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Mari Ruti’s recent book contemplates a conundrum: if the driving impulse guiding much 

of queer theory has been to burn everything down, as it were, then where do we go from 

there? The Ethics of Opting Out: Queer Theory’s Defiant Subjects offers a sweeping 

assessment of the major players crossing the multivalent avenues of queer studies—from 

Lauren Berlant, Ann Cvetkovich, and Michael Cobb to David Eng, Heather Love, and 

Jasbir Puar—and in doing so makes the case to move from “destruction and 

antirelationality” to “creativity and relationality” (4). This move has of course been 

theorized in many ways by Tim Dean, José Esteban Muñoz, and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick 

among others, and Ruti presents the conceptual layouts of those enduring debates, thus 

providing a useful introduction for folks new to the field(s). As she notes herself, the 

book’s first chapter would most benefit students desiring an introduction to queer modes 

of inquiry, whereas the other chapters delve into specific nuances that will seem more 

resonant to those familiar with the history of their arguments within, say, affect theory. 

Overall, Ruti puts pressure on the ethics of being attached to queer theory’s destructive 

tendencies and attempts, in a fascinating concluding interview, to theorize silence as a 

way around this longstanding romance with negativity.  

 

We might say, then, that Ruti’s book straightens queer theory, in realigning it with an 

agenda that matches what she codes as a more accurate reading of Lacan’s negativity, 

which she argues is always about an effort to remake the world. Queer negativity, which 

Ruti defines as the conventional subject-destroying impulse that describes poststructural 

philosophical gestures, has created a mess of how we think about social and interpersonal 

relations. This problem stems from what is popularly called the “antisocial thesis”—with 

Lee Edelman’s (mis)reading of Lacan (according to Ruti) forming the theoretical ballast 

that has set sail against the future. Other suspect thinkers in Ruti’s assessment include 

Judith Butler, who theorizes an ethics of attachment to negativity which, in its worst 

formulation, justifies abuse and, at its most anodyne, appears as a toothless gesture 

toward revolution, complicit in its own abjection. According to Ruti, Butler theorizes a 

“subject [that] is caught in an endless loop collaborating with power” (41). She early on 

indexes her “fatigue with the field’s by now entirely habitual attempts to slay the 

sovereign subject of Enlightenment philosophy,” noting that this “theoretical abstraction 

. . . has historically eluded the grasp of most flesh-and-blood subjects” (9). The 

implications for this unfinished business of the Enlightenment project turns to the 

strawman of coherent subjectivity as the figure that queer theory continually tries to 

uproot. But that uprooting, Ruti very usefully reminds, relies on a repressed gender 
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dynamic that she very deliberately unfolds, reminding readers of the feminist impulse 

that occasioned queer theory in the beginning.  

 

For example, in her penultimate chapter Ruti claims that queer theory, à la Edelman, has 

reified a masculinist agenda that relies on a gendered and sexed binary that denigrates 

femininity. “When it comes to ‘femininity,’” she writes, “much of queer theory sounds 

like the early Catherine [sic] MacKinnon” (187). MacKinnon became a touchstone in Leo 

Bersani’s field-shaping 1987 essay, “Is the Rectum a Grave?,” which in many ways 

inaugurated the “models of self-undoing” that queer theory has propelled, specifically 

with his rendering of the “seductive and intolerable image of a grown man, legs high in 

the air, unable to refuse the suicidal ecstasy of being a woman” (186). Though as Ruti 

rightly points out, Bersani’s figure “presuppose[s] a robust subject who is tough enough 

to risk utter ontological instability”—that is, feminization itself becomes a process of 

“self-shattering and self-pulverization” (186). Ruti argues that “the field clings to a 

naturalized chain of reasoning that links penetrability to femininity and femininity to 

victimization. . . . In reading queer theory, one gets the impression that having/using a 

dick to penetrate automatically renders one an aggressor and not having/using a dick to 

penetrate automatically renders one a victim” (187–88). In many ways, this book emerges 

at a moment when scholars are asking what to do with queer theory and where it might 

proceed as the very gestures that once marked its ability to be subversive seem now 

entirely conventional, almost rote, and so this call to rethink the place of gender within 

the queer imaginary feels like a corrective to a field that has turned away from such 

specificity. Refocusing on the lingering and residual power differentials that frame 

gendered difference becomes a moment to realign queer theory’s questionable ethics.  

 

Along these lines of questioning ethics, the Ethics of Opting Out begins with an account of 

how queer studies has distanced itself from mainstream lesbian and gay activism—

specifically, in the formulation of gay marriage—but then circles back on itself through 

propelling a critique of how queer theory itself has become complicit with the powers of 

neoliberalism. If “neoliberal capitalism thrives on the perpetuation of lack,” then the 

queer negativity that Ruti assesses as the field’s major selling point becomes a 

manifestation of neoliberal dynamics (3). Critics who have fashioned a career through 

making themselves appear as outside observers to the logics of neoliberalism would 

certainly have something to reply in response. She continues, noting that “queer critics 

on both sides of the antisocial-social divide have come to see queer negativity as a means 

of countering neoliberalism’s insidious hold over the bodily and psychic lives of its 

subjects” (6–7). Following on the critique of marriage, Ruti notes that  

. . . capitalism knows how to shape, intensify, and perpetuate our desire in order 

to sell us an array of commodities that we do not need, the ideal of marriage—

which, not coincidentally, feeds an enormously profitable industry of costly 
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engagement rings, sumptuous dresses, lavish banquets, ostentatious limousines, 

and other accoutrements of true love—ensures that the desire of all but the most 

cynical gets channeled toward reproductive (and productive) ends. (23)  

The critique of all forms of marriage is important since “it represents the very cornerstone 

of the system of biopolitical control—a system that valorizes productivity, good 

performance, achievement, and self-actualization—that queer theory has been so keen to 

destabilize” (25).  

 

I conclude by gesturing toward the queerest aspect of Ruti’s book, which is a tone that 

transgresses what might be considered the normative protocols of academic writing, 

especially when she explains that she annotated “What the fuck?” in her notes to Jack 

Halberstam’s The Queer Art of Failure, observing earlier that his “argument raises serious 

questions about who can afford to ‘opt out’ in the ways that he advocates” (189, 36). 

Throughout The Ethics of Opting Out, dozens of such staccato sentences communicate the 

author’s ethical stakes in the topic and witness her sense of urgency in reimagining the 

theoretical and material implications of queer theory’s prolonged dance with negativity. 

The conversational, approachable tone—even with its moments of rhetorical rupture—

make Ruti’s Ethics of Opting Out an important text to grapple with for those interested in 

exploring the implications of recent queer studies work, and the emphatic political stakes 

remind the reader that ideas have significant implications beyond the academy. 
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