
English 11 Honors 
Unit II: Satire & Cat’s Cradle 

Dr. Strangelove Viewing Guide 

 
 
Released only a year after the publication of Cat’s 
Cradle, Dr. Strangelove (1964) also has its finger on the 
pulse of Cold War-era American hysteria.  Using the 
bleakest, most unsettling brand of humor, the film 
satirizes the very real possibility of nuclear war and 
the potential annihilation of the entire human race.  
 
Like the readers of Cat’s Cradle, the film audience is 
left with some very important questions to consider:  
 

1. Who are the real-life guardians of these powerful weapons?  To what degree are they, too, like the 
“careless children” in these two texts? 

2. Is the game of international power struggle even worth entering into when the stakes are so high (i.e. 
complete annihilation of the human race)?  If so, why?  If not, what else is there?   

3. To what degree does nationalism play a role in the kinds of destructive behavior exhibited by Gen. 
Ripper and others? In real life? 

4. If such weapons are designed to destroy so much, why pursue their creation at all? 
 

 
Scene Close-Viewing Questions:1 
In small groups, consider one of the following questions (after we have finished the film).  After discussing in 
small groups, we‟ll come back as a whole class. 
 

1. Directors and writers often allude to a key theme in a work through an image or line which appears to 
be unrelated or unimportant. Could one such example be Captain Mandrake's remark about the 
Japanese: "[Torture] was just their way of having a bit of fun, the swines! The strange thing is they 
make such bloody good cameras.” Or, what about the president‟s condemnation, “Gentlemen, there‟s 
no fighting in here! This is the War Room!”? 
 

2. Kubrick has been criticized for not knowing the difference between the controlled wit of satire and 
the uncontrolled burlesque comedy of low farce.2 In Dr. Strangelove this may be a problem of not 
knowing when to stop: General Turgidson's explanation of the predicament to the President, a 
masterpiece of satiric characterization, is immediately followed by a downright embarrassing hot-line 
conversation between the President and Soviet Premier Kissov. What factors (acting, script, tone, 
technique, etc.) would seem to account for the satiric success of one and the failure of the other?   
 

3. At the end the Doomsday Device has been set off, and we see a series of nuclear explosions as we 
hear Vera Lynn sing a popular World War II-era song, "We'll Meet Again Some Sunny Day." 
Different viewers react in different ways to this sequence. Some have said that the music and the soft, 
gentle, billowing shapes of the mushroom clouds stylize and mute the effect for us, while others 
maintain the opposite –that in fact irony and understatement increase the shock value and create a 
more profound sense of horror than explicit images would. Kubrick is fond of such devices; in both 
2001: A Space Odyssey and A Clockwork Orange [films he released following Strangelove] there are 
scenes of slow-motion violence accompanied by classical music or popular tunes. What do you think 
Kubrick intended to accomplish with this type of ending in Dr. Strangelove? How successfully do you 
think he was? 
 

4. One well-known reviewer was troubled by Dr. Strangelove because of its implication that "virtually 
everybody" in the American defense establishment, the Commander-in-Chief included, is "stupid or 

                                                 
1 Many of these Qs have been adapted from Carringer, Robert.  “Kubrick's „Dr. Strangelove‟: A Guide to Study”. Journal of 
Aesthetic Education , Vol. 8, No. 1, Special Issue: Film III, Morality in Film and Mass Media (Jan., 1974), pp. 43-53  
 
2 Satire - a type of comedy that pokes fun at societal problems with the intent of making them better.   
Burlesque - a type of comedy that ridicules or makes fun of a topic simply for the sake of making fun.   
Farce – a series of unexpected, improbable, and practically absurd plot twists  



insane –or, what is worse, psychopathic." During this time, what kinds of assumptions may have 
existed that created such attitudes?  In your opinion, to what extent is this criticism valid? 
 

5. Both Cat’s Cradle and Dr. Strangelove tell stories that seem to be interested in farcical (see previous 
footnote) happenings and the role of chance.3  To this end, what kinds of messages do both texts 
seem to be saying about the ability to prevent civilization-ending “accidents” from happening and the 
level of risk involved in working with weapons as volatile as Ice-9 or nuclear weaponry?   

 

 
A Handy Film Summary from IMDB: 
 
Paranoid Brigadier General Jack D. Ripper of Burpelson Air Force Base, he believing that fluoridation of the 
American water supply is a Soviet plot to poison the U.S. populace, is able to deploy through a back door 
mechanism a nuclear attack on the Soviet Union without the knowledge of his superiors, including the Chair of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Buck Turgidson, and President Merkin Muffley. Only Ripper knows the code 
to recall the B-52 bombers and he has shut down communication in and out of Burpelson as a measure to 
protect this attack. Ripper's executive officer, RAF Group Captain Lionel Mandrake (on exchange from 
Britain), who is being held at Burpelson by Ripper, believes he knows the recall codes if he can only get a 
message to the outside world. Meanwhile at the Pentagon War Room, key persons including Muffley, 
Turgidson and nuclear scientist and adviser, a former Nazi named Dr. Strangelove, are discussing measures to 
stop the attack or mitigate its blow-up into an all out nuclear war with the Soviets. Against Turgidson's wishes, 
Muffley brings Soviet Ambassador Alexi de Sadesky into the War Room, and get his boss, Soviet Premier 
Dimitri Kisov, on the hot line to inform him of what's going on. The Americans in the War Room are 
dismayed to learn that the Soviets have a yet as unannounced Doomsday Device to detonate if any of their key 
targets are hit. As Ripper, Mandrake and those in the War Room try and work the situation to their end goal, 
Major T.J. "King" Kong, one of the B-52 bomber pilots, is working on his own agenda of deploying his bomb 
where ever he can on enemy soil if he can't make it to his intended target. 
 

A Handy Cast of Characters: 
 
Peter Sellers   Group Capt. Lionel Mandrake / President Merkin Muffley / Dr. Strangelove 
George C. Scott    Gen. 'Buck' Turgidson 
Sterling Hayden    Brig. Gen. Jack D. Ripper 
Keenan Wynn    Col. 'Bat' Guano 
Slim Pickens   Maj. 'King' Kong 
Peter Bull   Russian Ambassador Alexi de Sadesky 
James Earl Jones   Lt. Lothar Zogg 
Tracy Reed   Miss Scott 
 
 

Fun Fact! 
In the scene where Major Kong is plotting his primary target, he mentions an ICBM (Intercontinental Ballistic 
Missile) complex at “Laputa.” Remember “A Modest Proposal” by Jonathan Swift?  Well, in Swift's 1726 novel 
Gulliver's Travels, Laputa is a place inhabited by caricatures of scientific researchers.  Strange how a product of 
scientific research is being used to destroy a fictional place where scientific research happens. Oh, the irony! Oh, 
the satire! 

 

                                                 
3 The unknown and unpredictable element in happenings that seems to have no assignable cause 


