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On One Flew Qver the Cuckoo’s Nest

Hiroshi IZAKI

Synopsis
Ken Kesey’s One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest is a story of humanity's victory over the dehumanization by the
machine civilization. In modern society, individuals are oppressed, forced to adjust to the society and deprived of
their pride and dignity. Kesey symbolizes this plight of human beings in a mental asylum and describes the struggle

to overcome society’s suppression.
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Yes. This is what [ know. The ward is a factory for
the Combine. It's for fixing up mistakes made in the
neighborhoods and in the schools and in the
churches, the hospital is. (38)*

...when a whole wall slides up, reveals a huge room
of endless machines stretching clear out of sight,

swarming with sweating, shirtless men running up
and down catwalks, faces blank and dreamy in fire-
light thrown from a hundred blast furnaces. It--
everything I see--looks like it sounded, like the
inside of a tremendous dam. Huge brass tubes
disappear upward in the dark. Wires run to trans-
formers out of sight. Grease and cinders catch on
everything, staining the couplings and motors and
dynamos red and coal black. (83-4)
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“No. It wasn't just her that made him little. Every-
body worked on him because he was big, and
wouldn't give in, and did like he pleased. Everybody
worked on him just the way they're working on you.”
"They who, Chief?” he asked in a soft voice, sudden-
ly serious.

"The Combine. It worked on him for years. He was
big enough to fight it for a while.... Oh, the Com-
bine’s big--big. He fought it a long time till my
mother made him too little to fight any more and he
gave up.” (208)
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And eventually we all got to lose. Nobody can help
that. (109)

I can see all that, and be hurt by it, the way I was
hurt by seeing things in the Army, in that war. The
way | was hurt by seeing what happened to Papa and
the tribe. I thought I'd got over seeing those things
and fretting over them. There's no sense in it.
There’s nothing to be done. (130)

There’s nothing you can do about happening out of
the past like that. (132)
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I'm further off than I've ever been. This is what it’s
like to be dead. 1 guess this is what it's like to be a
Vegetable; you lose vourself in the fog. (131)

There had been times when I'd wandered around in
a daze for as long as two weeks after a shock treat-
ment, living in that foggy, jumbled blur which is a
whole lot like the ragged edge of sleep, that gray
zone between light and dark, or between sleeping
and waking or living and dying, ... (275)
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All of us in here are rabbits of varying ages and
degrees, hippily-hopping through our Walt Disney
world. Oh, don't misunderstand me, we're not in here
because we are rabbits--we'd be rabbits wherever
we were--we're all in here because we can't adjust
to our rabbithood. We need a good strong wolf like
the nurse to teach us our place. (62)
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Yes. This is what I know. The ward is a factory for
the Combine. It's for fixing up mistakes made in the
neighborhoods and in the schools and in the

churches, the hospital is. When a completed product
goes back out into society, all fixed up good as new,
better than new sometimes, it brings joy to the Big
Nurse's heart; something that came in all twisted
different is now a functioning, adjusted component, a
credit to the whole outfit and a marvel to behold. . . .
He’s adjusted to surroundings finally. ... (38)
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I could see the signs of what the Combine had accom-
plished since I was last through this country, things
like, for example--a train stopping at a station and
laying a string of full-grown men in mirrored suits
and machined hats, laying them like a hatch of iden-
tical insects,. .. Or things like five thousand houses
punched out identical by a machine and strung
across the hills outside of town, ... (227-8)

6, H—bicokH sl aflim: & bica s
NA v OEBEZ—MEIE, EHNZLOTH L, KL,
BENZL O LWL ThH, LDEELRETLI SV —1 -
2 —DEHEDOIBOTY TN v F—LTHI LI
RAFT4TRAA-SDLON, HHEEE-> THFE
WEMICERLT, BHOBOEFCL LS ET5EH
AL DY H—20HEOR,

FOI i, FRPCBETIMA»ORE, HL<
Wil (Thbb, EV—EEy FORE, N—74
v 7 0OFE, TusTrOEE, BFORAD—ADES
A, BEDDLEER, THIHEROA——T 7Y
—BES A TH D) OFcHECELTWS, Lil,
ML DR EATWADREY Y « F—A LM S
FHELEORIFEEs Ll E LFRTHLIDIEV D &
Thhv, HEEMETIEELLTAELRLEGIE
EAELRTVA &I 1L, BRRERNCIBELSOD
FeHE LTBELTwS, UL, Z0FEEEI AN
A vOREALbWIRELOT, BHLLEE—HL
HE|CHES LA L EELEANEL, BIHbAwd
DI R I—FMEMTIE LRSS, TO0ATVIC




AHATEERETRMES  No21 (1997)

HE2THEIZA*BEERE LD TRV E
BABABOR, WieoMFATHE S SRS & p BT
Lol bdT, FIZE, ROLIHSVWELTEREL
bLEEWT &1,

“Please understand: We do not impose certain rules
and restrictions on you without a great deal of
thought about their therapeutic value. A good many
of you are in here because you could not adjust to the
rules of society in the Outside World, because you
refused to face up to them, because you tried to
circumvent them and avoid them. ... I tell you this
hoping you will understand that it is entirely for your
own good that we enforce discipline and order.”
(188)
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... most of us in here even lack the sexual ability to
make the grade as adequate rabbits. Failures, we
are--feeble, stunted, weak little creatures in a weak
little race. Rabbits, sans Whambam; a pathetic
notion.”

“... There’s not a man that isn't afraid he is losing or
has already lost his whambam. We comical little
creatures can't even achieve masculinity in the rab-
bit world, that'’s how weak and inadequate we
are....” (64-5)
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At one point, McMurphy characterizes the inmates
of hospital as "victim of a matriarchy.” In Kesey's
view, modern society is a reflection of womanish
values--archetypically responsible, cautious, repres-

sive, deceitful, and solemn.?
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... she blows up bigger and bigger, big as a tractor,
so big I can smell the machinery inside the way you
smell a motor pulling too big a load. (5)

Gradually the lips gather together again under the
little white nose, run together, like red-hot wire had
got hot enough to melt, shimmer a second, then click
solid as the molten metal sets, growing cold and
strangely dull. Her lips part, and her tongue comes
between them, a chuck of slag. (96-7)
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Perhaps the most frightening product of Bromden's
hallucinatory perception is the Combine itself. He
defines it as a "huge organization that aims to adjust
the Outside as well as the Big Nurse has the Inside.”
The Inside, as Bromden sees it, is different from the
outside world only in the degree of control which
must be exerted over its inhabitants. The Combine,
committed as it is to the supremacy of technology
over humanity, extends its influence by dehumaniz-
ing men and making them machines. But the novel
progresses, it becomes clear that Kesey envisions
emasculation as a preliminary step in the dehuman-
ization process. Ultimately, a pattern emerges: The
Combine functions on two levels, mechanistic and
matriarchal. The two are fused in the Big Nurse,
Miss Ratched, who is a "high ranking official” of the
Combine.*
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... McMurphy sets out singleheartedly to rescue his
wardmates from oppressive, regimented civilization-
-the world inside the hospital. Outside is freedom;
outside, therefore, they must go, figuratively or liter-
ally.*
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The palm was callused, and the calluses were
cracked, and the dirt was worked in the cracks. A
road map of his travels up and down the West. (23)

... but never before now, before he came in, the man
smell of dust and dirt from the open field, and sweat,
and work. (98)
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...it's free and loud and it comes out of his wide
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grinning mouth and spreads in rings higger and
bigger till it's lapping against the walls all over the
ward. ... This sounds real. I realize all of a sudden
it’s the first laugh I've heard in years.

Even when he isn’t laughing, that laughing sound
hovers around him, the way the sound hovers around
a big bell just quit ringing--it's in his eyes, in the way
he smiles and swaggers, in the way he talks. (11)
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... he knew you can't really be strong until you can
see a funny side to things. (311)

Because he knows you have to laugh at the things
that hurt you just to keep yourself in balance, just to
keep the world from running you plumb crazy. He
knows there’s a painful side;.. but he won't let the
pain blot out the humor no more’n he'll let the humor
blot out the pain. (237-8)

B, vy 72 —7 4 B#ELHE-TH, 2007
EIREALDLTEEh-BEL IS, Ty Iv—
74 WO ORI ELOLR S DENEE]
EHT LT, FOLE, BELBEREALYA
KECENLER R ET AT YIIRELTVS, Th
F7UAT v ORENEY 4 X0t EREgbE Tah
i, oD AMMOREE:ORP->TVwEHDENE S
59, T0k, FOHFMEEEO®RCL I LEE:
BELBZENSE, 2L T, BREZOHNEER L
TeXRCREN 255 D TH b, Boyers b {%\2) % Kesey

DHERT 2 HERRO—2 L LTRO & I KT 3,

Kesey's solution to our common problem is the
opening of floodgates, the releasing of energies
which have too long lain unused or forgotten. Chief
among these are twin resources of laughter and
uninhibited sexuality, .. .°
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The inabhility to laugh, therefore, is both a gauge of
the Combine’s pressure and, ironically, a tipped scale
of psychic imbalance. “Man, when you lose your
laugh,” says McMurphy, “vou lose your footing”. In
the cuckoo’s nest, Bromden is surrounded by a ward
full of men who have lost their footing. For twenty
vears Bromden has been confined in rooms where he
feels “the air is pressed in by the walls, too tight for
laughing, There's something strange about a place
where the men won't let themselves loose and
laugh”. Even the impulse to laugh has been stifled:
“They tell jokes to each other and snicker in their
fists (nobody ever dares let loose and laugh....)”
McMurphy, though, enters the ward and Bromden’s
consciousness laughing,... Such laugher is free,
natural, healthy, honest, and celebrative, and through
McMurphy's magnetism, it becomes contagious, but
the process is long and difficult.”
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There'd be my face in the mirror,. .. just like Papa’s
eyes or the eyes of all those tough, mean-looking
Indians you see on TV, and I'd think, That ain’t me,
that ain't my face. It wasn't even me when I was
trying to be that face. I wasn't even really me then;
I was just being the way I looked, the way people
wanted. It don't seem like I ever have been me. ...
McMurphy wasn't like that. He hadn't let what he
looked run his life one way or the other, any more
than he'd let the Combine mill him into fitting where
they wanted him to fit. (153)
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It's fogging a little, but I won't slip off and hide in it.
No...never again....

... I rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands and
tried to clear my head. I worked at it. I'd never
worked at coming out of it before.

... if you want to bad enough I found you can
come fighting right out of it. This time I came
fighting out of it in less than a day, less time than
ever. (275-6)
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But at least there's that: they are sick men now. No
more rabbits, Mack. Maybe they can be well men
someday. I can't say. (294)

There's something else that drives people, strong
people like you, my friend, down that road. ... It is
us. (294)
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There is no doubt that Kesey labors under a most
reactionary myth, involving the mystique of male
sexuality, which sees men as intrinsically better than
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women in terms of the dynamism and strength they
can be impact to the universe.
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Kesey's mode of simplification voices a moral vision
rooted in clear cut opposition between Good and
Evil, between natural man and society, between an
older mode of existence honoring masculine physical
life and a modern day machine culture inimical to it,
between the Indian fishing village and the hydroelec-
tric dam. Modern society standardizes men and

straitjackets its misfits; it causes the illness which it
quarantines. The spiritual residue of the American
Old West opposes the machine culture; but the West,
as such, is doomed like McMurphy. For Kesey,
Popular culture’s hardened simplicity of detail ex-
presses continuing American values and problems,
etched deeply in the American consciousness. Mod-
ern machine culture is the most recent manifestation
of society’s threat to the individual, perhaps the most
threatening.
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