOCRISY OF SoCIAL INSTITUTIONS

SADE CRITIQUES THE HYPOCRISY OF SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS SUCH AS RELIGION, GOVERNMENT, AND THE ARISTOCRACY. THROUGH
THE CHARACTERS OF THE BISHOP AND THE PRESIDENT, HE HIGHLIGHTS THE DISCONNECT BETWEEN SOCIETAL IDEALS AND
PERSONAL ACTIONS, SUGGESTING THAT THOSE IN POSITIONS OF POWER OFTEN ENGAGE IN THE VERY VICES THEY PUBLICLY
CONDEMN.

4. THe CONCEPT OF THE ‘OTHER'

THe vicTIMS IN “THE 120 DAYS oF SODOM” ARE PORTRAYED AS ‘OTHERS,” DEHUMANIZED AND OBJECTIFIED BY THE LIBERTINES.
THIS THEME RAISES CRITICAL QUESTIONS ABOUT POWER DYNAMICS, CONSENT, AND THE NATURE OF EXPLOITATION. SADE’S



PORTRAYAL OF THE VICTIMS CHALLENGES READERS TO CONFRONT THEIR OWN PERCEPTIONS OF MORALITY AND JUSTICE.

RECEPTION AND LEGACY

UPON ITS EVENTUAL PUBLICATION IN THE 20TH CENTURY, “THE 120 DAYS OF SODOM” WAS MET WITH SHOCK AND OUTRAGE,
CEMENTING SADE'S REPUTATION AS A CONTROVERSIAL FIGURE IN LITERATURE. THE GRAPHIC NATURE OF THE TEXT AND ITS
THEMES OF SEXUAL DEPRAVITY HAVE LED TO NUMEROUS INTERPRETATIONS, RANGING FROM FEMINIST CRITIQUES TO
PSYCHOANALYTIC READINGS.

THE WORK HAS HAD A PROFOUND INFLUENCE ON VARIOUS ARTISTIC MOVEMENTS, INCLUDING SURREALISM/ AND HAS INSPIRED
COUNTLESS WRITERS, FILMMAKERS, AND ARTISTS. IT HAS SPARKED DISCUSSIONS ON CENSORSHIP, FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION, AND
THE BOUNDARIES OF LITERATURE.

CoNcCLUSION

“THe 120 DAYS oF SODOM” REMAINS A POLARIZING TEXT, CHALLENGING READERS TO CONFRONT UNCOMFORTABLE TRUTHS
ABOUT HUMAN NATURE, MORALITY, AND THE COMPLEXITIES OF DESIRE. MARQUIS DE SADE’S EXPLORATION OF EXTREME
LIBERTINISM SERVES AS A PROVOCATIVE LENS THROUGH WHICH TO EXAMINE THE DARKER ASPECTS OF THE HUMAN PSYCHE,
MAKING THE WORK A SIGNIFICANT CONTRIBUTION TO BOTH LITERATURE AND PHILOSOPHICAL DISCOURSE. WHETHER VIEWED AS A
WORK OF ART, A MORAL ABOMINATION, OR A PHILOSOPHICAL TREATISE, SADE'S MASTERPIECE CONTINUES TO PROVOKE
THOUGHT AND DEBATE, SOLIDIFYING ITS PLACE IN THE PANTHEON OF LITERARY HISTORY.

FREQUENTLY AskeD QUESTIONS

W/HAT ARE THE MAIN THEMES EXPLORED IN ‘“THE 120 DAYS oF SopoM’ BY MARQUIS
DE SADE?

THE MAIN THEMES INCLUDE THE EXPLORATION OF EXTREME LIBERTINISM, THE NATURE OF POWER AND CRUELTY, THE CRITIQUE OF
SOCIETAL NORMS, AND THE PHILOSOPHICAL INQUIRIES INTO MORALITY AND HUMAN SEXUALITY.

WHY 1s ‘THE 120 DAYS OF SODOM’ CONSIDERED CONTROVERSIAL AND BANNED IN
MANY PLACES?

“THe 120 DAYS oF SODOM’ IS CONSIDERED CONTROVERSIAL DUE TO ITS EXPLICIT DEPICTIONS OF SEXUAL VIOLENCE,
DEPRAVITY, AND MORAL NIHILISM, WHICH CHALLENGE SOCIETAL VALUES AND PROVOKE STRONG EMOTIONAL REACTIONS.

How poes ‘THe 120 DAYS oF SODOM’ REFLECT THE ENLIGHTENMENT IDEALS OF ITS
TIME?

THE NOVEL REFLECTS ENLIGHTENMENT IDEALS BY QUESTIONING TRADITIONAL MORALITY, EMPHASIZING INDIVIDUAL FREEDOM, AND
EXPLORING THE DARKER ASPECTS OF HUMAN NATURE, ULTIMATELY PRESENTING A RADICAL CRITIQUE OF THE ERA’S SOCIAL AND
POLITICAL STRUCTURES.

\WHAT IMPACT HAS ‘THE 120 DAYS oF SoboOM’ HAD ON LITERATURE AND MODERN
CULTURE?

“THe 120 DAYS OF SODOM’ HAS INFLUENCED VARIOUS LITERARY MOVEMENTS, INCLUDING EXISTENTIALISM AND
POSTMODERNISM, AND HAS SPARKED DEBATES ABOUT CENSORSHIP, SEXUAL LIBERATION, AND THE BOUNDARIES OF ARTISTIC



EXPRESSION IN MODERN CULTURE.

IN WHAT WAYS HAS ‘THE 120 DAYS OF SODOM’ BEEN INTERPRETED BY FEMINIST
SCHOLARS?
FEMINIST SCHOLARS HAVE INTERPRETED ' THE 120 DAYS OF SODOM’ AS A REFLECTION OF PATRIARCHAL VIOLENCE AND A

CRITIQUE OF MALE DOMINANCE, ANALYZING HOW THE TEXT PORTRAYS WOMEN'S BODIES AS SITES OF POWER STRUGGLE AND
OBJECTIFICATION.
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