1. Using at least 3 examples, consider how image makers have utilised digital technology to explore one of the following: Conflict, Identity, the Surveillance State, the Technological World?
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In this essay, I will be analysing the way in which image makers have utilised digital technology to explore the idea of the surveillance state. Surveillance, in basic terms, refers to the act of observation, making it a natural theme for artists to explore. Since the invention of the camera, and indeed more prolifically in recent times, photography has always been used as an instrumental tool in the world of surveillance. However, since surveillance in the modern age primarily refers to surveillance by the government, artists today often approach the subject through critical and politically charged work, using images as a tool to expose and challenge the impact of surveillance on civil liberties, human rights, and basic freedoms.  A ‘surveillance state’ is defined as a ‘country where the government engages in pervasive surveillance of large numbers of its citizens and visitors’.
The series ‘Mass Surveillance’ by Gaia Light is the result of a photographic survey from thousands of webcams that are freely accessible to the public live-streaming around the world. From images taken from a nursery in Japan, to street shots from London town, a feeling you get from these images is that nobody goes left unseen. Through using one of the most relevant surveillance apparatuses of our modern time, the webcam, the artists makes a comment on how surveillance intrudes on the masses: ‘In documenting this phenomenon, images connote the so-called ”state of exception,” a condition within law when all rules and all laws are suspended. While the security camera is intended to protect and police, the public webcam takes on the outward form of entertainment. But more disturbingly, these streaming images are utilized today to underwrite regimes of power, where normal rights of privacy are permanently suspended.’ 
Therefore, this artist utilises digital technology in a way that aims to make us aware of this idea of the state of exception, or rather how this has now gone too far through the mass of surveillance tools and the instant presence of these images on the internet, to the point where ‘…the state of exception is no longer an exception, but a universal.’ The webcam to many is a welcome and exciting technological advancement of our times, enabling normal people to connect from all over the world. However, this artist’s images bring to attention the fact that this seemingly harmless style of surveillance is actually stripping us of more of our privacy than we realise – for example, we may see it as a good thing to be able to watch our children play in nursery – but we don’t consider the ease with which these camera can be accessed, and the way in which our data can be recorded. As data specialist Rob Hillard said: ‘Many of George Orwell’s fears are coming true…the cause is not an oppressive government but rather an eagerness by the population as a whole to move services onto new platforms without demanding the same level of protection that their previous custodians have provided for a couple of centuries or more.’ Therefore, Gaia Light’s work brings forward the idea that it may be that our excitement for modern technology and our desire for the convenience it gives us is what puts our privacy at risk.
With similar themes to this is a body of work by Andrew Hammerand.  ‘The New Town’ is a series of images captured from a web controllable CCTV camera atop a church in a small Mid-West American town. Gaining access to this camera was hopelessly easy, as it so often is with surveillance devices that stream online, allowing the artist to capture images of the town’s residents and make photographs. In this way, the artist has utilised digital technology in a way that emphasises the ease with which people can be watched. These photographs show fairly normal every day scenes, but there’s a disconcerting voyeuristic quality to them, probably due to the low resolution and the idea that these subjects are completely unaware. Hammerand says himself that "As the Internet gives us increasing access into the lives of others, the line between unsuspecting and participatory becomes blurred," This is a massive ethical issue that Hammerand is highlighting through his images, bringing up ideas about power, freedom and consent. “To photograph people is to violate them, by seeing them as they never see themselves, by having knowledge of them that they can never have; it turns people into objects that can be symbolically possessed.” (Susan Sontag, On Photography). This leads us to question is who is in charge - who has the power? Do the residents have power through the safety gained by being observed, or do we have the power because we are doing the looking? 
The grainy quality of the photos makes each composition all the more intriguing. We are wrapped up in the mystery, watching and making judgements on people that we know nothing about. In my opinion, this idea of anonymity is one of the most interesting concepts illustrated through Hamerand’s photographs – we have no idea whether these people that we are looking at have intentions that are good or malicious. The pixelated images immediately indicate to us that these images are surveillance images, but also give the visual impression that they are ‘evidentiary’ images, the kind that are used to stir up suspicion. They are the kind of images that you may see on crime shows, showing pixelated close-up images of the accused. Therefore, through Interconnecting technology, privacy issues, and digital culture, Hammerand’s work explores contemporary politics in authority, especially in regards to what information can be gathered from tools of the surveillance state and to what extent it is true. 
This idea of how surveillance images can be used to infer that people are criminals is an idea also explored by artist David Mayrit in his work ‘You Haven’t Seen Their Faces’. He was inspired to make this work after the London Riots in 2011, whereby thousands of leaflets were handed out to the public of the youngsters that had presumably taken part in the riots. These images were of very low quality and offer no context or further clues about the crimes committed, yet the public appears to unthinkingly accept that these people are guilty because they were ‘caught on CCTV’. This led Mayrit to think about those in power, those who were responsible for the surveillance yet were not so innocent themselves: ‘while CCTV and the police can easily produce and hand out thousands of images of a certain kind of criminal, many of these financial criminals live in comfortable anonymity. We have an exact image of a youngster in a hoodie who looted some shoes but we have no idea what some powerful people, partially responsible for the loss hundreds of billions of dollars, look like.’ He made a list of subjects that had been chosen as the ‘100 most powerful people in London’, finding images of them online and then manipulated them to give the impression that they were surveillance images, with the intention of ‘turning around the cameras back on their controllers’.
 In this way, the artist utilises digital technology in a way that leads us to question the origin of the surveillance state and their authority over us, especially regarding the idea that despite being the accusers, they are not always so innocent themselves: ‘It’s not about implying that these powerful people are all guilty, necessarily, but more to raise questions. Who are they these people? What do they look like? What are their jobs? We cannot possibly know if the youngsters portrayed by the police are actually criminals and likewise, we cannot assume that the individuals featured here are dishonest or have any involvement at all in the ongoing global financial crisis.’ It also leads us to consider how images can be manipulated to make people look guilty and therefore cannot be considered explicitly correct, just as he did with his list of 100 powerful people.
Mayrit’s work also makes a comment on the power that surveillance tools have over us and the way in which they can be used to control our behaviour. For example, as aforementioned, the fact that we would inadvertently believe someone is guilty because they appear in a surveillance image, and the way that we may refrain from acting in a certain way if we believe that we are being watched. This is an interesting concept that has been looked into by many philosophers, for example the idea of ‘Panopticism’ as developed by Jeremy Bentham. This theory explores the way in which a society may be constructed and manipulated (in this case a prison, known as a Panopticon) to act in a certain way through making inmates believe that they were constantly being watched. The key point in this theory was not that the inmates were being monitored at all times, rather just that they believed they were, and they came to know that should they break the rules, then punishment was certain. Therefore in being conditioned to believe this, there would no longer be any need for them to be watched, as they would not misbehave. As former CIA agent Edward Snowden said: “Under observation we act less free, which means we effectively are less free.” Parallels between this and Mayrit’s work can be drawn in the way that the artist points out that we trust these images because of our perceived ideas of authority.
Another body of work that uses digital technology to explore the idea of the surveillance state through reflecting on the contemporary issues of surveillance vs. security and liberty vs. public safety is ‘Checkpoint’ by Oleg Ponomarev. The project is made up of a series of prints made from X-ray scans of baggage from at subway stations in Russia, often showing weapons or just every day items. The artist writes that: ‘…I am interested in the subject of control — the phenomenon that has penetrated deep into our lives. Surveillance cameras, monitoring of telephone conversations and social networks, and searches in public places are part of routine daily life for many of us. These tools allow a multifaceted view of our society “in context” as a kind of X-ray, depriving society and its citizens of hidden truths and privacy.’
Ponomarev’s work touches upon one of the most controversial areas of the surveillance state: the collective security of the people versus individual freedom and privacy. Images such as these lead us to question whether it is ethical to compromise one’s privacy for the supposed good of the public, as well as questioning whether individual freedom can even be allowed to exist in a time of mass surveillance. The artist considers this within his work; ‘…is (surveillance) truly an effective guarantor of our safety, or it is a consequence of heightened paranoia?’. An interesting revelation that the artist found during creating this body of work was the volume of weapons carried by ordinary people. He makes the point that these aren’t objects that people are trying to smuggle overseas; they’re just items that individuals chose to take with them on their day-to-day errands throughout the city. Ponomarev makes the point that “St. Petersburg is a safe city,”, which again leads us to think about the effect that the surveillance state has on the masses, in this case that it may actually cause more paranoia than it does create a feeling of safety. This suggests that the need to carry knives and other weapons is likely based more in fear than it is in any intention to commit violence. Similarly to David Mayrit, Ponomarev is interested in this idea of a different kind of voyeurism, ‘watching the watchers’, and to explore the ways in which our private lives are scrutinized and examined by unseen eyes. In reproducing these X-Ray images that essentially intrude into the every day lives of the citizens of St.Petersburg, Ponomarev uses digital technology to explore the potential of governments to blur the lines between what is private and public.
Following the revelation that US security organisations—in particular the NSA—were engaged in global mass surveillance on an unprecedented scale in in the US in 2013, sales of George Orwell’s novel ‘1984’ skyrocketed by a massive 9000% (ABC News, 2014). It is very obvious that we are living in a time of growing mass surveillance, and so more than ever the way in which contemporary image makers engage us with the problems of surveillance is very important. By ‘turning the camera back on itself’ we are able to explore surveillance with a transgressive edge that journalism and the press struggle to compete with. 
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