Landscapes in a Clustered World

By Allison Pearlman

Within Joel Feldman's photograph Self Help (2002) is another of a grave-
yard bordering what looks like a chemical plant or refinery. Feldman withholds
clues to exact location, but such an atypical juxtaposition begs questions of
specificity: What kinds of people live - and die - amid such an anomaly?
What circumstances produce it? Feldman sends us on a wild goose chase of
speculation, fueled by mystifying objects in a foreground diorama. There stand
a couple of kitschy miniature farm animals on a shelf of synthetic green turf. Pig
and cow posteriors bookend a team of pop-psychology books. Their optimistic
titles hopelessly challenge the fait accompli of tombstones and their polluting
industrial fringe: The Magic of Believing, The Anxiety Disease, Stress Relief,
Depression: Causes and Treatment, A Cup of Comfort for Inspiration, and How
To Be Happy, Dammit.

While it is easy to measure Feldman's comic distance from his subject, the
nature of the documented place and its population are hard to gauge. We
look to Feldman's dioramic tableau for guidance and further questions arise:
Do the objects comment on local lifestyles and values? How should we
interpret their bizarre juxtaposition with each other and with the found scene?
Feldman sets up conditions that make the identification of people and places
indeterminate. Against an unidentified landscape, he places symbolically
loaded products, having wildly varying associations that depend on the
observer's socialization and the meanings of which are unverifiable within the
terms of the work itself. That the landscape is unidentified prompts one to look,
in vain, to the objects for clues to identification and significance. Yet the objects
are themselves alienated from the normal contexts and functions that give them
meaning.

By contrast, what is determinable and does represent a normative logic
are the categories of identification represented by each object and image:
location, product, and outlook. These are not arbitrary classifications. They are
the most overdetermined designations in the realm of business marketing.
Marketing is structured around the effort to understand and manipulate the
relationships among these three terms. By giving us information belonging to
each of these, but making identification indeterminate, Feldman faces us with a
mirror to our own parficipation in the logic of marketing, to our own tendency
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to leap to conclusions about the identity of people and places based on
already-encoded correlations among products, locations, and outlooks. |
revealed the niche character of my own taste when | initially described the
animals in the picture as "kitschy." Feldman doesn't necessarily suggest that
they are. Instead, he problematizes just that kind of effortless and
instantaneous jump.

There is good reason to scrutinize what comes naturally o us in the form
of social classifications: to resist our tendency toward parochialism. Admittedly,
familial and extra-familial forms of clannishness have always existed, and they
probably constitute a natural social dynamic with longstanding bio-
evolutionary advantages. They seem inevitable in all societies and in all
periods. And yet, | will argue that it is worth at times resisting the parochial
tendency that reinforces the ways of seeing and knowing to which we are
already inclined. Venturing beyond the comfort zones of our existing social-
group identifications releases us from cultural stagnation and offers us the
possibility of significant creativity and insight.

Resisting parochialism is an especially difficult matter today, however.
Parochialism has a distinct character and pattern of determination in our time
and often works in hidden ways. Today, it is shaped largely at the interface
between our pre-existing clannish tendencies and their reinforcement via
specific marketing mechanisms and the particular manifestations of those in
physical and media spaces.

Before addressing the nature of contemporary niche-clannishness,
however, it is first necessary to trace the foundations of contemporary social
classification. Social distinction in the United States at present has an
historically unique character. The social fissures of our day - by lifestyle,
region, politics, gender roles, ethnicity, race, education, class, and so on -
have com- plex origins both in and outside of markefing, yet it is marketers
who have most systematically reinforced and elaborated them. They have
studied and found ways to exploit these divisions, to the extent that even non-
profit institutions look to market analysis for understanding of potential
constituencies. Moreover, especially as it reinforces or draws on related
practices, such as political polling, marketing defines to an unprecedented
degree our collective logic of social distinction.

The contemporary paradigm of social distinction in marketing has long
roots, but began in earnest in the 1970s. | associate its onset with marketers'
adoption of target marketing as their central strategy. Previously, the dominant
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Yet the influence of clusters and other targeting rubrics goes well beyond
institutional application. People thoroughly internalize marketing-derived social
distinctions. According to Juliet Schor, who examines contemporary consumer
behavior in The Overspent American, people have even assimilated the social
distinctions associated with the cluster system specifically. She relates, for
instance, that, "a 1995 study using the PRIZM cluster system supports the idea
that people perceive the lifestyle clusters accurately.” She describes it
concisely:

Bruce Englis and Michael Solomon gave incomplete product profiles
of four cluster groups and asked a sample of business students to
name products that members of each cluster group would have. They
found that the students were relatively accurate and rich in product
details about the group they aspired to join; they were accurate, but
not detailed, about groups they wanted to avoid or didn't care about;
and finally, they allocated products exclusively to one group or
another, indicating clear 'distinctiveness' between the clusters.?

Even though this study seems skewed toward a relatively market-savvy sample
(business students), the students' uneven account of details for the various
groups reveals that they had assimilated cluster distinctions in a personalized
way. They were not displaying merely rote, schooled recall.

Also, the study confirms what is abundantly evident all around us: though
it may not conform precisely to any one geodemographer's categories, and
may vary from person to person, we each carry around a complex mental
map of marketrelated lifestyle stereotypes, already-encoded correlations
among locale, consumption patterns, and outlooks.

In the mediascape, television shows have been efficient codifiers of such
types. In sitcoms from Sex and the City to King of Queens, and dramas from The
Sopranos to The O.C., the locale-inflected lifestyles of characters have
unconsciously appealed to fans or become platforms for comedy and drama.
In music videos, Hip Hop artists have famously taken advantage of regional
reifications. If's all "right thurr" in the rickety front-porch video scenes of artists
representing black Southern style from Nelly to Ludacris. Then there are
countless commercials that exploit lifestyle stereotypes: the tattooed porch-
bound backwoods fellow shaking Tabasco sauce onto a pizza; the loft-
dwelling urbanites swilling Baily's Irish Cream.

Our perceptions of our own surroundings are just as saturated with
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market-cued labeling. The frequently occurring phenomenon of gentrification is
an example that many interpret by the presence of particular signs. Aside from
the hard facts of increasing rents, we note the changes in culture and
appearances of new people and businesses moving in. Where | used to live, in
the star-paved heart of Hollywood, | noted specific markers. More
"professionals" pulled up with hired movers. More SUVs parked on the streets.
Landlords made cosmetic renovations to aftract the new renters, anticipating
this group's willingness to pay more for Calvin Klein paint colors. The
infroduction, one by one, of trendier boutiques was unmistakable, especially as
their layouts contrasted with those of the crowded bric-a-brac storefronts that
once dominated retail style in the neighborhood. These new reverentially
spacious stores are coordinated by minimalisthip graphic-design concepts,
rigorously focused merchandise, and self-conscious displays approaching
installation art.

Later - or was it prior in planning, | wonder? - came the big-developer
muscle. It started with a brigade of Starbucks cafes, followed by the erection of
major malls at strategic intersections throughout the larger region of
Hollywood. They seemed to be planned with military scope and precision, as if
benefiting from aerial advantage along the broad coordinates of the district.
As | write this, stadium stores are landing: Target, Bed Bath & Beyond,
Sephora, Express. In the recently finished Hollywood & Highland mall, there
are now upscale yet socially proven dining brands - try a Wolfgang Puck
restaurant - as well as tried-and+rue middlebrow options like California Pizza
Kitchen. Soon to open across the street: the middlebrow-does-lowbrow
Hooters.

| admit to judging by appearances, and | am flush with prejudices that
even | know better than to hold. | see my view of the neighborhood's residual
bohemians and the corporate "creatives" who now live in the area obscured
on weekend shopping days by more families and couples wearing sweats and
baseball caps. | see more overweight young women, which means they're
probably not the aspiring actresses that used to populate the neighborhood in
greater numbers. Contemplating the American middle, the mythic "middle
American" comes to mind. | know there is no such thing, but reptilian-brain
stereotypes are powerful. | see the mall-goth kids, branded by the Hot Topic
store in the Hollywood & Highland complex, down the street from the Army
Navy Surplus Store and local hodge-podge storefronts carrying fetish gear,
from where the more adventurous "early adopters" once DIYed the precedent
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segregation strategies, however. Turow explains two main techniques in and
beyond media that marketers use, often without our redlizing i, to reinforce
social divisions. One, which emerged as an industry trend over the 1980s and
early 1990s, is "signaling.” In varied ways, marketers beckon to those who
belong in the target group while actively repelling those who don't. This
happens frequently in the formatting of media brands. Formats give channels,
stations, and periodicals their distinct personae. As an example of how
a media brand signals through formatting, Turow gives MTV's airing and
positioning of the show Beavis and Butt-Head. By showcasing a program at the
beginning and end of the primetime lineup that parents and other "authority
figures" objected to, the show was able to bracket the station's desirable target
not only because that group liked the show, but also because the undesirable
ones hated it.'s

In a marketplace, in which distinction is everything, cultivating distaste for
a brand is just as important as cultivating preference for it. To maintain
distinctiveness, marketers have to fry to control consumption as much as
marketing. For, if the wrong people begin to like something, it can muddy the
target out in the marketplace and hurt marketers' efforts to cultivate the brand's
distinctiveness. So the distinctiveness and kinship of targeted people must be
reinforced not just in positive, but in negative terms.

Marketers may seek to reinforce targeted consumption also through the
signaling tactic of sponsoring events. By selectively "inviting" the right crowd to
an event - let's say a liquor company sponsors a concert - marketers are able to
consolidate the sense of group affiliation at the event itself. People are
surrounded by others like them and, marketers hope, will associate that
solidarity with the brand.'®

To some extent, signaling has existed in societies for as long as there has
been a desire to keep the wrong crowd out of something and enough social
mobility to give the wrong crowd the ability to venture where others don't want
them. The architectures of intimidation at many art galleries, high-end jewelry
stores, and fine restaurants all signal. These social screens flatter those who
belong in part by alienating the rest. And yet, signaling has never been so
systematically calculated and universally applied in quite so many ingenious,
and difficult to detect ways as it is in marketing now.

Examples of access discouragement at shopping malls in Elizabeth Chin's
Purchasing Power: Black Kids and American Consumer Culture are instructive.
Although she doesn't call it signaling, Chin's report of changes in the design of
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transportation routes around two New Haven, Connecticut, malls is nothing if
not a tale of subtle signaling:

Trumbull Shopping Park, another Connecticut mall, fought [and won]
a legal battle in order to gain the right to ban public transit from
making stops on its property on Friday and Saturday nights. Their
express reason...was security problems arising from teenagers - most
of whom were minority youth from the nearby city of Bridgeport. ...
In the early 1980s New Haven had employed a similar strategy,
moving bus stops from directly in front of the mall [where people
were protected by a covered walkway] to relocate them across the
street on the town green [with no shelter from rain and snow]."”

The spatial orchestration of access points and flows is as powerful a form of
signaling as the formatting of a media brand.

Besides signaling, in the 1990s marketers elaborated another strategy
that reinforced, in often hidden ways, the segregation of populations.'®
"Tailoring" is still a powerful marketing tool. To build and reinforce customer
loyalty, marketers send people coupons, discounts, and other offers. They
aren't for everyone, but are tailored to those who receive them. When you
respond positively to coupons, discounts, and other offers, often at "consumer-
specific prices," you are rewarded further. You might receive "awards" from
incentive programs at various businesses from clothing stores to airlines. The
whole field of "relationship marketing" allows businesses to simultaneously
maximize repeat customer purchases and gather increasingly specific data
about you, such as what you've been buying, so that marketers can target you
in ever more customized ways; this while others are ignored and even
discouraged, as happens when lack of loyalty downgrades your rate of
benefits.

With every door business opens, business closes another. | cannot verify
whether or not there is some cosmic balance fo these openings and closings;
yet, | believe it is worth dwelling on the closings because they are more difficult
to detect. It is easy for the rewarded to notice the correlation between
increased participation in a given system and the reaping of its rewards. It is
always harder to see the relation between inactivity and opportunity loss.

Yet, even the rewarding instances of tailoring are sometimes disguised.
Turow gives an example of relatively covert tailoring in the marketing of the






