The AFF uses a neoliberal politics of exclusion that creates the illusion of a post-identity world where alternative movements are impossible. The plan serves to render radical thinking as obsolete by appearing as a “leveling” of the playing field – turning economic inequality into a resource by putting everyone on the same spectrum of normality which makes equal opportunity seem plausible.  
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What makes statistical normalization suited to the way neoliberalism and biopolitics manage social inequity? Neoliberalism manages identity-based difference differently than classical, contractarian liberalism does. Classical liberalism asserts that we’re all equal because we’re universally human, abstract individuals without relevant differences (because differences are only relevant in the private sphere). Neoliberalism asserts that we’re all equal because all (formerly private) differences are included and valued. Instead of strictly regulating purity (which takes a lot of resources), laws and institutions include deregulated differences, often under the banner of “diversity.” I call this move the domestication of noise because it turns what was formerly a problem (in the Du Boisian “how does it feel to be a problem?” sense) into a resource. Just as statistical distributions can reveal predictable patterns in what otherwise appear like chance occurrences, the domestication of noise finds order in what traditionally seems like irrational or unruly behavior. By including formerly excluded unruliness, neoliberalism purports to be post-identity. Post-identity is an umbrella term that describes views like “postfeminism” or “postracial.” These views assert that classically liberal identitybased social exclusion (sexism, racism) no longer exist: such exclusion certainly happened in the past, but we have overcome it today. For example, as Angela McRobbie explains, “post-feminism positively draws on and invokes feminism as that which can be taken into account, to suggest that equality is achieved, in order to install a whole repertoire of new meanings which emphasise that it is no longer needed, it is a spent force.” This isn’t the “backlash” of the 1990s, but the idea that people and institutions already value and practice diversity so that white women and people of color really can and do have equal access to political participation and economic success. The ontology of statistical measurement lets the claim that we’ve over come sexism and racism and everyone is equal now seem plausible. Unlike the classical social contract, which posits an ontological divide between “humans” and “sub-” or “nonhumans,” biopolitical normalization posits a flat social ontology, in particular, the flat ontology of mathematics in which everything is a number and thus commutable. As Mader argues, “it is the continuity of number itself that renders both the individuals counted and the ratio of group to group comparable objects to which basic and sophisticated mathematical operations can be applied. . . . Social discontinuities are homogenized in the continuity of quantum.” For example, the discontinuities produced by patriarchy as a political system are re-aggregated as gender becomes one variable in a multifactor statistical model. As variables, gender and race are disarticulated from the power relationships (patriarchy and white supremacy) that produce social discontinuities. As Mader puts it, “a gradational ontology replaces one of opposition.” The continuity among statistical variables or groups is what lets postidentity thinking happen: there are no different social orders for humans and subhumans; we’re all on the same human spectrum. This continuum from normal to abnormal does in fact put everyone on the same playing field. It’s the neoliberal version of classically liberal notions of formal equality before the law or “political emancipation”: treating everyone as though they’re on the same continuum obscures the fact that we still recognize a difference between good abnormal—“disruptors,” geniuses—and bad abnormal—terrorists, thugs. Structural barriers haven’t gone away; they’ve just been remade with different tools and layered on top of the old ones. These new structural barriers are what I call a politics of exception. The politics of exception is the outcome of neoliberal/biopolitical applications of the ontology of statistical normalization to worlds deeply shaped by centuries of material inequality and domination. This ontology reworks modernity’s inclusion/exclusion binary into a spectrum of flexibility and dynamism. In the former case, domination contracts create social identities (races, genders) as tools to disaggregate and purify society by excluding white women and nonwhites from political, moral, and legal personhood. This model excludes by creating discontinuities, such as the discontinuity between noise and signal. However, over the course of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, it’s not just audio engineers that domesticate noise, “using and manipulating noise (rather than eliminating it).” Neoliberalism and biopolitics domesticate noise, excluding people from personhood by using and manipulating them via statistical and ideological continuities that incorporate their noise into the big social spectrum. When everyone is on the same statistical continuum or spectrum, everyone seems to have the chance to be or become normal; so, if you’re deficiently normal, it must be due to your lack of effort or inherent pathology. This is where the hidden structural barriers factor in: individuals’ placement on the normal curve isn’t the outcome of just their choices and behaviors but also of the way structural barriers foreclose or facilitate the kinds of choices available to them and the opportunity costs of those choices. Neoliberalism and biopolitics cook the books (the background conditions) so that foreground equity always produces differential levels of success. This process of production is what I call, following Lester Spence’s use of the term, the politics of exception. According to Spence, “neoliberalism relies on three populations, institutions, and spaces: those perfectly formed according to market logic, those able to be re-formed according to that logic, and the exceptions unable to be re-formed.” These populations are all situated on the same spectrum—the market—but ongoing structural barriers (like, say, rape culture and the criminalization of blackness) make it more difficult and costly for oppressed people to successfully adapt to neoliberal market logic and inhabit “normal” parts of that spectrum. (And even when they do adapt to these norms, biases prevent them from being seen as successful.) Some traditionally oppressed groups can, with adequate investment, be brought into a relatively normal range of conformity to neoliberal market logics; this is the idea behind campaigns like “black girls code” or Sheryl Sandberg’s infamous “Lean In” feminism. Other groups, however, don’t bring adequate returns on that investment; they cannot efficiently be reformed to neoliberal market logics. They thus appear static, recalcitrant, and inflexible. These are the exception. The early twenty-first-century U.S. education program No Child Left Behind is another example of the politics of exception. Instead of segregating public schools explicitly on the basis of race and policing the purity of white schools, nclb uses nominally inclusive performance-based measures like test scores to dole out both resources and penalties on what are effectively racial lines. Including everyone on the same quantitative, statistically measured spectrum kills two birds with one stone: (1) it serves as evidence that identitybased social exclusion is over, obsolete, a thing we “neo-”s are “post-” because we’re all on the same playing field, and (2) it provides the mechanism for producing white supremacist patriarchy without relying explicitly on identitybased social exclusion. Similarly, the editorial choices in the Hollaback! Project’s 2014 video “10 Hours of Walking in nyc as a Woman” render black and Latino men exceptions to postfeminist society. The video claims to document the extensive but mundane nature of misogynist street harassment that (white) women face. However, as many critics noted, the video does not depict any white men as perpetrators. Building on the increasingly prominent trope where “black identity appears as an antiquated state of confinement from which the ‘multiracial imagined community’ must be delivered,” the video presents men of color as solely responsible for (white) women’s street harassment, as embodying a “backwards” masculinity that is out of sync with postfeminist society. The same logic informs the production on Usher featuring Juicy J’s 2014 single “I Don’t Mind.” Playing up Juicy J’s association with strip club anthems like his 2012 hit “Bandz a Make Her Dance,” the song contrasts r&b-singing Usher’s respectable, nominally feminist black masculinity with rapping Juicy J’s seemingly pre-feminist objectification of sex workers. Like a good woke boyfriend, Usher sings that he “doesn’t mind” that his girlfriend is a stripper because she remains monogamous with him and, perhaps more importantly, makes a lot of money. Juicy J, on the other hand, likes the fact that other men look at, admire, and objectify his stripper girlfriend and has no qualms about being in it for the sex, not the love or long-term relationship. Though the lyrics give space to both styles of black masculinity, the production endorses Usher’s performance over Juicy J’s. The “booty clap” synth is common in hip-hop of that time; it is a handclap synth sound that mimics the “booty clap” move in hiphop dance. Like many other trap songs of this era, Juicy J’s “Bandz” features this synth on every beat (i.e., quarter notes at 4/4). “I Don’t Mind,” however, puts these synths only on 2 and 4, transforming trap ratchetness into a more traditional and respectable r&b sound. In this way, the song’s sounds exhibit the nominally feminist reform expected of neoliberal subjects and present Juicy J, both in his vocal performance on this track and in his other songs, as an exception incapable of such reform. Unlike the Hollaback! video, which holds men of color in general responsible for all ongoing sexism, the sounds on “I Don’t Mind” mark a break in the spectrum of black masculinities between Usher (who, like the booty clap rhythms, is reformed) and unreformed, incorrigibly sexist Juicy J. This break redraws old class- and sexuality-based hierarchies among African Americans in terms that aren’t, at least on the surface, about class or sexuality.66 Confirming Spence’s claim that “African Americans constitute the exception,” these examples illustrate how the politics of exception mobilizes the claim that identity-based exclusion has been or should be overcome to mark the same status differences that identities did. Creating exceptional cases and classes is one component of the politics of exception. Quarantining exceptions is the other key component. From a biopolitical perspective, signals or voices that don’t resonate harmoniously that don’t embody the predictable, probabilistic ratios of the neoliberal market (i.e., as I discuss in chapter 4, that don’t exhibit sophrosyne), may be legitimately muted, masked, or silenced. The politics of exception don’t purify the social body so much as compress it in order to manage away frequency ratios that reduce society’s overall efficiency. Compression helps signals circulate efficiently and profitably by “discard[ing] the parts of the audio signal that are unlikely to be audible.” Neoliberalism and biopolitics help white supremacist patriarchy operate most efficiently by discarding parts of the population that are least likely to register a positive impact on dominant metrics of social and economic value, like profitability or health. In this way, it resembles Sterne’s perceptual coding; I discuss this comparison in chapters 2–5. In sum, the kinds of neoliberalism and biopolitics I study in this book rewrite social relations as specific kinds of mathematical relations: frequency ratios and normalized statistical distributions. This ontological shift from people to numbers also restructures systematic relations of domination and subordination, remaking formal equality before the law into statistical continuities and the politics of exception. Because acoustic resonance is a qualitative version of the same basic mathematical principles behind this type of neoliberal biopolitics (i.e., frequency ratios), taking it as a normative model (a model for how things ought to be) for the economy, ontology, society, personhood, or anything else brings whatever you are modeling in accord with the tools and techniques neoliberalism and biopolitics use to maintain structures of domination and subordination. Each of this book’s chapters shows how different constituents of the sonic episteme use acoustic resonance to do just that.
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