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ABSTRACT

Enthusiasm has become a central requirement in contemporary models of sexual consent, 
most notably in Planned Parenthood’s FRIES framework. This paper argues that FRIES 
substantially overlaps with Catharine MacKinnon’s earlier concept of welcomeness, revealing 
an underexamined convergence between Second Wave and sex-positive feminist frameworks. 
Yet this convergence onto enthusiasm-based ethics exposes unresolved conceptual gaps: how 
to account for responsive desire, specify the object of enthusiasm, and understand how 
relational context shapes both. Neither FRIES nor welcomeness adequately addresses these 
challenges. The paper identifies these tensions as the next frontier for feminist sexual ethics 
and suggests that future frameworks may need to supplement—or move beyond—enthusiasm 
as the primary standard.
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Since the 1980s, the wind has been behind a feminism which does not moralise 
about women’s sexual desires, and which insists that acting on those desires is 
morally constrained only by the boundaries of consent. (Srinivasan, 2021, p. 82)

The welcomed is a world away from the acquiesced in… (MacKinnon, 1987, p. 
451)

Introduction

Emphasizing the need for consent in sexual encounters has been one of the most important 
victories of the positive sexuality movement. It was instrumental in establishing that sexual 
assaults could take place within romantic relationships and without the use of force. It was a 
necessary step towards articulating that at least from an idealized legal perspective, “No Means 
No.”

The prioritization of consent came at a time coinciding with the rise of Second Wave 
feminism, when multiple values competed to order our sexual ethics. Early sex-positive 
researchers, such as Ellen Willis in “Lust Horizons: Is the Women’s Movement Pro-Sex?” (2012), 
contrasted themselves against both the old order, under which patriarchy ordered our sexual ethic, 
and against the radical feminist vision of other Second Wave feminists, which treated consent as 
too low a bar and favored an alternative which instead found its home in sexual harassment law: 
welcomeness. Sex-positive feminists won, and alternative values largely lost out to consent, which 
has become the primary sexual ethical value for contemporary Americans (Srinivasan, 2021). But 
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what ‘consent’ actually means has changed over the years, despite the term itself staying constant, 
and the most recent development has redefined consent to bring it closer to what Second Wave 
thinkers proposed as an alternative.

An understanding of consent as “No Means No” is no longer the state-of-the-art model of 
sexual consent. In the mid-2000s, “No Means No” began to give way to a new understanding of 
consent, best summarized as “Yes Means Yes.” This new language marked a shift in presumptions 
around sex. “No Means No” risked treating women as sexually-available by default, until they 
took on the burden1 of explicitly and directly making themselves unavailable. By contrast, “Yes 
Means Yes” sought to balance centering shared desire with privileging women’s sexual autonomy. 
The commonly-understood implication behind “Yes Means Yes” has been that only yes means yes. 
This creates space for offering a ‘soft no’ and preserving space for indecision and uncertainty. 
Sometimes cast in explicitly gendered and heteronormative terms, generally speaking, “Yes Means 
Yes” has sought to mean that the only conditions under which sex can be understood as consensual 
is when the initiating partner has received an unambiguous “Yes” in response to their attempts to 
initiate sex.

A new model, Planned Parenthood’s FRIES model of consent, has recently become the 
new state of the art in modeling consent. Without explicitly disclaiming any element of “Yes Means 
Yes,” the FRIES model instead articulates five necessary elements of consent: that it be Freely 
given, that it be Reversible, that it be Informed, that it be Enthusiastic, and that it be Specific. 

This model marks a development over previous ones by being specific about what 
constitutes a consensual sexual encounter. Sexual encounters are consensual insofar as that consent 
is freely given, reversible, informed, enthusiastic, and specific as to the sexual acts negotiated. 
This model also substantially expands the concept of consent, by introducing the demand of 
enthusiasm. This element, presumably, is present to discourage initiating partners from pestering 
their receptive partners until that receptive partner gives in, perhaps grudgingly, and acquiesces.

The inclusion of enthusiasm does two things to the concept of consent. First, it brings 
consent back into alignment with Second Wave feminists. This is surprising on its own, since the 
original historical break between sex-positive feminism and Second Wave feminism was over 
whether bare consent was sufficient protection for women against sexual predation. I address this 
claim in the immediately following section on Catharine MacKinnon and her concept of 
welcomeness (MacKinnon, 1987, 1991, 2007). Second, it complicates consent. Enthusiasm has 
traditionally been understood in opposition to consent, and including it as an expected feature of 
our sexual norms reveals ways in which enthusiasm is underspecified in three ways: the onset of 
desire, the object of enthusiasm, and the ways relational context affects enthusiasm. I address this 
claim in the section following, a tripartite section.

Neither consent nor welcomeness, however, can fully address the postmodern critique, 
articulated by Andrea Dworkin (2008) and Amia Srinivasan (2021), that female desire in 

 
1 The rates of violence towards women associated with sexual rejection of men provides powerful evidence of the 
risks involved. See Blake et al (2018) for one example of this; the literature here is unfortunately well-developed.
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contemporary America reflects the patriarchy present at its formation. I address this problem in the 
final substantive section.

Welcomeness as an Alternative to Consent

For our purposes, the most important of these Second Wave feminists who criticize consent 
is Catharine MacKinnon. She is probably best known for readers as an opponent of legalized 
pornography and other sex work. Her argument was that pornographic productions were a form of 
violence against women as a distinct class, and the proposition that women formed a distinct, 
disadvantaged group in American society also formed the basis of her opposition to consent as a 
standard of sexual propriety.

Her arguments against pornography and consent both depend on the troubling legal 
presumption that men and women have equivalent access to social power. Her view has been that 
they do not, and that because they do not, the liberal state has held little promise in equalizing 
power, because liberalism’s neutrality permits and legitimates all pre-existing power relations in 
society, including those between the genders (MacKinnon, 1991).

This mistrust of the liberal state’s ability to deliver feminist policy victories extended to 
her claims that consent represented a liberal, and therefore antifeminist, concept.2 The below block 
quote captures the spirit of her argument.

Consent can be considered to include authentic desire, but the term is never used in 
that context in real life, and nothing limits it to that in law. In social reality, the 
crucible of meaning, sex that is actually desired or wanted or welcomed is never 
termed consensual. It does not need to be; its mutuality is written all over it in 
enthusiasm. Consenting is not what women do when they want to be having sex. 
Sex women want is never described by them or anyone else as consensual. No one 
says, “We had a great hot night, she (or I or we) consented.” The reason 
welcomeness, not consent, is the standard for sex that does not violate the law of 
sexual harassment, a sex equality law, is because consent, including the 
“voluntary,” is inconsistent with equality. As the United States Supreme Court 
squarely recognized, “voluntariness in the sense of consent is not a defense to” a
sexual harassment claim. (MacKinnon, 1987, pp. 450–451)

Note, by the way, how positive about sex MacKinnon is here. Like sex-positive researchers, 
she frames her normative agenda in terms of sex’s importance and her frustration stems from the 
gap between the great, hot, mutual, desired, wanted, welcomed sex that we collectively deserve, 
and what she sees as her lived reality. Consent, in her above view, has a connotative valence distinct 
from and in opposition to the enthusiasm and desire that she thinks ought to characterize sex 
between equal partners.

 
2 West (2008) reinforces this point, thirty years later, suggesting that MacKinnon was identifying a durable element of 
patriarchy.
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The Supreme Court case quoted in the last line is Meritor Savings Bank, FSB v Vinson, one 
of the core sexual harassment cases, and one which is most closely associated with formalizing 
legal recognition of the concept MacKinnon prefers to consent: welcomeness.

In this case, the Supreme Court explicitly characterizes welcomeness as a higher standard 
than voluntary consent, saying, “the fact that sex-related conduct was ‘voluntary,’ in the sense that 
the complainant was not forced to participate against her will, is not a defense to a sexual 
harassment suit brought under Title VII. The gravamen of any sexual harassment claim is that the 
alleged sexual advances were ‘unwelcome’” (Meritor Savings Bank, FSB v. Vinson, 1986). 
MacKinnon agrees that sex-related conduct can be both voluntary (in the sense of consensual, not 
the sense of unpaid) and unwelcome, and advocates for regulating that sex-related conduct outside 
of the workplace as well. Regulating that sex-related conduct outside of the workplace meant 
replacing laws that define sexual misconduct through its lack of consent with laws that define 
sexual misconduct through its lack of welcomeness.

Consent and Welcomeness: Toward Convergence

Although consent as a standard of sexual ethics was developed largely in opposition to 
welcomeness, its conceptual content has changed over the years, and those changes have tended 
to bring it closer to the concept of welcomeness. The most contemporary model is the FRIES 
model, which I believe largely accomplishes what MacKinnon sought to do with her articulation 
of welcomeness: to reject the claim that bare consent itself was sufficient to satisfy our moral 
intuition.

I offer the chart below as a way to compare FRIES to welcomeness systematically (see 
Table 1). This articulates the FRIES model of consent, and briefly outlines what both FRIES and 
welcomeness say about each of the five elements in the FRIES model.

Table 1 – Comparison of FRIES Model and Welcomeness

Element FRIES Model Welcomeness

Freely Given Lack of pressure, coercion, 
manipulation

Lack of pressure, coercion, 
manipulation

Reversible Anyone can change their mind at any 
point

Anyone can change their mind at any 
point

Informed Full knowledge of activities consented 
to

Probably; unclear how to demonstrate 
welcomeness without information

Enthusiastic Clear and enthusiastic Yes, not just an 
absence of No; contains shift from “No 
Means No” to “Yes Means Yes”

To quote MacKinnon from above, “its 
mutuality is written all over it in 
enthusiasm”

Specific Each specific activity requires consent Unclear



Leitch – https://doi.org/10.51681/1.1212 30

Journal of Positive Sexuality, Vol. 12, No. 1, April 2026 ©2026 Center for Positive Sexuality

As becomes visible when charted, the only substantial difference between the demands 
placed by the FRIES model and MacKinnon’s alternative in welcomeness is how specific a sexual 
invitation must be in order for it to be welcome. My best guess is that there needs to be some 
specificity—an invitation must contain some specifics in order to specify what the invitation is 
for—the level of specificity demanded by welcomeness is lower than that of the FRIES model. 
This is because these standards focus on different moments in sexual negotiation; welcomeness 
evaluates whether the invitation is welcome prior to its issuance, whereas the FRIES model begins 
with evaluating the invitation itself. A welcomeness standard can relax its expectation of 
specificity, because, presumably, a welcome invitation is one in which greater coordination is 
possible once mutual interest is established; specifying exactly what shape that desire will take 
becomes a joint project between the persons.

Even in light of this difference, the harmonization of these opposing concepts is 
remarkable, and I think can largely be attributed to the inclusion of enthusiasm in the FRIES model 
of consent. MacKinnon above focuses her criticism of consent on its exclusion of enthusiasm. She 
argues that consent as a legal standard is inconsistent with equality because of the absence of 
enthusiasm; the existing cultural and social power inequalities between men and women serve to 
make women consent to sex they did not welcome, but are not sufficient to make women 
enthusiastic for sex they did not welcome. Therefore, the higher standard of enthusiastic 
welcomeness reaches beyond the grasp of power differentials, and opens up sexual space not 
characterized by unwelcome power differentials. We can attribute enthusiastic sex only to the 
desire of the participants, rather than structural inequality, and thus this becomes a truly private
matter, where sex attributable to structural inequality is a public matter precisely because of the 
macrosocial and cultural structures leading to that sex.

The Problems with Enthusiasm

Both Second Wave and sex-positive feminists converging on enthusiasm as an element of 
consensual sex suggests its increasing importance, not least because of the traditional opposition 
between these groups. Without dismissing the importance of enthusiasm, I want to complicate it 
on three dimensions: its onset, its object, and its relational context. These complications are 
intended to further a sex-positive agenda by pointing to ways to expand or reconsider how 
enthusiasm operates as a tool for sexual educators and researchers.

When Must Enthusiasm Begin?

Recent scholarship on responsive desire suggests that the FRIES model’s inclusion of 
enthusiasm requires greater specification and exploration around the onset of enthusiasm. Models 
of responsive desire complicate demands for enthusiasm to begin a sexual encounter, by 
acknowledging that many people feel enthusiastic desire primarily in response to sexual activity 
or arousal, and therefore often cannot be present at the beginning of sex. 

Basson (2000) first coined the term ‘responsive desire,’ as a critical response to certain 
claims about female sexual dysfunction, arguing instead that the failure of many women in long-
term romantic relationships to experience the traditional cycle of Desire Arousal Orgasm 
Resolution was not a sign of sexual dysfunction, but rather because of diversity in how humans 
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experience desire (Basson, 2000, p. 53). Although couched in unnecessarily gendered terms, this 
new model opened up the possibility that many people do not experience desire until something in 
their environment acts to remind them about sex, at which point their desires activate in response 
to the environmental change.

This new modeling of sexual desire validates common patterns of sexual desire that had 
previously been treated as dysfunctional, and represents an important advance in our understanding 
of human sexual desire generally. This also complicates the call for enthusiasm, since this model 
suggests that many people are not fundamentally wired to feel enthusiastic desire prior to sexual 
engagement and arousal. Thus, ‘enthusiasm’ may represent a bar that is undesirably specific for 
many people prior to sexual engagement. This analysis could be extended to sexually-partnered 
asexual people, who will not experience sexual enthusiasm at any time, but who still want to 
engage sexually with romantic partners for other reasons (e.g. intimacy, emotional demonstration, 
curiosity); see Bennet (2024) for a thorough examination of this dynamic in the Australian context, 
and Dawson et al (2016) for a thorough general overview.

Enthusiastic About What?

An additional problem with the new centrality of enthusiasm is that finding examples of 
sexual contact that is ethical but not enthusiastic is relatively easy. A few short examples below 
can illustrate this, and help provide evidence that the object of enthusiasm is also underspecified.

One obvious example can be found in parents starting a family. A common outcome is a 
wave of sex that both parents find welcome but are not always enthusiastic about at the moment. 
They might be enthusiastic about the outcome—about starting parenthood or starting a family—
but not necessarily enthusiastic about every encounter, many of which may be driven by ovulation, 
work schedules, and other features distinct from enthusiasm (Cousineau & Domar, 2007).

Another example can be found in sexual exploration, where someone might find that they 
are enthusiastic about a process of learning and discovery, but not about every individual 
experiment. Many people experience enthusiasm only after they experience comfort, and 
enthusiasm can be either complicated or absent for novel experiences; demanding enthusiasm in 
this context might be limiting beyond what the trepidatious-but-excited explorer might prefer,

Similar dynamics might also occur in consensual kink relationships. One partner might 
derive satisfaction or pleasure from providing a service even though—perhaps especially when—
they lack enthusiasm for it in the moment (Hébert & Weaver, 2015; Simula, 2019). The lack of 
enthusiasm might be central to the satisfaction or pleasure they get from the dynamics of that 
relationship. More broadly, many people seek sex for intimacy, emotional connection, relationship 
maintenance, and other valid, legitimate needs that are distinct from enthusiastic sexual desire for 
whatever encounter is under normative evaluation. These are not edge cases; these are common, 
normatively-valid reasons people engage sexually. Accepting the centrality of enthusiasm calls 
these into question until we better specify: enthusiasm for what?
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Changes in Enthusiasm Over Time

Both the FRIES model and MacKinnon’s welcomeness framework focus primarily on 
evaluating individual sexual encounters, rather than patterns of sexual behavior over time. This 
makes sense for new or casual sexual relationships, but partners in established relationships 
experience one another through habits and patterns developed over time, which provides greater 
context, and in which ethical evaluation might incorporate a sense that relationships often change 
over time.

Contemporary studies of relationships over time suggest that desire and security exist in a 
paradoxical tension; desire is often high when attachment is low, and desire can operate as an 
incentive towards sexual encounters that attach the participants, ironically leading to a drop-off in 
the desire that brought them together in the first place (Birnbaum, 2018). The prospect that 
desire—that is, sexual enthusiasm—and relationship security exist in tension with one another 
strongly suggests a problem with centralizing enthusiasm across the duration of a relationship: that 
it might best be achieved in minimally secure relationships. Securely attached relations might 
generally be characterized by periods of lower enthusiasm because of their security. Thus, 
demanding enthusiasm as a defining characteristic of ethical sex risks diminishing the role and 
value of stability, security, and safety as additional important sexual values.

When consent studies focus on college undergraduate populations, they focus on 
participants generally at the earliest stages of romantic relationships, in which enthusiasm is likely 
to be at its highest, and attachment at its lowest. This structures our expectations by overstating 
enthusiasm’s role and understating relationship security. I do not mean to say that desire and 
security have no positive relationship—Birnbaum (2018) notes explicitly that the relationship 
between the two depends on their context, including, but not limited to, relationship lifecycle.

This is not to treat ongoing patterns of routinely unsatisfying sex as ethically unproblematic 
for the sake of relationship security. But it does mean that people might autonomously choose to 
prioritize other legitimate values at different times.

Authenticity and Desire

Even if these three underspecifications are tightened, another relevant problem remains. 
The content of our sexual desires seems to have a relationship to the culture in which we live. 
Many authors have argued that our culture contains patriarchal elements, and that the content of 
our innermost desires is therefore shaped by patriarchy. To the extent that this is true, even 
enthusiastic consent might reflect colonized conditioning rather than autochthonous or indigenous 
desire.

One important example of this is the work of Andrea Dworkin, who presses her readers to 
understand their desires as presumptively constructed under (and therefore tainted by) patriarchal 
conditions: “The shame that women feel on being fucked and simultaneously experiencing 
pleasure in being possessed is the shame of having acknowledged, physically and emotionally, the 
extent to which one has internalized and eroticized the subordination” (2008, p. 84). Desire’s
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susceptibility to conditioning leads Dworkin to reject its liberatory potential, and consent along 
with it.

Dworkin’s advocacy for centering women’s autonomy over intercourse is restricted to that 
act in particular and because of the centrality of physicality in characterizing that act. As she notes 
on pages 173 and 174, the nature of intercourse qua intercourse makes male arousal (if not 
necessarily desire or consent) necessary, and because of that material fact, this could not 
realistically lead to a simple reversal of sexual control or exploitation. Instead, it concretizes 
women’s freedoms, and ensures that she is not a passively-consenting partner, but instead a partner 
who makes the positive and active choice to engage sexually. “Women have wanted intercourse to 
be, for women, an experience of equality and passion, sensuality and intimacy” (Dworkin, 2008, 
p. 163).

Contemporary authors have expanded on Dworkin’s argument that female desire is 
conditioned under patriarchal conditions. The most important recent extension comes from Amia 
Srinivasan’s The Right to Sex. She argues, both in “The Right to Sex” and in “Coda: The Politics 
of Desire” that, “the [feminist] task was to liberate sex from the distortions of oppression, not 
simply divide it into the consensual (unproblematic) and non-consensual (problematic)”
(Srinivasan, 2021, p. 95). She seeks to, “address our desires without fear, as [Audrey] Lorde puts 
it, of the distortions we may find within ourselves” (2021, p. 102). While Srinivasan is critical of 
Second Wave feminists like Dworkin, she also fundamentally reads to me like a fellow traveler 
insofar as both seek to liberate desire from its capture and perversion by (neo)liberalism. 
Importantly, then, all three authors—MacKinnon, Dworkin, and Srinivasan—presume women’s
desire to be both knowable, at least under different conditions, and to be a positive good.

Conclusion

From the context of sex-positive scholarship, the demand for enthusiastic consent is easy 
to understand: drawing a distinction between enthusiastic consent and consent obtained under 
conditions of duress or harassment is intuitively important, and recent consent scholarship (see 
especially Fischel, 2019; Leitch, 2024) has problematized a thin conception of consent. 
Substantive conceptions of consent, such as the FRIES model, help address the normative gaps 
that bare consent leaves. Demanding that consent be given enthusiastically, neither grudgingly nor 
tentatively, helps prevent certain types of sexual harms. The convergence between Second Wave 
and sex-positive feminists towards enthusiasm/welcomeness speaks to the importance of 
understanding enthusiasm’s role in distinguishing between ethical and unethical sexual behavior.

That convergence warrants extended and significant scholarly attention, much of which 
will be necessarily critical, as a way of taking enthusiasm seriously. This article articulates several 
problems with enthusiasm’s role, but each is treated relatively briefly here and could form the basis 
of a standalone project elsewhere. The questions raised here are sincere, not rhetorical: clarifying 
enthusiasm’s onset, object, context, and authenticity in turn might mark the next generation of 
work on consent and sexual norms. This work might be normative, conceptual, or empirically-
oriented.
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Finally, scholars might work on disentangling the heteronormative elements embedded in 
consent discourse. Coming out of feminist work centering the problems facing women in 
heterosexual relationships, the consent literature has largely focused on those problems and 
dynamics. Recent work on consent in queer spaces has expanded this focus, but, to date, there is 
little work on enthusiasm or welcomeness in queer contexts (Beres et al., 2004; Webber et al., 
2024). 
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