
 One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1975) 

A Critical Comparison of Ken Kesey’s Novel and Miloš Forman’s Film 

Miloš Forman’s film adaptation of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1975) occupies a crucial 

position in the history of American cinema, not merely as a faithful literary adaptation but as a 

reinterpretation shaped by the ideological, aesthetic, and political climate of the 1970s. While 

Kesey’s novel (1962) emerges from the countercultural ferment of early 1960s America, 

Forman’s film reflects the post-Vietnam, post-Watergate crisis of authority, thereby altering the 

novel’s critical emphasis without abandoning its core concerns. 

1. Shift in Narrative Perspective: From Collective 

Consciousness to Individual Heroism 

One of the most significant departures from the novel is the removal of Chief Bromden as the 

primary narrator. In Kesey’s text, Bromden’s hallucinations—fog, machinery, the Combine—

provide a symbolic and epistemological framework through which institutional power is 

understood. His narration destabilizes realism and foregrounds the psychological violence of 

modern systems. 

Forman’s film, however, adopts a largely realist cinematic language, privileging McMurphy as 

the narrative center. This shift transforms the story from a collective, mythic struggle against an 

impersonal system into a more individualized drama of rebellion. For PG students, this raises a 

crucial adaptation question: 

Does cinema’s visual realism limit the novel’s metaphorical complexity, or does it translate 

resistance into a more accessible political idiom? 

2. Reconfiguration of Power: Subtle Tyranny on Screen 

Forman’s depiction of Nurse Ratched (Louise Fletcher) exemplifies what many critics identify as 

modern bureaucratic authoritarianism. Unlike melodramatic villains, her power operates through 



calm speech, procedural language, and emotional manipulation. The film thus aligns closely with 

Foucauldian notions of disciplinary power, where control is exercised through routine, 

normalization, and surveillance rather than overt force. 

Compared to the novel, the film softens the grotesque and mechanical imagery of the Combine, 

yet intensifies psychological realism. The hospital appears clean, orderly, and benign—making 

its violence more insidious. This visual strategy invites the viewer to confront how oppression 

can function under the guise of rationality and care. 

3. McMurphy Reimagined: From Trickster Rebel to Tragic 

Martyr 

Jack Nicholson’s portrayal of Randle P. McMurphy marks a decisive interpretative shift. In the 

novel, McMurphy is a trickster figure, part folk hero, part gambler, whose rebellion is playful, 

strategic, and at times self-interested. His power lies in laughter and performance. 

In the film, McMurphy gradually becomes a tragic martyr, especially through the final lobotomy 

scene. Forman emphasizes sacrifice rather than satire, rendering McMurphy a Christ-like figure 

whose destruction exposes the moral bankruptcy of the institution. 

Critically, this transformation raises questions about hero-centric narratives: the film risks 

marginalizing the collective awakening of the inmates by framing liberation primarily through 

McMurphy’s suffering. 

4. Chief Bromden: From Mythic Voice to Silent Witness 

The film significantly reduces Chief Bromden’s symbolic and narrative function. His Indigenous 

identity, connection to land, and metaphorical insight into systemic violence are largely subdued. 

Bromden becomes a silent observer whose final act—smothering McMurphy and escaping—

functions as visual catharsis rather than epistemological revelation. 



From a postcolonial perspective, this change reflects cinema’s difficulty in sustaining non-

Western, fragmented modes of consciousness. Yet the final image of Bromden breaking free 

retains powerful political resonance, visually translating the novel’s theme of reclaimed agency. 

5. Gender Politics and Feminist Critique 

Both the novel and the film have attracted feminist criticism, particularly for their portrayal of 

Nurse Ratched as a symbol of emasculating authority. However, the film intensifies this critique 

by isolating Ratched’s authority from institutional context, thereby personalizing oppression. 

PG-level analysis should note that while Forman critiques authoritarian systems, he also risks 

reproducing patriarchal binaries: freedom vs. control, masculinity vs. repression, vitality vs. 

sterility. The film thus invites a more ambivalent reading than its apparent moral clarity suggests. 

6. Aesthetic and Political Context: The 1970s Lens 

Forman’s background as a Czech filmmaker who experienced totalitarian regimes deeply 

informs the film’s ideological texture. His restrained style, use of natural lighting, and real 

hospital setting contribute to a documentary-like realism that contrasts sharply with Kesey’s 

hallucinatory prose. 

The film’s success—winning all five major Academy Awards—also signals how countercultural 

narratives were being absorbed into mainstream liberal humanism. The radical edge of Kesey’s 

critique is partially neutralized, but its emotional and ethical appeal is broadened. 

Conclusion: Novel vs. Film—From Radical Vision to Humanist 

Tragedy 

In conclusion, while Kesey’s novel operates as a symbolic, countercultural critique of 

technocratic modernity, Forman’s film rearticulates the narrative as a humanist tragedy centered 

on moral courage and institutional cruelty. The novel challenges the very epistemology of sanity 

and power; the film foregrounds empathy, injustice, and individual resistance. 
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