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Research In Context:  

“Using at least 3 examples, consider how image makers have utilized digital technology to 

explore at least one of the following: Conflict, the Environment, Identity, the Surveillance State, 

the Technology Society.” 

 

In today's digital era, technology plays a vital role in transforming contemporary art, enabling artists to 

address critical social issues in innovative and engaging ways. This essay explores how image-makers 

leverage digital tools to examine themes of conflict, identity, and environmental degradation. By 

analyzing the works of Forensic Architecture, Cindy Sherman, Rineke Dijkstra, and Edward Burtynsky, 

this essay highlights how digital media can reshape viewer engagement and enhance the understanding 

of complex themes. In today's increasingly mediated society, digital technology has become an essential 

tool for artists who seek to inspire dialogue and provoke thought. 

 

Conflict: Forensic Architecture's "Clouds Over Sidra" 

 

Forensic Architecture is a research agency based at Goldsmiths, University of London, which utilizes 

architectural techniques and digital tools to investigate human rights violations in conflict zones. 

Founded by architect Eyal Weizman, the organization comprises a multidisciplinary team that employs 

digital reconstruction, architectural analysis, and historical research to create compelling narratives 

surrounding political injustice. Their interactive animation, "Clouds Over Sidra" (Forensic Architecture, 

2016), focuses on the experiences of civilians affected by the Syrian conflict. Through the meticulous 

reconstruction of Aleppo, combined with the integration of real-time satellite imagery, viewers are 

invited to explore a hauntingly immersive landscape. This experience allows them to navigate the 

intricacies of the city as they witness the gradual and devastating impact of destruction unfold before 

their eyes, evoking a deep sense of loss and contemplation. 

 

This innovative approach goes beyond mere representation; it immerses the audience in a narrative 

highlighting the devastating human toll of conflict. The animation's interactive nature fosters emotional 

engagement, compelling viewers to confront the grim realities that civilians face amidst war. As media 

theorist Mark Hansen (2015, p.87) notes, "interactivity drives a new kind of empathy towards the 

subjects being represented," highlighting the potential of digital art to foster a deeper understanding and 

emotional connection to critical issues depicted. 

 

Forensic Architecture's work exemplifies how digital technology serves as a powerful tool for advocacy, 

presenting information that challenges viewers to reflect and act. The project demonstrates how in an 



age where passive consumption of images predominates, interactive art invites a more engaged form of 

viewing. By allowing users to explore the digital landscape of Aleppo, the work encapsulates the 

urgency of the Syrian humanitarian crisis, echoing Eliza Stamps' (2019) assertion that "digital narratives 

not only tell stories; they allow users to experience the dislocations of others." 

 

Additionally, this project brings significant questions regarding the ethics of representation in art and the 

responsibilities artists have when portraying the suffering of marginalized individuals. Critics contend 

that digital technology may humanize these voices or commodify their pain. As theorist Boris Groys 

(2008) observes, "The artist today is more capable of creating a spectacle than a representation," which 

raises pivotal debates about authenticity and the implications of what is portrayed in the contemporary 

digital age (p. 45). This discussion addresses broader concerns about voyeurism in visual culture, 

indicating a complex relationship between digital technology and ethical issues surrounding the 

representation of conflict. 

 

In addition to Forensic Architecture's focus on conflict, similar sentiments are echoed in Hito Steyerl's 

work, a contemporary artist whose video installations engage with themes of representation, technology, 

and memory, focusing on the impact of digital media in shaping perceptions of reality. In her film “How 

Not to Be Seen: A Fucking Didactic Educational .MOV File,” she critiques visual representation in 

the context of surveillance and control. She asserts that “the very act of seeing has become a commodity, 

where visibility and invisibility are an ongoing negotiation” (Steyerl, 2013). This examination of 

visibility further enriches the discussion about the effects of digital technology on modern narratives 

related to conflict. 

 

Steyerl’s approach highlights how digital media can distort narratives and influence our understanding 

of critical issues. By combining personal anecdotes with socio-political commentary, she fosters a space 

for discussion that challenges the existing structures of power and representation in the digital age. The 

themes she addresses reveal the complexities of visibility, political identity, and the consequences of 

widespread surveillance, thereby extending the conversation started by Forensic Architecture's work. 

 

Identity: Cindy Sherman's "Untitled Film Stills"  

 

Cindy Sherman’s "Untitled Film Stills," created between 1977 and 1980, has established her as a 

formidable figure in contemporary photography. Each image features Sherman herself, donning 

costumes and adopting poses that reflect various female archetypes often portrayed in film and media. 

While the original photographs were produced using analog techniques, Sherman has increasingly 

embraced digital manipulation in her later works, allowing for the transformation and contextualization 

of these constructed identities (Sherman, 1980). 

 

By employing digital tools, Sherman critiques societal norms surrounding gender, sexuality, and 

identity. She states, "I want to be the one who defines myself" (Sherman, 1995, p. 140), detailing her 

mission to challenge traditional narratives about authenticity. This self-empowerment highlights her 

desire to control how she is represented in a world where women's identities are frequently shaped by 



patriarchal views. By presenting herself as the subject and the creator, Sherman challenges the male 

gaze and critiques its influence on the formation of identity. Laura Mulvey's seminal work (1975, p. 6) 

discusses the concept of the "male gaze," where women are objectified and portrayed as passive subjects 

in visual culture. In contrast, Cindy Sherman's imagery challenges this binary perspective, presenting a 

more nuanced view of femininity that encourages empathy and critical examination. 

 

Moreover, contemporary artist Rineke Dijkstra presents another perspective on identity through her 

portraiture. Dijkstra focuses on capturing young individuals at pivotal moments of transition, often 

employing digital technology to offer intimate, unfiltered views of youth. Her series “Beach Portraits” 

celebrates the complexities of identity during adolescence, revealing how individuals navigate societal 

expectations while asserting their uniqueness. Dijkstra observes, “The body is a link between our 

interior self and exterior perceptions,” highlighting the interplay between constructed identities and the 

authentic self (Dijkstra, 2001, p. 17). 

 

In today's hyper-connected world, the relationship between digital technology and identity formation 

resonates profoundly. As social media platforms such as Instagram and Facebook gain prominence as 

spaces for self-representation, concerns emerge about authenticity and identity performance. Christian 

Fuchs (2017, p.112) argues that "the boundaries of identity have become increasingly blurred, leading to 

an environment where self-presentation is often a performative act." This observation aligns with 

Sherman's explorations, as her work continues to provoke critical reflections on identity in an 

increasingly digital age. 

 

Moreover, the rise of social media provides both opportunities and challenges for the construction of 

identity. These platforms allow individuals to curate their identities in ways that were previously 

unimaginable, enabling idealized self-representations. This phenomenon has substantial implications for 

how individuals perceive authenticity, often creating pressures to conform to societal standards of 

beauty and success. As Sherry Turkle (2011) describes, the impact of digital communication on self-

identity is marked by “the wish to be heard,” indicating a significant psychological change in how 

people perceive their identities in the digital landscape. 

 

The superficiality that digital platforms can induce often leads to a curated yet inauthentic representation 

of self, prompting discussions about the moral implications of such practices. There is a growing 

concern over how these performative identities can affect mental health, especially among young adults, 

where the pressure to present perfect images can lead to anxiety, depression, and a distorted sense of 

self-worth. As the digital media landscape evolves, artists like Sherman and Dijkstra direct attention to 

the deeper connotations of identity and self-representation in a digitally mediated world. 

 

Environment: Edward Burtynsky's "Water" Series 

 

Edward Burtynsky is celebrated for his impactful large-scale photographs that illustrate the intersection 

of nature and industry, using digital technology to clarify humanity's complex relationship with the 

environment. His "Water" series examines how water usage and management intersect with industry and 



environmental degradation. The vivid imagery highlights the stark contrast between natural elements 

and human interventions, offering poignant commentary on our ecological footprint (Burtynsky, 2007). 

 

Burtynsky's work significantly contributes to environmental discussions by highlighting the enduring 

effects of industrialization. He reflects, “The landscape we have created … is not something that can 

easily be repaired” (Burtynsky, 2005, p. 12), serving as a sobering reminder of our ecological 

responsibilities. His photographs compel viewers to confront the often-overlooked consequences of 

human decisions and actions on the environment. Environmental scholar John Dryzek (2013, p. 48) 

posits that “the way we perceive environmental problems shapes our engagement with solutions,” a 

notion that resonates deeply with Burtynsky’s visual advocacy. 

 

In Burtynsky's work, the digital medium enhances the visual impact of his photographs, highlighting 

both the beauty and intensity of industrial processes. His images go beyond traditional documentary 

photography, the goal being to ignite meaningful discussions about sustainability and encourage 

audiences to critically evaluate their consumption habits. This notion aligns with Michael D. Lemonick's 

(2008) assertion that "photographs can be a form of activism, shaping perceptions and inspiring change" 

(p. 28). This potential for photography to raise environmental awareness lies at the core of Burtynsky's 

work, which captures both the beauty and destruction found in modern industrial landscapes. 

 

Furthermore, artists like Heather Dewey-Hagborg position themselves within this conversation 

regarding environmental and technological dualities. Dewey-Hagborg’s project "Stranger Visions” 

incorporates DNA analysis and 3D printing to probe the ethical dilemmas surrounding genetic data and 

identity. Her work highlights important questions about privacy and surveillance, along with the 

environmental impacts associated with data usage and the technologies that shape both individual and 

collective experiences. By depicting identity through technological means, she emphasizes the 

connection between environmental sustainability and personal privacy in today's digital culture. 

 

Thematic explorations critically expand on ecological consciousness. For example, David Hockney 

illustrates the important relationship between technology and the environment in works like "A Bigger 

Splash." Hockney uses digital tools to examine the interactions between human life and nature, 

effectively capturing the complexities of these relationships. Hockney states, "It is the unveiling of 

beauty and drama that digital technology can present" (Hockney, 2009, p. 45). This statement resonates 

with the artistic community, demonstrating how technological advancements can shed light on 

prominent issues, such as environmental degradation and climate change. 

 

The involvement of artists in addressing urgent ecological themes encourages viewers to reflect on their 

environmental impact and empowers them to drive change. This combination of art, technology, and 

environmental awareness emphasizes the necessity of fostering a shared responsibility for future 

generations, encouraging both artists and audiences to actively engage in environmental stewardship. 

 

Comparative Analysis 

 



The artists: Forensic Architecture, Cindy Sherman, Rineke Dijkstra, Edward Burtynsky, Hito Steyerl, 

and Heather Dewey-Hagborg tackle distinct themes while relying on digital technology to convey 

complex narratives. Each artist enriches their themes by confronting contemporary societal challenges, 

seamlessly blending aesthetic quality with critical commentary. The application of digital tools enhances 

the visual impact of their work and deepens the audience's comprehension of the issues presented. 

 

The theoretical frameworks of contemporary scholars such as Rosalind Krauss (1999) and Nicolas 

Bourriaud (2002), focusing on post-medium conditions and relational aesthetics, are crucial for 

interpreting these artworks. Krauss (1999, p. 15) contends that "the post-medium condition implies a 

recognition that media are no longer predicated on fixed properties," reflecting the dynamic engagement 

of artists with digital media. Bourriaud (2002, p. 28) emphasizes that relational aesthetics foster 

“interaction and exchange,” which is evident in the works of these artists as they evoke complex 

dialogues on pressing social issues. 

 

The interaction between the viewer and the artwork not only promotes engagement but also enhances 

the understanding of the social, political, and environmental implications present in each artist's work. 

The blend of aesthetics and activism in their creations encourages viewers to go beyond passive 

consumption and become active participants in the discussion. This transformative experience is crucial 

for understanding the complexities of contemporary society. 

 

Moreover, these artistic explorations amplify crucial conversations regarding digital culture and the 

ethical implications of technologically mediated representations. Engaging with conflict, identity, and 

environmental issues through digital art reveals the profound responsibility that artists bear in shaping 

public beliefs and attitudes. 

 

Digital tools provide artists with the opportunity to renew narratives and engage with social issues. 

Through this lens, the works analyzed advocate for a more active and conscious method of 

interpretation, urging audiences to not merely view but understand and relate to the narratives presented. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In summary, the integration of digital technology in contemporary art empowers image-makers to 

engage meaningfully with significant societal themes of conflict, identity, and environmental 

degradation. Through their innovative use of digital media, artists such as Forensic Architecture, Cindy 

Sherman, Rineke Dijkstra, Edward Burtynsky, and others foster dialogues that challenge audiences to 

critically engage with the realities of today's world.  

 

As society navigates ongoing socio-political dilemmas and ecological crises, the voices of these artists 

resonate, offering insight and prompting reflection on the intricacies of humanity's relationship with 

technology and the world. The fusion of art and technology will shape future artistic practices as new 

creators delve into the connections between visual culture and digital storytelling. Each artist's work 



emphasizes the necessity of critically examining the environment around us while promoting a space for 

connection, dialogue, and consciousness in an increasingly digitized landscape. 
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