
Review
Board banned it

The Classification Review Board has released the reasons for its decision to reverse the
previous classification of Pasolini's controversial film  Salo

film  Salo o le 120 giornale di Sodoma (Italian m oviem aker 
Paolo  Pasolini's 120 D ays o f Sodom ) was subm itted  for reclassifi­
ca tion  b y  the federa l A tto rney -G enera l D aryl W illiam s on the 
req u est o f the Q u ee n sla n d  A tto rney-G enera l D enver B eanland  in 
the  w in ter o f 1997. T h e  Classification (Publications, Films and 
Computer Games) A ct 1995 m akes provision for the re-classification 
o f films a lready  classified.

In  acco rdance  w ith  th e  request, the Classification Review  B oard  
m e t an d  a  m ajority  o f its m em b ers  b an n ed  Salo , classifying it R C  
(R efused C lassification). It h a d  previously b ee n  classified "R 18+"
- i.e. for view ing only b y  those 18 years and  over.

T h e  film 's p lo t is as follows: four pow erful fascists in W orld W ar 
II Italy m ake a  pac t to exp lo re  the them e of "all things are good  
w hen  ca rrie d  to excess". T h ey  select and  ab d u c t a  g roup  of 16 
young  teenagers to p u rsue  this end. T he  C lassification Review  
B oard  d e te rm in e d  th a t the p lo t con tained  several depictions of 
v iolence, sexual references an d  adu lt them es of high intensity. In  
its view, m an y  scenes in  the film  dep ic ted  n o t only violence or 
sexual v io lence b u t also cruelty, an d  p o rtrayed  persons in a 
d em ean in g  m anner. T h e  C lassification R eview  B oard  also found  
the film to  con ta in  scenes of sexual violence w hich w ere offensive 
(likely to  cause ou trage or ex trem e disgust to m ost people) an d  of 
sexual activity acco m p an ied  by  fetishes w hich w ere offensive.

A cco rd ing  to its recendy  re leased  findings on  its decision to b an  
Salo, the  C lassification R eview  B oard  was m indful of the requ ire­
m en t of Section  11 of the 1995 A ct to take into accoun t in classifi­
cation  the  literary, artistic o r educational m erits o f a  film .But the 
m ajority  o f the b o a rd  found  th a t the film 's m e tapho rica l state­
m en t a b o u t fascism  an d  the co rru p tio n  engen d ered  by absolute 
pow er w as no t clearly  estab lished  an d  could  not, therefore, be 
used  as justifica tion  for the inc lusion  of scenes w hich do no t m eet 
aspects o f the classification code or guidelines.

In  addition , the m ajority  o f the b o a rd  also dete rm in ed  tha t w hile 
the film  cou ld  be  said to have artistic m erit, it was no t such as to 
outw eigh the  clear p roh ib itions in the  guidelines against offensive 
an d  h igh im pact definitions of cruelty, sexual v iolence and  sexual 
activity acco m p an ied  by  offensive fetishes.

T he d em ean in g  p o rtrayal of persons was also taken  in to  accoun t 
by  the C lassification R eview  B oard  w hose m em bers  drew  atten­
tion to th e  N ational C lassification C ode  w hich requires th a t adults 
should  b e  able to see, h ea r an d  rea d  w hat they w ant b u t also 
highlights com m unity  concerns ab o u t depictions tha t p o rtray  
persons in  a  d em ean in g  m anner. T h e  use of the ph rase "dem ean­
ing p o rtrayal o f persons", im p o rted  into the 1995 A ct following 
landm ark  legislation in  the C an ad ian  Suprem e C o u rt in 1992, 
m arked  the  first tim e a  film  has b e e n  b an n ed  in A ustralia on  the 
basis of offering a  "dem ean ing  portrayal o f persons". T he  b o ard

d eterm ined  th a t Salo deals w ith  sex, cruelty  
and  ab h o rren t p h en o m en a  in  a  w ay th a t 
offends the s tandards of m orality, d ecency  
and  p rop rie ty  generally  accep ted  by  reason ­
able adults.

So, the C lassification R eview  B oard  d ec id ed  
to set aside the previous decision  to classify 
Salo "R 18+", de te rm in ed  th a t th e  film  
w ould n o t fall in to  the  R  ca tego ry  an d  classi­
fied it R efused Classification.

A  m inority  of the b o a rd  d id  n o t ag ree  w ith  
the m ajority  findings. T hey  h igh ligh ted  the  
contex t of the film, stating th a t Pasolini was 
one of the m ost im p o rtan t film  m akers o f 
post-war Italy. T hey  also said  th a t the  film  
was based  on  Sade's 120 D ays of S odom  
up d a ted  to 1944 w hen  Italy h ad  fallen to the 
Allies. Its them e of te rm inal fascism  has 
generally  b ee n  accep ted  by  m a jo r critics to 
be a m e tap h o r for the oppression  of fascism  
and  the co rrup ting  effects o f pow er.

In addition , the m inority  said th a t the film  
has b een  analysed an d  d iscussed b o th  in  its 
own righ t and  in  the con tex t of Pasolini's 
w ork an d  the d eve lopm en t o f post-w ar 
Italian cinem a by  respected  a rt critics a n d  
film historians in  publications dea ling  w ith  
the art or history  of cinem a. Salo has b e e n  
perm itted  public sc reen ing  in  coun tries 
including the U.K., U.S., F rance  an d  Ja p a n .

T he m inority  said th a t the film  "whilst ce r­
tainly challenging from  a  classification s tan d ­
point, cou ld  nonetheless be acco m m o d a ted  
in the R estric ted  C ategory, d efined  as this is 
to encom pass m ateria l considered  possib ly  
offensive to som e sections of the adu lt com ­
munity... although  the film  deals w ith  in d e ­
cent or obscene p h en o m en o n , it does so in  a  
m anner w hich is n e ith er in d ecen t n o r  
obscene in itself w hen  view ed in  th e  con tex t 
of a film of m erit w here even the m ost p ro b ­
lem atic of elem ents clearly serve the  d irec­
tor's m etapho rica l pu rpose . For the m inority , 
the film is n e ither exploitative n o r  voyeuris­
tic, b u t a pow erfully realised  political sta te­
m en t on the v iolation of innocence  an d  
freedom ."
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