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In post-war East Germany and later in the German Democratic 
Republic (GDR), India features prominently in newsreel film produc-
tions. These films were screened in cinema houses during interludes 
of main feature films and, as suggested in their title Der Augenzeuge 
(the eyewitness), they claimed authenticity in being an eyewitness 
of international events. This chapter looks at newsreel production 
in the GDR as a strategic cinema device that bore deep influences 
of Cold War politics. It engages with how India was represented in 
these newsreels and contextualizes how the emerging developments 
of the Cold War brought India closer to the cultural and political 
requirements of the GDR in its efforts to find its own identity as 
a nation-state and legitimize its political existence in a turmoiled 
period of the last century. I see the extensive use of visual images 
of India in the newsreels as a case of entangled cinematic collabora-
tion, given that they represent intertwined gazes from India and 
the GDR that co-shaped this cinema culture, and as a medium that 
offers the possibility to enquire into transnational as well as translo-
cal entanglements among individual actors from both the countries.

NEWSREELS: IN AND AS ARCHIVE
Newsreels face us today in the form of an archive. An archive, not 
only because they represent historical objects that have exhausted 
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their immediate intended use and purpose and are available mainly 
for those who are interested in the study of the past but also in the 
sense that they constitute the very past that they were produced in. 
As Tara Allison Hottman (2018, 2) reminds us, ‘images are constitu-
tive of historical experience rather than simply representative of it’. 
As a form of discourse and as facilitators of a discourse, newsreel 
films invested themselves in constructing identities, but they also 
played the role of, what Sigrun Lehnert would call, an ‘agent of 
history’ in which they function on three levels:

1. As a story, whereby they represent a piece of a nation’s history.
2. As a form of storytelling, wherein they claim to reproduce 

history.
3. As an institution, that is, a production house, where they act 

as initiators and mediators of historical narratives (Lehnert 
2018, 4).

In newsreels, we find news reports that narrate the social and 
political life of a nation and reports about other nations which were 
mainly told through the cultural and political lens of the nation 
where they were produced. In this way, they represent fragments 
of a nation’s history, revealing how actors within a nation imagined 
and actively produced it by constructing images of the other. By 
constructing the identity of another nation and seeking to provide 
evidences of this making, newsreels form the core of what Samual 
Sieber (2016, 25) calls the ‘visual regime’ of a nation.

This visual regime largely functions through the production 
and reproduction of visual images (still or moving), often accom-
panied by audio and textual supplements to produce a storytelling 
device that serves, as Paul Virilio outlines in his study of the history 
of cinema and modern wars, a nation’s geo-strategic interests. In 
this form of storytelling, newsreels tell us volumes about the history 
that they themselves helped in creating.

What makes newsreels a significant and layered source of 
history making is that it is saturated with what Bill Nichols would 
call a ‘surplus of meanings’ (Alter 2002, 17). While proposing meth-
ods to study the meaning of documentary films, Nichols describes 
how images and bodies of the subjects of documentary films create 
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meanings that are in ‘excess of those immediately intended by the 
referential’ (Alter 2002, 17). Newsreels, due to their specific require-
ments of being brief, interesting and entertaining, mostly rely on 
stereotypes, though occasionally they also try to go beyond them 
because of emerging sociopolitical situations. This use of stereotypes 
and the film-maker’s negotiation with ensuing tensions provides 
another layer of meaning constituted by such films.

This makes newsreels an interesting form of archive, as 
they are not only archival material but archives in their own 
right. As a technology, they determine the ‘very institution of the 
archivable event’ as Derrida (1998, cited in Sieber 2016, 27) would 
say. The way in which a certain image and a specific description 
emerge within a certain sequence, with a particular duration and 
repetition, reveals the ideological framework of the production. As 
Sieber puts it in his study of newsreels as an archive, newsreels do 
not have an inherent absolute or real truth that they try to inform 
the people about. Rather, if taken as archives, they reveal how 
newsreels deal with and depict the reality in which they work, that 
is, how they were produced and received. They mark the coming 
together of ‘predominant discourses and visual regimes’ that give 
them their power to influence mass perceptions (Sieber 2016, 25). 
Thus, they are also crucial indicators of the making of the aesthetic 
memory and repertoire of the very medium they constitute.

As a powerful entertainment device meant to influence 
public perception, since their inception, newsreels were often 
used for state propaganda and in contemporary times, as archival 
material, they pose, as Imesch and others have put it, a dilemma 
that a scholar has to deal with: on the one hand, they are consid-
ered ‘a product of national propaganda’, while on the other, they 
are praised as a ‘cultural asset’ that has considerable value for a 
nation’s history and culture (Sieber 2016, 24–25).

‘BIOPICS OF NATION?’ OF WAR, STATE AND 
IDENTITY MAKING
This dilemma is best reflected in the general and scholarly percep-
tion of newsreels as ‘biopics of the nation’ (cited in Imesch, Schade, 
and Sieber 2016, 11–12). They are ‘biopics’ but they unescapably 
tell the story of the formation of a political community or a nation. 
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As Knut Hickethier puts it, ‘visual metaphors have a community-
forming and culture-creating effect’ because they are ‘based on the 
images that are part of the basic components of a cultural group or 
nation’ (Hickethier 2016, 51).

This delicate yet closely found relation might have its origin 
in the fact, as Imesch and others point out, that as a medium, 
newsreels were ‘controlled by national governments’, although 
such an orientation towards national framing can even be seen in 
productions that were the work of private, commercial production 
houses, given that conventionally, political, social and cultural 
news was seen through the prism and within the boundaries of the 
nation-state. This is, however, not the only reason why newsreels 
would be anchored in national frameworks. As various studies have 
pointed out, newsreel audiences identified with reports being shown 
primarily through the categories of what is national and what is 
foreign. Since newsreels were very short in length, they usually 
evoked ‘mythical subjects (e.g., a nation)’ to provide a structure to 
the plot and to enable ‘subjective and collective identification’. This 
‘rhetoric in the newsreels’ swayed audiences to imagine, identify 
with and situate themselves within the discourse that was being 
projected in the medium (Imesch et al. 2016, 9). Therefore, by its 
very design, a newsreel invents and invokes the identity and con-
sciousness of a nation as it constructs a community of political and 
cultural subjects.

This is evident from the history of newsreels, in general, 
and its use in Germany, in particular. When newsreels were first 
produced around 1910 in France, they soon became popular in 
Germany, not the least due to propaganda requirements of the 
First World War, when newsreels were used to inform audiences 
about military achievements on the front and to mobilize them for 
the state’s interests. Once the significance of newsreels in present-
ing military achievements had been established, their production 
continued in the Weimar Republic. During the Nazi rule, with the 
use of threat to violence against cinema houses, the production and 
screening of newsreels acquired a new format. Screening and watch-
ing newsreels were made mandatory and the doors of cinema houses 
were closed during their screening to stop people who would try to 
avoid them from leaving (Imesch et al. 2016, 43). In the post-war 
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period, in divided Germany, both parts established their own set-
ups of newsreel production. Apart from the newsreels introduced 
by the Allies, the Federal Republic of Germany government estab-
lished its own production house for its Neue Deutsche Wochenschau. 
On the other hand, in the GDR, newsreels called Der Augenzeuge—a 
title that was significant in the context of Cold War politics as we 
will see later—were produced by the state-controlled Deutsche Film 
AG (DEFA). This was when the two German administered states, 
even before they were constituted as countries, started producing 
newsreels that projected them as a nation, which was segmented 
yet had the desire to be politically constituted and identified as one. 
Thus, in a post-war fragmented nation, even before the actualiza-
tion of the two separate countries, it was newsreels that were used 
among other media to construct the image of the respective country 
from the visual repertoire of memories from a former nation.1

In their study of post-war European newsreels, Imesch, 
Schade, and Sieber analyse the function and significance of news-
reels in the construction of cultural identities, focusing on how 
memorized and repetitive moving images of what was considered 
the national (self) and foreign nations were employed to invent a 
cultural identity in war-torn Europe. These scholars assert that 
newsreels contributed to the construction of cultural identities 
‘as part of national discourse, political processes, and economic 
strategies in European countries after 1945’ (Imesch et al. 2016, 7). 
Identity here is not seen as a static marker, but as ‘as a construct 
in perpetual progress through historical, medial, imaginative and 
imaginary practices of identification, intertwining collectives and 
individuals, and thereby producing reality’ (Imesch et al. 2016, 8). 
The making of this identity was performed by constantly includ-
ing and excluding references and elements from the cinematic 
‘dispositif’,2 that navigated the gaze to address the ‘optical uncon-
scious’3 of the spectator towards the process of identification, in 
which the self and other were divided along with what was sup-
posed to be ‘national’ and what was ‘foreign’. Though newsreel 
films do not necessarily constitute the core of national cinema, they 
nonetheless illustrate what Andrew Higson describes as ‘product of 
a tension between “home” and “away,” between the identification of 
the homely and the assumption that it is quite distinct from what 
happens elsewhere’ (Higson 2000, 60).
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Newsreels operated within a cultural, political and aes-
thetic complex, which Derrida would call a ‘fictional fashioning’ in 
which the ‘actuality’ is ‘produced, sifted, invested and performa-
tively interpreted by numerous apparatuses which are factitious 
or artificial, hierarchizing and selectable, always in the service of 
forces and interests’ (Derrida and Stiegler 2002, 3). The use and 
movements of camera, angles of shots, cuts, their sequences, music, 
voice over, other sounds, selection of sequences and repetition, 
their overall placement within the complete newsreel package 
and many other elements and devices of film production mediate 
this depicted ‘actuality’ and, therefore, every newsreel carried an 
image of the world of which accuracy was constructed as per the 
ideological and commercial requirements of the production houses 
or producing nations.4

In this way, newsreels became an effective tool to com-
municate and educate larger audiences while at the same time 
making them imagine themselves as being part of a single unit 
(Lehnert 2018, 4). However, as a medium of discourse of any kind, 
newsreels would not have succeeded had they not been established 
as, as Sieber puts it, ‘an articulable and visible medium’, in other 
words, the newsreel had to make ‘itself part of a discourse’ (Sieber 
2016, 33).

Thus, as we see, newsreels, as a medium that claims to 
articulate actuality, place themselves in the discourse of being 
authentic before everything else.

THE STRATEGY OF PRODUCING AUTHENTIC IMAGES
This authenticity, which was the fundamental logic of newsreels, 
used the unique ability of cinema in, what Abel Gance defined as, 
‘cancelling time and space’ (cited in Virilio 1989, 34). This refers to 
how newsreels created their own time and space in the presence of 
viewers that interfered with their own passing of time and seemed 
to cancel it. Bill Nichols (1980, 279) has pointed out the character-
istics of the newsreel films in which due to the fact that the ‘diegetic 
plane is located externally to the film’, it becomes natural to them 
that they are often equated with the reality itself.

As a film genre and a technological instrument to educate 
people and create certain perspectives among the viewing masses, 
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newsreels began in an era when a new way of perception was 
emerging with the coming of aviation and the movie camera. It 
did not only free the human eye, or the function of seeing, from 
the limits of the physical human body but also opened a new way 
of looking at things in which a ‘viewpoint can be mobile, can get 
away from the static focus and share the speed of moving objects’ 
(Virilio 1989, 21). With the added assistance of an aircraft, this 
viewpoint could be aerial, which was unimaginable until now. 
Therefore, during and after the Second World War, ‘aerial vision 
became a widespread phenomenon with a large public’ (Virilio 1989, 
25). Both of these developments not only created a new possibility 
for perceiving reality, but they also intervened in the ways human 
beings have been perceiving and experiencing the flow of time and 
accessing distance. Now, with cinema and aviation, distances were 
redefined and so was time, which had its own flow within the dura-
tion of a cinematic creation.

In this context, what was considered ‘real’ was not limited 
to the immediate surroundings of a viewer, it was extended to the 
viewing field of a movie camera that could record the passage of 
time in a certain space and, thus, could produce such moving visu-
als that could represent the ‘real’ in the greatest possible accuracy. 
Even after recognizing the limitations posed by the medium, and 
subjective and selective interventions of the creators of the visuals, 
it was considered the most accurate imitation of what was real, and, 
hence, it could claim to be authentic.

This technological discovery went hand in hand with the 
military strategic requirements of initially the First World War 
and then the Second World War when war activities and achieve-
ments were presented to the viewers at home as proof of national 
power and, hence, created an audience essentially based on national 
identity.5 This, in turn, helped the newsreels get established as 
what Sieber would call an ‘articulable and visible medium’ (2016, 
33). With the ability to use the discourse of authenticity in order 
to project certain constructed visuals as ‘reality’, newsreels became 
an essential medium for states in the post-Hiroshima world torn 
by the Cold War, when after the explosion of the nuclear bomb, 
the so-called ‘deterrence principle’ redefined political and military 
strategy, which now depended upon revealing the strength of the 
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nation, rather than using it in real battles. This strength was no 
doubt primarily based on material objects (especially weapons of 
war and nuclear bombs), but it was staged and articulated mainly 
through audiovisual media. Thus, the Cold War became, in Virilio’s 
words, a war of publicizing the material and ideological strength of 
nation-states. A camera alone had the capacity to record and pro-
duce images of reality, which could also be manipulated according 
to needs, and was considered an ‘eyewitness’ to what was real in 
different geographical spaces and historical times.

Generally, as the above-mentioned studies have shown, 
 creating an identity and addressing the urgent strategic require-
ments of Cold War largely relied upon processes of self-image 
production of the country concerned. However, the study of the 
use of images of other nations in ascertaining one’s own image has 
not been given that much significance. In the following section, 
with the analysis of GDR newsreels produced by DEFA during the 
Cold War, I will show how using images of India helped the GDR 
state at two levels—to define and legitimize itself as a country, on 
the one hand, and to articulate its strength in a fragmented and 
beleaguered international situation, on the other.

AN EYEWITNESS TO HISTORY: THE CASE OF GDR 
NEWSREELS
Established in May 1946 as state-owned production enterprise 
with the mandate of ‘de-Nazification and political re-education 
in Germany’ (Allan 2015, 52), DEFA began the production of its 
weekly newsreel series Der Augenzeuge with the main function to 
educate audiences about ‘socialist working, learning, and living’ 
for which the natural model was the USSR (Lehnert 2018, 5). To 
maintain their ideological conformity, newsreels were assessed by a 
Soviet advisor and a committee of the Sozialistische Einheitspartei 
Deutschlands (SED) members. Each DEFA newsreel usually con-
tained 8–15 reports and was 10–12 minutes in length. The news-
reels consisted of reports mostly on the social, political and cultural 
life of the GDR and the USSR and some on countries around the 
world, where strategic interests of the GDR could be mapped.

Der Augenzeuge translates into English as ‘eyewitness’. 
With this title, the producers of the reports seemed not only to 
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suggest that they (or their camerapersons) had been an eyewitness 
to what they were producing but also that they possessed what used 
to be called a ‘world view’, which was a theory of socialism, that 
can see and make sense of affairs of the human world. By watch-
ing these reports, audiences witnessed not only the constructed 
reports of the actual events but also the convergence of the above 
two claims. The title Augenzeuge not only attributed newsreels the 
status of being an eyewitness to history that was in the making but 
also served as a proof of changing realities.6 As Kurt Maetzig, one of 
the founders and the first director of Der Augenzeuge, conceptual-
ized it, the newsreel was ‘a person’. In his words,

It is the personification of the spectator himself, who now is 
represented in the newsreel’s name. The spectator, who him-
self views what is on the screen as an eye witness, must keep 
in mind that his own critique and judgment must be employed 
to understand the purpose behind the pictures seen on the 
screen. (Quoted in Jordan 1993, 66)

The connotation of being an eyewitness and using the film as an 
eyewitness prioritizes the camera in relation to the eye where the 
record of what the eye of the camera has seen is presented to the 
eyes of the viewers. It also prioritizes the past over the present, in 
which the images and narratives from the past are used to explain 
and define what is being perceived in the present. In order to 
make sense of the present in a certain way, or to create a meaning 
situated in the present, that can also include revisiting the past, 
it authenticates the present and gives it a certain kind of urgency. 
Since the past is presented here through images, only to negotiate 
with and navigate through the present, there are always aspects of 
relevance and constructed immediacy that underline the newsreel 
films. In this way, they become facts, shown as immediately related 
to the present. In this dynamic between the past and the present, 
a newsreel film that claims to be an eyewitness (to a different time 
and space) creates a new temporal unity between perception and 
experience in the everyday life of a viewer, in which they negotiate 
between what they see as a present with what they live in.

We see here how GDR newsreels, by virtue of their name, 
place themselves in a discourse of authenticity, involving not only 
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a technical machine, which supposedly does not have a subjective 
view in itself, but also the audiences, who are invited to become an 
eyewitness to what is worth witnessing in the world. The journal-
ists or camerapersons who created the reports remain invisible and 
anonymous, and by removing the presence of an ‘author’ from the 
news reports, and adding a voiceover of a distanced commentator, 
the newsreels become more ‘objective’ as the viewer encounters the 
audiovisual reports as ‘truths that he alone knows’ (Virilio 1989, 
47). News reports that are deliberately isolated from any index to 
reality other than visuals increase the effect of being authentic: 
moving images are deprived of colour and sounds, and often it is 
difficult to precisely identify their actual time and space. But by 
adding music, commentary and a constructed duration, they guide 
the viewer towards the narrative and, thus, present themselves as 
an interpreter of reality, which assists in understanding the view 
and the motion of the camera and unfold the meaning of the report.

INDIA IN THE NEWSREELS
India features in the newsreels since the beginning of their produc-
tion in 1946, but it becomes prominent with the formation of the 
GDR. During the period from 1946 up to 1980, when the production 
of newsreels was stopped, India occurs in 153 reportages, in which 
it is often presented with prominence and with palpable fraternity. 
Though there can be other ways to categorize the reports on India, 
not the least because representing India in films changed through 
time, I would like to categorize them under three thematic rubrics 
in this chapter.

1. India’s struggle for democracy and strength: Under this category 
are newsreels that deal with the issue of defining contemporary 
India from an East German perspective. Films that represented 
the political, economic and social issues facing India as a 
recently independent nation and, thereafter, the establishment 
of democratic institutions in the country belong to this category.

2. India and its networks of solidarity: Under this category are 
newsreel reports that try to position India on the map of inter-
national solidarity among the still-colonized nations, the recent 
post-colonies, the GDR and the broader Socialist Bloc.
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3. India as a land of the past and the future: This category brings 
together newsreels that depict images of everyday life in India. 
They produce representations of India that rely on older familiar 
images of the country for East German viewers while simultane-
ously capturing a society that was seen as rapidly changing.

I follow this categorization with the awareness that putting the vast 
repertoire of newsreels in schematic categories has its own dangers 
and problems which could include limiting their scope and creating 
certain biases and pre-conceived notions about them. Nonetheless, 
it ought to be kept in mind that newsreels are not and cannot be 
divided neatly in such rubrics. They often fall under more than one 
category and scenes and narratives intermingle with each other to 
create a definite impression.

India’s Struggle for Democracy and Strength
Soon after the formation of the GDR in October 1949, a newsreel of 
Der Augenzeuge7 was aired in cinema houses with eight different 
reports, mostly about various political-cultural affairs of the GDR, 
the ruling SED party and the Soviet Union.8 The fourth report in 
this collection was on Unruhen in Indien (riots in India). Placed 
within the newsreel after a report on the French Communist Marcel 
Cachin’s 80th anniversary, and separated by a cut, the opening shot 
of this report presents a view of a street with flags of Pakistan. This 
eye-level shot is interrupted by low-angle shots of similar flags in 
balconies and on strings in the air. Having set the existence of a 
new national entity, the report opens to a scene of parliamentary 
proceedings in which the camera pans over the members seated on 
chairs in semi-circular arrangements, appearing to be discussing 
the affairs related to Pakistan. Then we see British India’s last 
Viceroy Mountbatten descending from the dais and Muhammad Ali 
Jinnah taking the place, the action separated by a cutaway transi-
tion showing members witnessing this historical event. Thus, the 
event of Pakistan’s formation is established, which is conclusively 
demonstrated by a Pakistani flag being waved in the Parliament. 
Underscored by a low, melodramatic music, the voiceover tells us 
about this rupture by reminding the audience about the role of 
Britain that ‘prevented the unification of the Indian people and 
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created two states—Pakistan and India’.9 In the following scenes, 
we encounter the images of death and destruction during Partition, 
as indicated in the title of the report. The report focuses on the 
process of the formation of the state of Pakistan and the violence 
that resulted in large-scale migration and displacement, destruction 
and unimaginable human suffering. After showing burning and 
demolished houses, the camera pans over Muslim refugee camps, 
a caravan of Muslim migrants and comes to the conclusive shot of 
mass graves and corpses lying around and being carried on stretch-
ers. On the whole, the images of legislative proceedings of British 
India’s Partition and the visuals of riots contribute to solemnly and 
sadly remind viewers of what was construed as a consequence of 
British colonial rule in the South Asian region.

This is a classic moment in a newsreel where, as Sieber 
says, the ‘unsaid and the unseen resonate and reappear’ (Sieber 
2016, 25). Given the newsreel’s convention and its aesthetic logic 
which demanded the spectacular, cheerful, entertaining scenes to 
encourage the audience to watch the newsreels and not put them 
off with too many serious and disturbing images, this was an unu-
sual report consisting of shots of riots, corpses, mass graves and 
caravans of refugees. However, it ought to be remembered that this 
was a film produced in a post-war German country, the GDR, and 
hence echoes of the memory of a divided Germany withered by war 
can also be found in this report.

The carefully crafted language of the voiceover provides a 
glimpse of the reason why such a report might have been produced 
two years after the Partition: the events of the Partition echoed 
how the GDR also visualized and perceived itself when it came to 
memories of war as well as the division of Germany. The newsreel 
seems to point to similar historical dynamics at work in both the 
historical moments, that is, imperialism. As Seán Allan puts it, 
after the foundation of the GDR and increasing Soviet influence 
on the ruling Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED), the state 
now explicitly began mythologizing its ‘allegedly antifascist origins’ 
in which it was the ‘Other’ of fascism (Allan 2015, 54). Following 
Georgi Dimitrov’s doctrine of 1935, fascism was considered as an 
‘essentially economic phenomenon’ rooted in the ‘most reactionary, 
most chauvinistic and most imperialist elements of finance capital’ 
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(Allan 2015, 54), and GDR’s rejection of capitalism bolstered its own 
founding logic of anti-fascism. Now in a GDR newsreel based on the 
founding moment of the Indian nation, the plight of Indian masses 
and the pain of Partition are represented by reminding audiences 
of the role of an ‘imperialist’ country (Britain) in this great suffer-
ing and loss. It is interesting that the report does not argue to hold 
Britain accountable for this destruction, but rather just mentions 
this, informing audiences of the same simply as a matter of fact. 
However, the report also does more than that: by producing the 
image of a divided and troubled India that was a victim of capital-
ist colonialism and imperialism, this newsreel intensely invokes 
GDR’s memories of a German self and, at the same time, orients 
the audience towards an explicit socialist perspective regarding 
the complex cultural and political questions of the German nation 
and identity.10

Britain appears in another report related to India, and this 
time it is not charged of any crime as such. This report, titled Aus 
London kommend, besuchen indische Soldaten Berlin (Coming from 
London, Indian Soldiers Visit Berlin) and produced and released 
in East Germany sometime after mid-1946, shows soldiers of 
the British Indian Army during their visit to Berlin (as part of a 
Europe trip).11 They are depicted as returning after spending time 
in London and in one sequence after another, seen walking through 
and seeing places in Berlin, which are still in ruins. The soldiers 
move from one place to another, walk, parade, carried by vehicles 
and in the backdrop, we see a destroyed New Reich Chancellery, 
ruins of the Ministry of propaganda and the Seat of the National 
Council of the National Front of Democratic Germany. After this 
comes the sequence where they are seen marching in a military 
parade in the shadow of British flags and the flag of British India.

In 1946, both India and the GDR were yet to be founded 
as independent sovereign countries and memories of an alliance 
against the defeat of Nazism in Germany were still fresh. Thus, in 
the newsreel with soldiers of the British Indian Army, we see smil-
ing Indian soldiers in close-ups, they are happy, and their friendly 
faces unmarked by colonial rule and subjugation. That they are 
part of the same military machinery which subjugated people in 
India remained unimportant, as in Berlin, they were part of the 
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Allied forces that liberated Germany from the Nazi rule. Their 
presence is used here to provide the visuals of the completeness of 
the destruction of Nazism: backdrops of ruined Nazi sites of power 
are highlights of the report. It also seems to give the army its due 
credit—the actors and the results of their actions are brought in one 
frame, and they march past under the flags of the very country that 
was ‘imperialist’. This report does not hint at the possibility of any 
conflict between the East German state and the Allied forces that 
might have been present when this newsreel was made; rather, it 
chooses to highlight the fact that the presence of such an alliance 
was important for post-war Germany.

Images of India changed through time—from being a 
colonized country to an independent nation that moved ahead to 
become a modern country with possibilities of industrialization 
and sustainability. India was, thus, projected as a country initially 
impeded by problems such as the Partition, refugee crisis, military 
conflict and public unrest in Kashmir. But with time, reports on 
the constitution-making process, elections in the 1950s and later, 
constructions of dams, an expanding education system and agrar-
ian reforms were discussed in various reports over the following 
decades, which show how the GDR tried to portray India’s progress 
and development. This category of newsreels, thus, covers a transi-
tion that was taking place in India: from being a newly independent 
nation, whose state faced enormous challenges in institutionalizing 
democracy in the country, to becoming a maturing democracy that 
witnessed successful elections in the successive decades.

India and Its Circuits Networks of Solidarity
In a post-war scenario and the Cold War context, international 
relations between India, the GDR and the USSR became signifi-
cant for the newsreels. Therefore, long audiovisual dispatches from 
India were placed in the reports on the visits of officials or politi-
cal leaders. In one such report of Der Augenzeuge from 1959,12 the 
scene opens with a shot of a flying airplane which then cuts into 
the shot from a cockpit where Indian pilots are operating the plane 
carrying a delegation of the Volkskammer (People’s Chamber) to 
New Delhi. In the plane, top office-bearers of the chamber and 
CDU leaders can be seen confidently and happily involved in a 
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conversation. The next scene is from Delhi where shots of a temple, 
a scene showing the management of traffic, ox carts and markets 
are assembled together to create an image of the destination that 
supposedly has a strong cultural heritage and is successful in 
keeping order in place in spite of all odds. Interestingly, this image 
draws upon repertoires of a perceived ‘orient’, underscored by the 
music accompanying these scenes which is clearly influenced by 
Egyptian-Arabic musical traditions. After these long sequences, 
delegates return to the screen where members of the Indian 
Parliament welcome them at the airport. Thereafter, guests visit 
Rajghat, the famous memorial commemorating Gandhi, where a 
cutaway shot emphasizes how they respect local conventions by 
removing their shoes at the entrance. After offering a wreath at 
the memorial, in which once again a lingering shot emphasizes 
the message of Indo-GDR friendship, they move onto their actual 
workspace, where they meet Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru. 
Official, state-level interactions among political actors and cultural 
delegations from India, the GDR and the USSR are a recurring 
theme under this category.

There is a long report from 1955 about the Bandung 
Conference, titled Conference of the Nations of Asia and Africa 
(AAPSO), in which Indian Prime Minister Nehru features promi-
nently. In this report, the ‘end of colonialism, rule of oppression 
and exploitation’ is celebrated and how India and other Asian and 
African countries were coming together in international solidarity 
to make a ‘common basis for independence, understanding and 
peace’ is emphasized. In the next few weeks, India is discussed 
again in further reports about the Bandung Conference and in those 
covering Nehru’s visit to Moscow. In the report, Nehru is shown 
visiting mausoleums in Moscow and visiting Kremlin. The report 
ends with the assertion on close friendship between the people of 
the USSR and India.

Such reports work in two ways: first, they approve and 
celebrate what is happening in countries like India, and second, 
by making the presence of countries like India important in the 
contemporary world, their participation in, and acknowledgement 
of, GDR’s international and national interests is projected as some-
thing very significant.
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India as a Land of the Past and the Future
The newsreels frequently depicted everyday social and cultural 
life in India,13 and when doing so, they hinted at a curious tension 
between the ways in which India was conventionally seen and 
the new perspectives that were emerging, owing to the changing 
realities within India and due to the newly emerging perspectives 
on post-colonial societies in general. Therefore, on the one hand, 
in the reports, India remained a place that confirmed the conven-
tional, somewhat exotic, homogenizing imagery of the South Asian 
region with its temples and animal fights, on the other hand, it 
was also presented as a place that was trying to go beyond this 
image and transforming itself into what was supposed to be a 
modern nation.

For example, a news report from 1961 shows a big buffalo 
fight in an Indian village under the title Über den Kampf des Jahres 
in Indien (Fight of the Year in India).14 Gathered around the bellig-
erent buffalos, a large part of the audience is watching the animals 
chasing one another, while a few individuals try to keep going. But 
at a certain point, the animals take the wrong direction and go out 
of the game’s area and before the scene ends in chaos, it blends into 
the next section to show usual sports scenes.

With the animal fight, the villagers gathered around and 
watching the game, and the overall chaos, these scenes individu-
ally and collectively composed an image of a place marked as a 
preindustrial one, where modern modes of entertainment were 
not available and where the boundaries between order and chaos 
were fluid. However, Der Auegenzeuge did not stop at this image. 
Newsreels tried to investigate the modes of change that were occur-
ring in Indian society. Therefore, we find reports about what was 
portrayed as a modernizing drive. For example, a 1965 report titled 
Indien—Land zwischen Gestern und Morgen (India—Land between 
Yesterday and Tomorrow) describes the modern developments in 
the city of Chandigarh.15 A modern building is being constructed 
under the supervision of the French architect Le Corbusier and we 
see shots of workers and their animals involved in the construction 
process. The report also shows a shift from animals to the bicycle 
as a personal mode of transportation. Here, India is portrayed as 
developing, the usual markers of progress—roads, transportation, 
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faster modes of production, modern buildings—all emerge one after 
another in the reports to evidence the image of an India that is 
making its space within the imagination of the new.

The dialogue between the ‘old’/’traditional’ and the ‘new’ 
India serves another purpose. On the one hand, it conforms to the 
argument that the ‘old’ could be seen as a consequence of exploita-
tive imperialist rule and the ‘new’ as the result of freedom and 
democracy. On the other hand, it also feeds into resolving the 
problem of how newsreel viewers ‘knew’ of India. The ‘old’ India, 
the land of temples and animals, is what informed several view-
ers’ perceptions of India, as they knew it from other sources such 
as literature, visuals and stories. While this image is at first con-
firmed by the reports to produce a sense of familiarity among the 
audiences, it is then abolished by the second kind of reports on a 
rapidly changing India.

CONTEXTUALIZING THE REPORTS ON INDIA
In her study on the use of images of the Vietnam War in the non-
fiction films of the GDR, Nora Alter has argued that showing the 
problems of transformation in Vietnam, from being a capitalist 
economy and colonized country to becoming a communist one, 
demonstrated ‘both clear and unstated’ parallels to the GDR (Alter 
2002, 41). In a similar vein, the case of the newsreels shows that 
film-making practice at DEFA was a means to negotiate GDR’s 
identity as a sovereign country in the world and therein deal with 
issues of political recognition.

Changes in the images of India through time suggested 
the emerging needs and expectations of GDR’s state in its self- 
identification. After the initial pressure to define itself as an anti-
fascist state, it required international recognition as a sovereign 
country. It is in this overarching context that the Indian state, 
which was at the helm of the Non-Aligned Movement, became 
important for the GDR. Official recognition by the ‘Third World’ 
became the cornerstone of GDR state’s foreign policy in order to 
gain political legitimacy in the new world order. Therefore, India 
became a significant nation, which was projected as progressing 
politically and economically after its independence despite the 
problems it was facing.
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Reports in the newsreels on India’s standing in world poli-
tics are explicit. They not only deal with official expectations of, 
and efforts towards, gaining political recognition in the world but 
also show the influence of socialist ideology on newly decolonized 
nations. Indo-GDR relations were of significance in the political-
cultural context of the Cold War when former colonies became 
important for both the power blocs. India was of significant inter-
est for the GDR and its foreign politics. Hence, newsreel reports 
often combined formal aspects of interstate affairs with shots 
from the sidelines of these activities and locations and employed 
background music to put emphasis on the warmth of interstate 
relations, even if official recognition of the GDR by the Indian state 
only happened as late as 1972. Cultural activities and landmarks 
played a crucial role in these constructions and perpetuated stereo-
types. Such reports are full of images depicting the movement of 
figures, people and personalities, within and between places that 
are counterpoised by historical landmarks that provide an anchor-
ing meaning to these movements. Sometimes, they are meant to 
function as a metaphor of change and on others, as a symbol of 
stability of relations.

To complete the authenticity of the image of India, news on 
everyday life and culture is presented throughout the Cold War. It 
was an aesthetic requirement of this genre that demanded elements 
of entertainment in order to sustain the interest of audiences. 
However, this was also because, as Imesch et al. (2016, 8) remind 
us, ‘newsreel reports on making art and culture-related events 
played a politically motivated role’ within the processes and strate-
gies of authenticity and identification. For this purpose, a mixture 
of stereotypes, dynamic and spectacular images of India were used 
repeatedly to create a sense of everyday life in the country. India 
was a land of spectacles and paradoxes. Thus, on the one hand, 
there was a record temperature of 50 degrees in Calcutta, and on 
the other, in a different report, couples danced waltz and skated 
on a frozen lake in the northern part of the country. On one of the 
rare occasions, a newsreel opens with sports news in which scenes 
from a hockey match between the national teams of India and 
the GDR are shown. Here, India is constructed as a country that 
is advancing, not only in politics and economy but also in culture 
and sport too.
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Such a controlled, selected and hierarchized variety and 
multitude of images of India in newsreels demonstrate its strategic 
significance for the GDR. Creating an image of an ‘Other’ is also 
making it a part of one’s own system of knowledge. Images of India 
produced through newsreels constituted perceptions of India and, 
thus, contributed in the making of a particular vision of the world 
at a time when the world was divided by the Cold War. These 
were times when conventional battlegrounds of the frontlines were 
gone and, as Virilio (1989, 83) puts it, a ‘global civil war’ was being 
fought with cameras in the streets that had become ‘permanent 
film-sets’. These ‘cameras’ were the cinematic reinforcement of this 
new war through which the deployment of forces was organized 
and frontlines conquered. Given that India was a significant part 
of that world, a cinematic mapping of its political and social life 
was a prerogative for major actors, including the GDR, to remain 
in control in this cultural Cold War.

Thus, India represented a reflective mirror in which the 
GDR conjured its own historical identity as a country. The news-
reels’ visuals and narratives consisted of optical instruments 
through which the GDR tried to consolidate its own position in 
the Cold War. This was part of institutional efforts to create what 
Virilio (1989, 2) calls a ‘global vision’, in which, with the help of 
cinematic devices, a view of the world is developed to identify, 
visualize and deploy one’s own ideological and material resources.

EXPLORING LIVED ENTANGLEMENTS IN NEWSREEL 
PRODUCTION: FUTURE POSSIBILITIES
Der Augenzeuge newsreels were produced at DEFA studios in 
Babelsberg near Berlin but film shots from around the world were 
collected through various sources. One of the main sources for these 
were DEFA’s own camerapersons who were commissioned with 
specific tasks by editors. Another source for the films, however, were 
third-party organizations like Soviet agencies and the International 
Newsreel Association with which DEFA made an agreement in 1954 
for using their material. In this transnational set-up, filming on 
the ground for the travelling or foreign camerapersons most cer-
tainly must have been a difficult task without local assistance and 
collaborations, though we do not get information about this in the 
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films’ credits.16 This needs to be substantiated via further archival 
evidence. It, however, certainly opens the possibility to consider 
the question of entanglements beyond national containers, which 
would incorporate networks of transnational actors and objects and 
would emphasize individual life trajectories that cannot solely be 
relegated to categories such as the nation-state.

CONCLUSION
With regards to the formation of a community or a nation, news-
reels offer a layered case study of how a country projects a series of 
images of the social and political life of another nation while trying 
to create itself as a political community, with defined geographical 
and cultural borders. The prowess of cinema, as Alain Badiou (2005, 
78) puts it, lies in it being a visual trace of a perpetual past. What 
appears on the screen affirms the pre-existence of a certain past 
(time/space) which it refers to and institutes at the same time. In 
this way, the images created through newsreels enable a country to 
map and envision the Other via its own image making. Newsreels 
also underscore entangled gazes in the making of a single visual 
regime of discourses. Therefore, while newsreels are archival 
sources that enable particular historical understandings of the Cold 
War, transnational anxieties as well as entanglements, they also 
urge us to look beyond their institutional materiality.

For more than three decades, India was described in 
Der Augenzeuge through different themes that ranged from 
Independence and Partition to it becoming an emerging economy 
and modern cultural entity. These newsreels brought together 
visuals of people from the streets and farms, from theatre houses 
and sports stadiums, as well as from business and the political 
circles to create the image of India as a country that had been 
stunted by colonial exploitation in the past and one that was now 
progressing and increasingly playing a crucial role in international 
politics. Thematically, these depictions can be categorized under 
three rubrics. The first theme comprises reports that engage with 
India’s struggle for democracy, that is, the challenges facing the 
new state in institutionalizing democracy in the country, spe-
cifically in the years following Independence, when its social and 
cultural fabric was torn by communal violence. Over time, the 
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reports of the newsreels covered India’s transition into a maturing 
democracy, which was evidenced by showing a successful electoral 
process over the successive elections. Under the second theme, 
India was portrayed as a country that envisioned international 
peace and anti-colonial solidarity among the still-colonized and 
recently decolonized nations. Over the years, we find that India 
was projected as close to the GDR, particularly in terms of politi-
cal relations and business interactions during the 1960s–1970s. 
Newsreels utilized official visits of political and business delega-
tions from the GDR, the USSR and India to each other’s countries 
as a marker of the successful relationships that were being built 
among the three respective nations. The third category consists 
of depictions of everyday sociocultural life in India, which tried to 
create the image of India as a land that was old (yesterday) but 
increasingly trying to become new (tomorrow)17. A new way of life 
was being promoted and adopted, while older forms still persisted 
in various ways.

While these images show a lot about India, as we navigate 
through them, it becomes clear that they tell us as much about the 
GDR. As has been argued in the chapter, the India that we find in 
the GDR newsreels is an India constructed by DEFA to emphasize 
GDR’s self-perceptions as a country that was founded after one of 
the most troubled periods in modern history. When formed, the 
GDR stood on the ruins of an empire and on the ruins of Germany’s 
National socialist past, a country emerging from a fragmented land, 
people and memories.

While this chapter has relied on newsreels as a primary 
source, it aims to initiate the possibilities of researching a hitherto 
unstudied aspect of lived, everyday entanglements among actors 
from the two countries. Studies that closely follow the trajectories 
of the camerapersons on the ground, the journalists and editors 
in the production house, and the officials in the international film 
footage agencies can help enrich and cast a new gaze on entangled 
transnational and translocal histories of the Cold War.

NOTES
1. It is interesting to notice that the visual memories that newsreels 

invoke are more related to experiences of the recent war against 



Cordial Cold War174

the Nazi regime, the traces of its destruction and the cultural 
and literary heritage of an undivided Germany. So, for example, 
in the early newsreels, there are praises for joint activities of the 
Allied forces and their leaders, endorsements of common texts, etc. 
Over time, both the states deployed different selective registers 
of remembering the national socialist past, whereby ‘…each side 
could regard itself as morally superior and view the other half as 
a continuation of National Socialism’ (Saunders 2018, 5). As will 
be discussed further, with time, the emphasis on an anti-Nazi 
identity and anti-fascism became very crucial in the rhetoric of 
the state in the GDR. Here, we can see a similarity in methods 
with Eisenstein’s cinema that, as Carrol and Banes (2000, 123) 
argue, was ‘not primarily concerned with assimilating the past to 
the present, but rather the present to the future’.

2. Sieber (2016, 285) argues in favour of using the term ‘dispositif’ 
for media technologies or apparatus of archives to highlight their 
dynamic character.

3. With ‘optical unconscious’, I am borrowing the dynamics of gaze 
and identification from Walter Benjamin, in which he makes an 
analogy that the eye of camera makes it possible to perceive the 
unconscious of movements of material work with the mental world 
(see Krauss 1996, 178). ‘It was in 1931, in his “Small History of 
Photography,” that Walter Benjamin first used the term “opti-
cal unconscious.” With the photographs of Muybridge or Marey 
undoubtedly in mind, he speaks of how the naked eye cannot 
penetrate movements of even the most ordinary kind. “We have no 
idea at all,” he says, “what happens during the fraction of a second 
when a person steps out.” But photography, he exults, “with its 
devices of slow motion and enlargement, reveals the secret.” It is 
through photography that we first discover the existence of this 
optical unconscious, just as we discover the instinctual unconscious 
through psychoanalysis.’

4. Newsreels are an interesting source to see how the relationship 
between ‘the commercial’ and the ‘national’ was not construed on 
binary terms of ‘with’ or ‘against’. There seems to be a multi-faceted 
negotiation between what were deemed to be the commercial 
requirements of the production house and what was deemed to be 
a national framework in which the newsreels were imbedded. For 
example, in the case of Der Augenzeuge productions, while the East 
German state administration was trying to create the narrative 
of the GDR as a socialist country, DEFA simultaneously arranged 
with American, British and French companies for acquiring and 
sharing international footages to produce ‘a complete overview of 
world affairs’ (Jordan 1993, 65). The ambitions of the two were not 
necessarily opposed to each other.
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5. The scales of ‘national’ and ‘transnational’ were complicated in the 
making of newsreel films. During production, often the footages 
from different sources were pooled together to construct a report, 
and sometimes the same footages were used for opposing purposes 
by different nations or states (see Lehnert 2018). For a study of how 
nations used each other’s newsreels selectively to undermine each 
other or cast each other in a poor light or poor military capacity and 
outcomes, see Jay Leyda’s Film Begets Film (1964). I am thank-
ful to the anonymous reviewer of this chapter for this insightful 
suggestion.

6. ‘Sie sehen selbst. Sie hören selbst. Urteilen Sie selbst’ (you see 
for yourself, you hear for yourself, you judge for yourself) was the 
official motto for Der Augenzeuge between 1946 and 1949.

7. Der Augenzeuge and other documentaries produced in the GDR 
are available at http://www.progress-film.de, the web archive of 
Progress Filmverleih in Berlin.

8. Der Augenzeuge 1949/39, 1949, available at http://www.progress-
film.de/der-augenzeuge-1949-39.html (accessed on 29 February 
2020).

9. Transcription of the selected voiceover is provided in German on 
the website along with the video. The translation was done by the 
author.

10. This illustrates my point about the return of the unsaid and the 
unseen. By focusing on the Partition of British India, two years 
after the events had unfolded, the newsreel also makes a displaced 
reference to the trauma of the division of Germany. However, there 
is another possible unsaid and unseen in the mentioned newsreel. 
It specifically shows Muslim refugees and victims, though without 
explicitly mentioning that they are Muslims (usually signalled by 
their dress, shots with them reciting the namaaz, etc.). The refugee 
camp that is shown seems closer to a structure that looks like a 
Muslim shrine or a cemetery. The visuals of camps and caravans of 
migrants are accompanied by a commentary describing the plight 
of Muslims during Partition: ‘10 million Muslims had to emigrate 
and riot in their new homeland. 500,000 died on the way. The 
death of these people is a terrible charge against the imperialist 
colonial system.’ The footage and its accompanying commentary 
clearly hold ‘the imperialist colonialist system’ responsible for the 
plight of Muslim migrants.

11. Der Augenzeuge 1946/12, 1946, available at https://progress.film/
record/329 (accessed on 29 February 2020).

12. Der Augenzeuge 1959/B 34, available at https://progress.film/
record/5116 (accessed on 29 February 2020).

13. We see a similar and inverted case of depictions of everyday life in 
the GDR in varied projections of the GDR for worldwide audiences. 
As also shown in the chapter on Radio Berlin International and its 

http://www.progressfilm.de/der-augenzeuge-1949-39.html
https://progress.film/record/329
https://progress.film/record/329
https://progress.film/record/5116
http://www.progress-film.de
http://www.progressfilm.de/der-augenzeuge-1949-39.html
https://progress.film/record/329
https://progress.film/record/5116
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presence in India (see Chapter 2, Bajpai, this volume), ‘Life in the 
GDR’ was a commonly used phrase in radio features and publica-
tions on the GDR that were meant for international audiences and 
produced by actors from the GDR. The primary aim behind such 
efforts was to acquaint audiences of what it meant to live in the 
GDR. Thus, in a vein similar to depictions of ‘Life in the GDR’, we 
find that newsreels had reports, meant for East German viewers, 
which aimed at depicting everyday life in India.

14. Der Augenzeuge 1961/44, 1961, available at https://progress.film/
record/5300 (accessed on 26 January 2021).

15. Der Augenzeuge 1965/23, available at https://progress.film/
record/5485 (accessed on 26 January 2021).

16. Documentary film-maker and author from the GDR, Guenter 
Nehrlich, 93, told the author about the presence of the GDR team 
working on newsreels in (or on?) India, though he himself, while 
visiting the country and making documentary films (funded 
either by the GDR or the Indian state), never contributed to Der 
Augenzeuge. He recalls that there were Indians who worked with 
Der Augenzeuge team and with his own team. Author’s interview 
with Guenter Nehrlich, 3 May 2019, Berlin.

17. From Der Augenzeuge 1965/23, available at https://progress.film/
record/5485 (accessed on 26 January 2021).
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