
Abstract: As a critical counter-reading of Michel de Certeau’s classic text, The Practice of Everyday 
Life, this essay argues that today, in the age of neo-liberal biopolitics, it is death that is quotidian. 
While “life” itself now figures as the paratactical and memetic ruse of our dominant order, the essay 
problematizes conventional forms of tactical resistance, claiming that resistance is often complic-
itous and has been co-opted in advance. It is death that must henceforth inform our struggles to 
make (a) life in the ruins. Examples of racialized deaths suggest a rhetorical agency, and a rallying 
cry, for political protest and resistance beyond the tactics of a progressive embourgeoisement.
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Résumé : En tant que contre-lecture critique du texte classique de Michel de Certeau, L’Invention 
du quotidien, le présent article soutient que de nos jours, à l'ère de la biopolitique néolibérale, 
c'est la mort qui est quotidienne. Alors que la « vie » elle-même apparaît désormais comme la 
ruse paratactique et mémétique de notre ordre dominant, cette étude problématise les formes 
conventionnelles de résistance tactique et affirme que la résistance est souvent complice et qu’elle 
a été cooptée à l'avance. C'est la mort qui doit dorénavant éclairer nos luttes pour faire (une) vie 
dans les ruines. Des exemples de morts racialisées suggèrent une agentivité rhétorique et un cri 
de ralliement en vue d’une protestation et d’une résistance politiques au-delà des tactiques d'un 
embourgeoisement progressiste.
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In The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau offers an early yet apposite analysis 
of the advance claims made by neo-liberal biopolitics, and a counterclaim about how 
we might nevertheless make (a) life for ourselves in the everyday. Society, de Certeau 
contends, is being strategically occupied by technocratic systems of production, and 
“the steadily increasing expansion of these systems no longer leaves ‘consumers’ any 
place in which they can indicate what they make or do with the products of these 
systems” (xii, Original emphasis). Despite this, and despite his placing of “consumers” 
in scare quotes, he nevertheless affirms the subversive potential of these consumers to 
make and to do—and to make do—founded in personal tactics or actions, devices, 
and artful practices—or “rhetorical movements” (39), as he calls them—that people 
deploy every day at the micro level to undermine and exploit, if only fleetingly, our 

The Practice of Everyday Death: On the Paratactical “Life”  
of Neo-liberal Biopolitics

Stuart J. Murray

10.3138/cras-2021-017

e2021017

© CANADIAN  REV IEW OF  AMERICAN STUDIES  2022
advance access article doi:10.3138/cras-2021-017 e2021017

This advance access version may differ slightly from the final published version.



disciplining grids of power/knowledge. A “tactic” is defined by de Certeau as “an art 
of the weak” (37) and “a struggle for life” (ix).

One of the tactics in de Certeau’s wide-ranging ethnography is known by two 
interchangeable colloquial terms that emerged (with the birth of biopolitics) in 
nineteenth-century industrialized France: travail en perruque and faire la perruque. 
Translated directly into English, they mean “working in a wig” and “making” 
or even “doing the wig.” Idiomatically, both expressions refer to the practice of 
employees using working time and possibly their employer’s tools and supplies to 
pursue a personal project—usually clandestine—that is not expressly condoned by 
the employer. Unlike the subjects of Michel Foucault’s study of eighteenth-century 
pilfering and petty theft, with its emphasis on material possessions or property 
(Discipline 84–9), with la perruque nothing so terribly concrete is stolen; what is 
taken and taken advantage of is time, in stolen moments. In de Certeau’s formu-
lation, “La perruque is the worker’s own work disguised as work for his [or her] 
employer” (25). These workers, he explains, “manipulate the mechanisms of dis-
cipline and conform to them only in order to evade them” (xiv). They are said to 
“conform” outwardly and yet resist tactically and temporally by deploying “clever 
tricks, knowing how to get away with things, ‘hunter’s cunning,’ manoeuvres, poly-
morphic simulations, joyful discoveries, poetic as well as warlike” (xix). Tactics, 
such as la perruque, are therefore ostensibly subversive responses to dominant and 
disciplining strategies: human actions over and against a subjugating system. The 
tactic/strategy binary is one of de Certeau’s signal contributions; it is also widespread 
and continues to inform popular, common-sense views of political activism and 
resistance—as a “tactical reversal of the various mechanisms” (Foucault History 
157) of hegemonic discourse.

Importantly, the tactic/strategy binary operates for de Certeau in tandem with a time/
space binary that is often phenomenologically nuanced, and sometimes problematic. 
Samuel Wells summarizes these binaries succinctly: “strategies seek to reduce temporal 
relations to spatial ones, pinning their hopes on the resistance that the establishment 
of place offers to the erosion of time; tactics, by contrast, rely on skilled use of time, 
through rapidity, rhythm, pertinent intervention, and delay” (97; also see Frow 55–6). 
In a nutshell, strategies are hegemonic disciplinary spatializations, whereas tactics 
are posited as resistant temporizations that take place, as it were, despite—and often 
even by virtue of, exploiting—our disciplining grids of order and intelligibility. In 
Marxist parlance, then, travail en perruque would promise to tactically subvert the 
process of self-alienation and to win back the surplus value—the time—of one’s 
own labour. La perruque is nothing if it is not hopeful in relation to our subjugating 
orders or systems: this is how we, the oppressed, can be in that system but not of it, 
supposedly carving a habitable place out of the indifferent, anonymous, and often 
hostile spaces of administrated life.
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To what extent does la perruque, a nineteenth-century tactic, still hold contemporary 
relevance? And can tactics and strategies be distinguished as respectively temporal 
and spatial, as de Certeau claims? Are tactics by definition truly subversive in the face 
of subjugating strategies? Is it naïve or even utopian to propose, in the face of ubiq-
uitous and near-totalizing powers, a timely form of resistance in which individuals 
take up the products of the system, as de Certeau suggests, to make or make do with 
“innumerable and infinitesimal transformations of and within the dominant cultural 
economy in order to adapt it to their own interests and their own rules” (xiv)? We 
might wonder the extent to which these transformations—in “their own interests,” 
“their own rules,” “the worker’s own work”—are truly their own, or ours? Or, in 
stronger terms still: are our ostensibly subversive adaptations not themselves often 
the subtler ruses of a dominant order, and which ultimately expropriate the times 
and places of everyday life? Travail en perruque does not just mean “to work in a wig,” 
as de Certeau would have it; hidden behind its idiomatic use, the phrase might also 
suggest that work itself is en perruque—that work is the agent of disguise—and the 
worker its ruse, hidden in plain sight.

I would like to tarry on the temporality of the tactic, not just its historical situatedness 
but its temporal ontology or élan—the “skilled use of time,” to recall Wells (97), and 
in particular, its “rhythms” and “delays,” its movement and implicit futurity. The tactic 
temporizes, but if this is true, it must do so today in a different technopolitical spacetime, 
through bodies regulated by neo-liberal and biopolitical power, “the power to ‘make’ 
live and ‘let’ die” (Foucault ‘Society’ 241). And it is this passive death—a letting die 
sanctioned speechlessly in the name of life itself—that the tactic’s temporal “struggle 
for life” (de Certeau ix) cannot quite comprehend or vanquish in de Certeau’s terms.

Giving de Certeau his due, we might say, schematically, that strategies are sovereign, 
deployed and policed as disciplinary spatial jurisdictions, whereas tactics are count-
er-hegemonic temporizations that interfere with the coordinates of spatial regimes. 
The temporality of tactics, then, would enjoy a subversive advantage over strategic 
spatializations, and for this reason (it might be argued) tactics are well suited to sub-
vert neo-liberal biopolitics, for neo-liberal biopolitics is also temporally inclined—an 
advance claim in the future perfect tense, a claim on the “life” that will be “made,” 
extended, preserved. But the tactic hasn’t aged well, I argue, and the “life” of la per-
ruque is not the tactic it once was. Increasingly, it is deployed paratactically by the 
system itself, where our struggles—ostensibly subversive—are in practice the ruses 
of neo-liberal biopolitics, and life itself its meme. Death, decay, and disappearance 
subtend the tactic’s ostensibly emancipatory tempos and temporizations. Moreover, 
given our contemporary politics of post-democratic cynicism, arguably reaching an 
apotheosis under the US presidency of Donald Trump, la perruque is now brazenly 
flaunted and often appeals to the temporalities of phantasmatic nostalgia, racism, and 
misogyny typical of “Make America Great Again” (MAGA). La perruque is flagrantly 
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paraded as a quasi-official tactic whose manifest phoniness distracts us from a host of 
systemic infrastructural strategies deployed precisely in order to pre-empt the tactics 
of personal political resistance and to reorganize the body biopolitic. The ceaseless 
spectacle of Trump himself is la perruque. He is always wearing one.

The memetic strategy of la perruque is perhaps best described as a parataxis, the placing 
side-by-side of disconnected utterances. The Oxford English Dictionary defines parataxis 
as follows: “The placing of propositions or clauses one after another, without indicating 
by connecting words the relation (of coordination or subordination) between them, 
as in Tell me, how are you?” And in a recent essay reflecting on the (im)possibility of 
debate today, Tad Lemieux and I described parataxis in the following way:

In between, in its lacunae, caesuras, the parataxis unsettles the common current of 
the text, its topography and durational field, whose movements and metrics become 
more fluid; sequence and coherence yield to anacoluthia; grammatical conjunctions 
are unavowed or unavowable, anagrammatical; metaphysical relations of ordination 
and subordination are ruptured, dérangées, neutral-ized; and we become uncertain 
of the relation of (presumably heteroclite) parts to the (presumable) whole. (79)

The parataxis leaves it to the audience to fill in the gaps, to make meaning; and the 
spectacle becomes the site of phantasmatic projection, rather than an occasion for 
reasoned discourse. Indeed, the tactic becomes the para-tactic or para-site, untimely 
and unsettled by perpetual parataxis. It is under the aegis of what Naomi Klein 
describes as “shock tactics” (2) that a more systemic, parasitical, and anti-democratic 
strategy is carried out in the shadows of shock politics. In the context of our neo- 
liberal moment, this essay explores the ways in which the wig itself is mass-produced 
and flagrantly phony, a cheap and threadbare metaphor that is neither critical nor 
silently seditious. And yet, paradoxically, this failure is its chief success, its cynical 
power and its mass appeal. Today, la perruque is in style, and wearing the wig makes 
us “cool”—Alan Liu’s term for la perruque, when knowledge workers ensconced in 
their cubicles put on a “bad attitude” (278).

If la perruque has been colonized and co-opted, it is, I argue, because its tactical 
temporalities have also been colonized under neo-liberalism and used as a ruse for 
strategic advantage. Time is not merely out of joint; it refigures and disfigures political 
discourse. Curiously, in de Certeau’s own account, the apparently temporal resistance 
of la perruque is almost always indicated by spatial—geographic and militaristic—
tropes, metaphorizing particular localizations, however stratified or historiographic 
they may be. In the “struggle for life,” then, life itself has lost its temporizing points 
of reference and has been flattened, as if life, too, could be plotted according to eco-
nomic coordinates and rendered horizontally in bellicose or biopolitical terms—as 
threatening or under threat. Under the faceless regime of neo-liberal biopolitics, the 
struggle for life becomes virtually unnecessary because the necessaries of life are, as 
it were, proffered techno-administratively, by participation in strategic production 
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and consumption, and according to the bioeconomies of making live and tacitly 
letting die, where the “making” or “doing” of life is paratactically justified in and by 
the deaths that are produced as collateral damage or opportunity costs.

This essay problematizes the notion of tactical resistance under neo-liberal biopoli-
tics. I argue that we must divest ourselves of la perruque in order to achieve what la 
perruque might once have promised us. And we must abandon the temporal ruse of 
so-called progress and rehabilitate the concept of life that has been co-opted by bio-
politics—life, then, not as a productive politics of making live or making work, but as 
a temporizing struggle with mortality, illness, and human finitude. To do so, we must 
attend to the manner in which the biopolitical project of making live is productive 
not just of the lives it ostensibly fosters, but by virtue—and indeed, foremost—of 
those it lets die in the sacred name of life itself. Bracketing de Certeau’s tactic/strategy 
binary, I suggest instead a paratactical form of resistance that belongs to the dead, the 
dying, the delinquent, the dispossessed—those de Certeau rightly characterizes as 
the “waste products” (191) of our politico-administrative order. Such an unworking 
is less, then, about making or making do with and within the places of everyday life. 
Disaffirming the planned and “progressive” livingness of neo-liberal biopolitics, it 
would grasp instead, however tentatively, the temporality of living, the time of a life, 
set within the temporizing horizons, the practices, of everyday death.1

“THEY ALWAYS  FUCK US  OVER”

“We are always fucked over by the powerful, by the police—in the factory, in scientific 
institutions (edu-factories), and in other socioeconomic spaces.” These are the words 
of a Maghrebin unionist at the Renault factory in Billancourt, in the banlieue of Paris 
(qtd. in de Certeau 16). These sites of class struggle constitute “polemological spaces,” 
according to de Certeau, where “the strong always win and words always deceive” (16). 
For de Certeau, victories won by la perruque are always temporary occupations and 
functional reterritorializations of these spaces of strategic management. They repre-
sent a sort of guerrilla warfare. But what happens when socioeconomic deceptions, 
bureaucracy, and the discourse of managerialism come to saturate and normalize 
almost every imaginable social and political space? Is it not increasingly difficult to 
conform outwardly while evading tactically? Conformity to a neo-liberal work ethic 
blurs the distinction between labour and leisure in the context of post-Fordist produc-
tion. It transforms life substantially. The “leisures” afforded by the culture industry—
those “factories of the soul,” in Paolo Virno’s terms (58)—incentivize and inculcate 
workers as entrepreneurial subjects working for themselves even as they work for 
someone—or rather, for some impersonal some-thing—else. In the marketplace of 
post-industrial labour, for instance, we bear witness to burgeoning corporate-culture 
programs, targeted accountability, the rise of electronic surveillance and dataveillance, 
increased precariousness, and myriad other forms of corporate indoctrination. To be 
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sure, such disciplinarity has not ushered in near-perfect efficiency in the workplace. 
But perhaps this is no longer quite the way in which we are fucked over.

De Certeau’s “tactics” are intended as a direct rejoinder to Foucault’s concept of disci-
plinary (strategic) power (e.g., see Foucault Discipline part three), suggesting that the 
tactical “procedures and ruses of consumers compose the network of an antidiscipline” 
(de Certeau xv; also see 96). Against what he understands as the overarching remit of 
Foucault’s panopticism (Discipline 195–228), de Certeau proposes a “‘polytheism’ of 
scattered practices … dominated but not erased by the triumphal success of one of their 
number” (48, Original emphasis). And yet, de Certeau does not take into account the 
gradual shift from disciplinary power to biopower and biopolitics, as charted by Fou-
cault. According to Foucault, where disciplines “individualize” liberal Enlightenment 
subjects, biopolitics “massifies” and treats “populations”; the individual or “man-as-
body” is supplanted by “man-as-species”; anatomo-politics yields to biopolitics; and 
life becomes “species-life” (‘Society’ 242–3). Under the diffuse and anonymous regime 
of biopolitics, then, resisting disciplinary structures becomes increasingly fraught: life 
itself has been colonized, and the tactical “struggle for life” finds no “distinct place” 
(to employ de Certeau’s terms, 24) from or over which to do battle. In other words, if 
the liberal individual has been superseded, there is no longer a subject to resist. In this 
regard, de Certeau’s model remains wedded to binary divisions that are incommensurable 
with the functioning of contemporary biopower. His binarisms call for deconstruction. 
As John Frow has argued, “Nowhere in his [de Certeau’s] work is there anything other 
than a polar model of domination, according to which sovereign power is exercised 
by a ruling class (or, more often, by an ‘elite’; or else by a technocracy or a technocratic 
rationality defined without reference to class) over a mass of oppressed popular subjects 
who lack all power” (57–8). Class- consciousness has fallen out of fashion.

De Certeau’s narrow depiction of power may account for the quaintness of his 
examples of la perruque: a secretary writing a love letter on company time, or a 
worker borrowing his employer’s lathe for a home-carpentry project. The Practice of 
Everyday Life feels distinctly dated, right down to its self-reflexive attempt to “make 
a kind of perruque of writing itself ” (28). Notwithstanding the charge of anachro-
nism, some scholars offer present-day examples of la perruque. As Roland Paulsen 
notes: “A more contemporary version of la perruque would be the almost inevitable 
office-employee practice of ‘cyberslacking,’ i.e.[,] writing private emails and surfing 
the web during working hours—a phenomenon that according to a wide spectrum 
of studies is estimated to occupy between 1.5 to 3 hours of the average working day” 
(58). Even so, these micro-diversions do not quite embody the nostalgic values of 
poietic craftsmanship that de Certeau’s text idealizes: “free, creative, and precisely not 
directed toward profit” (25). While scholars cite empirical research on cyberslacking 
as evidence for the widespread appropriation of company time (“soldiering,” as it was 
known in Ford’s time), is this truly a micro-subversion of hegemonic power or do 
these “leisurely” tasks themselves not increasingly take on the character of labour?
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Corporations tend to tolerate, when they do not altogether encourage, the incursion of 
private life into the workplace, which effectively erodes the distinction between personal 
time and work time. Our work time is increasingly domesticated and personalized, 
theoretically resulting in increased productivity, team building, and employee “satisfac-
tion” through workplace recreation facilities, life-coaching, yoga, espresso machines, 
video games, etc. (see Fleming Authenticity 56–76). Meanwhile, the converse is no 
less true: personal time is increasingly subject to the evermore flexible and gamified 
regimens of labour, not just through email and other ubiquitous electronic forms of 
24/7 communication, but in the subtle ways that personal time—including interests, 
pursuits, beliefs—is ultimately lived as a corporate venture, entrepreneurially. For 
the so-called knowledge worker, all time is flexi-time. As A.R. Hochschild explains, 
“a low-grade Tayloresque cult of efficiency has ‘jumped the fence’ and come home. 
Home has become the place where people carry out necessary tasks efficiently in the 
limited amount of time allotted” (49; also see Baxter and Kroll-Smith 34–7). Or, as 
Liu observes, “today it is producer culture that governs work life and home life alike 
in the name of a ubiquitous new regime of knowledge: not just company-mandated 
‘lifelong learning,’ but also the ‘home office,’ ‘telecommuting,’ ‘edutainment,’ ‘investment 
clubs,’ and … the thousand and one other routine jobs that have been shifted to, or 
created ex nihilo within, leisure time” (77). And the COVID-19 pandemic seems to 
have sealed this fate for the foreseeable future.

TRAVAIL , LABOUR AND  LIFE

It somewhat misses the mark to explain contemporary culture as a struggle between 
labour and life, or what glossy flyers in my university-department mailbox piously 
promote as a healthy “work–life balance.” We might recall Hannah Arendt’s well-
known insight that (political) life comes to imitate labour in the twentieth century 
(Human 96–100). Or we might note how Paolo Virno inverts Arendt’s thesis, claiming 
that “it is not that politics has conformed to labor,” as Arendt had argued, but “it is 
rather that labor has acquired the traditional features of political action” (51). Virno 
reasons that it is in contemporary forms of post-Fordist labour that we find political 
relationships, where “the productive labour of surplus, subordinate labour, brings into 
play the talents and the qualifications which, according to a secular tradition, had 
more to do with political action” (51). This too may be true. However, the alternation 
of (political) life and labour is deceiving, whether we side with Arendt or with Virno. 
Today, it is difficult to argue for the ontological priority of either term.

The politics of life itself has become neo-liberalized, and political action has been 
reconfigured as economic administration. The economy is exalted as our new ontol-
ogy, a secular piety, immunized from critique because it fashions our vocabulary—an 
advance claim and worldview that ensures, as de Certeau asserts, that words will 
always deceive. Particularly since the economic collapse of 2008–2009 and especially 
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since the COVID-19 global pandemic, it is in the name of the economy that western, 
nominally democratic governments have demanded subjugation, sacrifice, and auster-
ity on the part of their citizens, where both labour and life (ultimately synonymous) 
conform to political economies (themselves vassals to global debt markets), and are 
reshaped from within, as if by acts of collective will (e.g., see Crouch chapter one; 
Blyth chapter one). Human nature is reconfigured as human capital, and the animal 
laborans becomes homo oeconomicus. Neo-liberalism, as Foucault has defined it, 
“involves extending the economic model of supply and demand and investment–
costs–profit so as to make it a model of social relations and of existence itself, a form 
of relationship of the individual to himself, time, those around him, the group, and 
the family” (Birth 242).

If we are fucked over, this no longer provokes a struggle between clearly delineated 
camps, between the strong and the weak, between those who stand for labour and 
those who stand for life. Under neo-liberalism, power is not clearly localized, there is 
no longer a sovereign (or “master” or “ruling class,” as de Certeau sometimes writes) 
who demands subjugation and threatens with the rule of the sword, no sovereign 
whose exceptional prerogative it is to take life or to let live. Rather, power today is 
diffuse and anonymous, short-circuited through reticulating vectors of control, digital 
networks, the ebbs and flows of global(izing) capital. If this is correct, and something 
like a neo-liberal ontology holds sway, then it becomes difficult to imagine distinct 
or privileged places where feigned conformity and evasive tactics might gain a foot-
hold. But more than this, when our relationship to ourselves, to time, and to others 
has been territorialized, it is difficult to imagine any relationships tactically, since 
these tactics, too, will not represent our own interests, our own rules, or anything 
that belongs unequivocally to us. Our speech increasingly relies on, and parrots, the 
terms of a neo-liberal “ethic.”

Even moral discourses cannot be privileged because they do not stand apart from the 
onto-logic of neo-liberal biopolitics; morality does not open onto safe or subversive 
spaces (the proliferation of “safe” spaces on universities campuses is anything but 
subversive—the “liberation” they promise begets a new style of administration, sur-
veillance, and social control, with a new cadre of well-meaning guardians and “service” 
providers). Legendary and ritual spaces, too, are colonized, and become too slippery 
to mobilize effectively as sites of struggle or resistance. The Aristotelian division of 
labour (poiesis) and political action (praxis) no longer holds (see Aristotle book six), 
and the utopian thrust of moral-religious discourse no longer upholds this division, 
no longer sanctifies it in words free from the socioeconomic order of things. On the 
contrary, one often enough finds the words, iconography, and rituals of religious 
morality co-opted by corporate interests and persuasively redeployed in ways that 
trouble de Certeau’s perruque. His privileged historical example cites the ways that 
Indigenous communities “subverted” the regime imposed by Spanish colonizers in 
Central and South America. He writes: “Submissive, and even consenting to their 
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subjection, the Indians nevertheless often made of the rituals, representations, and 
laws imposed on them something quite different from what their conquerors had 
in mind; they subverted them not by rejecting or altering them, but by using them 
with respect to ends and references foreign to the system they had no choice but to 
accept” (xiii). And yet these “subversions” are also subject to powerful reversals and 
recolonizations. Conforming outwardly while subverting inwardly presumes yet 
another binary—inside/outside, self/other—that is itself power’s ruse.

To offer a more recent example, in Guatemala, large Canadian mining corporations 
(with the financial support of every taxpaying Canadian citizen)2 have run faith-based 
public relations campaigns in response to Indigenous activists and protesters—to 
brazenly discredit and undermine people who, in many cases, have been forcibly 
removed from their lands, and sometimes killed or disappeared, in the name of dem-
ocratic economic progress. Through the marketing strategy known as astro-turfing, 
one corporation staged a fictitious grassroots—and ostensibly tactical—pro-mining 
demonstration in Guatemala City on August 10, 2006.

In this case, Indigenous participants were bussed in and furnished with premade 
banners that read: “La Minería es trabajo para los guatemaltecos. Soy minero, yo 
también creo en Dios” (Mining is work for Guatemalans. I am a miner, I also believe 
in God). Another reads: “Los mineros vestimos de plata a la Virgen de Chiantla. 
Huehue apoya a la minería” (We miners dressed [or dress] the Virgin of Chiantla in 
silver. Huehue[tenango] supports mining) (see Figure 1). As the activist scholar and 
documentary filmmaker Steven Schnoor explains:

The Virgin of Chiantla is a statue of the Virgin Mary in a small church in the  village 
of Chiantla. The statue—La Virgen del Rosario—is dressed entirely in silver, and 
was the gift of a wealthy conquistador who owned a local silver mine. People believe 
that the statue has miraculous powers to heal the sick and grant people’s wishes 
for health and well-being for themselves and their loved ones, and they make 
pilgrimages from all over the country to visit it, in the hopes of experiencing its 
miraculous effects. The church that houses it also has murals of indigenous miners 
slaving away in the mines, while seeing God in the process. (Governmentality 108; 
also see Schnoor “Vulture” 108–24)

Here, then, religious words, icons, and beliefs are themselves co-opted by corporate 
interests. But unsurprisingly, de Certeau still places a certain faith in religious (in)
vocation: “The rural ‘believers’ thus subvert the fatality of the established order. And 
they do it by using a frame of reference which also proceeds from an external power 
(the religion imposed by Christian missions)” (17). Such faith remains blind to the 
ways in which the Church has—and continues to—fuck over more than a few so-called 
“believers” (de Certeau’s scare quotes betray him): the ways that the Church has been 
complicit in countless crimes and capital accumulation through dispossession, both 
statist and corporate; or how religious iconography—even when “subverted”—can 
serve rather than resist the dominant order of things, and serve precisely because it 
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has been at first glance “subverted.” Thus, rather than propose a theory of moral pop-
ular agency, de Certeau offers here what one critic has called a “theology of agency,” 
where human action is naïvely imagined to be “inherently liberating, and morally 
emancipating” because it is “rooted … in a universalist and universalising notion 
of the human spirit” (Mitchell 91). In this respect, we might say that de Certeau’s 
tactics—la perruque, but also strolling, poaching, reading, speaking, etc.—become 
symptoms of little more than a progressive embourgeoisement.

Within the remit of de Certeau’s binary logic, political economies are structured 
strategically and impose themselves, whereas life appears as the natural domain of 
errant and subversive tactics. Today, however, few things strike us as more obvious or 
natural than the strategies of politico-economic labour or the demands of capital(ism), 
which are presented as the condition of possibility of life itself, something worth 
dying for. Within this onto-logic, life itself has become a strategic enterprise, subject 
to a particular calculus and rationality, and we are forced to look elsewhere for the 
wellspring of tactical struggles. We no longer work in order to live; life and work are 
indistinguishable as living labour. And all living labour is said to be “nimble”—one 
of several keywords that convey the spirit of neo-liberalism: “time is money,” we are 
“entrepreneurial” and “smart” just like our technologies, we value our “intellectual 
property,” we are workers in a global “knowledge economy,” our knowledge “outcomes” 
(or “deliverables”) are “measured” and “transferred” or “mobilized” or “translated,” 

FIGURE 1: Courtesy of Steven Schnoor.
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as if time and existence itself could be rendered in material terms, commodified, 
marketized, traded, and branded (see Massey). Neo-liberalism is not simply strategic 
spatialization; rather, it extends beyond the rhetorics of place and subtly colonizes 
time and the time of a life, measured in clock-time—a neo-Taylorist model of social 
control (e.g., see Taylor 39). But more than this, neo-liberalism colonizes existential 
time, biopolitically, the time of “making live,” and renders time in spatial coordinates: 
the time of biological bodies. In the promises of such futures, in the ventures of bio-
capital, we might believe that death will soon be vanquished.

PROSE  COMBAT: THE  RHETORICS  OF  EVERYDAY LIFE

De Certeau makes a seductive yet ultimately untenable distinction between strategic 
“grammar” and tactical “rhetoric”: “Whereas grammar watches over the ‘propriety’ 
of terms, rhetorical alterations (metaphorical drifts, elliptical condensations, met-
onymic miniaturizations, etc.) point to the use of language by speakers in particular 
situations of ritual or actual linguistic combat” (39). This sentence is as beautiful as 
it is utopian, for in our concrete dystopias, we are fucked over by words that deceive 
and wound: rhetoric is not inherently emancipatory, nor is it inherently tactical. If 
rhetoric represents, for de Certeau, a methodology of the oppressed—“verbal pro-
ductions in which the interlacing of speaking positions weaves an oral fabric without 
individual owners, creations of a communication that belongs to no one” (xxii)—we 
must likewise concede that the same methodology underpins the nimble cultures 
and enunciations of neo-liberal biopolitics. Here, too, are words spoken by no one. 
The difference is that the verbal productions of the oppressed are often silenced by 
the powerful performatives of anonymous neo-liberal diktats. Our oppressors are 
no longer grammarians. There is no longer a sovereign master: corporate interests 
weave a proprietary oral fabric that is also without individual owners, that belongs 
to no one and is impersonal, disinterested, and faceless. We are beholden to a diffuse 
and anonymous system, a placeless place from which there is little hope of resistance 
in de Certeau’s terms.

Still, and despite myself, I remain sympathetic to de Certeau’s turn to rhetoric: “‘Turns’ 
(or ‘tropes’),” he writes, “inscribe in ordinary language the ruses, displacements, 
ellipses, etc., that scientific reason has eliminated from operational discourses in order 
to constitute ‘proper’ meanings” (24). In this respect, his rhetorical tactics are remi-
niscent of what Guy Debord and the situationists might have termed a détournement, 
a detour or an appropriation, a catachrestic turning-away from “proper” usage (e.g., 
chapter eight). We might discern here a domain not of theological agency, but a social 
and rhetorical agency, which de Certeau imagines operating within and by virtue of 
tactical resistance. However, de Certeau’s critics are right to question the “agency” 
of tactical struggles, voices, or “enunciations.” Who “speaks” and to whom? Jon P. 
Mitchell writes: “The critical question is: where does this capacity to subvert—to 
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generate the perruque and appropriate the technologies of the dominant order—come 
from?” (101). For Pierre Bourdieu, this was accounted for by his concept of habitus 
(e.g., see Distinction chapter three), whereas de Certeau leaves his analysis at the level 
of description. In reflecting on tactics, de Certeau somewhat surprisingly links these 
practices in a direct historical line, through the ancient Greeks back to “the imme-
morial intelligence displayed in the tricks and imitations of plants and fishes. From 
the depths of the ocean to the streets of modern megalopolises, there is a continuity 
and permanence in these tactics” (xix–xx). “Put this way,” Mitchell argues, “the tactic 
is a realisation of evolutionary process, and of human nature” (102).

Yet even here, de Certeau’s social Darwinism notwithstanding, my sympathies are 
not entirely dissolved. While I would reject the notion that human tactics are natural 
or evolutionary adaptations, there is nevertheless for de Certeau a pressing question 
here of survival, a salient struggle for life. And life, if it can be discerned in the pas-
sage above, is not anthropocentric but ecological, connecting us both rhetorically 
and materially not only to the human past but also across time, to other, non-human 
species—plants and fishes—and to the ecosystem as a whole, to non-life, oceanic 
depths, and the non-human conditions for the possibility of life. In his use of this 
metaphor elsewhere, I am struck by the fact that “life” for de Certeau is human life 
aligned with myth and “ancient ruses”: “a dark sea from which successive institutions 
emerge, a maritime immensity on which socio-economic and political structures 
appear as ephemeral islands” (41). While this says nothing about the significance of 
life—mine, yours, or ours—it nevertheless refuses the facile binary of life/non-life, 
and suggests a significance, in survival, in relation to immanent death, and, at the far 
reaches of our imagination, perhaps even on an ecological scale. I conclude, below, 
with the question of rhetorical agency, not in our tactical “struggle for life,” as de 
Certeau imagines it, but in our struggle with mortality, illness, and human finitude: 
death. But first, a modest proposal in order to open this field, and to divest ourselves 
of the rhetorics of “life itself,” which haunt de Certeau’s text as much as they organize 
the contemporary body biopolitic.

My modest proposal—for de Certeau, surely impious—would be to embrace a politics 
of finitude and abandon de Certeau’s theology of agency. In other words, to rescue for 
ourselves any agency, we must embrace a life without salvation, a life without afterlife, 
without a Christian heaven or hell. If we dispense with these other-worldly visions, 
we shall find ourselves in the midst of one life, one world, temporally oriented in and 
by the horizon of death. Significantly, it is just this fate, death, both fatum and factum, 
that is persistently disavowed by de Certeau as much as by neo-liberal biopolitics. 
Indeed, the disavowal or gradual “disqualification of death” (Foucault ‘Society’ 247) 
operates as a sort of ideological engine for the time of one’s life today. And arguably, 
the disavowal of death similarly underpins de Certeau’s frenzied ethnography of 
practice, purchased on an ontotheological origin or cause, a theology of agency, an 
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“immemorial intelligence,” “a continuity and permanence,” a human nature, and not 
least a Christian God.

De Certeau’s theological thrust is oddly in concert, then, with neo-liberal biopolitics, 
which emphasizes “making live” while disavowing the ways that particular lives are 
connected to those we unceremoniously let die. In this, a metonymic ruse character-
izes neo-liberal biopolitics: a metonymy in which the abstract concept—life itself—
stands in for and subtends the practices of everyday life, an effect (and a concept) that 
stands in for the cause. This is why a nuanced understanding of biopolitics remains 
so elusive, and a so-called affirmative biopolitics so seductive: life is at once the most 
concrete, material, and molecular of phenomena, and yet it is also the most abstract, 
sacralized, mythic and symbolic. And similar valuations can be read in de Certeau: 
tactics are at once the most concrete and the most material of phenomena, and yet 
as “an art of the weak” and “a struggle for life,” their moral force and agency seem to 
come from a mythic elsewhere—whether a phantasmatic origin or an end in itself, 
an alpha or an omega—in the name of life itself.

At the macro level, we can glimpse in the figure of de Certeau’s city a metonym for 
the neo-liberal–biopolitical state at work: “the creation of a universal and anonymous 
subject which is the city itself ” (94). De Certeau rightly laments the “speculative” and 
“classificatory” remit of a functionalist administration, which, through a “process of 
elimination” produces “waste products”: “abnormality, deviance, illness, death, etc.” 
(ibid.). Here, in the city or city-state, we read rather clearly a Foucauldian biopolitics 
in its power to make live and let die, including the complex ways that life and death 
are locked in hydraulic, economic relations. The abnormal, deviant, ill, or dead seem 
to be the by-products of administrated livingness, of making live. And yet, consonant 
with the ways biopolitics secretes its own waste products, which it lets die, de Certeau 
also seems to abandon them as quickly as he names them: they have little rhetorical 
agency in his text. Insofar as he invites a textual comparison to Thomas Hobbes’s state 
or civitas, we might interpret de Certeau’s city as a work of art. In Hobbes’s words, the 
city “is but an Artificiall Man; though of greater stature and strength than the Naturall, 
for whose protection and defence it was intended” (81).3 De Certeau’s invocation of 
Hobbes suggests that the waste products of the city are somehow unnatural or artificial, 
unfortunate but inevitable effects of an artificial administrative order—surplus lives 
left behind by a “progress [that] allows an increasing number of these waste products 
to be reintroduced into administrative circuits and transforms even deficiencies (in 
health, security, etc.) into ways of making the networks of order denser” (de Certeau 
94–5). Although he laments “wretchedness” and “poverty,” his city’s waste products 
are either forgotten or magically redeemed by virtue of their tactics—at least for those 
strong or wily enough to tactically survive or “outlive” their abnormality, deviance, 
illness, or death: “the microbe-like, singular and plural practices which an urbanistic 
system was supposed to administer or suppress, but which have outlived its decay” 
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(96). In the end, then, de Certeau’s city is, as it was for Hobbes, what we might call 
a bio/polis, built for the protection and defence of the living, an artifice that makes 
live (my use of bio/polis and thanato/polis, below, borrows from McIntyre and Nast’s 
use of biopolis and necropolis, 1469–72).

Yet it is precisely the rhetorical agency and temporality of the city’s “waste products”—
dead, disappeared, decaying, delinquent—that I would like to imagine, to animate, 
and to embrace, not only because they represent the obscene price of neo-liberal-
ism, the casualties of a biopolitical world order, but also for their timely rhetorical 
and temporizing agency, their insurrectionary potency. They move, through time, 
against the horizon of finitude, illness, and not least, death—that which is banished 
by de Certeau as much as by neo-liberal biopolitics, as unspeakable and unspeaking. 
I would like to insist, however, that the experience of finitude, illness, and death are 
temporizing—that without which there could be no human space, no life, and no 
voice, for they situate for us the ways we move as bodies through time, as well as 
space, and lend those movements vital significance. In his description of the city, 
de Certeau fixes on its temporality, its time, the time of “progress” and productivity, 
but this is not quite the temporization I have in mind here. De Certeau writes: “the 
[city’s] functionalist organization, by privileging progress (i.e., time), causes the 
condition of its own possibility—space itself—to be forgotten” (95). Certainly, it is 
true that progress or development (in a transnational/neocolonial context) underpins 
the neo-liberal and biopolitical project of accumulation through dispossession. But 
the dispossessed—those “waste products”—are the city-state’s inclusive-exclusion, 
organized in the body biopolitic by the ways that bodies are spatially segregated, 
 displaced, enclosed, and contained: the poor, racialized, unemployed, ill, or otherwise 
civilly dead. These waste products are the defining feature not of a bio/polis but of 
the thanato/polis, which I propose here as an insurrectionary metaphor against the 
biopolitical city-state, which contains, segregates, polices, and in myriad other ways 
marks the civilly dead who are, significantly, not just waste products secreted through 
a “process of elimination,” but rather, are cultivated as the raw materials for—the 
condition of possibility of—biopolitical life itself.

On the surface, my position is not so far from de Certeau’s. Recall that for him, strat-
egies are hegemonic and disciplinary spatializations, whereas tactics are resistant 
temporizations that carve out a habitable place, as it were, within the administrated 
spaces of everyday life. I read de Certeau’s city as a strategic assemblage that imposes 
particular hegemonic and disciplinary spatializations. In his city, de Certeau asserts 
that space is “forgotten,” but that space is nevertheless the condition of possibility 
for his temporal discourse of “progress.” Indeed, if I read him correctly, strategic 
spatialization is forgotten—hidden—precisely because of a discourse on “progress,” 
where progress is the ruse by which the city-state paratactically spatializes, segregates, 
polices, displaces, encloses, and contains the civilly dead. So far, I am in agreement 
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with de Certeau, and would claim, moreover, that “progress” (or “development” in a 
global context) is the ruse par excellence of neo-liberal biopolitics.

The problem for de Certeau, however, lies in the metaphor of the city-state itself: 
under neo-liberal biopolitics, the majority of its denizens are not easily categorized 
according to de Certeau’s bipolar model of oppressor and oppressed, ruling class and 
working class. Again, there is no longer a sovereign, no longer a master; and while 
we have a burgeoning surplus population of dispossessed “waste products,” we might 
say that the majority of the city-state’s inhabitants are nevertheless semi-enfranchised 
workers who take pleasure, if not pride, in exercising their (false) autonomy and 
agency as consumers. For them, I would argue, “progress” is recognized not as the 
ruse that it is, but is taken up and worn as a sort of perruque that permits and even 
facilitates—rather than resists or subverts—the dominant system. In de Certeau, 
the “resistance” of the masses is figured, perversely, as their own wilful “progress,” 
their lives lived according to the entrepreneurial logics of self-improvement and 
 self-actualization, purchased on speculative futures and false consciousness. In brief, 
their “resistance” is commensurate with and represents a profound complicity with our 
neo-liberal–biopolitical world order. In this respect, la perruque is mass-produced, 
cheap, and ready-to-wear. A tactic that has been systematically co-opted and colo-
nized, the “struggle for life” is condemned to be played out in a deceptive discourse 
on “progress.” And “life itself ” is la perruque.

In stark contrast, I would instead privilege the rhetorical agency of the city’s so-called 
waste products—the civilly dead, disappeared, decaying, delinquent—and suggest 
that they have the power to expose the biopolitical ruse, and to disrupt the system, 
by claiming their place not as waste products or by-products of neo-liberal biopol-
itics, but as its condition of possibility, its raw materials, its inclusive-exclusion. 
Theirs is neither a tactic nor a strategy in de Certeau’s sense; they do not make or 
do or make do with the tawdry products of the dominant cultural economy, but 
they force the fact that, in some sense, without them, there is no making or doing 
or living at all. The dead, disappeared, decaying, and delinquent forcibly remove 
la perruque and put it and its theological agencies out of work. My point here is 
not to propose an overarching—or indeed, “strategic”—theory of death, but nei-
ther is it to reduce the care for the dead, the dying, the decaying, the delinquent 
to mere symbolic action. Rather, it is to position them at the heart of neo-liberal 
biopolitics, to avow their centrality, not just as its waste products, but as fodder 
for our cannibalizing apparatus. For the cannibal is the appropriate figure for such 
a system, consumer culture turned, by its wicked army of tropes, on the flesh of 
its flesh. To struggle for life in this context is not to resort to a tactical politics of 
progressive living. It is to stand with and alongside the dead and disappeared—
those our administrative system facelessly fucks over, those it indirectly kills in 
the passive voice by letting die.
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CONCLUSION

I conclude this essay by refusing to offer concrete (strategic or tactical) examples of the kind 
of mortal—or perhaps even morbid—agency I have in mind. To do so risks turning this 
agency, in turn, into a perruque. But we need not look far to find contemporary occasions 
for disaffirmation or revolt, whether implicit or explicit: elegiac or wrathful rejoinders, we 
might say, to civil death, dispossession, degradation—the condition and the consequence, 
the means and for some the end, of neo-liberal biopolitics, of life itself. De Certeau’s nativist 
example of Indigenous tactics in the face of Spanish conquistadors ought to be updated in 
the context of American and Canadian race relations, for instance, and we might begin to 
reckon with the Black Lives Matter protests that garnered worldwide attention following 
the slaying Michael Brown, Eric Garner, Freddie Gray, Dontre Hamilton, Trayvon  Martin, 
Tamir Rice, Walter Scott, and so many others, including more recently, the murders 
of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor—and the worldwide protests that erupted mid- 
pandemic in 2020. In the Canadian context, I have in mind the uncounted child victims 
of Indian residential schools, the response to missing and murdered Indigenous women, 
and #IdleNoMore, an Indigenous-led movement that began in November 2012. I am 
thinking, then, particularly of the kinds of rhetorical agency that must mobilize around 
such dying and around unmarked graves, not simply as a politics that memorializes and 
affirms the positive value of life itself, or even of lives in their singularity and materiality 
(as much as they are both singular and material)—and not simply as resistance, against 
killing and against injustice—but in a struggle that hearkens death, holds it and hears it, 
and refuses the productive terms by which some lives are lived, valued, and exalted, while 
for others it is their death that is forcibly lived, valued, and exalted.

For, within neo-liberal biopolitics, an abstract life itself is the ultimate perruque, 
the ruse, the disguise, the meme, that obscures the fact that some lives simply—
still—do not matter, that some lives will be exposed to death, that some lives will be 
ritually dispossessed, disappeared, shot, suffocated, and systematically cannibalized. 
 Hierarchies of racialized and gendered difference drive our economies, where dif-
ference itself is spatialized by boundaries and inscribed on the bodies of the surplus 
populations that live and die in obscurity. We might wonder, then, and we might feel 
grief and rage, as we should, when we bear witness to the city-state’s violent security 
and paramilitary reprisals, its efforts to “restore” order, which is to say, to spatially 
displace, segregate, contain, and enclose the uprising thanato/polis, and not least to 
shore up the biopolitical privilege of “threatened” whiteness and white lives. To seek 
a rhetorical agency in the response to structural violence is more than to politicize 
death: it is to situate an aesthetics of existence, the making of (a) life, within the 
resonant, rhythmic, and temporizing horizons of death, and to cut across the spatial 
stratifications, the paratactical enclosures, of the bio/polis.

In the face of mounting insurrections and demands for justice, la perruque is little 
more than the paratactical ruse of progressive embourgeoisement, a false agency and 
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false consciousness in the service of biopolitical life, a genuflection that fucks us over 
in this life as we piously wait for the life to come. La perruque, in de Certeau’s terms, is 
the “magical world” (134) of the voice against scientific and administrative (pre)scripts, 
oral culture against literate culture (80–2), the body against the “celibate machine” (31), 
narratology against mere biology (196). And yet, de Certeau’s alternations, his binaries, 
founder here much like the distinction between labour and life. In their promised after-
lives, imagined perhaps as their reward, they lack a temporizing, historizing relation 
to deaths without salvation—and to those without whom there can, at least for now, 
be no vital form or significance, no time to live, no justice, no peace.

Stuart J. Murray is professor of rhetoric and ethics in the Department of English Language 
and Literature at Carleton University.

NOTES

1 This argument is developed, across a series of case studies, in my forthcoming book, 
The Living from the Dead: Disaffirming Biopolitics (2022).

2 Working Canadians must contribute to the Canada Pension Plan, a national pension 
fund that invests heavily in the extraction industries that include the corporate actors 
in my example.

3 Hans Blumenberg’s gloss on Hobbes is worth citing here: “Hobbes himself overlooked 
the contradiction between his organic metaphor of the ‘state as a person’ and the arti-
ficiality of the state’s origin…. Even [Hobbes’s] prohibition of metaphor is a rhetorical 
transaction…. The example of Hobbes shows that in the modern age anti-rhetoric has 
become one of the most important expedients of rhetorical art, by means of which to 
lay claim to the rigor of realism, which alone promises to be a match for the seriousness 
of man’s position (in this case, his position in his ‘state of nature’)” (454).
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