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    Ken Kesey was born in Colorado to two dairy farmers, Geneva and Frederick, and grew up in Springfield, Oregon. After graduating from the University of Oregon in 1957 with a degree in Speech and Communication, he completed a graduate fellowship in creative writing at Stanford University. He married Norma Haxby, known as “Faye”, in 1957, and they had three children together: Jed, Zane, and Shannon. Kesey also had a daughter, called Sunshine, by Carolyn Adams, with whom he had an open affair. After publishing One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, Kesey moved to La Honda, California, where he and Faye hosted bohemian social gatherings called “Acid Tests” that combined creativity with recreational drug use. Kesey was arrested in 1965 for possession of marijuana, and served five months in prison after unsuccessfully faking his own death. He taught at the University of Oregon until 1989, and continued to write fiction and journalistic pieces for a number of publications. He lost his son, Jed, then20, in a car accident in 1984. After a stroke in 1998, Kesey’s health began to decline until he died at the age of66 from complications from surgery to remove a tumour in his liver.

  


  
    ONE FLEW OVER THE CUCKOO’S NEST


    RESIDENTS OF A PSYCHIATRIC HOSPITAL GRAPPLE AGAINST AN OPPRESSIVE SYSTEM AND A CONTROLLING NURSE


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Kesey, K. (2005) One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. London: Penguin.


      	1st edition: 1962


      	Themes: mental illness, power, oppression, masculinity, racism, capitalism

    


    One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest follows the dramatic disruption of life on a psychiatric ward following the arrival of a new patient. Written in 1959 and published in 1962, the novel coincides with a number of changes to healthcare and society, including the Civil Rights Movement and deinstitutionalization, a new approach to psychiatric care which began in the 1960s. Kesey himself witnessed life on a psychiatric ward when he worked as an orderly at a mental health facility in California. He also drew on his experiences with psychedelic drugs like LSD, both inside and outside drug trials, thought to offer an insight into the workings of the mind. One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest was celebrated by critics immediately following its publication, but it has also attracted controversy over the years, with numerous educational institutions trying to ban it for its perceived immorality. Kesey’s novel was adapted into a play by Dale Wasserman in 1963. Bo Goldman’s 1975 film adaptation, directed by Miloš Forman, won five Academy Awards.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    A DISRUPTION


    The narrator, Bromden, is a large, half Native American man who is wrongly believed to be deaf and dumb by the patients and staff of the psychiatric ward. Nurse Ratched, who runs the ward, is feared by staff and patients alike. The newest patient, McMurphy, is a tough, overbearing redhead. He might be a psychopath, but might also have faked mental illness to escape the work farm where he was serving a prison sentence. Ratched cultivates a staff of hate-filled aides and weak doctors. In one of the daily group meetings, Ratched manipulates the other men into attacking Harding for his insecurities. Afterwards, Harding tells McMurphy that they are “victims of a matriarchy” (p.56). McMurphy starts a bet that he can break Ratched’s composure by disrupting the ward. The next day, McMurphy talks the doctor into getting a separate games room. Later, McMurphy’s request to turn the TV on so they can watch the game is denied. The men make bets on whether McMurphy could lift a control panel, the only thing heavy enough to break the glass entrance to the ward, but he fails.


    AN OPEN WINDOW


    In a group meeting, the patients discuss Billy’s stutter. Ratched suggests that McMurphy should be removed, but the patients ask for another vote on the TV issue. This time, many hands are raised, with Bromden casting the deciding vote despite himself. Ratched claims the meeting was closed by the time of the vote, but when the time for the game arrives, McMurphy sits in front of the TV, even though Ratched switches it off from her control station. The other Acutes, patients seen as curable by the staff, join him, then Bromden. In a staff meeting, Ratched decides to wait for McMurphy to expose his fallibility, instead of sending him to the Disturbed ward where he could become a martyr. The TV protests continue. One night, Bromden wakes up to find a window open, and sees a dog enjoying its freedom, before running off in the direction of a highway.


    REALITY HITS


    On his first trip to the swimming pool, McMurphy finds out from the lifeguard that, as a committed patient, he could be forced to stay on the ward for longer than the remaining four months of his prison sentence. From this point onwards, McMurphy cooperates with Ratched’s regime. Cheswick tries to argue with Ratched over the rationing of cigarettes, but McMurphy fails to back him up. Cheswick causes a disruption and gets taken up to the Disturbed ward. When Cheswick gets back, he tells McMurphy he understands. Immediately after this, he dives into the swimming pool, gets his fingers stuck in a drain, and drowns. Harding’s wife joins the patients in the library, and their toxic relationship dynamic comes across in front of McMurphy. When the patients are sent for X-rays, they pass the door to the “Shock Shop”, and Harding explains the concept to McMurphy. He now fully understands Ratched’s power, and accuses the others of using him.


    THE FISHING TRIP


    Ratched announces that she will take away the games room as a punishment for the TV protest. McMurphy breaks the glass in the nurse’s station. After this, he resumes his campaign of mischief-making. Ratched is forced to grant leave for a group fishing trip if McMurphy can get enough patients to sign up. One of the aides finds Bromden’s secret supply of chewing gum, and McMurphy shares his own. Without thinking, Bromden says “thank you” (p.186). Bromden explains that he has shrunk like his father, who was ground down by society, signed away the tribe’s lands, and finally drunk himself to death. McMurphy invites Bromden on the fishing trip, offering to pay his fee if he promises to lift the control panel. The men persuade George, a former fisherman with compulsive tendencies, to be their captain. The two aunts who were supposed to accompany them turn out to be prostitutes. Only one of them arrives, but her appearance delights everyone. They are a car short, but the doctor is persuaded to drive them. When they reach the ship, the captain refuses to take them without a letter from the authorities, so McMurphy distracts him with a fake phone call, and they steal the boat. George steers the boat while McMurphy goes below deck with Candy. There is a commotion as everyone seems to catch a fish at once. They head back in the stormy weather, and the captain is waiting with two policemen, but the doctor talks them out of arresting anyone. On the way home, Billy and Candy arrange a “date”. McMurphy insists on driving past his childhood home, and briefly looks panicked.


    THE TURNING POINT


    Ratched undermines McMurphy by making the patients doubt his motivations. Bromden feels bigger now, so McMurphy places him at the centre of a bet to lift the control panel, and makes a lot of money when he succeeds. Bromden accuses him of only being interested in winning. During an invasive cleaning to remove germs from the fishing trip, the aides bully George, and McMurphy tries to stop it by fighting them. Bromden joins in. They are taken to the Disturbed ward, where a kind nurse criticises Ratched’s military approach. After refusing to apologise to Ratched, the men are given Electric Shock Therapy. Bromden is sent back to Ratched’s ward, but McMurphy is shocked three more times. The men try to plan an escape for McMurphy, but he insists they wait until Billy has had his “date” with Candy. They bribe the night attendant, Mr Turkle, to help them. Candy arrives late, with Sandy, the girl who did not come to the fishing trip. They evade the supervisor, pick the lock to the medicine cabinet so they can mix vodka and cough syrup, look through the files in Ratched’s office, and generally make a mess. Sefelt, who is in another room with Sandy, has a seizure. Billy and Candy go off to the seclusion room, and Turkle is almost unconscious. Harding decides to explain the mess and smuggle McMurphy out by staging a break-out. McMurphy says goodbye, and goes to get an hour’s sleep with Sandy before leaving.


    THE END OF THE GAME


    Turkle fails to wake them up as planned at six, and the aides find McMurphy in bed with Sandy. Turkle, and Sandy run away, and Ratched finds Billy still in the seclusion room with Candy. He is confident at first, until she threatens to tell his mother. He panics and says the others made him. By the time the doctor gets to Billy, he has cut his throat in the nurse’s station. Ratched blames McMurphy for his death and for Cheswick’s. McMurphy attacks Ratched by tearing the front of her uniform, exposing her breasts, and throttling her. He is restrained and carried away. The doctor is asked to resign, but he tells them to fire him instead. The patients start to sign themselves out or request transfers to other wards. Ratched returns after a week, unable to speak. McMurphy is wheeled in, having had a lobotomy. His friends refuse to believe it is really him, saying it is a dummy. Bromden throws the control panel through the screen and escapes, with plans to reconnect with his tribe.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    BROMDEN


    Bromden’s apparent deafness and dumbness render him invisible to the staff and patients of the ward, allowing him to listen in on conversations. Deafness was imposed on him when people started assuming he was “too dumb to hear or see or say anything at all” (p.179), because of his Native American descent. Growing up as the son of a white woman and the chief of his tribe, Bromden’s happier memories of hunting with his father are overshadowed by the loss of the tribe’s land to the USDepartment of Interior, who wanted to dam the river. After playing sports at college and studying engineering, Bromden went on to fight in World WarII. The trauma he suffered in the army, and in watching the decline of his father and the tribe, inform his understanding of the “Combine” (p.36). His hallucinations become the lens through which the reader can view the insidious workings of society. In Bromden’s own words: “it’s the truth even if it didn’t happen” (p.7). Bromden has been on the ward for longer than everyone except nurse Ratched, and undergone Electric Shock Therapy. Bromden struggles with the disjunction between what people see and the person he feels he is, reflecting that “it don’t seem like I ever have been me” (p.140). Bromden believes that he has shrunk, but with McMurphy’s help, he feels himself getting bigger until he can finally leave the ward, although the escape is bittersweet.


    MCMURPHY


    McMurphy’s past includes escape from a communist prison camp, dishonourable discharge from the army, gambling, assault, and the statutory rape of a girl of15, who he claims lied about her age. McMurphy was serving a prison sentence at a work farm, but he was transferred to the ward after a doctor at the work farm suggested he was a psychopath. However, McMurphy claims that he had faked mental illness in order to escape the work farm. Like Bromden’s father, McMurphy refuses to let his identity be dictated by society one way or another, either to prove or disprove their assumptions about him. Seeing Ratched’s rule as a challenge to his freedom, McMurphy embarks on a battle of wills with her. McMurphy insists that his motivations are selfish, but he still tries to “bring people out of the fog” (p.120). Ironically, although his personality disrupts the “Combine” (p.36), McMurphy’s own prejudices feed into the system. For example, when he defends George from being forcibly cleaned by the aides, he does so using racist language, unaware that it is just such discrimination that fuels their behaviour on the ward. Likewise, he tries to weaken Ratched by exposing her womanhood – literally, in his final assault. McMurphy’s bravado and hypermasculinity evaporate twice in the book: first, when he looks “strained and frantic” (p.221) while visiting his childhood home; and second, when he attacks Ratched in desperation.


    NURSE RATCHED


    To Bromden, Ratched is part machine, part monster, and part woman. She controls the ward down to the smallest detail by subtly manipulating the insecurities of patients and staff alike. As such, she is an embodiment of the insidious workings of the “Combine” (p.36). Seeing McMurphy as a challenge to her well-organised ward, she sets out to defeat him by breaking his will and proving he is fallible. This competition arguably results in failure on both sides, with McMurphy lobotomised and brought onto the ward as a symbol of defeat, and Ratched wounded and robbed of her ability to speak. The patients believe that her principal weapon is emasculation, resenting her control because it comes from a woman, and believing it to result from her supressed womanhood. McMurphy therefore uses her gender against her, eventually exposing her breasts so that she can “no longer conceal the fact that she was a woman” (p.276). As well as humiliating Ratched, this assault allows the men to reclaim what they see as their sexual power.


    WARD STAFF


    A group of young black men, Washington, Williams, and Warren, work as aides on the ward. They have all experienced racism, both directly and indirectly, and Ratched manipulates them to take their hatred and frustration out on the patients, who they mistreat. Ironically, their actions feed into the “Combine” (p.36), thus sustaining the system that upholds racial prejudice. Nurse Pilbow adds to this economy of hatred by blaming the patients for a birthmark she cannot erase with her religion. A tour guide is employed to show visitors how progressive the ward is, but he fails
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