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The Language of Dr. Strangelove: A Four-Corner Triangle


Without language, neither logical thinking nor intelligible conversation can take place.  As the visionary Austrian philosopher and logician Ludwig Wittgenstein once wrote, the limit to thinking "can only be drawn in language and what lies on the other side of the limit will be simply nonsense" (i).  Therefore, Wittgenstein suggests, "what we cannot speak about [i.e. nonsense] we must pass over in silence" (5.6, 7).  Wittgenstein's notion of language is that of a tool for only logical expression.  Filmmaker Stanley Kubrick (another visionary working in a different medium) proposes a different notion of language in his contemporary culture.  In his film Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb, Kubrick envisions a world where only nonsense is spoken in words, where any meaningful communication is obstructed by social and technological barriers, where our tool for logical expression is tossed recklessly into the trash.  From the framework of a satirical tale of inadvertent nuclear holocaust, Kubrick develops a vision of human society at its most irrational state, enveloped by linguistic nightmare.


Kubrick began preparing for Dr. Strangelove long before he got around to filming it.  In the time period between1957 and 1963, he read over seventy books and numerous articles on nuclear warfare.  Peter George's Red Alert, a serious novel about accidental nuclear disaster, was selected as the foundation for his new film.  Initially Kubrick had set out to dramatize accidental nuclear disaster in a sober tone reminiscent of the films of his contemporaries (Appendix I).  When he found that the most important details in the novel were ludicrous and laughable miscommunications, he considered throwing out the idea of a serious drama.  In Kubrick's own words, "what could be more absurd than the very idea of two mega-powers willing to wipe out all human life because of an accident?" (qtd. in Nelson 81).  Reading through the novel, Kubrick found the accidents and the misunderstandings ridiculous.  Even with the advanced technology they possess, his characters are unable to talk themselves out of apocalyptic global annihilation.  Finally, Kubrick realized that "in the context of impending world destruction, hypocrisy, misunderstanding, lechery, paranoia, ambition, euphemism, patriotism, heroism, and even reasonableness can evoke a grisly laugh" (qtd. in Walker 34).  With the help of comic novelist Terry Southern, Kubrick decided to write the screenplay for the film as a nightmarish comedy.  Thus the motivation for casting the film as a satire stemmed from the ridiculousness of the subject matter.


Nothing is more ridiculous than the linguistic confusion of Jack D. Ripper, the psychotic general who, on his own initiative, commands his entire squadron of B-52 nuclear bombers to destroy Russia.  Ripper (played by Sterling Hayden) is initially introduced as an ideological philosopher with a personal agenda.  The logic of his agenda, however, quickly breaks down.  Quoting Clemençeau's statement about war, Ripper makes a speech about the inevitability of conflict.


He said war was too important to be left to the generals.  When he said that, fifty years ago, he might have been right.  But today, war is too important to be left to politicians.  They have neither the time, the training, nor the inclination for strategic thought.  I can no longer sit back and allow Communist infiltration, Communist indoctrination, Communist subversion, and the international Communist conspiracy to sap and impurify all of our precious bodily fluids. (Kubrick, Appendix II.7)

An apparently logical advocation of ideology becomes absolute nonsense.  The nonsense, however, gets rationalized by a theory that is even more nonsensical.  Ripper attributes middle-age sexual fatigue with the fluoridation of water, which he believes is the "most monstrously conceived and dangerous Communist plot we have ever had to face" (This is why Russians never drink water, only vodka) (Kubrick, Appendix II.9).  "Luckily," he is able to interpret feelings of sexual fatigue "correctly" as the "loss of essence" caused by the fluoridation of drinking water.  Ripper's concern for "purity of essence" and "precious bodily fluids" comes straight out of pop psychology; he uses big words to express an absurd rhetoric.  Ripper's phrases are logically structured; but the meaning behind those phrases is perfect nonsense, inspired by a confused sexual understanding.  The spoken word is disconnected from any real meaning.  Language, a tool for intelligent discourse, is thoroughly disgraced.  By illustrating the misuse of language and the breakdown of meaning, Kubrick reveals the paranoia, the idiosyncrasy, and even the destructiveness of his characters.  Moreover, Kubrick communicates this idiosyncrasy directly to his viewers visually and linguistically.


The most radical example of linguistic idiosyncrasy found in Dr. Strangelove is the childlike conversation between the two heads-of-state whose nations are twenty-five minutes away from total global destruction.  With the audience on the edge of the seat, Kubrick films a long, pointless, and ultimately funny telephone conversation between President Merkin Muffley (one of the three characters played by Peter Sellers) and Premier Kissov.


Hello?  Hello, Dimitri?  Listen, I can't hear too well, do you suppose you could turn the music down just a little?  Oh, that's much better.  Yes.  Fine, I can hear you now, Dimitri.  Clear and plain and coming through fine.  I'm coming through fine too, eh?  Good, then.  Well then as you say we're both coming through fine.  Good.  Well it's good that you're fine and I'm fine.  I agree with you.  It's great to be fine. (Kubrick, Appendix II.10)

Muffley's pronunciation of words (Deemetreee, for example) reminds us of a child learning to speak.  His slow and longwinded delivery causes us to bite our nails anxiously.  The viewers watch in frustration as extraneously formal greetings replace urgent information delivery.  Ordinary chitchat seems inappropriate in such an extraordinary circumstance.  With the world on the brink of annihilation, the leaders of the most powerful nations on earth revert to primitive baby-like chatter as Muffley and Kissov fight over unimportant details.


I'm sorry too, Dimitri.  I'm very sorry.  Alright!  You're sorrier than I am.  But I am sorry as well.  I am as sorry as you are, Dimitri.  Don't say that you are more sorry than I am, because I am capable of being just as sorry as you are.  So we're both sorry, alright?  Alright. (Kubrick, Appendix II.10)

Not one word from the entire conversation suggests meaningful communication.  Language is reduced from a tool of communication to gibberish.  As film critic Vivian Carol Sobchack points out, Dr. Strangelove is "one of the first American films to openly flaunt the scientific and military and political limitations of language" (171).  She suggests that the word, as envisioned in the film, "is not only absurd and comic," but also revealing of "reductive and therefore destructive insanity" (Sobchack, 171).  Muffley's pre-apocalyptic chitchat, for example, speeds the race toward world destruction.  Nothing is more ruinous than the destruction of language.  When the logic of language breaks down, so does human sanity, and along with it, the human race.  In Dr. Strangelove, the breakdown of rationality is complete, from meaningless linguistic expression to rationalized psychosis to final apocalyptic destruction.


The road to destruction begins with language.  Linguistic collapse leads the way to world annihilation by obstructing meaningful communication.  No American film tracks this obstruction more poignantly than Dr. Strangelove.  Most of the action in the film takes place in three isolated settings operating on their own: the war room, Burpleson Air Force Base, and the interior of a B-52 bomber.  Each location is spatially confined.  The war room, for example, is constricted by a huge electronic board map of Russia and enclosed by a semi-triangular ceiling reminiscent of the set of Fritz Lang's Metropolis.  Each location is also temporally confined.  The B-52 bomber, for example, is quarantined by a CRM114 receiver circuit designed to block any transmission other than those preceded by the recall code (which only Ripper knows).  Kubrick exacerbates the isolation of each individual locale by using abrupt transitions between scenes, cutting away before important events are accomplished.  After the phone conversation, the Russian ambassador first reveals the existence of the Doomsday Machine.  The scene ends abruptly, however, without telling us what a Doomsday Machine can do.  The anxiety and hysteria in the war room is replaced by the playfulness of Ripper's psychotic theory.  Ripper, of course, has no idea that a doomsday machine has been built to destroy human civilization in case of a nuclear attack.  Similarly near the end of the film, Major Kong rides the hydrogen bomb into the target, ensuring global destruction and bringing the film to an apparent resolution (Appendix II.16).  Suddenly, however, the camera cuts away from the thundering noise of disaster to the quiet muttering of Dr. Strangelove, who theorizes about the possibility of preserving "a nucleus of human specimens... at the bottom of some of our deeper mineshafts" (Kubrick).  The audience is left suspended in the middle of important narrative details.  In his book on Kubrick's technique and style, film analyst Mario Falsetto discusses the effect of Kubrick's abrupt transitions.  He notes that "this repeated cutting away at decisive narrative moments reinforces the isolation of the film's interiors," reminding us that "none of the film's characters has much sense of what is occurring in the other spaces" (46).  Thus the theme of communication nightmare is visually reinforced.


The blockage of communication is also reinforced thematically and narratively.  After Ripper's suicide in the bathroom, Group Captain Lionel Mandrake (Peter Sellers) attempts to call the president to deliver the recall code.  He is interrupted, however, by three sources of impediment: a Colonel "Bat" Guano (Keenan Wynn) who points his gun at Mandrake, thinking that Mandrake is some sort of sexual deviant; a broken telephone with its cords disconnected by the shooting; and a telephone operator who would not accept collect calls to the president from the phone booth.  The viewer is frustrated by the blockage of communication.  After all, world destruction is around the corner.  Will the human race cease to exist because Mandrake does not have enough loose change to make a call?  The idea seems absurd.  Realizing the importance of the code, Mandrake persuades Guano to shoot open the Coca-Cola machine to obtain some coins.  Staring back at Mandrake with an incredulous expression, Guano protests, "that's private property!" (Kubrick, Appendix II.13)  Thus communication is obstructed by bureaucratic organization (i.e. the telephone operator, who sees no reason to place a common call to the president), by human absurdity (i.e. Colonel Guano, who thinks Mandrake is "some kind of deviated prevert" – another error of language), and most importantly, by the language barrier ("You want to talk to the president of the United States?") (Kubrick, Appendix II.13).  Each character has his or her own agenda, accompanied by his or her private suspicions and definitions of the norm.  Each is enveloped by his or her own language and is incapable of effective communication.  Critic Robert Phillip Kolker describes the situation most accurately as a linguistic nightmare where "everyone talks, or tries to talk, on the phone," where "everyone does indeed recognize everyone else's voice," but "no one understands a word that is being said" (102).  Like the builders of the Tower of Babel, the characters communicate with each other aimlessly.  In this Kubrickian world, meaning has been eroded, communication has been compromised.


In his book A Cinema of Loneliness, Kolker goes on to describe what he calls "linguistic subversion" in the film (106).  He points to Major "King" Kong (Slim Pickens) in the B-52 cockpit and General "Buck" Turgidson (George C. Scott) in the war room as representative of characters whose words "reduce meaning to a level of banality and cliché" (Kolker 105).  This linguistic subversion in the film complements Ripper's nonsense and Muffley's infantility.  It further illustrates the use of inappropriate language in the context of a serious disaster.  Major Kong is emblematic of the abuse of proper language.  He is in fact a paradoxical caricature of inappropriateness.  Kong and the B-52 bomber are first introduced by a serious narrator who reassures the viewer of American combat readiness.  As the camera cuts to the interior of the bomber, Kong is seen flipping through an issue of Playboy, completely contradicting the narrator's tone (Appendix II.5).  When the attack code is received and confirmed, Major Kong puts on a cowboy hat, jumps into the pilot seat, and makes a long ecstatic speech about "nucular combat, toe to toe with the Russkies" (Kubrick).  To Kong, the "Russkies" (Russians) are just some abstract legion of evil doers.  His conception of Communist Russia is as vague and troublesome as Ripper's imagined Communist conspiracy.  Without knowing the real reasons behind the bombing, Kong celebrates the "patriotic" cause.  Kubrick leaves us to wonder: this ape-like cowboy is the commander of a top-secrete American bombing mission?


Kong transforms the serious into the ridiculous.  On an important mission of vital national interest, Kong treats his crew like children who do not want to be taken to a doctor for a shot.  He reassures them that if "this thing turns out to be half as important as... it just might be," everyone will be "in line for some important promotions and personal citations when this thing's over with."  Individual reward is more important than national service.  "That goes for every last one of you," Kong emphasizes, "regardless of your race, color, or your creed" (Kubrick).  This last statement is a military and political cliché that has no real purpose.  Ironically, none of Kong's crew, regardless of race or color, actually survives to receive the citation Kong promises.  Kong goes on babbling, "And I got a fair idea of the kind of personal emotions that some of you fellas may be thinking.  Heck I reckon you wouldn't even be human beings if you didn't have some pretty strong personal feelings about nuclear combat" (Kubrick).  But how can nuclear combat arouse feelings in something non-human?  Kong's statement is banal and absurd.  It violates Wittgenstein's assertion that nonsense should not be spoken.  Kong makes trivial redundant details (i.e. personal promotions) more important than momentous affairs (i.e. the mission).  He subverts the English language, detaching meaning and replacing with rhetoric.  To borrow Kolker's insight, "the serious is made light of the ridiculous is made serious" (Kolker 105).  In the time of crisis, the audience expects to witness the dramatic effort of courageous soldiers serving their country.  In Kong, however, the audience finds the irrelevant mutterings of a semi-serious cowboy (not what one would expect from a Major in the air force).  "When this cowboy begins speaking," Kolker writes, "one does not wish to hear grammar-school commonplaces and locker-room psychologisms" (105).  But this is exactly what is heard.  The mutterings are humorous, but become terrifying when we remember the context of nuclear war.


Like Kong, General "Buck" Turgidson subverts language into its most banal, jingoistic form.  He sells nuclear warfare like a salesman trying to give away the monthly bargain.  In commercial fashion, he puts the "facts" and figures on the table.  The hope for recalling the bombers are "being reduced to a very low order of probability."  We still have "a five to one missile superiority."  On a full-force attack, some "ninety percent of [the Russians] nuclear capabilities" will be destroyed.  Then Turgidson makes the sell.


We would therefore prevail, and suffer only modest and acceptable civilian casualties from their remaining force...  Mr. President, we are rapidly approaching a moment of truth both for ourselves as human beings and for the life of our nation.  Now, the truth is not always a pleasant thing, but it is necessary now to make a choice, to choose between two admittedly regrettable, but nevertheless, distinguishable post-war environments: one where you got twenty million people killed, and the other where you got a hundred and fifty million people killed...  Mr. President, I'm not saying we wouldn't get our hair mussed.  But I do say... no more than ten to twenty million killed, tops.  Uh... depending on the breaks. (Kubrick, AppendixII.8).

With his face contorted, expression exaggerated, and eyes wide open, Turgidson rationalizes nuclear assault.  A speech whose text seems serious on the surface becomes laughable theatrics performed by the genius of military showman ship.  Physical and linguistic clichés make the show sufficiently assessable yet appreciably melodramatic.  Turgidson talks in clichés about confronting a "moment of truth," about having to get "our hair mussed," and about catching the Russians off-guard "with their pants down."  Language is used to color expression, to rationalize intentions, and to justify the effects of nuclear nightmare on the basis of "distinguishable" choices.  According to Kubrick, Turgidson's "speech is almost a précis of what has been published in military journals, even to euphemisms, not unlike 'hair mussing,' for human casualties."  "It would be difficult, and dramatically redundant," Kubrick explains, "to try to top the statistical and linguistic inhumanity of nuclear strategists" (qtd. in Walker 185).  From this perspective, Turgidson becomes Kubrick's carefully constructed caricature of militarism, a militarism that embraces the physicality of the machine, that revels in the presence of violence and war, that ultimately substitutes the sanity of linguistic expression with the insanity of meaningless jingoism.


Kubrick also uses Turgidson to satirize the relationship between sex and language, a relationship that reveals the true extent of human absurdity.  Near the beginning of the film, Turgidson is interrupted from a midnight get-together with his mistress and summoned to the war room.  Disappointed by the interruption, Turgidson tells his mistress to "start [her] countdown, and old Bucky'll be back here before [she] can say... Blast Off" (Kubrick, AppendixII.6).  Turgidson confuses the language of sex with the language of warfare.  Mentally, he treats both women and war as objects of desire.  Throughout the movie, Turgidson's attention is directed either at sex or at bombs, but he treats each in the same way.  When General Puntridge calls him at the hotel room, he is too busy playing with his mistress.  When his mistress calls him at the war room, Turgidson is too busy playing with bombs.  Kubrick satirizes the language of sex as well as the language of warfare.  At the war room, Turgidson receives a telephone call from his mistress.  When she complains that he is not with her, he explains that "of course Bucky would rather be there with you."  At this point the conversation becomes ridiculous.  Turgidson, responding to his mistress's criticism, retorts that "of course [his love for her] isn't only physical."  Moreover, he "deeply respect[s] [her] as a human being."  Buck even goes as far as to declare that "someday [he is] going to make [her] Mrs. Buck Turgidson" (Kubrick).  As the audience knows, his words are completely false and illogical.  Turgidson is trying to sell a relationship just as he is selling the nuclear war.  The emptiness of the expression that accompanies his jingoistic clamor also applies to his language of desire.  Turgidson associates love with violence and sex with war, applying the same linguistic jargon to the expression of each.


Kubrick's most obvious caricature of the language of sex is in the naming of characters, objects, and locations.  General Jack D. Ripper, for example, "is named after history's most notorious sex offender" (Nelson 89).  The primary target for Major Kong's bombing is "Laputa," Spanish for "whore."  Turgidson's name "decodes as 'swollen male animal who is the son of a swollen male animal'" (Nelson 91).  Both the first and last names of President Merkin Muffley "refer to the female pudendum" (Kagan 137).  The two atomic bombs that the B-52 releases "are labeled High There! (a homosexual advance) and Dear John (a salutation of letter breaking off an affair)" (Kagan 137).  The list goes on and on.  Ambassador de Sadesky, Major Kong, Captain Mandrake, Premier Kissov (Kissoff) and Colonel "Bat" Guano have all been speculated as names with sexual connotations.  Kubrick's naming strategy again provides evidence for the misuse of language.  After butchering the dialogues between his characters and reducing them to perversion and nonsense, Kubrick does the same for the objects and personalities of his film.  The result is the misuse of not only verbs and adjectives, but also nouns, and finally, sentences and speeches as well.  Kubrick's world is enveloped by a linguistic nightmare where linguistic labels, linguistic forms, and linguistic conventions are all in disarray.


The ultimate sexual reference in the film is Dr. Strangelove, a mad scientist reminiscent of Rotwang of Metropolis.  Strangelove's name is one of the most important ironies in the film.  The strange love that occupies his desire is not the love of human beings, but love of machines.  He is the last and craziest character to appear in Dr. Strangelove.  He is also the greatest abuser of language.  After the Doomsday Machine is set off, Dr. Strangelove suggest the preservation of a select group of human species underground to escape post-nuclear radiation.


And a computer could be set and programmed to accept factors from youth, health, sexual fertility, intelligence, and a cross section of necessary skills.  Of course it would be absolutely vital that our top government and military men be included to foster and impart the required principles of leadership and tradition.  Naturally they would breed prodigiously, eh?  There would be much time, and little to do.  But ah with the proper breeding techniques and a ratio of say, ten females to each male, I would guess that they could then work their way back to the present gross national product within say, twenty years... I hasten to add that since each man will be required to do prodigious... service along [reproductive] lines, the women will have to be selected for their sexual characteristics which will have to be of a highly stimulating nature. (Kubrick, Appendix II.19)

Themes from the beginning of the movie reappear in a more sinister form.  In Dr. Strangelove's mad scientific speculations, we find a summation of previous modes of linguistic subversion.  Dr. Strangelove's mineshaft theory (It is possible for humans to survive underground for one hundred years) can be compared to Ripper's fluoridation theory (Communist fluorides are poisoning our precious bodily fluids).  Dr. Strangelove raising his mechanical arm in an involuntary solute of Hitler and learning to walk like a baby at the end of a film are both reminiscent of the infantility of Muffley.  The need "to foster and impart the required principles of leadership and tradition" reminds of Kong's clichéd banality.  And the selection of women for their "stimulating sexual characteristics" reflects Turgidson's sexual fascination.  Language is again misused.  This time, however, total annihilation awaits.  Human absurdity, miscommunications, and linguistic nonsense have brought disaster to all human kind.  As the extinction of the human race approaches, Dr. Strangelove has begun to walk again.  Death of rationality brings the rebirth of irrationality.


Dr. Strangelove is Kubrick's comment on humanity.  It envisions a chaotic world where language is transformed into nonsense and communication is brought to a standstill.  Film critic Norman Kagan, writing about Dr. Strangelove, puts it best when he says that language in the film "is misinterpreted and misapplied so many times in so many ways that it seems a sort of logical mistake, like a round square or four-corner triangle, or, even more, a short circuit of the nervous system, an intellectual epilepsy, meaningless and lethal" (142).  Wittgenstein once said, "the limits of my language mean the limits of my world" (5.6, italics added).  In Dr. Strangelove, Stanley Kubrick takes the idea of this statement to its logical conclusion.  He delivers his audience a world where the breakdown of language leads to the breakdown of human sanity, where the limitations of language bring an end to the world as we know it.

Appendix I: Nuclear War on Film


Though we worry most about sudden, apocalyptic transformations of society and of environment, cataclysmic transformations are not necessarily the real causes of change.  Catastrophic changes are often motivated by subtle underlying human social and psychological irrationality that we frequently fail to examine.  A prime example of the neglect of paradoxical human motivation is the treatment of nuclear disaster on film.


There are numerous serious films about accidental nuclear warfare, all of which treat the impending catastrophe as a worrisome force of change that needs to be avoided.  Stanley Kramer’s On the Beach (1959) and Sidney Lumet’s Fail Safe (1964), for example, both treat nuclear war as the sole catalyst of social and environmental destruction.  Fail Safe, in particular, narrates a plot similar to Dr. Strangelove where Peter Fonda plays the role of president.  Fail Safe, however, is a serious treatment of nuclear disaster that relies on human sympathy, because the protagonist and his supporters in the film are portrayed as courageous individuals.  Dr. Strangelove (1964) breaks the tradition of seriousness.  Unlike his contemporaries, Kubrick starts from a psychological perspective most directors carefully avoid.  To Kubrick, “the things you laugh at most are really the heart of the paradoxical postures that make a nuclear war possible” (Nelson 81).  Via the technique of black comedy reminiscent of Catch-22, Kubrick shows, through satire, how the idiosyncrasies of human nature bring society to an inevitable apocalyptic end.
Appendix II: Viewing Guide

II.1
Opening sequence of Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb.

II.2
Opening sequence of 2001: A Space Odyssey.

II.3
General Ripper and Captain Mandrake discuss the procedures of plan R – for Robert.

II.4
Tools to planes: the metaphor of progress in 2001.
II.5
Nucular combat: toe to toe with the Russkies.

II.6
Nuclear warfare reaches General Turgidson in the bathroom.

II.7
Ripper threatens Mandrake.  Atomic warfare caused by concern for precious bodily fluids.

II.8
Buck Turgidson’s speech in the war room: military jingoism.

II.9
Ripper’s theory of Communist fluoridation.

II.10
Dimitri and Merkin: children speaking about nuclear warfare.  The Doomsday Machine: the destructiveness of technology in Dr. Strangelove.

II.11
Hal kills Frank: the destructiveness of technology in 2001.

II.12
“Peace is Our Profession” slogan in the midst of destructive warfare.

II.13
The blockage of communication: Mandrake’s telephone crisis.

II.14
Turgidson’s tirade; the hysterical president.

II.15
Dave “kills” Hal.  The revelation of mission objectives.

II.16
Dropping the nuclear bomb.

II.17
Star-gate and the cinematic experience.

II.18
The ending of 2001: a death, a monolith, and a rebirth.

II.19
The ending of Dr. Strangelove; rise of the dead, human extinction, “We’ll Meet Again.”
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