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Actress Rashida Jones
was in Hong Kong
recently to talk about
pornography, sex and
gender - and was

/ surprised when some
students objected to a
discussion of porn on
moral grounds
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The United States has a president
whose opinion of women
suggests that he attended too
many parties at the late Hugh
Hefner’s notorious Playboy
Mansion, but the man does not
make the country.

The US has also seen a new
wave of feminism that has
become loud, proud and main-
stream. Consider Amy Poelher
and Tina Fey—two Saturday Night
Live alumnae who are now
powerful show business execu-

- tives and frequently speak out on
gender and motherhood issues.
There’s also Lena Dunham’s tele-

- vision series, Girls, and its realistic
portrayal of millennial women in
New York.

Then there’s Rashida Jones,
star of Angie Tribeca, the slapstick
police series that has just been
renewed for a fourth season on
American television. Jones has
long been a vocal critic of Holly-
wood’s treatment of women.
Morerecently, she has been using
her celebrity status to dispel the
taboo surrounding pornography
and how it is shaping society and
female sexuality in the digital age.

“The dissonance between the
amount of pornography on the

internetand thelack of discussion

iswhatfascinatesme themost.It’s
the biggest conversation that'’s

not being had about something

thateverybodyis doing,” she says,
duringarecent trip to Hong Kong.
Sheisnotanti-porn, she adds, she

just disapproves of pornography

that degrades women and pro-
motes racial stereotypes — and
that's most ofit.

It is a subject that Jones has
explored in depth. The Harvard-
educated 41-year-old was the co-

producer and co-director of Hot

Girls Wanted (2015) and its sequel
Hot Girls Wanted: Turned On

(2017). The Netflix documentary

series addresses issues that have

arisen as aresult of the availability

of pornography online. For
example, a third of internet porn
depicts women being humiliated
and about 40 per cent of US teen-
agers have seen porn by the time
they reach 14 years old, a Netflix
survey found.

Jones decided to bring the
conversation to Hong Kong

because one of her oldest friends
is Mimi Brown, founder of non-
profit art space Spring Workshop
in Wong Chuk Hang. They had
shared aroom in their first year at
Harvard, and share a passion for
music. (Brown was studying
composition, while Jones’ father
is legendary record producer
QuincyJones.)

Jones says she also came to
Hong Kong because she needed
fresh perspectives. The debate on
gender and feminism tends to get
heated in the US.

“We are [living] in such an un-

usual time. American society.

really does feel split in the middle.
Itis very hard to get to the nuance
and the subtlety of these issues.
The best way to do that some-
times is to step out of yourself cul-
turally and the place you are used
to talking about. Coming to Hong
Kong is an education process for
me, and a reminder of what I take
for granted,” she says.

5

of schoolboys in Hong Kong
had watched porn as
of last year

Clockwise from bhelow left: Amy
Poehler and Tina Fey, pictured in
astill from Sisters, are among a
new wave of feminists in the US;
Hong Kong sex educator Vera Liu;
astill from Hot Girls Wanted:
Turned On.
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making money doing this, it’s
fine.” Perhaps this is where Hong
Kongand the USmeet.”

To a Hong Kong viewer, the
subjects interviewed in Hot Girls
Wanted: Turned On may seem
surprisingly uninhibited when
discussing the most intimate de-
tails of their sexlives.

“Americans aremore comfort-
able talking about even the most
personal of matters, and it wasn't
hard to get people to talk about
them on camera,” Jones says.

This issue was not without
controversy, however. After Hot
Girls Wanted: Turned On aired, a
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number of sex workers com-
plained that they were filmed
without their consent, which
damaged the series’ credibility
and its claim to address exploita-
tion in the sex industry. Jones is
adamant that the women knew
what they had signed up for.

“The backlash was complicat-
ed and political. The porn indus-
trydoesn’tlikelighttobeshone on
its dark comers. The showisnota
favourite among the porn indus-
try. Itis a very crowded, very com-
petitive industry, and porn
performers are under alot of pres-

Jones visited the University of
Hong Kong and talked to under-
graduates in the arts faculty about
porn. She then joined an evening
of discussions at Spring Work-
shop about subjects related to sex
and gender - from evolving con-
cepts of feminism to whether
pornography can be empowering
for women and LGBT people.

Hongkongers’ reserved nature -

and sometimes plain ignorance
came as a culture shock to Jones.
For example, students at HKU
asked many thoughtful ques-
tions, she says, but she was sur-
prised that some objected to any
discussion about pornography
because they considered it
immoral. Some students simply
sniggered when the subject was
raised.

It's not that we do not watch
porn. The latest Youth Sexuality
Study conducted by The Family
Planning Association of Hong
Kong last year found that 33 per
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centofgirlsand 59 per cent ofboys
in secondary schools had
watched porn, about five per-
centage points more than the last
surveyin2011.

What makes this worrying is
that the greater exposure to porn
is accompanied by a decline in
sexual knowledge. Compared to
the 2011 survey, knowledge of
conception and sexually trans-
missible infections dropped in
2016 among teenagers surveyed.

However, it is not just young
Hongkongers who lack basic sex
education. Vera Liu, sex educator
and the owner of Sally’s Toy, a sex
toy retailer, told the audience at
Spring Workshop that she was
onceapproachedbyayoungmar-
ried couple who couldn’t under-
stand why sex was always so
painful for the wife. It soon be-
came clear to Liu that the couple
were having anal sex by mistake —
or atleast the husband said it was
unintentional.

That’s why Liu has been
making Cantonese YouTube
videos that spell out the dos
and don'’ts of sex — every-
thing from whether
sperm can be swallowed
toadvice on the bestsex |
toys for travelling,

Still, Jones found
that topics covered in
the Netflix series, in-
cluding the question of
whether women can call
the shots when offering
sexual services online,
are just as relevant in
HongKongastheyarein
the US, especially when
S0 many young women
in the city are advertising
themselves as “part-time
girlfriends” in exchange
for money. “The freedom
to have sex and express
your sexuality can be a polit-
ical tool,” Jones says. “But ;
we often ignore the way %
that women are treated be-
cause money equals power. If
you have money you are em-
powered. You have young gitls
here saying, ‘As long as I'm
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sure to get work. The people we
worked with knew who we were,
and knew we were filming, but
had to publicly disavow the show
to getwork again,” Jones says.

There are plenty of dark cor-
ners in her own industry, which
has appalling statistics when it
comes to women, too, and where
a culture of mistreating women
goesright to the top.

Harvey Weinstein, one of the
most powerful men in the enter-
tainment industry, has been
accused of sexually harassing a
number of women in Hollywood,
including actresses Angelina Jolie
and Gwyneth Paltrow. Similar
high-profile examples have
involved the late Roger Ailes, Fox
News’ chairman, and Bill O'Reilly,
a host for the US television
network.

“Only 7 per cent of big-budget
studio films were directed by
women lastyear. And there’s alot
of accepted behaviour in Holly-
wood that shouldn’t be normal,”
Jones says.

Jones is steeped in Tinsel-
town'’s culture and its peculiari-
ties—her mother is actress Peggy
Lipton. So how does her world
relate to the woes of
ordinary women?

“At the end of the
day, what is presented
on the screen is repre-
sentational. I am also
a true believer that
you can teach people
how to evolve. It is
still possible for
Hollywood tolead the
way when it comes to
important messages
and representation,”
she says.

Finally, she wants
to tell Hongkongers
not to shy away from
the word “feminist”.

“Feminist is
sometimes rebrand-
ed as something neg-
ative by those who
want nothing more
than for us to forget
about inequality. To

me, feminism is the

word [used)] ifwe arein-
terested in gender equal-
ity. And itis such a strong
word,” she says.



