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Narrative

Tracking Across the

American Desert

Filmic Translations of American
Landscapes to the Helmand
Valley and Back

Andy Lee
Harvard University

This paper explores the remapping of the
American landscape as a mass reproduc-
ible visual medium onto foreign territories
- particularly Afghanistan - during the Cold
War. A series of films produced by the US
Bureau of Mines and later screened in these
territories are the sites of analysis. These
films were the source material that applied
the American landscape in its many forms,
climates and uses to the US’s physical
infrastructure projects during the time.

As sights, these projects of infrastructure
building are indicative of the colonial gaze
US technicians used to reproduce these
landscapes and their underlying systems
of power and class around the world.
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Setting the Scene

In the late 1950s, Rebecca Ansary
Pettys, the daughter of Amanuddin
Ansary, a United States-educated
Afghan who had been appointed

by then-king of Afghanistan Zahir
Shah to administrate the newly
created Helmand Valley Authority
(HVA), looked out across the
Helmand Valley. Its arid landscape
is known as Dasht-e Margo, Dari for
“Desert of Death.” Despite the bleak
moniker, the valley is sustained by
the Helmand River, which drains 40
percent of Afghanistan by land area,
and for millennia has served as an
essential lifeline for the region. At
its confluence with the Arghandab
River, Shah-appointed Afghans,
including Amanuddin Ansary, along
with their US counterparts—who
had just spent the preceding decades
irrigating the southwest desert
landscape of the US as part of the US
Bureau of Reclamation—built the
town of Lashkar Gah. The town was
modeled after the urban landscapes
of the United States: houses were
visualized and designed as American
analogues in order to give “a visual
effect of openness.” The residen-
tial streets of Lashkar Gar were
built with US metrics—as wide as a
suburban road in the new Sun Belt
developments in the United States.
Lashkar Gah—“army barracks” in
Persian—became known to both
Afghans and Americans alike as Little
America. In his 1960 visit, historian
Arnold J. Toynbee remarked that
the “new world they are conjuring
up out of the desert... isto be an
America-in-Asia.” Little America,
the headquarters and bureaucratic
epicenter of the HVA, was the catalyst
for the visual transformation of an
entire desert basin, and ultimately, an
entire nation. American technicians
sought to simulate the visual

culture of the American West, a
geography settled and filled in with
an idealized vision of US urban life:
abundant waters and the ensuing
capital and pleasures of modern
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American living.? Tracking her vision
across the Helmand Valley, Pettys
recognized the cinematic vision the
Americans wanted to project onto
the desert: verdant landscapes that
would bring Afghanistan into the
modern world.* That vision is the
central sight and site of this paper.

Six decades later, in the
“Desert of Death,” Lashkar Gah
and its surrounding villages would
witness some of the most violent
fighting between the Taliban and
NATO troops. The Helmand Valley
represented the increasing, if not
ever-present intractability of the inva-
sion and occupation of Afghanistan
by US and allied troops since 2001.°
Over twenty years of US occupa-
tion, the provinces of the Helmand
Valley remained Taliban strongholds,
the nexus from which the group
regained control of the country.

The history of an American,
imperialist vision for Afghanistan
and its southwestern desert, however,
was much more enduring. Its narra-
tive begins much earlier with moving
images depicting New Deal-era
transformations of Arizona by the
US Department of the Interior (DOI)
and its Bureau of Reclamation.

The ultimate, confounding pullout
of US troops from Afghanistan in
August 2021, and the concurrent,
rapid re-takeover of the country by
Taliban forces depicted Americans
disastrously entangled within a
self-image decades in the making.
Since the 1950s, the United States
had relentlessly projected a series
of moving images onto the Afghan
desert. Short films such as Arizona
and Its Natural Resources presented
the moral imperative of the US
resource state in remaking the
aridlands of Afghanistan into an
American image.® The endless filmic
montage presented to the American
public during the US occupation
was, in effect, an American movie
that metastasized into a spectacu-
lar failure of US foreign policy.

This montage reflected the
methodology of the American desert
as a screen composed of images.

The US government operationalized
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the visuality of the American desert
to reproduce, here in Afghanistan,
systems of US state power that under-
gird its image.” Landscape, as we
know, is a dynamic medium, one “in
which we live and move and have
our being, but also a medium that
isitself in motion from one place or
time to another.” In the same para-
graph, W. J. T. Miller notes “motion
pictures” as the medium through
which landscape (re)produces power.?
This text tracks American
landscapes as they traveled through
time and geography to Afghanistan.
Serving as the method of tracking
is the film Arizona and Its Natural
Resources, produced by the DOl in
1955 and screened in several “Third
World” countries as part of the Point
4 program during the Cold War. This
narrative follows the imaginaries
of the American desert: from the
Point 4 program in the 1950s, when
Arizona was produced and then
screened in Afghanistan, to its mate-
rial implications at the Helmand
Valley throughout the Cold War
and into the twenty-first century
(Figure 1).° The film and associated
archival correspondence reveal
the sight of ideological invention of
the modern American desert, and
their constructions at the sites of the
Helmand Valley and in Arizona.'

Tracking Visions Abroad

Since its inception in 1849, the DOI

was tasked with the day-to-day task of

US settler colonialism, “naturalizing”

the continent into the “United States.”

Only through indigenous subordina-

tion to European sovereignty did

the “interior” appear as a domestic

entity at all. Its “interior-ization”

of the continent into the “United

States” involved the fundamen-

tal transformation of landscape,

particularly with the arid terrains

of the West and Southwest, into

visions of so-called abundance."
Mitchell describes landscape

as a medium of representation, an

image that naturalizes a “cultural

and social construction, represent-

ing an artificial world as if it were

simply given and inevitable.”? In



Opening figure. A military
demonstration in Kabul,
August 2020. Photograph by
Jim Huylebroek. Courtesy Jim
Huylebroek.

Figure 1. Left: Reprinted from
Morrison Knudsen Company,
Inc. 1951. “Little America in
Afghanistan.” The Em-Kayan,
May 1951. Courtesy Boise State
Digital Collections. Right: Still
taken from Arizona and Its
Natural Resources, courtesy
National Archives.

Arizona, the cultural construction
around the Sun Belt and its ever-
sprawling suburbs rests entirely on
“falsely upholding the perception
of an abundant availability of water
in the desert,” a falsehood whose
existence requires the reproduction
of US state power. Such a perception
normalizes—and materializes—the
modernist belief that “aridity is simply
a supply chain problem,” as Danika
Cooper argues, representing and
continuously reproducing a cultural
myth around modernist hydraulic
infrastructure as simply given and
solely, uniquely, and incomparably
deployed by the US federal bureau-
cracy.” Piece by piece, the US settled
and reorganized the landscape of the
continentinto an American image of
exceptionalist resource stewardship.
After World War II, the US
Department of the Interior directed
its enormous bureaucratic appara-
tus outwards. Its westward facing
“Manifest Destiny” gazed further
west across the Pacific Ocean to draw
other countries away from Soviet
influence and into American techni-
cal orbits. Ostensibly employed as a
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tool of domestic US federal natural
resource management, the DOI looked
to reapply its methods and techniques
in settling the United States to “Third
World” nations, to ‘interior-ize’ and
‘build’ them in an American image.
Known as Point 4, the program was
the US’s first articulation of civil-

ian foreign aid as an anticommunist
measure.* As a part of this program,
the DOI and its Bureau of Mines
(BOM) produced a library of films
depicting the vast, infrastructural
transformation of the US and the
resulting richness of American life.
These films were widely screened in
countries that were recipients of aid
under Point 4, and each was a spec-
tacle of reimagining and re-imaging
the American landscape on a global
scale for foreign territories (Figure 2).1°
By 1955, the DOI Division of Foreign
Activities, stationed in countries such
as Afghanistan, Colombia, Israel, and
Mexico, presented films that served
as domestic analogues to their foreign
technical aid projects, including The
Evolution of the Oil Industry, Texas and
Its Natural Resources, A Story of Copper,
The Story of Nickel, and Arizona and Its
Natural Resources.’* As moving images,
the films exhibited the many cultural
and climatic contexts around the
DOI’s domestic landscape transforma-
tions—from the humid subtropical
forests of Texas to the arid shrub-
lands of the Sierra Nevada—that were
projected onto Point 4 projects. Each
mapped the cartography of American
frontier-ism into these distant

lands. Representation of Arizona’s
transformation and its plentiful
resources—oil, copper, nickel, coal,
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and crucially, water—were screened
in Afghanistan, highlighting the
powerful and productive potential of
American technologies. Film became
atool for the projection of Point 4
landscapes into a visual medium.”

Tracking Visions of Development
Scholars of Cold War international
development aid projects, such as
Timothy Mitchell, discuss develop-
ment as a discourse of representation,
where “the peculiar methods of
order and truth that characterize
the modern West” rely on “setting
up the world as picture.” The West
understood the world as though it
“were divided... in two: into a realm
of mere representation and a realm
of the ‘real’; into exhibitions and
an external reality; into an order of
mere models, descriptions or copies,
and an order of the original.” The
experience of much of the modern
world can thus be defined as a
Western construction of representa-
tions and models that, as Chandra
Mohanty notes, perpetuate Western
superiority.’* “Representation”
and “models” are used here in the
ways Mitchell and Moharty refer
to them: as a series of images that
re-present the material world through
the lens of Western episteme.
Colombian anthropologist Arturo
Escobar, who had resisted US develop-
ment aid in student movements during
the 1960s, writes of how development
discourse is a “colonization of real-
ity,” where theories of development
had achieved “the status of a certainty
in the social imaginary.” In the post-
World War IT era, Western politicians

293



Figure 2. Films that
showcased industrial
practices were
widespread throughout
the 1950’s and were a
crucial component of the
United States’ Cold War
effort. Cover of Business
Screen Magazine courtesy
of Hagley Museum and
Library Business Screen
Magazine, February 1943.

VISUAL EDUCATION
FOR VICTORY

saw Asia, Africa, and Latin America as
impoverished and backwards, defin-
ing the political and cultural terms
with which countries like Afghanistan
had to systematically transform and
“un-underdevelop” their societies.
Atthe time, it seemed impossible to
“conceptualize social reality in other
terms.” DOT’s films set the imagi-
nary. They established and showed
the “world as picture” through the
landscapes of the American West.
They deployed the cinematic mythol-
ogy of the American Frontier—an
aesthetic project of image making
that became, in effect, an act of
world travel. Here, the colonizing
visitor inhabits the landscape as a
tourist, and consumed the site as a
series of images that were remade
with US interest. The settling of this
“frontier-scape” and the subsequent
rapid (sub)urbanization of the region
went hand-in-hand with the growth of
global tourist culture and American
cinema. Tourism, a “visual absorp-
tion of space,” and cinema merge
inthe American West.? Landscape
theorist Iris Cahn ties together the
tradition of American landscape
painting and the establishment of
American cinema as subjects “linked
to the adventure of the railroad, tour-
ism, and later, to the rugged backdrop
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of the mythic West.””! As a series of
images itself, the American Frontier
itself travels. Under the rubric of
“Containment” during the Cold War,
the US government extended its influ-
ence into Afghanistan through the
strategic and deliberate use of film,
underscored by an idea of the mass
reproducibility of its landscapes. The
American landscape is itself a kind
of moving, roving image that estab-
lishes and reproduces the gaze of the
US settler colonial resource state.
For both the Afghan and US
governments in the early twentieth
century, the southwestern desert
of Afghanistan was an unmapped,
unplanned terra nullius waiting to be
filled and linked to a global capitalist
economy defined largely by US hege-
mony. Afghanistan was profoundly
shaped by the drawing of the Durand
Line. Inscribed in 1893 by British
imperial ambition, the 1,200-mile
border between Afghanistan and
Pakistan marked a “division between
different types of imperial control.”?
The boundary sought to divide and pit
Pashtun peoples on each side against
each other, negating a united and
shared identity perceived as hostile
to British interests. Zahir Shah, a
Pashtun ruler of a newly independent
Afghanistan between 1933 and 1973,
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saw in the heartland of southern
Afghanistan the possibility of an
ethnically homogeneous state restored
from the ruin and exploitation of
British imperialism—despite his reli-
ance on British (so-called) support.
Following World War II, Shah turned
to the newly minted superpower of
the United States, which itself had
remade the American landscape
through the violent ethnic supremacy
of US settler colonialism. The first
Prime Minster of Afghanistan’s
newly independent neighbor India,
Jawaharlal Nehru, declared in 1954
at the Bhakra-Nagal canal, built
under the Point 4 program and with
New Deal bureaucratic support, that
“when we see big works, our stature
grows with them, and our minds
open out a little.”?* In Afghanistan,
transforming the desert was its

big work, a blank screen on which

to reproduce dreams of American
capitalism and development.*

Tracking Visions of the Garden

One of the most widely screened
films in this film library, Arizona and
Its Natural Resources, (re)presents
Arizona as an atlas of the varied,
spectacular transformations of its
landscape. An architectural space,
Arizona produces an emporium of the
modern, technologically progressive
world, ultimately emphasizing the
“shar[ing] of its many famous tourist
attractions.”” This meta-architectural
space is a “kinetic form of vedute—a
multi-form construction of scenic
space, a practice of moving sight/
site” that establishes an embodied
sense of site in the image, a sense

of being there.? US infrastructure
projects become traversals of emotion
and consumer desire, peripatetic
reproductions of landscapes of
American modernity. In the desert
of the Afghan southwest, the US
built out the canals, electric lines,
dams, highways, and suburbs that
transformed this terrain into a Sun
Belt (Figure 3). This took the form

of the HVA, an integrated develop-
ment scheme that sought to address
through various aspects of the

US federal bureaucracy industry,



Figure 3. The Soviet press described
the U.S. engineering company behind
the Helmand Valley Authority as

“a kind of training centre where
young Afghans are moulded to [an]
American pattern.” Left: Reprinted
from “Afghanistan Looks Ahead,”
1956. International Cooperation
Administration. Right: Still taken from
Arizona and Its Natural Resources,
courtesy National Archives.

education, agriculture, transporta-
tion, electricity, and hydrology.?’
The 29-minute film is short but
incredibly moving—Kkinetically and
emotionally. Arizona and Its Natural
Resources begins with DOI technicians
arriving to a once desolate area of the
Arizona hinterland.” Their arrival
sparks a journey through eight
distinct chapters that are organized
according to the various aspects that
characterized the HVA scheme, where
“the deserts are being turned into
gardens... that far surpass the dreams
of the conquistadores” (Figure 3).%
What emerges in Arizona and
Its Natural Resourcesis a contempo-
rary picturesque: a pleasure garden
in the desert that invites the audi-
ence to participate and emotionally
experience an Arizona of leisure and
enjoyment. Gleaming diversion canals
lead from one monumental dam to
another, cutting eventually to plenti-
ful fields of grain, melons, and dates.
Sleek, silver trains bullet towards
the audience. Newly constructed
highways disappear around corners,
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beckoning the audience into national
parks. Suburban wood-frame hous-
ing is being built, and through aerial
shots, cascades adinfinitum out across
an urbanizing landscape. Depicted
are factory workers and university
scientists, along with examples of
productive labor created through
federal authority. The footage then
cuts to skiing in mountains and boat-
ingin lakes. A clearly joyous form
of tourism is enabled by the DOI’s
transformation of Arizona. The
spectacle of Arizona’s transforma-
tions is beamed onto Afghan screens,
inciting the observer to imagine that
this, too, could happen in their lands.
The spectatorship of the film was a
“practice of space that is dwelt in.”*°
The sightseeing continues. At
one instance in the film, we visit a
poolside fashion show. Close-ups of
jewelry and the sumptuous, color-
ful dresses worn glamorously by
fashion models further entice the
viewer to put these clothes on too—to
“fashion” themselves into the psycho-
geographic spaces of Arizona (read:
US) modernity.* The film renders
vision tactile, an appropriation by
the viewer where an “inhabitation
of space is achieved,” as Giuliana
Bruno asserts, “and architecture and
film are bound by this process.”*
The film becomes an architectural
promenade, a passage through which
the viewer tours modern Arizona as
agarden of touch and sight. Arizona
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is being constructed here through
the screening rooms of Afghanistan.
Fused together, it is a site of explora-
tion between public sights/sites of
American infrastructure and the
private spaces of consumer enjoy-
ment. Observers wear new outfits as
they travel from filmic space to filmic
space: a ski jacket in the mountains, a
summer dress at the pool, each outfit
ascreen, in and of itself. The screen
they are watching the film on becomes
the skin they wear (Figure 4).* Distant
viewers take an embodied trip of
infrastructure as image, journeying
through the transformative potential
of these landscapes. In the Helmand
Valley, these Arizona infrastructures
assemble into a moving image of
American progress, to be similarly
embodied and inhabited as an act

of touristic consumption. Tracking
across the highway in Helmand, the
valley is now seen as a montage of
American modernity. One might as
well be driving along the transcon-
tinental highway in Arizona, seeing
the power of American infrastructure
and of American architecture. The
Helmand Valley was an Arizona,
remade, in Afghanistan (Figure 5).3

Tracking the Ground in Afghanistan
Peace Corps workers during the ‘50s
and ‘60s noted the effect of visual
reproduction on Afghan people at this
time, particularly in urban centers.
Thomas Goutierre, a Peace Corps
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Figure 4. Left: Afghan residents
residing in Lashkar Gar in

the 1950’s, courtesy of Rajiv
Chandrasekaran. Right: Still
taken from Arizona and Its
Natural Resources, courtesy
National Archives.

volunteer stationed in Afghanistan,
remembers that “Afghans at parties
would dress fit to kill, they would
use American and British fashion
magazines.... [TThey were very
fashionable at parties.” Afghans
embodied themselves in the Western
garden through Western fashion,
attitudes, and lives. The landscape
of the American West, in its global
reproductions, “always greets us as
space, as environment, as that within
which we find or lose ourselves.”*
Several decades after their initial
introduction into Afghanistan, these
reproductions continued to shape the
spatial, social, cultural, and politi-
callives of Afghans and othersin the
Central Asian region. Afghanistan
was in a near constant state of war
beginning with the Saur Revolution
and subsequent Soviet invasion in
1978. Correspondence between BOM
officials in Afghanistan prior to 1978
reveal a seemingly never-ending
cascade of problems leading up to
the revolution, a mirage of US pres-
tige that served as the backdrop to
Afghanistan’s next several decades
of violent conflict (Opening Figure).*’
Instead of the “kingdom of abun-
dance” offered by Arizona and Its
Natural Resources, post-World War
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II development discourse can be
read as a loss of illusion: widespread
resource exploitation, impoverish-
ment, and violent conflict.*® This is
a history underwritten in Arizona
and the American West yet whose
challenges manifested most tell-
ingly on Afghan ground (Figure 6).%
After creating new farmland from
newly irrigated tracts of land along
the Helmand River, HVA technicians
discovered a nearly impermeable
layer of subsoil, with water often
pooling on the surface of the soil,
rather than draining as anticipated.
Dasht-i-Margo sits on a low desert
plain of coarse gravel deposits, unlike
the low deserts of Arizona, which sit
largely on clay and silt. Either way,
the Americans failed to conduct a
survey before beginning the proj-
ect. US technicians in Afghanistan,
also part of the intended audience of
BOM films, bought directly into the
mythic transformation of the desert in
Arizona and Its Natural Resources with-
out conducting further examination
of the ground.* The arrival of white
Bureau of Reclamation officials do
cut directly to magnificently watered
fields both in Afghanistan and in
Arizona, “aland where reality has
become far greater than the dream.”*
Evaporation left a layer of salt
that dramatically stunted agricul-
tural cultivation. BOM officials in
Afghanistan note that “in places
the salt makes the lands look as if
they had just received a light snow,”
an incongruous image in a region
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that receives less than 0.35 inches of

annual precipitation.” Farmers, lured
by the Afghan government under the
promise of wealth-generating fertile
croplands, saw decreased yields year
after year as salt continued to accu-
mulate in the soil. By the mid 1960s,
Afghan farmers in Nad Ali, one of the
first significant settlements near the
Helmand River built by US engineers,
whose farming tracts and irrigation
canals echoed the filmic visions of
Arizona’s transformation, reported
only a quarter of the yield compared
to their first year of use. The material
realities of the Afghan ground, its
ecologies, geologies, and its environ-
mental histories, counter the fantasy
of exported filmic visions of American
spatial expertise. “The number one
major agricultural problem in the
Helmand Valley projects is that of
soil salinity—Alkali and drainage.”**
US and Afghan officials are both
well aware of the ongoing problems
of their project in the valley. Behind
the curtain of the American garden
isan acknowledgement, even by the
mid 1950s, of its failure. We read a
BOM official noting in classified
correspondence regarding farming
in the Helmand Valley: “I would like
to point out at this stage of the review
of the project, that it could prove to
be avery big failure.”* Despite this,
the project continues, underscoring
the tightly woven entanglement of
image and material projects. That
same correspondence notes that
“the prestige of the United States is
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Figure 5. Forms of the American hydro-
infrastructural landscape reproduced
by the moving image. Stills taken from
Arizona and Its Natural Resources,
courtesy National Archives.

Lee

JAE 77:2

297



Figure 6. Top: Canals
built through Point

4 funding in 1957,
courtesy of Boise State
Digital Collections.
Bottom: Still taken from
Arizona and Its Natural
Resources, courtesy
National Archives.

inescapably involved in the success
or failure of the project.... The fail-
ure of the project for any reason
would be a severe blow to American
prestige and American relations

in this part of the world.” ** Here,

the underlying cultural and social
mechanics of Arizona and Its Natural
Resources are reproduced in in the
Helmand Valley: a deliberate facade
and narrative that conceals, however
fraught or dangerous, ongoing and
increasing risks of water scarcity
and the associated socio-ecological
consequences (Figure 7).* Failing
infrastructure and systems are
retained as artifices of US projections
to maintain geopolitical ambitions—
Afghanistan be damned/dammed.
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Asitturns out, the opium poppy
is relatively well adapted to the polit-
ical-ecological circumstances of the
Helmand Valley. In addition to the dry
climate, the opium poppy is encour-
aged by the alkaline and saline soils,

a circumstance exacerbated decades
earlier by both US “development” and
by serving as the ground of intense
fighting during the Soviet invasion
and the civil war. By the year 2000, the
Helmand Valley produced 39 percent
of the world’s heroin, representing

at least $40 million in tax revenue

for the Taliban regime (Figure 8).7
During these initial years in power,
the Taliban government continued to
investin the infrastructure of dams
in the Helmand Valley, ultimately
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completing one of the projects that
had been started by the United States:
the Kajaki Dam’s hydroelectric plant
in 2001.** And in another ironic turn,
several months later, during the first
weeks of the US invasion, US bombers
destroyed that same plant.*” Reality
here is certainly stranger than fiction;
real sites so much more than imagined
sights. Despite the increasing intracta-
bility of the conflict in the region, the
US continued to pour resources into
Afghanistan—particularly to the sites
of Marjah, Nad Ali, and Lashkar Gah,
all major projects of the HVA—hoping
to sustain the illusory effects of a Little
Americathat projected American
technocratic dominance. A farce of US
image and imagination was broadcast
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Figure 8. Top left: road at

the edge of Kandahar city,
courtesy Jim Huylebroek; top
right: still taken from Arizona
and Its Natural Resources,
courtesy National Archives.
Bottom left: farmers harvesting
opium poppies in Maiwand,
Helmand Province, courtesy
Jim Huylebroek; bottom
right: still taken from Arizona
and Its Natural Resources,
courtesy National Archives.
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worldwide across television and digital
screens. The foundational elements

of the US federal resource bureau-
cracy were on display: the ideological
invention of the American West and

its global reproductions. Over the past
twenty years the US military, both in
Afghanistan and in many other parts
of the Global South, violently and
tragically sought this filmic illusion.

Tracking Visions to Arizona

While it is important to note the
downstream ecological and social
effects of an Arizona in Afghanistan,
this text avoids an age-old, colonial
story of a mismatch between an
imperialist power and a society
unsuited to its technologies.®
Practitioners of landscape risk falling
into this trap today, where projects
focus, rightly but excessively, on
downstream ecological, legal, and
political fixes to the myriad environ-
mental woes of today.* Instead,

the dynamics of development as a
discourse of representation underline
landscape transformation as an
aesthetic project, where the gaze of
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the architect is brought to the fore.
The aesthetic image of the American
landscape is powerful enough to
generate the decades-long, ongoing
geopolitical displacements in foreign
territories such as Afghanistan.

The unfolding material condi-
tions of an Arizona in Afghanistan
speak to—intentionally or not—the
continuous implications of “world
as picture.” Born in the mass repro-
duced image, the Western landscape
conception has reproduced its gaze
across the globe as a form of aesthetic
and cultural supremacy. The
assumed—and violently imposed—
primacy of the gaze produces and
constructs not just the perception of
the material world, but the material
world itself. In the practice of land-
scape architecture, representation
and form are inextricably linked,
the space between a constant slip-
page through which landscape is
constructed (Figure 8).5

If, as French filmmaker Jean-Luc
Godard famously pronounced, the
tracking shot is a question of moral-
ity, then the global tracking shot of



the US development aid apparatus is
underpinned by the depth percep-
tion of settler colonialism. Might
we, however, take Godard’s adage
and see through the Helmand Valley
and track across a newly considered
view of the American landscape?*
Arizona and Its Natural Resources
reflects the screen-ness of the film,
certainly, but also the screen-ness of
its spatial and infrastructural impli-
cations. Afghanistan was rendered
asa US tracing: a garden of self-ideal-
ization. Defining it as such highlights
the possibility of repositioning the
American landscape in Arizona;
to, building on Escobar’s methodol-
ogy, “separate ourselves from it by
perceiving it in a totally new form.”>*
Here, an alternate view of the
American West is perceived, unin-
sulated and perhaps inverted from
its westward gaze: an Arizona desert
as an analogue representation of US
foreign political conflicts, without
ever losing the ethical compass of the
damage wrought by US projections
of itself both domestic and foreign.
Landscape architects must more
seriously engage their own medium
of representation in this pursuit.
Tracking our vision across
Arizona today, as Rebecca Ansary
Pettys had near the Helmand Valley’s
Little America in the 1950s, a cine-
matic montage of the hubris and
vanity of the US federal resource state
emerges in the desert. The architec-
ture and infrastructure of Arizona and
Its Natural Resources become spatial
follies, not just of and in the American
desert, but also in the sites and sights
of landscapes within its geopolitical
orbits, both historical and contempo-
rary. Arizona—and other American
landscapes—can be read in the way
the US interior has always ultimately
read itself: as a screen that extends
itself across the globe and touched
down with devastating and lasting
consequences in the Helmand Valley.
As practitioners of landscape
explore, in the rapidly shifting context
of climatic change, alternatives
and radical reconfigurations to the
Western landscape of modernity, the
role of representation, its methods,
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and its aesthetics must be critically
engaged. The virtuality of Arizona
and Its Natural Resources multiplies
infinitely: today the architectural
promenade of filmic space encom-
passes more and more of our material
reality, a world composed of screens.
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