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R.I. Gen. Laws § 11-31-1. Circulation of obscene publications and shows
●

●

●

(a) Every person who willfully or knowingly promotes for the purpose of commercial
gain within the community any show, motion picture, performance, photograph,
book, magazine, or other material which is obscene shall, upon conviction, be
punished by a fine of not less than one hundred dollars ($ 100) nor more than one
thousand dollars ($ 1,000), or by imprisonment for not more than two (2) years, or
both.
(b) For the purpose of this section:
(1) In determining whether or not a show, motion picture, performance,
photograph, book, magazine, or other material is obscene the trier of the fact
must find:
(i) That the average person, applying contemporary community
standards, would find that the work, taken as a whole, appeals to the
prurient interest;
(ii) That the work depicts or describes, in a patently offensive way,
sexual conduct specifically defined by this chapter; and
(iii) That the work, taken as a whole, lacks serious literary, artistic,
political, or scientific value.
(2) "Community standards" means the geographical area of the state of Rhode
Island and Providence Plantations.
(3) "Knowingly" means having knowledge of the character and content of the
material or failure on notice to exercise reasonable inspection which would
disclose the content and character of it.
(4) "Material" means anything tangible which is capable of being used
or adapted to arouse prurient interest through the medium of reading, or
observation.
(5) "Patently offensive" means so offensive on its face as to affront current
standards of decency.
(6) "Performance" means any play, motion picture, dance, or other exhibition
performed before an audience.
(7) "Promote" means to manufacture, issue, sell, give, provide, lend, mail,
deliver, transfer, transmit, publish, distribute, circulate, disseminate, present,
exhibit, or advertise or to offer or agree to do it for resale.
(8) "Sexual conduct" means:
(i) An act of sexual intercourse, normal or perverted, actual or
simulated, including genital-genital, anal-genital, or oral-genital
intercourse, whether between human beings or between a human being
and an animal.
(ii) Sado-masochistic abuse, meaning flagellation or torture by or upon
a person in an act of apparent sexual stimulation or gratification.
(iii) Masturbation, excretory functions, and lewd exhibitions of the
genitals.
(9) "Standards of decency" means community standards of decency.
(c) If any of the depictions and descriptions of sexual conduct described in this
section are declared by a court of competent jurisdiction to be unlawfully included
because the depictions or descriptions are constitutionally protected or for any other
reason, that declaration shall not invalidate this chapter as to other sexual conduct
included in this chapter.

§ 11-31-2. Forfeiture of obscene publications
Any obscene book, pamphlet, ballad, printed paper, or other thing mentioned in § 11-311found by any officer in executing a search warrant or which shall be produced and brought
into court shall be forfeited to the state. Further proceedings shall be had on them for their
forfeiture as is prescribed by law in chapter 21 of title 12, and upon entry of final judgment
of forfeiture the item shall be destroyed by order of the court. However, if any book,
pamphlet, ballad, printed paper or other thing mentioned in § 11-31-1 is seized by any
officer in executing a search warrant, it shall not be forfeited to the state unless the person,
firm, corporation, or association claiming a proprietary interest in and to it or in whose
possession it is found has been accorded the opportunity for a hearing on the question of
whether it is obscene as provided by § 12-5-8.

§ 11-31-8. Entry of premises by sheriff or deputies
The sheriff of any county or any of his deputies, when so directed by him or her, may, in
the discharge of their duties, enter any exhibition, performance, or place mentioned in this
chapter or chapter 22 of title 5.

§ 11-31-10. Sale or exhibition to minors of indecent publications, pictures, or
articles
●

●

(a) Every person who shall willfully or knowingly engage in the business of selling,
lending, giving away, showing, advertising for sale, or distributing to any person
under the age of eighteen (18) years, has in his or her possession with intent to
engage in that business or to otherwise offer for sale or commercial distribution
to any person under the age of eighteen (18) years, or who shall display at
newsstands or any other business establishment frequented by persons under the
age of eighteen (18) years or where persons under the age of eighteen (18) years
are or may be invited as a part of the general public, any motion picture, any still
picture, photograph, or any book, pocket book, pamphlet, or magazine of which the
cover or content consists of explicit representations of "sexual conduct", "sexual
excitement", "nudity" and which is indecent for minors or which is predominantly
made up of descriptions of "sexual conduct", "sexual excitement", "nudity" and which
is indecent, shall, upon conviction, be punished by a fine of not less than one hundred
dollars ($ 100) nor more than one thousand dollars ($ 1,000), or by imprisonment for
not more than two (2) years, or both.
(b) As used in this section, the following words have the following meaning:
(1) "Indecent for minors" means:
(i) Appealing to the prurient interest in sex of minors;
(ii) Patently offensive to prevailing standards in the adult community
with respect to what is suitable material for minors; and
(iii) Lacking serious literary, artistic, political, or scientific value for
minors;
(2) "Knowingly" means having knowledge of the character and content of the
publication or failure on notice to exercise reasonable inspection which would
disclose its content and character;

(3) "Nudity" means less than completely and opaquely covered; human
genitals, pubic regions, buttock, and female breast below a point immediately
above the top of the areola;
(4) "Sexual conduct" means act of human masturbation, sexual intercourse,
sodomy, fondling, or other erotic touching of human genitals, pubic region,
buttock, or female breasts; and
(5) "Sexual excitement" means human genitals in a state of sexual stimulation
or arousal.

§ 11-31-12. Penalty for making receipt of obscene publications a condition to
delivery of other publications
●

●

(a) Any person, firm, corporation, or association who shall as a condition to a sale,
allocation, consignment, or delivery for resale of any book, periodical, publication,
pamphlet, magazine, ballad, printed paper, print, photograph, or any other thing
require that the purchaser or consignee receive for resale any other book, periodical,
publication, pamphlet, magazine, ballad, printed paper, print, picture, photograph,
or other thing which is obscene or shall deny or threaten to deny any franchise or
impose or threaten to impose any penalty financial or otherwise, by reason of the
failure of any person to accept the book, periodical, publication, pamphlet, magazine,
ballad, printed paper, print, picture, photograph, or other thing, or by reason of the
return of it, shall be imprisoned for a term not to exceed two (2) years or shall pay
a fine of not more than one thousand dollars ($ 1,000) nor less than one hundred
dollars ($ 100).
(b) For the purpose of this section, "obscene" has the same meaning as defined in §
11-31-1.

§ 11-31-13. Injunctive proceedings by attorney general
The attorney general, upon complaint being made to him or her under oath that any person
is violating any of the provisions of §§ 11-31-1 and 11-31-12, may institute in his or her
name as attorney general of the state of Rhode Island an action to enjoin the violation in
a court of competent jurisdiction. The Rhode Island Superior Court Rules of Civil Procedure
shall apply to all such actions whenever possible. Any person against whom an action has
been brought shall be entitled to a trial of the issues within one day after the joinder of
issue and to a decision by the court within forty-eight (48) hours of the conclusion of the
trial. No restraining orders or preliminary injunctions shall be issued under this section,
and the hearing shall be upon the merits of the case. After the hearing, the court may
restrain and/or enjoin any person, firm, corporation, or association from violating any of the
provisions of §§ 11-31-1 and 11-31-12 with regard to whether criminal proceedings have
already been or may be instituted.

§ 12-5-8. Hearing upon seizure of matter alleged to be obscene
Whenever any sheriff, deputy sheriff, municipal or state police officer, or any other person
authorized by law to execute a search warrant shall seize any property alleged to be obscene,
pursuant to a search warrant issued under the provisions of this chapter, the person in whose
possession it is found or who claims a proprietary interest in it shall be entitled to a hearing
before the superior court on the question of whether or not the property is obscene within three
(3) days of the time a written demand is submitted to a judge of the superior court and notice

served upon the attorney general, or in the case of towns and cities the chief legal officer of the
town or city, and if a hearing is held, the court shall render a decision on the question within
forty-eight (48) hours of the conclusion of the hearing. If by the decision the court determines
that the matter is not obscene, it shall be immediately returned to the person.

TITLE 12. CRIMINAL PROCEDURE
CHAPTER 27. ADJUDICATION OF OBSCENE PUBLICATIONS
R.I. Gen. Laws § 12-27-1. Authority of attorney general
Whenever the attorney general has reasonable cause to believe that a person is engaged in
the sale, exhibition, or commercial distribution of any obscene book, print, picture, film, motion
picture film, magazine, pamphlet, ballad, printed paper, written material, photograph, figment,
or other material, the attorney general may institute a proceeding in the superior court in the
county in which the sale, exhibition, or commercial distribution of the book, print, picture, film,
motion picture film, magazine, pamphlet, ballad, printed paper, written material, photograph,
figment, or other material occurs for an adjudication of the obscenity of the book, print,
picture, film, motion picture film, magazine, pamphlet, ballad, printed paper, written material,
photograph, figment, or other material.
§ 12-27-2. Contents of petition
The proceedings shall be instituted by filing with the court a petition:
(1) Directed against the book, print, picture, films, motion picture film, magazine, pamphlet,
ballard, printed paper, written material, photograph, figment, or other material;
(2) Alleging its obscene nature; and
(3) Listing the names and addresses if known, of the author, publisher, and all other persons
interested in its sale, exhibition, or commercial distribution.

§ 12-27-3. Court examination -- Order of notice
Upon the filing of a petition pursuant to § 12-27-2, the court shall immediately examine the
book, print, picture, film, motion picture film, magazine, pamphlet, ballad, printed paper, written
material, photograph, figment, or other material alleged to be obscene. If an examination is not
possible, the court may rely upon sworn allegations contained in the petition. If the court finds
no probable cause to believe that the book, print, picture, film, motion picture film, magazine,
pamphlet, ballad, printed paper, written material, photograph, figment, or other material is
obscene, the court shall dismiss the petition. If the court finds that there is reasonable cause
to believe that the book, print, picture, film, motion picture film, magazine, pamphlet, ballad,
printed paper, written material, photograph, figment, or other material is obscene, the court may
issue an order of notice returnable in or within thirty (30) days, directed against the book, print,
picture, film, motion picture film, magazine, pamphlet, ballad, printed paper, written material,
photographs, figment, or other material by name or suitable identity, and addressed to all
persons interested in the publication, sale, distribution, or exhibition of it. The petition shall then
come on for a hearing to determine whether or not the book, print, picture, film, motion picture
film, magazine, pamphlet, ballad, printed paper, written material, photograph, figment, or other

material is obscene. Notice of the order shall be published once a week for two (2) successive
weeks in a newspaper of general circulation within the county or city in which the proceeding
is filed, and if their names and addresses are known a copy of the order shall be served by
registered mail upon the author, publisher, exhibitor, and all other persons interested in the
sale or commercial distribution of the book, print, picture, film, motion picture film, magazine,
pamphlet, ballad, printed paper, written material, photograph, figment, or other material.

§ 12-27-4. Restraining order
When an order of notice is issued pursuant to § 12-27-3, the court may issue a temporary
restraining order against the sale, exhibition, or commercial distribution of the book, print,
picture, film, motion picture film, magazine, pamphlet, ballad, printed paper, written material,
photograph, figment, or other material alleged to be obscene; and in that event, the matter
shall be heard on the question of whether or not the book, print, picture, film, motion picture
film, magazine, pamphlet, ballad, printed paper, written material, photograph, figment, or other
material is obscene one day after the joinder of issue, and the court shall render a decision
within forty-eight (48) hours of the conclusion of the hearing. If, in the event that a restraining
order is issued, no hearing on the question of obscenity is commenced within one day after
the joinder of issue through no fault of the respondent, or within forty-eight (48) hours of the
conclusion of the hearing no decision is rendered by the court, the restraining order shall expire
and it shall not be renewed. In determining the time periods set forth in this section, Saturdays,
Sundays, and court holidays shall not be counted, and the court shall not be required to hear
matters on those days.
§ 12-27-5. Parties to hearing
On or before the return date specified in the order of notice issued pursuant to § 12-27-3, the
author, publisher, and any person interested in the sale, exhibition, or commercial distribution
of the book, print, picture, film, motion picture film, magazine, pamphlet, ballad, printed paper,
written material, photograph, figment, or other material may appear and file an answer. The
court shall by order permit any other person or persons, not to exceed five (5), to appear and file
answers as amicus curiae. In the absence of any other answer having been filed in the court,
amicus curiae may participate in hearings thereafter as a party or parties.

§ 12-27-6. Unanswered cases
If no one appears and files an answer on or before the return date specified in the order of
notice, the court, upon being satisfied that the book, print, picture, film, motion picture film,
magazine, pamphlet, ballad, printed paper, written material, photograph, figment, or other
material is obscene, may order the clerk of court to enter a decree or order that the book, print,
picture, film, motion picture film, magazine, pamphlet, ballad, printed paper, written material,
photograph, figment, or other material is obscene, but the court, in its discretion, may except
from its decree a restricted category of persons to whom the book, print, picture, film, motion
picture film, magazine, pamphlet, ballad, printed paper, written material, photograph, figment, or
other material may be exhibited, sold, or distributed.

§ 12-27-7. Hearing in answered case

If an appearance is entered and an answer filed, the court shall order the proceedings set on
the calendar for a prompt hearing, which in the event a temporary restraining order has been
issued, shall occur within the time limit specifically set forth in § 12-27-4. The court shall conduct
the hearing in accordance with the rules of civil procedure applicable to the trial of cases by the
court without a jury. At the hearing, the court shall receive evidence, pertaining to the obscenity
involved, as the term "obscene" is defined in § 11-31-1.

§ 12-27-8. Written decision of court
In making a decision on the obscenity of the book, print, picture, film, motion picture film,
magazine, pamphlet, ballad, printed paper, written material, photograph, figment, or other
material, the court shall consider, among other things, the evidence offered pursuant to § 1227-7, if any, and shall make a written determination upon every consideration relied upon in the
proceeding in its findings of fact and conclusions of law or in a memorandum accompanying
them. No book, print, picture, film, motion picture film, magazine, pamphlet, ballad, printed
paper, written material, photograph, figment, or other material shall be found to be obscene
unless the court expressly finds it to be obscene beyond a reasonable doubt.

§ 12-27-9. Decree in answered case -- Automatic vacation of restraining order
(a) If the court finds the book, print, picture, film, motion picture film, magazine, pamphlet,
ballad, printed paper, written material, photograph, figment, or other material not obscene,
the court shall order the clerk of the court to enter a decree or order accordingly. If it finds the
book, print, picture, film, motion picture film, magazine, pamphlet, ballad, printed paper, written
material, photograph, figment, or other material obscene, the court shall order the clerk of the
court to enter a decree or order to that effect, but the court, in its discretion, may except from its
judgment a restricted category of persons to whom the book, print, picture, film, motion picture
film, magazine, pamphlet, ballad, printed paper, written material, photograph, figment, or other
material may be sold, exhibited, or distributed.
(b) In the event that a restraining order has been entered pursuant to § 12-27-4, it shall be
automatically vacated if no decree or order is entered within three (3) days after the conclusion
of the hearing on the merits or if a decree or order that the material is not obscene is entered
within that period.

§ 12-27-10. Sale while order or decree in effect
While a temporary restraining order made pursuant to § 12-27-4 is in effect, or after the entry
of a decree or order pursuant to § 12-27-6, or after the entry of a decree or order pursuant to §
12-27-9(a), any person who sells, exhibits, commercially distributes, or commercially publishes
or who has the book, print, picture, film, motion picture film, magazine, pamphlet, ballad, printed
paper, written material, photograph, figment, or other material with intent to sell, exhibit, or
commercially distribute or commercially publish it, is presumed to have knowledge that it is
obscene under chapter 31 of title 11.

§ 12-27-11. Appeals

Any party to the proceeding, including the petitioner, may appeal to the supreme court, as
provided by law, from the decree or order of the court entered pursuant to § 12-27-9(a).

§ 12-27-12. Applicability
The provisions of this chapter shall not be construed to be a necessary prerequisite to the
filing of criminal charges under any other statute.

R.I. Gen. Laws § 11-9-1. Exploitation for commercial or immoral purposes
(a) Every person having the custody or control of any child under the age of sixteen (16) years
who shall exhibit, use, or employ, or shall in any manner or under pretense sell, give away,
let out or otherwise dispose of any child under the age of sixteen (16) years to any person for
or in the vocation, occupation, service, or purpose of rope or wire walking, or as a gymnast,
wrestler, contortionist, equestrian performer, acrobat, or rider upon any bicycle or mechanical
contrivance, or in any dancing, theatrical, or musical exhibition unless it is in connection with
churches, school or private instruction in dancing or music, or unless it is under the auspices
of a Rhode Island society incorporated, or organized without incorporation for a purpose
authorized by § 7-6-4; or for or in gathering or picking rags, or collecting cigar stumps, bones
or refuse from markets, or in begging, or in any mendicant or wandering occupation, or in
peddling in places injurious to the morals of the child; or for or in the exhibition of any child with
a disability, or in any illegal, obscene, indecent, or immoral purpose, exhibition, or vocation,
injurious to the health or morals or dangerous to the life or limb of the child, or who shall cause,
procure or encourage any child under the age of sixteen (16) years to engage in that activity, or
who, after being notified by an officer mentioned in § 11-9-3 to restrain the child from engaging
in that activity, shall neglect or refuse to do so, shall be held guilty of a misdemeanor and shall,
for every such offense, be imprisoned not exceeding one year, or be fined not exceeding two
hundred fifty dollars ($ 250), or both, and shall forfeit any right which he or she may have to the
custody of the child; provided, that the provisions of this section shall not apply to any child, not
a resident of this state, who is engaged in any dancing, theatrical, or musical performance in
this state and is accompanied by a parent, guardian, or tutor, when a permit for the appearance
of the child is granted by the mayor of the city or the president of the town council of the town,
where the performance is to be given; provided, further, that the provisions of this section shall
not apply to any child, a resident of this state, who is engaged in any dancing, theatrical, or
musical performance in this state on a day when the public schools are not in session in the
town or city where the dancing, theatrical or musical performance shall be given (not however
on Sunday) if the child is accompanied by a parent, guardian or tutor, when a permit for the
appearance of the child is granted by the mayor of the city or the president of the town council
of the town where the performance is to be given.
(b) Any person who shall in any manner or under any pretense sell, distribute, let out
or otherwise permit any child under eighteen (18) years of age to be used in any book,
magazine, pamphlet, or other publication, or in any motion picture film, photograph or pictorial
representation, in a setting which taken as a whole suggests to the average person that the
child has engaged in, or is about to engage in any sexual act, which shall include, but not
be limited to, sodomy, oral copulation, sexual intercourse, masturbation, or bestiality, shall,
upon conviction for the first offense be punished by imprisonment for not more than ten (10)
years, or a fine of not more than ten thousand dollars ($ 10,000), or both; upon conviction of a
subsequent offense, be punished by imprisonment for not more than fifteen (15) years, a fine of

not more than fifteen thousand dollars ($ 15,000), or both.
(c) Every person who shall exhibit, use, employ or shall in any manner or under pretense so
exhibit, use, or employ any child under the age of eighteen (18) years to any person for the
purpose of prostitution or for any other lewd or indecent act shall be imprisoned not exceeding
twenty (20) years, or be fined not exceeding twenty thousand dollars ($ 20,000), or both.

See Also:
TITLE 39. PUBLIC UTILITIES AND CARRIERS
CHAPTER 19. COMMUNITY ANTENNA TELEVISION SYSTEMS
R.I. Gen. Laws § 39-19-8. Revocation or change of certificate
The commission may, after affording the holder an opportunity to be heard, revoke, suspend,
or alter any certificate for willful violation of any provision of this chapter, or the rules and
regulations or orders promulgated under the authority of this chapter, or for failure to commence
operations within a reasonable time, or for other reasonable cause. If a holder of a certificate
after commencing operations shall fail for a continuous period of sixty (60) days to render
proper service without good reason therefor, the administrator shall revoke the certificate. In
the exercise of the police power of the state, the commission may revoke or refuse to renew the
license of any CATV company whose programs originating in this state have been adjudged by
a court of competent jurisdiction to be obscene.

§ 5-22-5. Local licensing of amusements
Any city or town council, the board of police commissioners, or in the case of the city of
Providence, the bureau of licenses, or any other licensing board or authority in any city
or town may require a license for any place within its respective city or town at which any
performances, shows, exhibitions, public roller skating, dances, or balls are presented or
conducted for any term not exceeding one year, and may deny, revoke, or refuse to renew
any such license only upon the ground that the place presents a danger to the public health
or safety.

