Consider how image-makers have utilised modern digital technology to scrutinise conflict
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Conflict and war photography has been around since photography’s invention in the 1830’s. The main focus on this subject began with the intentions on increasing societies awareness. This essay will be looking at photography’s responsibilities in documenting and scrutinising war and how effective of a role it plays. Comparing analogue and digital technologies and the changes this has made, for better or worse. Photojournalist’s perspective on their role and who the audience of their photographs is becomes an important aspect that will be explored. Does how the public see events through imagery have an affect on how they perceive war? 

Chapter One
War has always been around and will always be around. Conflict stems from arguments over subjects such as religion and land (boundaries). Since the beginning of photography human conflict is something that has always been a focal point. The way in which this has been documented through time has significantly changed due to advances in technology. The authenticity of war images has often been challenged; interference with true events leaves the viewer distracted from the photographer’s intentions. Photojournalist’s ability to represent war with accuracy at this time was influenced by the equipment they had. Cameras shutter speeds to create the correct exposure were 5-20 seconds long, meaning any movement would be blurred. The photographers would not only have to carry a camera but also a portable dark room. This involved taking at least one wagon onto the battlefield. The processes meant the photographers sent would have to be highly experienced and highly skilled. The general public certainly wouldn’t be able to undertake the job. 

“The relationship between war and photography mirrors that crisis of representation synonymous with modern times, the ever-deteriorating link between experience and knowledge, and the destruction of traditional fields of perception. Today, war photography in the museum has turned into a medium of the aftermath.” (Stallabrass, 2013)

Photographers have always used the available equipment to scrutinise the public’s passiveness in war. As long as photojournalists created images of war and published them, people were unable to ignore the affects of war. The aftermath was the focal point during the mid 1800’s as the photographer’s equipment was hardly portable. These images allowed us to reflect on events and raised questions about humanity’s involvement in conflict. You would not see the conflict, but would see what remained when the conflict had finished. The photographs as a result lack human elements; the first photographs from war were not captured during the moments of combat.
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Fig. 1

This early photograph by Roger Fenton (1855), The Valley of Death was contentious due to the manipulation of the cannon balls in the frame. Its relevance in this essay is looking at the dehumanisation of war and our detachment from the horror of events as a viewer. The photograph was captured in 1854, meaning Fenton would have had heavy camera equipment; his only option would have been to photograph the aftermath of war (Baker, 2015).
The scene is silent and appears haunting; it doesn’t show the loss of human life in war. Viewers can look the photograph without feeling much culpability.
The benefit of this photograph is that it isn’t showing a story from either side, there is just loss from all sides. Fenton would have spent a considerable amount of time composing the image. 

The development in film cameras meant that photographers began getting closer to the conflict. Images of war therefore became more graphic, as the famous image Napalm Girl below shows. Manipulation of the frame became unnecessary as viewers could now witness the dangers of war. The realities of war became something the viewer is unable to ignore. Visualising innocent children being the victims of war instead of men on the battlefield is a hard-hitting fact that cannot be ignored when faced with photographs of these horrors.
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Fig. 2

Chapter Two
After the First World War and the Second World War changes in war itself began to happen. Attacks were less likely to be person-to-person on the battlefield and innocent civilian lives were lost as a result. In recent years drones are becoming favoured as a method of military attack because the technology reduces human risk (from one side). Similarly photojournalists could benefit from photographing war using drones for their safety. Historically there have been photojournalist’s casualties whilst photographing close to the line of fire. 
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Fig. 3

With improving technologies both the way war is undertaken and the way in which we capture it have advanced. War photographers no longer need to take a wagon full of equipment onto the battlefield. The speed in which photographs are captured has dramatically increased, shutter speeds improved from several seconds to fractions of a second. The entire process from the speed of taking the original photograph of conflict to the moment it is published has rapidly increased over the years. This allows both the photographer and the public the ability to scrutinise war and conflict in a much more accessible way. Instead of there being one person taking an image from one perspective. There have become many people covering the same moment from differing angles and vantage points. Aerial photographs have become popular with the use of drones. 
Drones enable the photographer to capture the events without risking their lives; they can capture the conflict from afar. Scrutinising war from a distance, distances us once again from the experience of war itself. Tomas Van Houtryve photographed American citizens to make a comparison with war torn countries, as he says; “we live in the most media-connected age ever, and yet the American public has no visual narrative of the drone war. This is a secret war, making it easier to push to the back of our minds or only think about in abstract terms.” (Brook et al., 2014) 

War is no longer taking place on a battlefield, new technologies mean we do not witness conflict in the same way as we did historically. This was concerning to Houtryve which is why he created the body of work, he felt the need to photograph the unseen, similar to how war images began. It is easy to send in a drone, it enables us to become detached from the horrors of events once again. 

The objective nature of drone photography lessens its effectiveness. Drones do not respond to its experience of events. Drones are not emotionally connected to the events and therefore their images do not reflect the change in atmosphere. Philip Jones Griffiths (2002) perfectly articulates this reflecting on his time as a war photographer “I believe that one of the great benefits of being a photographer is that you’re there and you see it with your own eyes, you hear things, you discover things, and sure enough, you learn.” (Howe : p.63) Drones act as a separation between the photographer and the event, the ability to adjust in these circumstances then become limited. Drones limit photojournalist’s senses during times of conflict, there is little to no interaction between the image-maker and the events. When it comes to editing the human element is reinstated.  Therefore drones are not entirely void of human expression. 
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This body of work looks closer at the causes of conflict and war, commenting on religion. This is contrasting from the photojournalistic style photographs at the beginning of this essay; the two photo artists were not present when the images were taken. The use of text and imagery is a complete manipulation, providing commentary of conflict in a new form. The photo artists are not commenting on one specific war or moment of conflict. Nor are they commenting on events they were personally there for, however they successfully address conflict as a whole being a major issue in society.

Previously looking at photographers of war, it was clear there were few and it was a specialist field. With increasing technologies in photography it became cheaper and more accessible to all. This meant anyone could comment on conflict through imagery. Broomberg and Chanarin (2013) did this using The Archive of Modern Conflict to create the body of work, Holy Bible. They accessed graphic historical photographs of war and combined these with the bible. Broomberg and Chanarin (2013) underlined text within the bible that was explicitly violent. This body of work opened a dialogue for people to not just see the events of war but to examine and scrutinise the root causes. 

Commenting on images within war photography Sontag (2003) says;

“There now exists a vast repository of images that make it harder to maintain this kind of moral defectiveness. Let the atrocious images haunt us. Even if they are only tokens, and cannot possibly encompass most of the reality to which they refer, they still perform a vital function. The images say: This is what human beings are capable of doing – may volunteer to do, enthusiastically, self-righteously. Don’t forget.” (Sontag, 2003)

This is arguably the crux of war photography and its continued use. Even if the images are affective in shocking us, enabling the photographer and viewer to scrutinise events. War appears to remain part of human existence even when confronted with the pain of others. This does not dismiss the importance of documenting the events of war, keeping historical records is an important part of understanding the events that have been. 

The changes in technology throughout history are enabling photojournalists to document war in safer environments. This has intensified the amount of imagery distributed in modern day; more photographs can be captured than previously. It can be concluded that although we are more aware of the wars that have gone on and still go on, it hasn’t altered human behaviours. Documenting conflict visually increase the awareness of the horrors of war. To see written down a number of how many people died in comparison to visually seeing each body; the latter has more impact.  The distribution of war photographs historically was heavily controlled. Photographs of the dead and injured were often destroyed as this painted war in a bad light. Modern technologies such as the Internet now make controlling online content near enough impossible.

Where does this leave the future of war imagery? The occupation of photojournalists in the field of conflict appears to be at risk. However there is a working relationship when photojournalists are involved. They often converse with the subject allowing the images to evoke personal elements, which is absent in drone photographs. “A country without photographs, is a country without identity,” says Najibullah Musafer(?).

Conclusion
In summary after looking into war photography and the effect it has had on society. It is clear war and conflict will always be photographed as although horrific, become captivating events for humanity. How it will be photographed is ever changing as new technologies arrive and different moments of conflict and war take place. “The war photographers most fervent wish is for unemployment” – Robert Capa(?)
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