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Using at least 3 examples, consider how image makers have utilised digital technology to explore at least one of the following: Conflict, the Environment, Identity, the Surveillance State, the Technology Society? 
In the 21st century, digital technologies have become central not only to the production of images, but also to the way conflict itself is waged, witnessed, and understood. Many contemporary image-makers have turned to digital tools- simulation, CGI compositing, satellite optics, and controlled photographic reconstruction, to question how war is represented and how truth is constructed. This essay will examine how artists use digital technology to interrogate modern conflict, focusing on Harun Farocki’s Serious Games (2009-10), Trevor Paglen’s Drone Vision (2010), Alfredo Jaar’s The Sound of Silence (2006) and Thomas Demand’s Bathroom (1997). Although, these works differ vastly from one another, from multi-screen installation to algorithmically informed photography and digitally reconstructed environments, each addresses the progressively mediated, technologically saturated nature of contemporary violence. Through these examples, the essay will explore how digital manipulation and technologically driven image-making can expose the hidden infrastructures of warfare, critique the politics of seeing, and challenge the reliability of photographic evidence in an age when conflict is increasingly experienced through screens rather than direct observation. 
Harun Farocki’s Serious Games offers a critical examination of how digital simulation can blur the boundary between combat and representation, turning war into what resembles a rehearsed visual scenario. By focusing on military training games, interfaces which are ostensibly designed for preparation but visually indistinguishable from commercial gaming, Farocki highlights the unsettling gamification of conflict. The works use of military VR training footage, captured through an observational documentary style, exposes how the aesthetics of digital gaming infiltrate real-world combat operations. As Metropolis M notes, the simulations operate as “war games” in the literal and conceptual sense, merging entertainment logic with military discipline (Metropolis M, 2009). This blending renders war strangely gimmicky: an event experienced through avatars, resets, and digital landscapes which sanitise the realities of violence. Farocki’s interest lie in the cyclical relationship between representing war and preparing for war. Here we have soldiers then learning to navigate digital landscapes before ever setting foot on a real battlefield, leading to combat that is anticipated, rehearsed, and reduced to a manageable spectacle (Intervalla, 2014). We later have this same technology being used to treat said soldiers for PTSD. This mirrors Susan Sontag’s idea that a “catastrophe that is experienced will often seem eerily like its representation” (Sontag, 2003, p.19). Thus revealing a world in which representations do not follow war, they precede and structure it. 
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Serious Games, Harun Farocki. 2009-10.
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Serious Games III: Immersion
Like Paglen’s Drone Vision, Farocki’s work interrogates how military technologies produce new ways of seeing. Both expose a machine-shaped perception, Farocki through simulation and Paglen through automated drone optics. This simulated world also echoes Thomas Demand’s concerns with fabricated evidence later explored in Demand, as both artists highlight constructed visuals that stand in for events beyond the camera’s natural reach. Whatsmore, Farocki’s concern with the politics of vision and questioning of what counts as “evidence” aligns with Alfredo Jaar’s critique of mediated witnessing, both show that technologically produced images do not merely document reality but rewrite it. 
Paglen’s intercepted drone footage shifts the attention from the human perception of combat to the opaque visual systems of automated warfare. Viewers are faced with the unsettling detachment which is inherent with remote warfare. By intercepting these drone feeds, Paglen reveals how drones “see,” through low-resolution, algorithmic, and unstable imagery. Life and death decisions are mediated by pixelated silhouettes and machine-vision targeting grids. This resonates with Sontag’s argument that photographs often produce a “bemused awareness… that terrible things happen” while keeping the viewer at a safe away distance (Sontag, 2003, p.11). Paglen visualises that the distance is not metaphorical but literal. Paglen’s Drone Vision highlights the moral disconnect in drone warfare by emphasising the physical and operational distance between the drone operator and the target. This distance contributes to a sense of detachment and reduced accountability. The degraded quality is not accidental; it reflects systems not designed for clarity but for operational utility. 
As recorded in Memory of Fire: Images of War and The War of Images, regarding the censorship in Iraq, “everything that gives evidence that there’s a war going on is almost impossible to photograph” (Stallabrass, 2013, p.41). Even though, Paglen’s drone images were taken of US military training areas in Nevada and Utah, they relate to this quote by highlighting the difficulty of capturing the full picture of modern warfare. The legal restrictions of photographing war in Iraq are just one example of how evidence can be hidden or hard to access. Paglen’s photos show us the drone’s perspective, a machine with a specific purpose, but it makes one wonder about what we can’t see, the human cost and the real impact of conflict.
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Drone Vision, Trevor Paglen. 2010.
Where Farocki examines simulation as a training pool, Paglen reveals how digital vision operates in active surveillance and targeting systems. Both reveal the perceptual infrastructures that construct our reality of conflict, shaping our understanding before conscious thought even begins. On the flip side, Paglen’s visual opacity contrasts sharply with Jaar’s tightly controlled presentation of isolated traumas. Paglen welcomes and uses this distance to create critical awareness, while Jaar uses a carefully managed encounter to elicit a deeper emotional response. With regard to Demand, both challenge the presumed transparency of photography, albeit through opposing strategies of obscurity and hyper-clarity. Paglen and Demand question what counts as “real,” Demand with his reconstructed scene and Paglen’s detached and unreal perspective by using technology to mediate images from a non-human aerial viewpoint. Abstraction and loss of context further remove the viewer of a clear understanding, dehumanising the scene. Though it may be reality, it is cold and soulless. 
Jaar’s installation demonstrates how mediation and narrative framing shape how we as viewer’s see distant conflicts and the ethics of witnessing such tragedies. The installation presents a choreographed sequence of text, darkness, and delayed reveal, forcing viewers to confront not only the image itself but its circulation, exploitation, and emotional burden. Jaar critique’s photojournalism’s failure, its tendency to sensationalise suffering, aestheticise tragedy, and turn pain into a spectacle. His approach rings true to Sontag’s claim that “photographs are a means of making ‘real’ (or ‘more real’) matters that the privileged and the merely safe might prefer to ignore” (Sontag, 2003, p.6).Jaar knows that we’re quick to look at awful images without thinking and so slows it down, insisting that the viewer reflect on their own role in consuming images of atrocity. Jaar’s critique aligns with arguments made in Memory of Fire, where documentary photography is described as operating with “cruelty and bad faith” when it conceals deeper causes of oppression (Stallabrass, 2013, p.24). Kevin Carter’s Sudan photograph was the inspiration behind the installation, and Jaar takes this document of a highly controversial image and turns it into a site of ethical crisis. This idea of photographic truth is challenged in Jaar’s tightly controlled environment. Truth is shaped less by the image and more by the narrative framing it.
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The Sound of Silence, Alfredo Jaar. 2006.
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Figure 3.
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Jaar’s focus on the limitations of photographic evidence resembles Farocki’s broader critique of technologically constructed realities. Both examine how images shape understanding before events are even experienced. Similarly, to Paglen Jaar interrogates visibility. Jaar’s critique on mainstream visibility and Paglen’s on technological visibility both expose what images can’t show. In Jaar’s view we don’t see the human cost of conflict, the stories of those most affected, or the systematic inequalities that perpetuate violence as we as viewers often see the trauma but its ignored or marginalised by the dominant narrative. As opposed to this, what Paglen says we can’t see is the hidden powers at play, the algorithms that shape our perceptions, and the ways in which technology is used to manipulate and control us. Jaar’s insistence on a controlled viewing environment parallels Demand’s use of reconstruction to problematise photographic truth. Jaar intends to reveal the ethical stakes of photojournalism on the photographer and viewer, and Demand’s reveals forensic reconstruction through total image fabrication.
Thomas Demand’s Bathroom interrogates photographic truth through the demonstration of how images can simultaneously reveal and obscure reality, replacing forensics with fabrication. Here we have Demand who had built a paper model of a crime-scene photograph, and then photographed the model as though it were the original evidence. The resulting image is immaculate yet estranging, too clean, too perfect to be a document of violence. Thus revealing, how images can simultaneously reveal and obscure reality, replacing forensics with fabrication. There is a sense in which “there is no document of civilisation which is not at the same time a document of barbarism” (Benjamin, cited in Linfield, 2011, p.33), has been literalised by Demand, the reconstruction is civilised, ordered, sterile and the barbarism that necessitated the photograph is absent. We are presented with a sanitised version of reality with the original context omitted. Demand literalises the duality of civilisation and barbarism by presenting the “civilised” reconstruction and erasing the “barbaric” nature. He reveals how civilisation and barbarism are always intertwined, with the former often obscuring the latter. 
Demand’s images are “twice mediated,” first reconstructed, then rephotographed, raising questions on authenticity and the authority of images tied to violence. His pristine surfaces contrasts sharply with the “trace of something brought before the lens” that historically made photographers powerful witnesses (Sontag, 2003, pp, 21-23). Demand strips that notion entirely, leaving behind a meticulous fiction posing as fact. 
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Bathroom, Thomas Demand. 1997.
Demand’s reconstructed crime scene resonates with Farocki’s interest in simulation, though here the simulation is critiquing media memory rather than military practice. Nonetheless, both replace reality with structured visuals. Where Paglen de-stabilises vision through low-resolution machine-produced opacity, Demand does so through hyper-controlled clarity. Both artists set limits on what we can see and understand, and are controlling the narrative they’ve set. Demand in this hyper-controlled environment takes away context and creates a perfect scene with no fault, whereas Paglen limits our access to clear, easily understood images. Demand’s emphasis on fabrication extends Jaar’s critique of photographic authenticity into the realm of sculptural reconstruction. Jaar probes at how photographs can be engineered to create a certain narrative, while Demand questions the very nature of photographic truth. By recreating images in a tangible, sculptural way, Demand emphasises the constructed nature of all representations. He suggests that even seemingly objective photographs are always filtered through the lens of interpretation and manipulation.
Though varied in idea and the way they showcase their art, each artist engages with conflict through distinct strategies, their work collectively exposing the infrastructures of how conflict, namely war is seen, represented, and understood. In contemporary art, the exploration of conflict and the way its represented has taken on new forms. These four artists delve into themes which reflect our increasingly mediated and technology driven world. Their work challenges our understanding of evidence, seeing, and the very nature of conflict itself. 
One of the central themes emerging from these artists is the division between simulation and evidence. Farocki observes and presents simulation of military training, prompting viewers to question the authenticity of what they see and reflect on the computerisation of every aspect of life. Demand, on the other hand, reconstructs scenes that should serve as evidence, highlighting the fragility and manipulability of memory and documentation. Jaar directly interrogates the nature of evidence, urging us to consider the ethical implications of witnessing and the responsibility we possess for doing so. 
Technological vision is another key area of investigation. Paglen visualises machine vision, revealing the ways in which technology perceives and interprets the world, often in ways that are invisible to the human eye. Farocki visualises training vision, perception and understanding. Jaar structures spectator vision, carefully crafting the viewer’s experience to provoke critical engagement with the subject matter. Together, these artists demonstrate how technology mediates our understanding of conflict, shaping our perceptions and influencing our responses. For the most part, conflict is not directly witnessed but rather technologically filtered for us to see. In Picturing Atrocity, it says that images “do not provide answers but rather pose questions about how to interpret photographs… and how the photograph makes apparent the world outside the frame” (Batchen et al., 2010, p.198). All four artists grapple with the complexities of visual representation and its relationship to the world beyond the image. They challenge viewers to think critically about the power of images in influencing how we understand events and consider the ethical implications of witnessing suffering and violence through media. 
There is no doubt that digital technologies have radically shaped how conflict is produced, perceived, and believed. Through simulation (Serious Games), surveillance (Drone Vision), controlled witnessing (The Sound of Silence) and reconstruction (Bathroom), these artists uncover the instability of photographic truth in an age defined by screens. Their work signifies how contemporary conflict is not just documented by images but is shaped by them. The shared concern amongst the artists’ is apparent. In a hyper-technologised world, it’s easy to become desensitised to conflict and that is why there is an urgency for critical media literacy evident in their work. We must learn to navigate the complex landscape of visual information with discernment and empathy, recognising the power images hold. As Sontag reminds us, photographs claim objectivity yet “always had… a point of view” (Sontag, 2003, p.23). Farocki, Paglen, Jaar and Demand collectively compel viewers to confront not only the images on show, but what they omit, distort, and render invisible.
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