One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest
By Ken Kesey

One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest is a landmark novel by Ken Kesey, first published in 1962,
and it stands as one of the most powerful critiques of institutional authority in modern American

literature.

Set in a mental hospital in Oregon, the novel explores the conflict between the individual and the
system. The story is narrated by Chief Bromden, a half-Native American patient who pretends to
be deaf and mute. Through his fragmented yet deeply symbolic consciousness, Kesey presents
the hospital as a metaphor for a mechanized, oppressive society—what Bromden calls the

“Combine.”

The plot centers on Randle P. McMurphy, a rebellious and charismatic patient who is transferred
to the psychiatric ward from a prison work farm. McMurphy openly challenges the rigid
authority of Nurse Ratched, the cold and manipulative embodiment of institutional power. Their
struggle becomes the moral and thematic core of the novel, highlighting issues of freedom vs.

control, sanity vs. conformity, and human dignity vs. dehumanization.

Written during the backdrop of post-World War 1l America and the early countercultural
movement, the novel questions conventional definitions of sanity and exposes how social
institutions can suppress individuality under the guise of care and order. Kesey’s work blends
psychological realism, symbolism, and social satire, making the novel both politically resonant

and emotionally intense.

Overall, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest is not just a story about a mental hospital; it is a
profound examination of power, resistance, and the cost of rebellion, and it continues to be

widely read for its enduring relevance and radical humanism.

One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1962) by Ken Kesey is a seminal work of postwar American
fiction that has attracted sustained critical attention for its radical interrogation of power, sanity,

and institutional control. From a critical perspective, the novel can be read as an allegory of



modern society, where institutions designed to heal and protect instead function as mechanisms

of discipline and normalization.

Critics often interpret the mental hospital as a microcosm of bureaucratic authority, anticipating
ideas later articulated by thinkers such as Michel Foucault, particularly in Madness and
Civilization. Nurse Ratched represents a form of impersonal, rationalized power—quiet,
procedural, and psychologically coercive—rather than overt physical violence. Her authority
exemplifies how modern systems maintain control through surveillance, routine, and internalized

fear, making patients complicit in their own oppression.

From a psychological and existential perspective, McMurphy emerges as a tragic rebel figure
whose defiance restores a sense of identity and agency to the inmates. However, critics are
divided on whether McMurphy is a heroic liberator or a destructive force whose masculinity and
anarchic freedom ultimately reinforce another form of dominance. This ambivalence complicates

a simplistic reading of the novel as a celebration of individualism.

The choice of Chief Bromden as narrator has also been central to critical debate. His
hallucinatory vision of the “Combine” has been read both as a symptom of schizophrenia and as
a metaphorical truth, revealing the dehumanizing logic of industrial capitalism and technological
rationality. Postcolonial critics further argue that Bromden’s marginalization reflects the

historical silencing of Native American identity within American culture.

Feminist criticism has problematized Kesey’s portrayal of Nurse Ratched, suggesting that the
novel risks equating female authority with castration and repression, thereby reinforcing
patriarchal anxieties about emasculation. This perspective complicates the novel’s moral

framework and invites reconsideration of its gender politics.

Overall, from a critical standpoint, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest operates at the intersection
of social criticism, psychological realism, and political allegory, challenging readers to question
dominant definitions of sanity, freedom, and normalcy. Its enduring relevance lies in its ability to
expose how power functions subtly within modern institutions and how resistance, though costly,

remains a vital human impulse.



