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Using at least 3 examples, consider how image makers have utilised digital technology to explore one of the following: Conflict, Identity, the Surveillance State, and the Technological World?
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Edward Snowden is an American computer professional, a previous long-time employee of the Central Intelligence Agency, and committed contractor for the United States government. In 2013, Snowden duplicated and leaked terabytes of classified data from the National Security Agency; it uncovered an abundance of global surveillance programs, run by the Five Eyes Intelligence Alliance and the NSA, and the co-operation of European governments and many international telecommunication organisations (BBC, 2013). This sort of mass observation is often described as the Surveillance State, defined by the Sensagent Dictionary (n.d.) as ‘a government's mass supervision of large numbers of citizens and visitors’. There is a giant debate globally considering the pros and cons of such covert operations, it’s mostly justified as being a necessary evil to prevent crime or terrorism, but then one must consider the concerns about the lack of privacy and destruction of civil liberties. 
One positive consequence of this crisis is Surveillance Art – this is the utilization of the digital technology intended to record human behaviour to provide a critical response to the issue, through art.  With an invasive and violating edge that written journalism struggles to compete with, it inventively challenges what it means to be human in a time of advancing technology and data, and makes a difference creatively. An especially important aspect to consider is that, whilst some artists refer to surveillance in their work, others use surveillance technology to make art, I will discuss both. Also, there are many forms of surveillance but according to Brighenti (2010) the main type of surveillance used in artwork is Visual, rather than audio for example, so this will be the primary focus of the following investigation.
Whilst researching the phenomenon, the latest work I discovered was an exhibit called ‘Watching you, Watching Me’.  Set in New York as part of the annual ‘Moving Walls’ display that explores a many social justice and human rights issues through documentary, it featured 10 artists and photographers (Open society Foundation, n.d.), and included installations such as ‘Images from the secret Stasi archives’ Simon Menner, ‘It’s nothing personal’ Mari Bastashevski, which is an image of an Israeli based Government hacking facility at a “CyberGym” camp, which employs cyber security experts, previous undercover agents for the  government, which explains why all faces are mysteriously covered in the stunning image, and ‘Street Ghosts’ by Paolo Cirio which is an intriguing and rather entertaining series that reinserts people captured on Google Street View back into the public by reproducing a life-size card board version of the figures and inserting them at the sites where they were originally photographed. The one piece I found particularly interesting however was ‘Thousand Little Brothers’ by Hasan Elahi, from the distance it appears as a colourful tapestry hung on the wall, but as Elahi explained in an interview (Thompson, A, 2007), in 2002 he was taken aside at an American airport terminal to be vigorously interrogated by the FBI, as peculiarly he had been placed on a terrorism watch-list. In an attempt to clear his name, and make a statement and a mockery of surveillance authorities he began a self-surveillance project where he took pictures of everything he did on a daily basis, and emailed them directly to the FBI. Elahi was born in Bangladesh, though he grew up in the United States, and currently works, obviously, as an art professor at the University of Maryland. Since the incident occurred, he’s accumulated almost 70,000 pictures, of buildings he’s visited, where he’s slept, what he’s eaten, the toilets he’s used, the roads he’s driven on, and he’s also uploaded receipts for things that he’s bought. For the exhibit, Elahi created a giant tapestry made up of 32,000 of those photos. I feel as though this balances on the brink of a developing cultural movement, where artists globally are investigating what it means to live in a state of constant surveillance. (Elahi, 2014)

‘By disclosing mundane details about my daily life, I am simultaneously telling everything and nothing about my life, I am flooding the market with banal information, and questioning its inherent meaning and value for intelligence purposes’ (Elahi, 2007).  
The latest wave of surveillance art has become particularly more evident since the 9/11 tragedy in 2001, following the disaster the power and budgets of various intelligence agencies across the world increased and as a result so correspondingly did the artwork. However, despite the recent surge, the trend begun approximately 90 years previously, during the 1930s, when digital technology was first becoming wide-spread and smaller camera equipment such as the original Model A Leica were first introduced, their size made it somewhat easy for journalists to secretly capture images. Photographer Walker Evans, led the way with pictures taken undercover on the subway in New York, with a Leica hidden in his coat, he was the surveiller per say. (Maass, 2014) Back in Modern times, the most advanced photographic technology of this day is being used by photojournalist Tomas van Houtryve to tackle the subject. He uses a small drone that takes flight over American landscapes to replicate the locations of drone strikes in Pakistan and Afghanistan to create a shocking series of astonishing and compelling images (Open society Foundation, n.d.). These images, were also displayed in the exhibit I mentioned above, and he fittingly titled the exhibition ‘Blue Sky Days’.  On Houtryve’s personal website, he reveals the emotional reason behind the name - In 2012, a strike in northeast Pakistan killed a 67-year-old grandmother picking crops outside her home. At a briefing held a year later in Washington, the woman’s 13-year-old grandson, Zubair Rehman, who was injured by in the attack said ‘I no longer love blue skies, in fact, I now prefer gray skies. The drones do not fly when the skies are gray.’ In this image students are seen in a schoolyard in California. In 2006, a drone strike on a religious school in Chenegai reportedly killed up to 69 Pakistani Children. (Houtryve, n.d.)(Houtryve, 2014)

This digital technology, though intrusive, is being used to take a political stand, and defend the innocent lives lost, and invaded by the government’s misuse of the equipment. 
In Omer Fast’s artwork, 5000 Feet is the Best, he delves head-first into the abuse of drone machinery by authorities, the 30 minute digital imagery creative film, is based mainly on two meetings with a Predator drone sensor operator, off the record the operator agreed to discuss recurring incidents in which the unmanned plane fired at and killed both militants and civilians - and the psychological effects this had on him as a result (Fast, 2011). Having seen this piece it’s highly unlikely that I will ever view the news in quite the same way again, though this, I assume, would be his aim, to open the eyes of the public. Ironically, Fast also uses drone technology to create his work, creating a stronger and more aggressive narrative in doing so.
All image makers I have mentioned have meticulously researched their work, and have presented various ways to see and interpret the world around us. Some however, have utilized digital technology with an intention to expose - Trevor Paglen would be an adequate example, in his video installation ‘Code Names’, Paglen sat and accumulated more than 4,000 code names of classified exercises and units, intelligence programmes, information compartments, and Pentagon ‘Special Access Programmes’  from the archives of the National Security Association documents leaked by Edward Snowden. It was described as a time consuming task, though it resulted in an extremely effective exhibit - in a darkened room code names in a white type-face were projected into slowly-rising columns that crawled up the walls. It’s been described as having a ‘literally destabilizing’ effect (Paglen, n.d.).
‘With the code names rising as you stand still, you feel as though you are falling in a shaft of infinite surveillance’ (Maass, 2014)
And so following this analysis of artists and their work, it is important to consider why; what is the purpose of utilizing digital technology to explore surveillance? One might argue that it would be to bring to light for the casual member of the public what we cannot see or to expose an issue we weren’t aware of, a concept I find rather clever; a silent protest. 
I personally, may even call the artists who research this type of subject matter, the news broadcasters of the covert world. For example, for years it was not made public by official news broadcasters that since 2009, it’s estimated that drone strikes have killed between 380 and 801 innocent civilians– however the likes of Fast, made this obvious.  The armed drone has always promised precision, but, between January 2012 and February 2013, airstrikes in Afghanistan killed more than 200 people, and only 35% were the intended targets meaning that nearly 90% were harmless (Shane, 2016) and as a result caused a large-scale unjustified loss of life. Even now, listing statistics, it is cold and robotic, but the intention of surveillance art is to humanize the issue, bring about a sense of compassion, and perhaps include sensitivity and tenderness in the revelation, unlike regular news outlets.  It uses creativity to remove the edge. 

On the other hand, ethicality should be weighed and investigated. It is common knowledge that privacy is a key concern in the surveillance state, but they are using the same methods of capturing imagery shouldn’t this also be a topic of unease for the artists too? Acts of privacy invasion such as this that may have legal consequences could involve divulging information about someone's personal life to the media or another individual, especially if it results in creating a strain in the life of the victim (Reference, n.d.). 
In summary, I feel that Surveillance technology is a sustainable and compelling art form and subject, though perhaps as a whole it should be researched far more extensively before being pursued any further as to avoid unwanted ethical technicalities. Another fascinating aspect to consider is that surveillance art has a tendency to focus on the more controversial aspects of surveillance or government practices creating an image of discriminatory and judgmental over-observation and monitoring. And again, even though surveillance has had a larger and prominent presence in the art world and in other forms of entertainment, I could argue that surveillance as a form of entertainment isn’t paid as much attention as it deserves because it is a hugely diversified subject area that is rapidly developing, and the entertaining side of surveillance is an anomaly worth studying extensively in itself.  (Wikipedia, 2018) 
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