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10

Je suis philosophe ; tous ceux qui me 
connaissent ne doutent pas que j’en fasse 
gloire et profession.

D.A.F. de Sade

C’est ici la philosophie que je représente [...] 
j’estime que pour quelqu’un qui veut aller 
jusqu’au fond de ce que signifie l’homme, 
la lecture de Sade est non seulement 
recommandable, mais parfaitement 
nécessaire.

Georges Bataille

La escritora libanesa Joumana Haddad 
cuenta en Yo maté a Sherezade: Confesiones 
de una mujer árabe furiosa (2010) cómo a 
los doce años leyó Justine y aquella expe-
riencia la liberó de alguna de sus cadenas 
mentales: fue su «bautismo por subversión». 
Va aún más lejos y sugiere que si hubiera 
tenido una hija le habría ofrecido, entre 
otros, aquel libro revelador como regalo en 
su duodécimo cumpleaños. La afirmación 
es sorprendente y también provocadora. 
Resuena en ella la recomendación de Sade 
en el encabezamiento de La filosofía en el 
tocador: «La madre prescribirá a su hija 
la lectura de este libro», irónica sin duda 

si tenemos en cuenta lo que la hija hace 
a la madre al final de esta novela dialo-
gada. Sade nos hace ver que la libertad, 
entendida de modo extremo, como él la 
presenta, no está exenta de riesgos. Al de-
fender sus lecturas «corruptoras», Haddad 
cita a Helen Exley: «Los libros pueden ser 
muy peligrosos. Los mejores deberían 
llevar una etiqueta: “Este podría cambiar 
tu vida”». Leer a Sade es peligroso porque, 
como dijo Georges Bataille en una entre-
vista televisiva con ocasión de la publica-
ción de La literatura y el mal, la literatura 
representa un peligro muy grave y serio al 
que es necesario enfrentarse, porque nos 
permite percibir las experiencias humanas 
desde su perspectiva más violenta. 

¿Cómo leer al marqués de Sade en el 
siglo xxi? De entrada, podemos asumir 
que de un modo distinto a cómo fue leído 
en el xx, el siglo de su rescate editorial, in-
telectual y popular. Hay muchas maneras 
de leer a Sade. Cada época tiene su Sade. 
De hecho, en cada época conviven lec-
turas diversas de Sade. Hay un Sade que 
seduce y otro que incomoda. Las genera-
ciones que le sucedieron se acercaron a 
su obra desde posiciones contrapuestas. 

ANTONIO MONEGAL

LEER A 
SADE: UNA 
FILOSOFÍA  

DE LA 
LIBERTAD
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11

A ella apela Richard von Krafft-Ebing para 
definir, en la edición de 1890 de su Psycho-
pathia Sexualis, una parafilia que llama 
sadismo, un término que desde entonces 
se ha incorporado al lenguaje cotidiano 
con connotaciones negativas. Hay, por otro 
lado, ecos de Sade en la literatura del xix, en 
Stendhal, Gustave Flaubert, Charles-Pierre 
Baudelaire y Arthur Rimbaud, pero son 
inevitablemente escasos y basados en un 
conocimiento parcial de su obra, por la 
falta de ediciones accesibles. 

Guillaume Apollinaire predijo que este 
hombre que no contó para nada durante 
el siglo xix podría dominar el xx, y así fue: 
Sade pasó a convertirse en uno de los faros 
de la modernidad. Un selecto grupo de in-
telectuales y artistas —André Breton, Paul 
Éluard, Luis Buñuel, Salvador Dalí, Man 
Ray, Leonor Fini, Toyen, André Masson, 
Hans Bellmer, Pierre Klossowski, Simone 
de Beauvoir, Maurice Blanchot, Georges 
Bataille, Jacques Lacan y Roland Barthes, 
entre otros— se tomó a Sade en serio, dia-
logó con su obra y exploró las singulares 
e inquietantes implicaciones de su legado. 
Los surrealistas consideraron a Sade un pre-
cursor y, aunque son múltiples los matices 
en las interpretaciones, la mayoría de estas 
lecturas reivindican un Sade liberador.

El giro hacia las ideas transgresoras de 
Sade se repite en momentos de cambios 
sociohistóricos y crisis a lo largo de los 
últimos cien años. Si la primera mitad del 
siglo xx fue testigo de un auténtico culto 
a Sade como una voz de resistencia y un 
referente para los debates sobre la libertad 
y el mal, la segunda mitad popularizó su 
figura, aprovechando su papel polémico 
para explorar los límites de la representa-
ción del erotismo, a la vez que contribuía a 
la liberación de las prácticas sexuales no 
normativas entre adultos que consienten, 
como el sadomasoquismo. 

Desde los años sesenta, la represen-
tación de tales prácticas se ha generali-
zado en la cultura de masas, en el cine y el 
cómic, pero también en la literatura y las 
artes. Novelas como Histoire d’O, de Pau-
line Réage (seudónimo de Dominique Aury, 

que era a su vez un alias de Anne Desclos), 
publicada en 1954, y L’image, de Jean de 
Berg (seudónimo de Catherine Robbe-Gri-
llet), de 1956, son precursoras del éxito de 
1978 Nueve semanas y media (de Elizabeth 
McNeill, seudónimo de Ingeborg Day), que 
se hizo famosa tras el éxito de la película, y Pr
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12 ANTONIO MONEGAL

Cincuenta sombras de Grey, de 2011, escrito 
por E. L. James (seudónimo de Erika Mitch- 
ell), que fue un éxito de ventas desde el 
inicio de la serie. Son todos libros escritos 
por mujeres, las dos primeras de las cuales 
han gozado de importante reconocimiento 
en círculos culturales franceses. Catherine 
Robbe-Grillet, viuda del célebre novelista, 
es una conocida dominatrix y portavoz 
del BDSM: «Quiero ser una “mujer-sujeto”, 
ama del juego, de los juegos de demora, de 
los preámbulos, de la ornamentación del 
deseo, del desplazamiento de lo sexual. Una 
bofetada es una bofetada, un latigazo es un 
latigazo y puede doler mucho [...] pero estas 
prácticas están enmarcadas, asumidas en 
una dramatización asumida».

Las referencias a Sade han sido deci-
sivas en debates no solo sobre sexualidad 
sino también sobre género. El ensayo de 
Angela Carter The Sadeian Woman and the 
Ideology of Pornography, de 1978, ilustra 
un momento histórico concreto de los de-
bates feministas acerca de la pornografía 
y aporta una lúcida lectura del valor de uso 
que Sade podía tener para ella: «Fue in-
usual en su época por reclamar derechos 
de libre sexualidad para las mujeres, y por 
instalar a las mujeres como seres de poder 
en sus mundos imaginarios. Esto le dife-
rencia de todos los demás pornógrafos de 
todos los tiempos y de la mayoría de los 
escritores de su época».

Uno de los aspectos más sugerentes 
de la lectura que Carter hace de Sade es la 
forma en que pasa de la discusión sobre  
la pornografía y la sexualidad al espacio 
de lo político, donde se libran las luchas 
por el género: «Una de las singularidades 
de Sade es que ofrece una visión absoluta-
mente sexualizada del mundo, una sexua-
lización que lo impregna todo, al igual que 
su ateísmo y, puesto que no es un hombre 
religioso sino político, trata los hechos de 
la sexualidad femenina no como un dilema 
moral sino como una realidad política». 
Las relaciones sexuales como relaciones 
políticas se perciben enseguida como lu-
chas de poder, con la particularidad de que 
las posiciones son intercambiables, y, por 

tanto, los propios roles de género también. 
Aunque todavía dentro de un esquema 
de identidades binarias, Carter avanza la 
idea del género como estatus performativo, 
como una función que se ejerce.

Para Carter, Sade, que es la última, som-
bría y desilusionada voz de la Ilustración, se 
adelanta al nihilismo de finales del siglo xx.  
Esta reencarnación de Sade se invoca como 
pretexto para el diagnóstico de Carter sobre 
el presente y su visión de la emancipación 
de las mujeres. Para ella, sexualidad y po-
lítica son inseparables. Su invocación de 
Sade como pornógrafo moral y terrorista de 
la imaginación es una operación estratégica 
para activar su potencial revolucionario. Se 
apropia de Sade para defender una visión del 
género en la que los papeles son fluctuantes.

Cuando Virginie Despentes, en su pró-
logo a la edición francesa de Paradoxia. 
Diario de una depredadora de la cantante 
punk Lydia Lunch, destaca que la autora 
nació el mismo día que el marqués de Sade 
y la describe como «una encarnación, en la 
América de los años ochenta, de una Ju-
liette bajo el vodka; la antítesis de Justine», 
la está vinculando a la estirpe de las mu-
jeres sadianas que proclaman el poder de 
la sexualidad, que se niegan a ser víctimas 
a pesar de los atropellos y convierten la 
perversión en subversión.

En la estela de la relectura y reivindica-
ción que hizo Carter, las referencias a Sade 
en el siglo xxi han continuado formando 
parte de las reflexiones sobre las categorías 
de género y han sido invocadas por artistas 
e intelectuales queer, sobre todo al recono-
cerse en un Sade perseguido por su visión 
de una sexualidad no normativa. La obra del  
marqués de Sade puede leerse como una in-
vitación a la libertad escrita por un hombre 
que pasó veintisiete años, prácticamente la 
mitad de su vida adulta, encarcelado. Paul 
Preciado ha escrito: «Sade fue un preso 
político-sexual y su delito fue cuestionar 
a través de su práctica literaria y teatral el 
poder de la Iglesia y del Estado y su defini-
ción de la sexualidad. Fue la combinación 
de la crítica al poder religioso y la teatra-
lización pública de la sexualidad sodomita 
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Certain adjectives, which have be-
come clichés, are associated with 
universally renowned literary and 
cultural figures. Kafkaesque and 
Dantesque are two popular ones. 
This is also the case with words 
such as sadistic and sadism, which 
do not exactly have positive con-
notations. However, if we explore 
the works of Donatien Alphonse 
François de Sade (1740-1814), better 
known as the Marquis de Sade, we 
will discover myriad facets that 
transcend simplifications.

This is why the Centre de Cul-
tura Contemporània de Barcelona 
(CCCB), which specialises in ex-
ploring in depth and rethinking 
themes and issues that are central 
to social development, is looking at 
Sade in all his complexity. Starting 
with the key historical period he 
lived through — the end of the  
ancien régime, the Enlightenment, 
the French Revolution and the Na-
poleonic empire — it analyses the 
impact and endurance of his work 
in the arts and in people’s minds. 
Because, just as you don’t have to 
be a Marxist or Freudian for Marx 
and Freud to have an impact on 
your imagination — in one way 
or another, even if unconsciously 
— you don’t have to be sadistic to 
understand the influence of Sade’s 
legacy on our present-day culture.

Sade and his offshoots are 
presented in a bold, rigorous and 
accessible way and prompt us to 
talk about the uses and values of 
freedom, violence, pleasure, evil, 
repression and censorship. These 
are the universal themes that 
the current situation confronts 
us with in all their brutality, as is 
the case of the war in Ukraine, 
gender-based violence and all 
manner of abuse and harassment. 
With the CCCB’s characteristic 

multimedia format, which uses 
a wide range of visual and docu-
mentary resources, the exhibition 
Sade, Freedom or Evil makes us 
reflect on the not always simple 
relationship between ethics and 
aesthetics, and gives us an insight 
into Sade and his works in the light 
of post-Me Too feminism and the 
LGTBI movement.

Núria Marín Martínez
President of Barcelona Provincial 
Council and the board of the Centre de 
Cultura Contemporània de Barcelona

SADE, FREEDOM OR EVIL

This exhibition explores the work 
of the Marquis de Sade and his 
legacy in contemporary politics 
and culture. A fascinating, contro-
versial late 18th-century thinker, 
Sade tackled two of the great phi-
losophical questions of all times: 
freedom and evil. He did so in the 
convulsive period of the French 
Revolution, to subvert the prin-
ciples of the established moral 
order and expose the dark side 
of the Enlightenment. Sade de-
fended from prison the transgres-
sive power of the imagination, but 
he also wrote about the violent 
side of desire and of boundless 
rationality.

Curated by Antonio Monegal 
and Alyce Mahon, the exhibition 
offers a portrait of the figure of 
Sade and a journey through his 
work, which was revived in the 
20th century by the surrealist mo-
vement because of the liberating 
potential of his critique of the pu-
blic morality of his day, and thus 
influencing intellectuals and ar-
tists like Georges Bataille, Roland 
Barthes, Man Ray, or Salvador 
Dalí. After the Second World War, 
and in contrast with this emphasis 
on transgression, thinkers such 

as Theodor W. Adorno and Albert 
Camus read his work as a germ of 
the Holocaust. For Pier Paolo Pa-
solini, the unlimited desire in Sa-
de’s work (“… be enabled to heed 
naught but our desires; let them be 
your laws, fly to do their bidding”) 
is more a description of capitalism 
and the consumer society than 
of fascism. Feminist thinkers, 
among them, Simone de Beauvoir, 
Angela Carter, and Susan Sontag, 
also recognised the importance of 
Sade’s work despite the violence 
it expresses, for upholding his no-
tion of the libertine woman and fe-
male sexual pleasure dissociated 
from reproductive functions. 
Cinema, literature, and the arts 
completed his consolidation as a 
key author of the end of the 20th 
century, admired and criticised in 
equal measure.

Sade is still disturbing and 
a challenge today. In a world 
marred by political and sexual 
violence, his work speaks of po-
litical cruelty, systematic abuse 
of power, and the link between 
desire and violence. Yet it also 
opens up a loophole for poli-
tical and sexual dissent and is 
therefore often understood as a 
precursor of queer culture. Sade 
breaks taboos and widens the ho-
rizons of public debate, which is 
also one of the functions of cul-
ture. His is a reflection on freedom 
and its limits, and the close rela-
tionship between freedom and 
evil. This exhibition neither de-
fends nor condemns Sade’s work. 
With the participation of outstan-
ding thinkers and artists of our 
own times, it aims to approach it 
questioningly and to ponder it as a 
mirror that reflects contemporary 
society.
Judit Carrera
Director of the CCCB
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READING SADE:  
A PHILOSOPHY  

OF FREEDOM 
ANTONIO MONEGAL 

I am a philosopher; everybody 
who knows me has no doubt 
that I glory in it and make it my 
profession. 

D.A.F. de Sade

Here is the philosophy I 
represent [...] I consider that for 
anyone who wants to get to the 
heart of what it means to be a 
man, reading Sade is not only 
recommended but absolutely 
necessary.

Georges Bataille

In I Killed Scheherazade: Confes-
sions of an Angry Arab Woman 
(2010), the Lebanese writer Jou-
mana Haddad recounts that when 
she was twelve years old she read 
Justine and that the experience 
freed her from some of her mental 
chains: it was her “baptism by 
subversion”. She goes even fur-
ther and suggests that if she had 
had a daughter, she would have 
given her, among other things, 
this revelatory book as a twelfth-
birthday present. The statement 
is surprising and provocative too. 
It echoes Sade’s entreaty in the 
heading of Philosophy in the Bou-
doir: “May every mother get her 
daughter to read this book”, which 
is certainly ironic if we bear in 
mind what the daughter does to 
her mother at the end of this novel 
written in the form of a dialogue. 
Sade makes us see that freedom, 
understood in an extreme way, 
as he presents it, is not devoid 
of risk. By defending her “cor-
rupting” readings, Haddad quotes 
Helen Exley: “Books can be dan-

gerous. The best ones should be 
labeled ‘This could change your 
life’.” Reading Sade is dangerous 
because, as Georges Bataille said 
in a television interview marking 
the publication of Literature and 
Evil, literature represents a very 
grave and serious threat that we 
need to tackle head on, because 
it allows us to perceive human 
experiences from their most vio-
lent perspective. 

How should we read the Mar-
quis de Sade in the 21st century? 
To begin with, we should assume 
that we should read him differ-
ently to the way he was read in 
the 20th century, when he was 
rehabilitated by publishers, intel-
lectuals and the public. There are 
many ways of reading Sade. Every 
era has its Sade. Indeed, different 
readings of Sade coexist in every 
era. There is a seductive Sade 
and a Sade who makes us feel 
uncomfortable. The generations 
that came after him approached 
his work from opposing posi-
tions. Richard von Krafft-Ebing 
draws on this aspect in the 1890 
edition of his Psychopathia Sexu-
alis, to define a paraphilia he calls 
‘sadism’, a term that has since be-
come part of everyday language 
with negative connotations. 
There are, furthermore, echoes 
of Sade in 19th-century literature, 
in Stendhal, Gustave Flaubert, 
Charles-Pierre Baudelaire and Ar-
thur Rimbaud, but they are inevi-
tably scant and based on a partial 
knowledge of his work, because 
there were few editions available. 

Guillaume Apollinaire pre-
dicted that this man, who meant 
nothing throughout the 19th cen-
tury, could dominate the 20th, and 
this turned out to be the case: Sade 
became one of the beacons of mo-
dernity. A select group of intellec-

tuals and artists, including André 
Breton, Paul Eluard, Luis Buñuel, 
Salvador Dalí, Man Ray, Leonor 
Fini, Toyen, André Masson, Hans 
Bellmer, Pierre Klossowski, Si-
mone de Beauvoir, Maurice Blan-
chot, Georges Bataille, Jacques 
Lacan and Roland Barthes, took 
Sade seriously, engaged in a dia-
logue with his work and explored 
the singular and troubling impli-
cations of his legacy. The surreal-
ists considered Sade a precursor, 
and although there are many nu-
ances in the interpretations of his 
writings, most of them champion 
Sade as a liberating force.

This shift towards Sade’s 
transgressive ideas has been re-
peated at moments of social and 
historical change and in times of 
crisis over the last hundred years. 
Although the first half of the 20th 
century witnessed the true cult of 
Sade as a voice of resistance and 
a key figure in the debates about 
freedom and evil, he did not be-
come popular until the second 
half, when his controversial role 
was used to explore the bounda-
ries of the depiction of eroticism, 
while contributing to freeing 
non-normative sexual practices 
between consenting adults, such 
as sadomasochism. 

Since the 1960s, the depic-
tion of such practices has become 
widespread in mass culture, in 
films and in comic strips, but also 
in literature and the arts. Novels 
such as Story of O, by Pauline Réage 
(a pseudonym of Dominique Aury, 
which was, in turn, a pen name of 
Anne Desclos), published in 1954, 
and The Image, by Jean de Berg 
(a pseudonym of Catherine Rob-
be-Grillet), from 1956, were the 
forerunners to Nine and a Half 
Weeks (1978, Elizabeth McNeill, 
the pseudonym of Ingeborg Day), 
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which became a best-seller fol-
lowing the success of the film of 
the same name, and Fifty Shades 
of Grey (2011, E. L. James, the pen 
name of Erika Mitchell), which 
was the first in a series of block-
buster novels. These are books 
written by women, with the first 
two being highly regarded in 
French cultural circles. Cathe-
rine Robbe-Grillet, the widow 
of the famous novelist, is a well-
known dominatrix and spokes-
person for BDSM: “I want to be a 
‘woman-subject’, the mistress of 
games, of games using the power 
of anticipation, of preliminaries, 
of the ornamentation of desire, 
of shifting the sexual. A slap is a 
slap, a lash is a lash and can really 
hurt [...] but these practices are 
framed, or performed, within an 
assumed staging.”

References to Sade have pro- 
ved decisive in debates about 
sexuality and gender. Angela Car- 
ter’s essay The Sadeian Woman 
and the Ideology of Pornography 
(1978), describes a specific his-
torical moment in the feminist 
debates about pornography and  
provides a lucid reading of Sade’s  
potential use value for her: “He was 
unusual in his period for claiming 
rights of free sexuality for women, 
and in installing women as be-
ings of power in his imaginary 
worlds. This sets him apart from 
all other pornographers at all 
times and most other writers of 
his period.”

One of the most thought-pro-
voking aspects about Carter’s 
reading of Sade is the way she 
shifts from discussing porno- 
graphy and sexuality to the polit-
ical space, where gender wars are 
waged: “One of Sade’s singulari-
ties is that he offers an absolutely  
sexualised view of the world, a 

sexualisation that permeates 
everything, much as his atheism 
does and, since he is not a religious 
man but a political man, he treats 
the facts of female sexuality not as 
a moral dilemma but as a political 
reality.” Sexual relations like polit-
ical relations are immediately per-
ceived as power struggles, with the 
peculiarity that the positions are in-
terchangeable, as are gender roles. 
Although still within a schema of 
binary identities, Carter puts for-
ward the idea of gender as a per-
formative status, as a function that 
is exercised.

For Carter, Sade, is the last, 
bleak, disillusioned voice of the 
Enlightenment, and the avatar of 
the nihilism of the late 19th cen-
tury. This reincarnation of Sade 
is invoked as a pretext for Cart-
er’s diagnosis of the present and 
her view of the emancipation of 
women. She considers sexuality 
and politics as inseparable, and 
her invocation of Sade as a moral 
pornographer and terrorist of the 
imagination is a strategic opera-
tion to trigger his revolutionary po-
tential. She appropriates Sade in 
order to defend a view of gender 
in which the roles fluctuate.

In her preface to the French 
edition of singer Lydia Lunch’s 
book Paradoxia. A Predator’s Diary, 
Virginie Despentes highlights the 
fact that Lunch was born on the 
same day as the Marquis de Sade 
and describes her as “an incarna-
tion, in 1980s America, of Juliette 
drunk on vodka, the antithesis of 
Justine.” In this way she is asso-
ciating her with the bloodline of 
Sadeian women who proclaim the 
power of sexuality, refuse to be vic-
tims, despite abuse, and transform 
perversion into subversion.

In the wake of Carter’s re-
reading and championing of 

Sade, references to him in the 
21st century have continued to be 
part of the reflections on gender 
categories and have been invoked 
by queer artists and intellectuals, 
who see in themselves the Sade 
who was persecuted for his views 
on non-normative sexuality. The 
works of the Marquis de Sade can 
be read as an invitation to freedom 
written about by a man who spent 
twenty-six years — practically half 
of his adult life — in prison. Paul B. 
Preciado has written: “Sade was a 
sexual political prisoner and his 
crime was to question the power 
of the church and state, and their 
definition of sexuality, through his 
literary and theatrical practice. It 
was the combination of criticism 
of religious power and the public 
dramatization of sexuality in-
volving sodomy and flagellation 
– which ran counter to the defini-
tion of sexuality as a reproductive 
practice – that led the civil and 
ecclesiastical authorities to keep 
him under lock and key until his 
death in 1814.”

Preciado begins his new intro-
duction to the 20th-anniversary 
edition of Counter-Sexual Man-
ifesto with the hypothesis that 
Sade had hidden the manuscript 
for The 120 Days of Sodom inside 
one of the bespoke dildos he had 
asked his wife to make for him, 
based on his specifications. The 
debate about dildos in the Mani-
festo is framed in an association 
between dildos and books as po-
litical artefacts: cultural technolo-
gies that alter the bodies and sub-
jectivities of readers and users.

When we discuss the impor-
tance or impact of the legacy of 
the Marquis de Sade on contem-
porary culture, we must recognise 
that his name is invoked for several 
purposes, with connotations that 
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