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






