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ABSTRACT

East German documentarians Walter Heynowski and Gerhard Scheumann’s four-
part documentary Piloten im Pyjama (1968) focuses on interviews with downed US
bomber pilots who had been captured by the North Vietnamese Army during
the Vietnam War. The documentary draws explicit connections between the
American presence in Vietnam and Germany’s recent Nazi past, thus creating a
memorial link between East German and Vietnamese citizens. This article analyses
the connections drawn between Nazism and the Vietnam War throughout the
course of the documentary, ultimately arguing that the film is not simply an
anti-Western condemnation of imperialism, but also a work of ‘multidirectional
memory’ (Rothberg) which creates a space in which questions of responsibility,
duty, and guilt can be confronted from the standpoint of a perpetrator collective.

Der vierteilige Dokumentarfilm Piloten im Pyjama (1968) der ostdeutschen
Dokumentaristen Walter Heynowski und Gerhard Scheumann enthält
Interviews mit US-Piloten, die zur Zeit des Vietnamkriegs abgeschossen und
von der Nordvietnamesischen Volksarmee gefangen genommen wurden. Der
Dokumentarfilm zieht klare Verbindungen zwischen der amerikanischen
Militärpräsenz in Vietnam und Deutschlands jüngster Nazivergangenheit
und erstellt so ein Erinnerungsglied zwischen ostdeutschen und vietnamesischen
Bürgern. Dieser Artikel analysiert die Verbindungen zwischen Nazismus und dem
Vietnamkrieg, die den ganzen Dokumentarfilm hindurch hergestellt werden,
und zeigt auf, dass der Film nicht nur eine antiwestliche Verdammung des
Imperialismus darstellt, sondern auch das Wirken der ‘multidirektionalen
Erinnerung’ (Rothberg) aufzeigt. Das schafft den Raum, um Fragen der
Verantwortung, Pflicht und Schuld vom Standpunkt eines Täterkollektivs aus
zu behandeln.

INTRODUCTION

During its forty-year existence, the German Democratic Republic (GDR)
relied extensively on the production of films and documentaries to
disseminate socialist politics among its population. It had its own state-
owned production company, DEFA (Deutsche Film-Aktiengesellschaft),
which was founded in 1946 before the establishment of the GDR itself and
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2 LAUREN CUTHBERT

dissolved in 1992.1 In 1969, DEFA’s most prolific documentarians, Walter
Heynowski (1927–) and Gerhard Scheumann (1930–98), were granted an
independent film production studio.2 Studio H&S was given total economic
autonomy, an extraordinary privilege in the functionally totalitarian GDR.
Studio H&S produced more than seventy documentary films over twenty-
five years, on subjects including the Vietnam War, the Pinochet Regime
in Chile, the Cambodian genocide by the Khmer Rouge, and Germany’s
recent Nazi past.

Shortly before the establishment of Studio H&S, Heynowski and
Scheumann produced a four-part documentary series entitled Piloten im
Pyjama, filmed in 1967 and released in 1968.3 The documentary consisted
of interviews with US Air Force and Navy pilots who had been shot down
and captured by the North Vietnamese Army. After being granted special
dispensation by Vietnamese authorities to film in Vietnam, Heynowski
and Scheumann travelled to Hỏa Lò Prison in Hanoi, where they filmed
interviews with US pilots who were currently in captivity as prisoners of war.
The documentary garnered substantial critical interest both domestically
and abroad; the original was narrated in German, along with a German dub
for each of the pilots, while an English version with an English-speaking
narrator and the pilots’ original statements was also made available. The
English footage was sold to American broadcast company NBC but was
ultimately never aired.4 The documentary itself is singular in its perspective
and intimate scope as Heynowski and Scheumann were granted rare and
unprecedented access by Vietnamese authorities to film their captured
prisoners. Regarding the availability of the English version, the German
translations of the pilots’ statements will be used in the body of this article,
while the original English statement will be transcribed in a footnote for
clarity.

Piloten im Pyjama, with a total running time of just under five hours, is split
into four parts: ‘Yes Sir’, ‘Hilton-Hanoi’, ‘Der Job’, and ‘Die Dönnergotter’.
All four parts present Heynowski and Scheumann’s interviews with ten
American ‘Luftpiraten’, as they are described by the narrator in a perpetual
reminder to the audience that the United States never officially declared
war on Vietnam during its two-decade-long military presence in the
country. The first part, ‘Yes Sir’, is an introduction to the pilots and their
experiences of being shot down and captured. The second part of the
documentary, ‘Hilton-Hanoi’, explores the daily operations of Hỏa Lò
Prison, nicknamed the ‘Hanoi Hilton’ by the prisoners themselves, and
contrasts these operations with the pilots’ day-to-day activities on air bases

1 https://www.defa-stiftung.de/defa/geschichte/defa-chronik/ (accessed 9 August 2021).
2 Rüdiger Steinmetz, ‘Heynowski & Scheumann: The GDR’s Leading Documentary Film Team’,
Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television, 24 (2004), 365–78 (365).
3 Walter Heynowski and Gerhard Scheumann, Piloten im Pyjama (absolut MEDIEN, 1968).
4 Steinmetz, ‘Heynowski & Scheumann’ (note 2), 372.
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‘ICH HATTE BEFEHLE’ 3

before their capture. The third part, ‘Der Job’, has a specific focus on the
military actions of the pilots, including a detailed analysis of the specific
bombing raids undertaken by the pilots and their thoughts on questions
of responsibility for the deaths caused by US bombing campaigns over
Vietnam. Finally, ‘Die Dönnergotter’, a reference to a nickname given to
the F-105 fighter plane flown by several of the pilots, looks ahead to the
pilots’ hopes for their futures and the impact that capture has had upon
their mindsets. The documentary ends with many of the pilots vocally
opposing the American presence in Vietnam and hoping that the election
of a new American president in 1968 will lead to their release sometime in
1969. This conclusion now holds a great sense of irony, as the interviewed
pilots were ultimately not released until early 1973.

Popular response to the documentary was mixed. Its vast scope was
interpreted by some viewers as bloated, in the sense that ‘man [hatte]
bereits nach zwei Tagen das Ziel der Sendung erreicht’.5 Further, research
on overall viewing figures suggests that Heynowski and Scheumann’s
documentaries as a whole only reached 11 per cent to 21 per cent
of GDR viewers.6 However, Piloten im Pyjama was well received by the
viewers it did have: in research conducted by DDR-Fernsehen, Part
Three of the documentary was regarded by viewers as ‘der am besten
bewertete H&S-Film’.7 Despite the fact that Heynowski and Scheumann’s
documentaries have since ‘sunk into a public and critico-theoretical
obscurity that is as understandable as it is undeserved’,8 their significance
is not diminished. Rather, it is only relatively recently that scholarship on
Heynowski and Scheumann’s collaborations has contributed to the study of
their documentaries as more than pure propaganda.9

The interviews around which the documentary is built are complex and
wide-ranging, criticising the pilots’ actions while also seeking to understand
their mindsets as tools of the American military machine. Ultimately,
the goal of the documentary is to condemn American imperialism and
support the Communist struggle and the Democratic Republic of Vietnam
(DRV). However, the unique perspective afforded by these East German
filmmakers also allows for an attempt to confront the Nazi past in Germany,
mediated through the conflict in Vietnam, as the filmmakers make direct
comparisons between Nazism and the American presence in Vietnam
through explicit references to Nazi war crimes and the trials thereof,

5 Rüdiger Steinmetz and Tilo Prase, Dokumentarfilm zwischen Beweis und Pamphlet: Heynowski &
Scheumann und Gruppe Katins, Leipzig 2002, p. 95.
6 Ibid., p. 100.
7 Ibid.
8 Nora M. Alter, ‘Excessive Pre/Requisites: Vietnam Through the East German Lens’, Cultural
Critique, 35 (1996), 39–79 (41).
9 See Alter, ‘Excessive Pre/Requisites’ (note 8); Steinmetz and Prase, Dokumentarfilm zwischen Beweis
und Pamphlet (note 5); Gerd Horten, ‘Sailing in the Shadow of the Vietnam War: The GDR
Government and the “Vietnam Bonus” of the Early 1970s’, German Studies Review, 36 (2013), 557–78.

© 2022 The Authors
German Life and Letters published by Editorial Board and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.



4 LAUREN CUTHBERT

placing particular emphasis on the ‘just following orders’ defence. Further,
Heynowski and Scheumann establish empathetic links between GDR
citizens and the people of North Vietnam by evoking the German civilian
experience of bombing during the Second World War and comparing it
to the experiences of North Vietnamese citizens, but they also emphasise
similar links between the East German viewers and the American pilots
being interviewed. By establishing these commonalities between disparate
groups and histories, Piloten im Pyjama works as a form of ‘multidirectional
memory’10 – a concept which will be explored in more detail below –
through which its East German viewers could address wider questions
of responsibility, duty, and guilt, from the standpoint of a perpetrator
collective.

Alison Landsberg asserts that inauthentic memories can be adopted
second-hand through the consumption of media and need not be
experienced first-hand at all. Landsberg argues that ‘these memories are
not “natural” or “authentic” and yet they organize and energize the bodies
and subjectivities that take them on.’11 Landsberg terms this phenomenon
‘prosthetic memory’. This connection between media and memory is vital
in the consideration of Heynowski and Scheumann’s Vietnam films as
attempts to forge a connective memory tissue between Vietnamese and
East German identities. Heynowski and Scheumann did not simply film or
protest against the Vietnam War but used the war to reference and question
German identity. Michael Rothberg’s theory of ‘multidirectional memory’
functions similarly to Landsberg’s. By ‘multidirectional’, Rothberg means
that memory is ‘subject to ongoing negotiation, cross-referencing, and
borrowing; as productive and not privative’.12 Where Landsberg’s theory
suggests the adoption of inauthentic memories is unwitting or accidental,
Rothberg argues that memory must necessarily borrow from other cultures
in order to function as a productive lens through which the past can
be viewed. One of Rothberg’s primary examples is the interrelationship
between the Holocaust and the legacy of colonialism and the slave trade
in the United States. Rothberg rejects the notion of memory as a ‘zero-
sum game’13 in which the memorialisation of one historical event somehow
takes the space of another in a ‘competitive struggle for recognition’,14

instead arguing that it is the interaction between various historical
memories which benefits from both the alterities and the commonalities
between multiple groups sharing a multidirectional memorial link.

10 Michael Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization,
Stanford, CA 2009, p. 3.
11 Alison Landsberg, Prosthetic Memory: The Transformation of American Remembrance in the Age of Mass
Culture, New York City 2004, p. 26.
12 Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory (note 10), p. 3.
13 Ibid., p. 10.
14 Ibid., p. 6.
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‘ICH HATTE BEFEHLE’ 5

Referencing Rothberg’s theory, I argue that the connections forged
in Piloten im Pyjama are a form of multidirectional memory-making:
Heynowski and Scheumann draw a red thread between East German and
North Vietnamese identities in the name of socialist solidarity, but in
filtering these North Vietnamese stories through their German experience
they are also able to begin to re/interpret the recent Nazi past through
connections drawn between Germans and the American pilots at the centre
of the documentary.

DOCUMENTARY AND PROPAGANDA

First, it is worth considering the study of documentary as a whole
in order to establish more clearly the precise location of Piloten im
Pyjama within the genre. Patricia Aufderheide notes that ‘no documentary
is a transparent window onto reality, and that all meaning-making is
motivated’.15 Regarding Heynowski and Scheumann, this statement rings
especially true, particularly considering the fact that they were, in their own
words, ‘never offended by [nor] ashamed of’16 accusations that their films
were propagandistic in nature. It is clear that any ‘meaning-making’ in H&S
films was objectively motivated by their beliefs, and intentionally so.

Aufderheide’s discussion of propaganda films makes the inference that all
propaganda is backed by ‘agents of the state’17 who control the content and
the message of any film produced in their name. As Piloten im Pyjama was
filmed, produced, and released prior to the establishment of Heynowski
and Scheumann’s own film studio, this doubtless had an effect on the
content of the documentary. Indeed, Heynowski and Scheumann freely
admitted to cutting footage in order to make sure that the message they
presented was one that GDR viewers would be receptive to.18 The question
of whether Piloten im Pyjama is a propaganda film (made for the socialist
government in order to denigrate opponents of socialism), or an advocacy
film (made to support the maligned Vietnamese Communists and their
struggle),19 or an essay film (made to criticise the Vietnam War from a
personal perspective) is perhaps not the central question. Undeniably,
Piloten im Pyjama occupies all of these definitions at once.

Laura Rascaroli argues in her work on the essay film that the subgenre is
‘a hybrid form that crosses boundaries and rests somewhere between fiction

15 Patricia Aufderheide, Documentary Film: A Very Short Introduction, Oxford 2007, p. 97.
16 Scheumann, quoted in Steinmetz, ‘Heynowski & Scheumann’ (note 2), 374.
17 Aufderheide, Documentary Film (note 15), p. 97.
18 Alter, ‘Excessive Pre/Requisites’ (note 8), 66.
19 Aufderheide, Documentary Film (note 15), p. 97. Aufderheide defines advocacy films as
‘documentaries produced for political causes, by activists and advocates’, and distinguishes them
from propaganda films in the sense that their production is not wholly backed by states or
governments, rather they are made by individuals seeking to present their own personal viewpoints.
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and nonfiction cinema’,20 and acknowledges the necessity of ‘fiction’ in
documentary through the implicit acceptance of the documentarian as
a manipulator of reality, where in turn ‘the “I” of the essay film always
clearly and strongly implicates a “you” […] not a generic audience, but
an embodied spectator’.21 This is particularly relevant to Piloten im Pyjama
as the documentary makes consistent use of a narrator (Herwart Grosse),
who guides the film’s audience through Heynowski and Scheumann’s
arguments, often summing up segments of the documentary and leading
the viewer towards a certain conclusion. Notably, the narrator speaks with
first-person plural pronouns (‘wir’, ‘uns’, etc.) rather than first-person
singular pronouns (‘ich’, ‘mir’, etc.) in order to make it clear that his words
reflect Heynowski and Scheumann as a unit. The use of first person in the
narration also continues to remind the viewer that the documentary is a
work of opinion, consistently situating the filmmakers as active participants
in all levels of production, rather than distanced observers. Piloten im
Pjyama’s narrator is a pedagogic voice which does not seek to obscure its
intent to the audience, and the documentary as a whole therefore evokes
Stella Bruzzi’s notion of a ‘negotiation between the film and its subject’,
where various interpretations of the footage and the audio are ‘left open
and accessible to the audience’.22

The documentary theorist Michael Renov argued in 1993 that ‘the
markers of documentary authenticity are historically variable’,23 reinforcing
the importance of context. That is to say, that in any retroactive study of
documentaries, particularly of those created for countries and governments
that no longer exist, it is vital to consider the circumstances under which the
documentaries were not only produced but also received. Moreover, any
consideration of aesthetic or rhetoric in Heynowski and Scheumann’s work
must also be viewed in relation to ‘the persuasive or promotional modality
[which] is intrinsic to all documentary forms’.24 Their documentaries have
retroactively been tainted by the image of the GDR as a totalitarian state
and the SED (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands) as manipulative
leaders who used propaganda to mould the minds of East German citizens.
It is therefore important to view Piloten im Pyjama through two levels of
‘persuasive or promotional modality’: that which is used to promote the
SED and socialism as a whole, and Heynowski and Scheumann’s more
individualistic goals, which are not necessarily the same. That is, they were
concerned with actively ‘solving the problems of socialism’25 through their

20 Laura Rascaroli, ‘The Essay Film: Problems, Definitions, Textual Commitments’, Framework: The
Journal of Cinema and Media, 49/2 (2008), 24–47 (24).
21 Ibid., 35.
22 Stella Bruzzi, New Documentary: A Critical Introduction, New York 2000, p. 65.
23 Michael Renov, ‘Towards a Poetics of Documentary’, in Theorizing Documentary, ed. Michael Renov,
New York 1993, pp. 12–36 (p. 23).
24 Ibid., p. 25.
25 Steinmetz, ‘Heynowski & Scheumann’ (note 2), 375.
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films, rather than simply exporting an uncritical, monolithic state ideal
of socialism to the GDR population at large. Heynowski and Scheumann
present a more complex interpretation of the war crimes committed in the
name of Nazism than the official GDR line, which placed the blame firmly
on the Nazi High Command and thus absolved many East German citizens
of culpability. The official line positioned East German citizens as stalwart
socialists who had overcome wartime fascism through the establishment of
the German Democratic Republic. By contrast, Piloten im Pyjama seeks to
acknowledge the culpability of East German citizens and soldiers in Nazi
war crimes, while acknowledging the influence of conditioning and control
on the part of Nazi authorities.

It must also be acknowledged that the experiences of captivity described
by the pilots in Piloten im Pyjama are at odds with the experiences these
same pilots have shared in the years following their captivity and release,
and therefore the information and statements given by the pilots cannot
be taken purely at face value. In the documentary, multiple pilots state
on several occasions that they were being treated well by their captors.
Heynowski and Scheumann depict a situation in which the prisoners were
free to read books and newspapers, listen to the radio, exercise, and talk to
one another, and were not tortured or otherwise harmed by their captors.
By contrast, several of the interviewed pilots, including Everett Alvarez
Jr, Edward Hubbard, and Leo Thorsness,26 have published books which
detail their experiences as prisoners in Vietnam, including torture at the
hands of their Vietnamese captors. It is difficult to assess the degree to
which Heynowski and Scheumann were aware of the truth of the pilots’
situations. In his 2004 article on Heynowski and Scheumann’s working
partnership, Rüdiger Steinmetz clarifies that Alvarez and the other pilots
‘were free to say what they wanted during the shooting of the film’ but
that they chose not to detail their experiences of torture or maltreatment
because they knew their families would see the footage and did not want
them to worry.27 Further, in an interview with the author, retired Colonel
Edward Hubbard, one of the interviewees in the film, confirmed that
Heynowski and Scheumann did not explicitly coach their interviewees to
get the answers they wanted.28 However, Hubbard also stated that there was
a Vietnamese guard in the room while the documentary was being filmed.
According to Hubbard, the presence of the Vietnamese guard alone was
enough to imply the threat of further beatings if he shared information
with Heynowski and Scheumann that painted a negative picture. Moreover,
Hubbard confirmed that he believed it would have been impossible for

26 See Everett Alvarez Jr and Anthony S. Pitch, Chained Eagle: The Heroic Story of the First American Shot
Down Over North Vietnam (2005); Edward Hubbard, Escape from the Box: The Wonder of Human Potential
(1994); Leo Thorsness, Surviving Hell: A POW’s Journey (2011).
27 Steinmetz, ‘Heynowski & Scheumann’ (note 2), 373.
28 Edward Hubbard in an interview with the author, 6 December 2021.
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8 LAUREN CUTHBERT

the filmmakers to remain ignorant of the maltreatment experienced by
the pilots, and stated outright that ‘they [Heynowski and Scheumann]
knowingly and intentionally tried to portray us in a different light’.29 This
information provides important context on the production of the film, and
though it undoubtedly clarifies that Heynowski and Scheumann were not
entirely ignorant of the circumstances experienced by their interviewees
during the filming, it does not wholly negate their broader arguments.

CRIMINALS AND THEIR ‘TOOLS’

At the beginning of ‘Yes Sir’, the first part of the film, Heynowski and
Scheumann use the film’s narrator to elucidate their perspective on the
theme of responsibility and morality in war, which underpins all subsequent
content within the documentary:

Keiner von ihnen sieht aus wie ein Kriegsgewinnler. Keiner von ihnen macht
den Eindruck eines Globalstrategen, der über Erdteile und Einflusssphären
grübelt. Aber noch niemals in der Kriegsgeschichte sind Monopolherren und
ihre politischen Beauftragten persönlich auf die Schlachtfelder gegangen. Es
gingen immer solche hier, und wo immer in der Welt der Mechanismus der
Aggression funktioniert, funktioniert er durch solche Leute.

Here, Heynowski and Scheumann make a clear moral distinction between
war bureaucrats and the soldiers who follow their orders. However, they
do not use this distinction to absolve the soldiers of responsibility for
their actions in Vietnam or, implicitly, in any other theatre of war. If
anything, Heynowski and Scheumann see soldiers as a vital and active
part of the ‘Mechanismus der Aggression’, moving from the displaced
commands of distant superiors to the explicit and violent actions of soldiers
in a warzone. The language used to describe the pilots throughout the
documentary is often mechanical in nature, establishing a metaphor where
the pilots and their planes are symbiotically linked: ‘Mensch und Material
sind miteinander vertraut.’ The metaphor suggests that the pilots are cogs
in a machine, but also that they are not passive or unaware of their role
as parts of a greater sum. This distinction is attributed by Scheumann
to the then-president of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, Hồ Chí
Minh. According to Scheumann, Hồ Chí Minh’s statements emphasise the
difference between ‘den eigentlichen Verbrechern im Hintergrund […]
und ihren bloßen Werkzeugen’. In the English version of the documentary,
‘Werkzeugen’ is translated as ‘tools’, a word which further evokes the
mechanical metaphor. Here, a moral distinction is made between the
superiors or ‘criminals’ sending out orders and the mere instruments
or pawns who enact them, but this distinction does not absolve guilt or

29 Ibid.
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minimise any of the pilots’ actions. Heynowski and Scheumann argue
that this distinction is socialist in nature when they use the phrase
‘sozialistischen Auffassungen’, which is rendered in the English version of
the documentary as a ‘socialist concept’. They argue that the pilots benefit
morally, because this ‘socialist concept’ dictates that they are not solely
responsible for the destruction and loss of civilian life in Vietnam.

The representation of the pilots in the documentary is not solely
condemnatory, as might be expected from a film likely to be regarded
exclusively as Communist propaganda. The pilots are given time and
space to talk freely, as much as this can be possible while being filmed
in captivity, and ultimately the documentary renders them sympathetically.
If anti-Western propaganda was the core purpose of the documentary, it
would have been easy for Heynowski and Scheumann to substantially cut
the footage they filmed and portray the pilots exclusively as, for example,
fascist devotees to American imperialism, including only the sections which
make them appear ignorant, prejudiced, and mindlessly violent. Instead,
by asking the pilots to recall their experiences of being shot down and
the physical and mental distress they suffered as a result, Heynowski
and Scheumann highlight and emphasise this undoubtedly traumatic
experience, even remarking to one pilot that ‘es ist erstaunlich, dass Sie
diesen Abschuss überlebt haben’. This unquestionably allows the viewers to
sympathise with the pilots by suggesting that the experience was sufficiently
life threatening that their survival is ‘erstaunlich’. With their stated goal of
understanding how the pilots think and what pushed them to commit the
acts they did, Heynowski and Scheumann focus on the variety of personal
responses the pilots have to their questions, emphasising similarities in the
pilots’ ways of thinking and then generalising them into a broader thesis
on war. This allows the established thesis to become applicable to more
than just the Vietnam War alone. Rothberg’s concept of multidirectional
memory centres on the necessity of empathic understanding between
multiple disparate groups, and so this sympathetic rendering of the pilots
is vital in order to establish an initial and workable multidirectional link.

The pilots themselves give a wide variety of opinions on how responsible
they consider themselves to be regarding the destruction in Vietnam.
Hubbard, then a first lieutenant and notable as the only one of the ten
primary interviewees who flew a reconnaissance plane and thus did not
carry any weapons, stated that it did not make any difference to him
whether he was carrying bombs or not as ‘alles war für ein und denselben
Zweck, für den Angriff’.30 Scheumann clarifies Hubbard’s statement in his
own words, but Hubbard is framed with a medium shot which keeps the
camera at an objective distance, allowing Hubbard’s words to stand for
themselves with no further questions from Scheumann.

30 Hubbard’s original statement in English: ‘It all was for the same end result in the strikes.’
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By contrast, when Scheumann asks another pilot if he feels personally
responsible for the destruction caused by air attacks, the pilot argues:

Ich weiß von keiner Handlung, für die ich mich irgendwie verantwortlich
fühle. Wenn ich etwas bombardiert habe, das ist nicht mehr als in allen
Kriegen gemacht wurde seit der Erfindung des Flugzeugs, soviel ich weiß.
Ich tat nichts, dass nicht schon früher getan wurde viele Male.31

As this pilot speaks, the camera slowly zooms in on his face, and then images
of destruction in Vietnam are shown, directly and viscerally contrasting with
the pilot’s words. The final shot of this pilot is a close-up of his face in
profile; the positioning of the camera here is used to imply that the pilot is
avoiding eye contact with the viewer, though of course it is an effect created
by the directors. It is clear from this carefully constructed montage that
Heynowski and Scheumann consider the pilot’s statement to be ignorant
and perhaps hypocritical; Hubbard’s statement was not sharply contrasted
through montage, as he claims responsibility for his actions, while this pilot
does not. A third pilot’s argument may be located somewhere between
that of the other two, in that he claims he is responsible for the actions
he undertook but not for the fact that he was ordered to perform them
by superior officers: ‘Ich bin nicht verantwortlich. Ich hatte Befehle,
hier (sic) zu kommen, Nordvietnam zu bombardieren. Allerdings bin ich
verantwortlich für die Zerstörung, die ich verursacht habe, verantwortlich
auf eine individuelle Basis’.32

By including this spectrum of responses, the documentary moves beyond
simple criticism of violent imperialism and into a space in which the pilots
both directly address the US military presence in Vietnam and tacitly
confront the wider question of responsibility in war. In this manner, the
documentary contains both a tangibility for the East German audience, as
it addresses the Vietnam War, which the GDR population broadly opposed
at the time in line with large swathes of international opinion,33 and it
functions as an allegory with relevance to the recent Nazi past. Essentially,
the allegory functions by drawing together the actions of American soldiers
in Vietnam and the actions of Nazi soldiers during the Second World
War; the implied East German viewer would then be capable of applying
the spectrum of interviewed pilots’ responses to the question of collective

31 The pilot’s original statement in English: ‘No, I don’t know of any acts that I committed to be
responsible for. I divebombed targets like they’ve been doing in all the wars since airplanes were
invented, as far as I know. I did nothing that hasn’t been done many, many times before.’ It is
worth noting that the United States never officially declared war on Vietnam at any point during the
conflict.
32 The pilot’s original statement in English: ‘I say I’m not responsible, in the certain phase that I
was ordered to come to bomb North Vietnam. However, I am responsible for the destruction I have
caused in [sic] a personal or individual basis.’
33 Gerd Horten, ‘Sailing in the Shadow of the Vietnam War: The GDR Government and the “Vietnam
Bonus” of the Early 1970s’, German Studies Review, 36 (2013), 557–78 (569).
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culpability and its effect on German post-war identity. This allows for a
deeper, stronger multidirectional memory link, as will be elaborated in the
following section.

‘HERRENMENSCHEN’

The implicit link between Nazism and American pilots in Vietnam is
made explicit through several segments of the documentary which directly
reference the Second World War. The American pilots are sardonically
described by the narrator as ‘Herrenmenschen’, a word with obvious Nazi
connotations as it denotes the National Socialist concept of the ‘master
race’, implying that the US pilots have ideal Nazi attributes. In another
instance, the practice of beheading deceased Vietnamese Communist
combatants and keeping the heads as trophies is compared through the
use of montage to the ‘Totenkopf’, the skull-and-crossbones symbol of the
3rd Panzer Division of the Waffen-SS, which was notorious for brutality and
war crimes such as the Le Paradis massacre of May 1940. In the English
version of the documentary, the narrator solidifies this comparison by
saying, ‘Another Nuremberg is in the making.’ By contrast, the original
German narrator says simply, ‘Eine Nachfolge wurde angetreten.’ The
omission of a direct reference to Nuremberg in the original German
indicates that Heynowski and Scheumann believed their East German
audience could understand the connection without being led so explicitly
by the narrator. In essence, the image of the ‘Totenkopf’ functions as a
trigger to memory, connecting the brutality of capitalist forces in Vietnam
to the brutality of the Nazi regime.

The clearest connection between the American pilots and the evocation
of Germany’s Nazi past is the short segment of the documentary
which focuses on Adolf Eichmann, a Nazi who was instrumental in the
organisation of the Holocaust but who argued at his 1961 trial in Jerusalem
that he had simply been following orders, an argument which is often
also known as the ‘Nuremberg Defence’. Observations of Eichmann’s trial
famously led political theorist Hannah Arendt to coin the phrase ‘the
banality of evil’.34 This segment contains various statements by the pilots
in which they discuss the orders they were given; in several instances, the
German translations of the pilots are modified from the original English
to include the word ‘Befehl[e]’, where other words would have been more
accurate. For example, the original statement, ‘It was my assignment,’ is
translated as ‘Das war ein Befehl’, where ‘Auftrag’ or ‘Einsatz’ would have
been more accurate. Immediately following this, we are shown an image of
Adolf Eichmann and, as the narrator briefly references his biography (‘Als

34 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil, New York City, NY 1963. This
book was originally written in English as a series of articles for The New Yorker, and was translated into
German in 1964, where the phrase is rendered as ‘die Banalität des Bösen’.
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“Endlösung der Judenfrage” organisierte er die physische Vernichtung von
6 Millionen Juden’), the camera slowly zooms in on his face. The next
shot shows a pilot, beginning with an instant zoom-out: the use of montage
and similar cinematographic techniques here explicitly link the pilots with
Eichmann himself.

This segment of the documentary also includes images of international
anti-Vietnam War protests, specifically of protests that took place in the
United States. The picket signs, buttons and badges shown all quote
Eichmann’s ‘only following orders’ defence in English and mention him by
name, underlining the documentary’s anti-war stance internationally and
further emphasising its previously established connections between the US
presence in Vietnam and Nazi war crimes. The editing in this segment is
sharp and simple, intercutting footage of the pilots’ interviews with relevant
images of protest to bolster the points made. In the German version, the
segment comes to an end with Scheumann summing up a pilot’s point of
view with the statement, ‘Sie haben bedingungslos ihre Befehle ausgeführt.’
The pilot’s translated German response is simply, ‘Wie ich schon sagte, ja.’35

In the German, this response is almost chilling, in the sense of the pilot’s
banal agreement that he carried out his orders unconditionally. This is a
suitable translation of his original reply (‘Like I said, yes’), although in the
English version it is clear that the pilot had more to say on the subject, as
what seems like a further elaboration is audibly cut off.36 Here it is possible
to see the careful manipulation of footage undertaken by Heynowski and
Scheumann in order to solidify their argument as the German dub does
not have this audible cut-off and therefore alters the pilot’s tone for the
German-speaking audience.

Further strengthening the links between the US pilots and the Nazis,
Heynowski and Scheumann also draw connections between the American
air strikes on Vietnam and the German Condor Legion’s strategic bombing
techniques in support of Spanish Nationalists during the Spanish Civil War
of 1936 to 1939. In the documentary, we see footage of aerial bombardment
and subsequently destroyed cities in Spain as the narrator argues that
‘das eigentliche Ziel der Bombenfluge, in Spanien wie in Vietnam, war
und ist das Selbstbestimmungsrecht von Völkern zu zerbomben’. The
similarities between the two conflicts as indicated by Heynowski and
Scheumann are prominent, and the narrator further indicates that the
American pilots who refuse to take responsibility for their actions in
Vietnam would also have been suitable as pilots in the Condor Legion.
This argument was made directly following a particular pilot’s argument
on responsibility, where he asserted, as discussed above, that ‘Ich tat

35 The pilot’s original statement in English: ‘Like I said, yes.’
36 This can be heard at 00:59:32 in Part Four of the English version of the documentary
(https://youtu.be/QYssoij7a0M), and contrasted with the equivalent statement in Part Four of the
German version.
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nichts, dass nicht schon früher getan wurde viele Male.’37 This connection
draws a further notable link between the American pilots and the
fascism of Nazi Germany. The inclusion of the Spanish Civil War also
lends credence to Rothberg’s notion of comparative, multidirectional
memory, by emphasising a multidirectional solidarity between East German
viewers and Communists of various nations. Further, by making these
additional connections outside the Vietnam War and the Second World
War, Heynowski and Scheumann’s argument is given greater credence, as
it implies that the documentary’s messages and themes are applicable to a
large variety of wars and warzones both past and present.

The use of the Holocaust as a primary touchstone for memorial
comparisons has been problematised many times in scholarship of memory
studies. Stef Craps commends Rothberg’s notion of multidirectional
memory when he argues that it ‘seeks to avoid the twin pitfalls of
sacralization and trivialization’38 of the Holocaust, in that surface-level
comparisons are in danger of reducing its impact, but holding it as
incomparable and untouchable makes the Holocaust, as a memorial event,
unyieldingly sacrosanct. Piloten im Pyjama’s comparison between the actions
of American soldiers in Vietnam and of Nazis during the Second World
War is not entirely free from these pitfalls. However, Piloten im Pyjama
does not compare the suffering of the victims of the Holocaust to that of
Vietnamese citizens, but rather compares the actions and belief systems of
the perpetrators of these tragedies. This comparison is not one-dimensional
or solely condemnatory, it seeks rather to understand the mindsets of the
people who made these tragedies possible. Comparisons between victims
of Nazi war crimes and those of other tragedies such as the slave trade
can occasionally function to diminish both historical events, but Heynowski
and Scheumann’s focus on perpetrator mentality means both that victims
are not homogenised, and also that the documentary’s reckoning with the
Nazi past also looks to Germany’s future, and is thus a ‘productive and not
privative’39 consideration of the past.

The documentary is arguably at its most impactful when it creates
and emphasises links between the actions of the US and the Nazi
militaries, a viewpoint that is only readily available thanks to Heynowski
and Scheumann’s position as East German citizens and proponents
of socialism. By utilising simple cinematographic techniques such as
montage and narration, Heynowski and Scheumann provide a convincing
argument which inextricably connects the pilots with the legacy of Nazism
through their actions and motivations. However, this connection does not
simply seek to condemn the pilots by equating them with war criminals.

37 The pilot’s original statement in English (cf. note 31): ‘I did nothing that hasn’t been done many,
many times before.’
38 Stef Craps, Postcolonial Witnessing: Trauma Out of Bounds, Basingstoke 2013, p. 85.
39 Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory (note 10), p. 3.
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By balancing this allegorical criticism with an occasionally sympathetic
presentation of the pilots, as will be detailed in the following section,
Heynowski and Scheumann ensure that the pilots are condemned for
their actions as representatives of the US military while they also stand as
figures with whom the implied East German viewer can sympathise as fellow
perpetrators in relation to the National Socialist past.

CONDITIONING AND APATHY

As established, the documentary is not solely an exposé on the inhumanity
of the pilots. Heynowski and Scheumann acknowledge the systematic
brutalisation experienced by many American soldiers as a part of military
training and suggest through the interviews that the pilots have been
conditioned by their training to think and act the way they do. In the
second part of the documentary, Heynowski and Scheumann confront the
pilots with photographs depicting US soldiers being trained to withstand
potential torture in the scenario of capture; the training directly involves
US soldiers being physically harmed by their own commanders. Heynowski
and Scheumann suggest that the training is an extreme method of forcing
anti-Communist thinking in American soldiers, since it is intended to
prepare them for what they may face upon capture by Communist forces.
However, Heynowski and Scheumann are also careful to acknowledge that
the soldiers themselves are ‘systematisch verroht’. Although the interviewed
pilots unanimously say that they never experienced this particular form
of training themselves, the acknowledgement of brutal training methods
engenders some degree of sympathy for American soldiers of all kinds.
This sympathy is an ideal way of further strengthening the multidirectional
memorial bridge between East German viewers and the pilots they see in
the documentary.

Prompting sympathy and, to some degree, empathy for American soldiers
is not without its problems. Vietnamese-American author Viet Thanh
Nguyen’s 2016 study Nothing Ever Dies: Vietnam and the Memory of War
provides an interpretation of the legacy of the Vietnam War with specific
focus on the Vietnamese perspective, establishing his critical reflections on
memory studies and the memory culture surrounding the conflict from
various points of view. Nguyen argues that ‘empathy and compassion are
tools, not solutions, [but sympathy] may also breed a sense of shared
suffering, and this fellow feeling may urge us toward action’.40 Here, he
takes this perspective specifically with reference to works of art that are
intended to generate sympathy/empathy for victims, whereas, by contrast,
Heynowski and Scheumann’s aim in this particular segment is to generate

40 Viet Thanh Nguyen, Nothing Ever Dies: Vietnam and the Memory of War, Cambridge, MA 2016,
pp. 267–8.
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sympathy/empathy for American soldiers, in this case, for the perpetrators
of violence against victims. However, as argued by Rothberg, ‘perpetrators
of extreme violence can [also] suffer from trauma – but this makes them no
less guilty of their crimes and does not entail claims to victimization or even
demands on our sympathy’.41 Rothberg’s distinction is vital, as it reinforces
the importance of viewing US pilots in the documentary in a way that is not
one-dimensional, but also does not minimise their complicity.

The complexity of this issue of sympathy is not directly addressed by
Heynowski and Scheumann within Piloten im Pyjama. Choosing to focus on
American soldiers at all is arguably a case of privileging the narratives of
perpetrators over those of victims. However, Heynowski and Scheumann
manage to balance criticism of the pilots’ actions with an understanding
of the circumstances which prompted them. Addressing one of the pilots,
Scheumann argues:

Sie haben sicherlich ausgezeichnete Kenntnisse als Pilot, aber Sie
interessieren sich kaum dafür, in welchem gesellschaftlichen Mechanismus
Sie tätig werden. [M]it einem Mann wie Ihnen ist jeder, auch der
schmutzigste Krieg, möglich.

The pilots’ lack of interest in the social mechanisms in which they operate
is highlighted in a series of questions asking them about their apoliticality.
Most of the pilots admit they have very little interest in politics, although
they also derive political opinions exclusively from their military training
and allegiance. From the pilots alone, there is a sense of inevitability:
they seem to suggest that their mindsets are unchangeable, because their
position within the US military demands that their political opinions and
subsequent actions are formed and carried out exclusively in response
to US military policy. However, Heynowski and Scheumann contrast this
with references to various American conscientious objectors, who refused
to obey the orders they were given because they personally objected to
American intervention in Vietnam. This contrast reinforces Heynowski and
Scheumann’s ‘socialist concept’ of responsibility as it highlights the fact
that no member of any military is incapable of refusing to enact orders to
which they are morally opposed.

Heynowski and Scheumann also argue that the physical distance between
the planes and their targets allows the pilots to remove themselves from
their actions. In many scenes, the pilots’ answers are intercut with footage
of planes dropping bombs from great heights and Vietnamese towns and
cities flattened by this destruction. As argued by Soviet film theorist Lev
Kuleshov, the ‘interrelationship of shots’42 is what generates meaning
in film, rather than a single shot in isolation: in these sections of the

41 Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory (note 10), p. 90.
42 Lev Kuleshov, Kuleshov on Film: Writings of Lev Kuleshov, tr. Ronald Levaco, Berkeley, CA 1974,
p. 46.
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documentary, Piloten im Pyjama generates direct associations between the
pilots and their actions through use of editing and montage. These
techniques are, of course, only visible once the film is being watched by
a viewer, so the target of this confrontation is not necessarily the American
pilots, but rather the East German viewers, who are presented with a
perspective that the pilots themselves do not have.

In this sense, Heynowski and Scheumann rather deftly balance on the
tightrope of sympathising with the American pilots without defending
their actions. They explore the conditioning and training that the pilots
underwent and also argue that the pilots’ lack of engagement with politics
on a personal level is partially due to the mindset held by many Americans
more generally, which gives the viewer a solid understanding of the pilots’
circumstances. Heynowski and Scheumann then acknowledge that it is
possible to act in a way which opposes the actions of the US military
with the example of the conscientious objectors. Therefore, the ‘systematic
brutalisation’ of many US soldiers during training is not an excuse for
the subsequent actions of these soldiers in Vietnam; rather, it is simply an
explanation as to why they think and act the way they do. This balance
is crucial in making sure that a viewer can understand and perhaps even
identify with the pilots, but also condemn the actions they performed.
The pilots’ actions were informed chiefly by their own choices – whether
they argue they were ‘just following orders’ or not. This also echoes the
complexity of culpability and guilt in post-war German identity: any East
German seeking to question their own responsibility in terms of Nazi war
crimes could position themselves in a similar way, by acknowledging the
severe and controlling effect that Nazism had on the population at large
while also being aware of the fact that other actions, apart from following
orders or otherwise falling in line with Nazi doctrine, were entirely
possible. While this is never explicitly stated in the documentary, the whole
film functions as a way of drawing together the disparate identities of
East Germans and American pilots, and therefore clearly establishes a
multidirectional memorial link which draws together the experiences of
East Germans reflecting on their own identities as well as the actions of the
US military in Vietnam.

SOLIDARITY BETWEEN NATIONS

Aside from the numerous connections drawn between the American pilots
and the Nazi military during the Second World War, Heynowski and
Scheumann also establish an empathetic link between East German and
North Vietnamese citizens. Heynowski and Scheumann’s short film 400cm3

(1967) depicts various East Germans donating blood, intercut with images
of Vietnamese people suffering because of the war in Vietnam. The intent
of this documentary was to persuade East Germans to donate blood which
© 2022 The Authors
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would be sent to Vietnam as part of aid efforts. In this context, it is notable
that one of the major cuts made to the documentary Piloten im Pyjama was
a scene in which an American pilot is given a blood transfusion with blood
donated by GDR citizens. According to Heynowski and Scheumann, this
footage was not shown because ‘East Germans would have been outraged
to see where their blood was going’.43 The fact that the outrage of East
German citizens was considered in the making of Piloten im Pyjama proves,
if nothing else, that its focus was not simply to put across Heynowski and
Scheumann’s criticism of American imperialism; rather, it aimed also to
engage directly with GDR citizens and their sympathies.

A segment focusing on establishing solidarity between the GDR and the
DRV opens with aerial footage of a bombed German city as the narrator
states that the US Air Force dropped 641,000 tonnes of bombs on the
country during the Second World War. There follows an immediate cut
to a shot of a room occupied by a (presumably non-functional) enormous
American bomb and a very young Vietnamese child. The narrator explains
that the 3,000-pound bomb is part of over 800,000 tonnes of bombs which
have been dropped on the DRV by US forces thus far. The narrator then
compares the statistics by stating that ‘der amerikanische Luftkrieg gegen
die Demokratische Republik Vietnam ist mehr als fünfmal stärker’ than
the US air-raids against Germany during the Second World War. As the
narrator speaks, the camera moves closer to the Vietnamese child, who
disappears into shadow in the last few frames. The images of destruction
are striking and recognisable to German citizens, while the footage of
the Vietnamese child makes the scale of the destruction personal and
immediate. The statistical information presented by the narrator also allows
for direct comparisons. The scale of destruction in Vietnam is already
greater and notably has not yet come to an end; by recalling the physical
and emotional trauma memorably sustained by Germans during the aerial
bombardments of the Second World War and comparing it to the same
trauma currently experienced by Vietnamese citizens, the line of solidarity
between the two countries grows stronger. The memories of East German
citizens who experienced aerial bombardments become inextricable from
the Vietnamese civilian experience through the comparison of statistical
data and, further, by the visceral depiction of a child dwarfed in size
by the non-functioning bomb. This draws together objective fact with an
emotional appeal, strengthening Heynowski and Scheumann’s argument.

This retrospective on a tangible German experience of trauma is
emphasised further when Heynowski and Scheumann reveal that four of
the interviewed pilots had previously been stationed in West Germany
before being sent to Vietnam. The conflicting German identities of air
strike victim and genocide enabler (or perpetrator) are drawn together
by a potential tangible threat to the GDR. All four of the pilots previously

43 Alter, ‘Excessive Pre/Requisites’ (note 8), 66.
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stationed in West Germany admitted that if they had been given orders to
bomb the GDR, they would have done so without question. Once again,
the use of the word ‘Befehle’ reinforces previously established links to
Eichmann and the Nazi War Crimes Trials. Rothberg argues that memory
often functions as ‘a spur to unexpected acts of empathy and solidarity’.44

In the case of Heynowski and Scheumann’s bridge between the GDR and
the DRV, this is undoubtedly the case. By linking the lived experience of
Vietnamese citizens with the potential of violence on the same level (which
had also been experienced in living memory by Germans during the aerial
bombing of the country over two decades previously), the documentary
functions as a visceral reminder of the importance of socialist solidarity
precisely because it seeks not only to reflect on the past but also to look
ahead.

CONCLUSION

As a documentary made by two stalwart supporters of the GDR, Piloten
im Pyjama is more than a purely propaganda film. Rather than seeking
to simply expose the inhumanity of the American pilots they interview in
Vietnam, Heynowski and Scheumann explore Nazism in Germany through
a different lens. Taking advantage of the broad international opposition to
the Vietnam War, Heynowski and Scheumann generate a multidirectional
memory bridge between Germans and American pilots through references
to Nazism and the Second World War. Highlighting the moral and political
similarities between American pilots and Nazis who insisted they were ‘just
following orders’, Heynowski and Scheumann put together a film which
advocates solidarity between East Germans and Vietnamese Communists,
while also tacitly criticising the view that only the Nazi High Command were
responsible for war crimes and the Holocaust.

Rothberg argues at the conclusion of his study that ‘[m]emories
are mobile; histories are implicated in each other’.45 Heynowski and
Scheumann certainly prove this to be true: their entanglement of post-
war German identities and US military actions in Vietnam is incisive in its
ability to generate not only a criticism of the Vietnam War at large but also
a usable framework for Germans to address Nazism on levels both personal
and national. Further, by emphasising themes of socialist solidarity between
nations, Heynowski and Scheumann move past sympathy or empathy as the
only action a spectator of suffering can take; instead, they give their viewers
the tools to better understand the conflict in Vietnam and align themselves
more specifically with the people Heynowski and Scheumann believe are
its victims, rather than obliquely watching from afar. The American pilots

44 Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory (note 10), p. 19.
45 Ibid., p. 314.

© 2022 The Authors
German Life and Letters published by Editorial Board and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.



‘ICH HATTE BEFEHLE’ 19

in the documentary either vocally accept responsibility for the damage
they have done in Vietnam, or, if they do not accept it, they benefit from
Hồ Chí Minh’s previously mentioned ‘socialist concept’ of responsibility,
which makes a moral distinction between those who give orders and those
who enact them. However, as Piloten im Pyjama repeatedly emphasises,
this ‘socialist concept’ does not absolve those who enact orders from the
responsibility of choosing to follow them.
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