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| Shop, Thereforel Am:
Barbara Kruger and Consumer Culture

Tseng Shao-chien *

Abstract

In contemporary Western consumerist society, how are a person’ s identity and
subjectivity constructed, performed, and obscured through the act of consumption?
Wheat are the relationships among commodity, fashion, and the consumption of culture
and how do they convey the messages of need, desire, taste, and socid status? These
are the issues that have preoccupied the American artist Barbara Kruger in the 1980s
and 1990s and engaged many scholars in the humanities and social sciences. Her
famous photomontage, | Shop Therefore | Am, not only plays a significant role in her
work, but the gphorisnm has now entered the advertissment rhetoric and everyday
conversation. Using the dynamics between images and words and enacting agency
and dlegory in appropriation art, Kruger explores the psychologicd, philosophica,
and socia meanings of consumption, and particularly deals with abuse of the logic of
consumption with humor and irony. This paper focuses on the theme of consumer
culture in Kruger’ s visua and textua production with a consideration of her shifting
and multiple positions in the art world and the commercial milieu. First, it discusses
the ways she tackles the issues of subjectivity, self-construction, and commodity
fetishism in the process of consumption. The second part of the paper pays heed to her
astute insights into the commaodification of art and the various functions of museums.
Findly, it ducidates the politics of gaze and the reflection on media culture in her
collaborative projects with fashion magazines. Considering the relevant theories of

* Assigtlant Professor, Division of General Education and Core Curriculum, Tamkang
University.
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consumption and media and sociological studies, this paper explores the crisis and
renewa of the sdf under the influence of consumer culture, and the alternation and

overlapping of art’ s commodity status and criticality.

Keywords Barbara Kruger, consumer culture, photomontage, fashion, the

commodification of art
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Barbara Kruger, Project for Dazed and Confused magazine, June 1996.
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therefore

I'am

1 BarbaraKruger, Untitled (I shop therefore | am), 1987, photographic silkscreen
onvinyl, 284.5 x 287 cm. Private collection, Zlrich.

seduced by file sex appeal of the inorganic

2 BarbaraKruger, Untitled (You are seduced by the sex appeal of the inorganic),
1981, photograph, 96 x 128 cm. Collection Henry S. McNell, Jr., Philadelphia.
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I'll change your life

«\e

3 BarbaraKruger, Untitled (Buy me, I’ Il change your life), 1984, black-and-white

photograph, 183 x 122 cm. Private collection.

4 BarbaraKruger, Untitled (You are getting what you paid for), 1984.
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6 BarbaraKruger, Untitled (I amjust looking/ Our pricesareinsane ), 1987,
lenticular photograph, 58 x 127 cm. Collection of Carol and Paul Meringoff,
Old Westbury, New Y ork.
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7 BarbaraKruger, Untitled (To buy or not to buy), c. 1988, postcard, 15 x 9 cm,
1987.

8 BarbaraKruger, Untitled (You can’ t drag money into the grave with you), 1990.



292

9 BarbaraKruger, Untitled (When | hear theword culture | take out my
checkbook), 1985, black-and-white photograph, 350.5 x 152 cm. Collection of

Eileen and Peter Norton, Santa Monica.

Youw invest in the

= P
of the masterpiece

10 BarbaraKruger, Untitied (You invest in the divinity of the masterpiece), 1982,
unique photostat, 182 x 116 cm. The Museum of Modern Art, New Y ork.
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Qur reproduction is human

12 Barbara Kruger, Untitled (Your creationisdiving/ Our reproduction is human),
1984.
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13 BarbaraKruger, installation view, Untitled (Why are you here), in “ New Works

for New Spaces: Into the Nineties’ exhibition, Wexner Center for the Arts,
Columbus, Ohio, September 1990-January 1991.

14 BarbaraKruger, You Bdong Here, front view of site specific installation,
Parrish Art Museum, Southampton, New Y ork, July 19-September 6, 1998.
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How __nll.i_rch

aké?

1.'!'.!.': .

ust me and yau know
Lit, Bgt you gl wont to be
me and wha can Blame you?

16 Barbara Kruger, Project for Dazed and Confused magazine, June 1996.
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