
Published in 1962, Ken Kesey’s most famous novel is set in a psychiatric ward inhabited by two 
groups of very different patients, the hopeless Chronics and the potentially curable Acutes. The 
narrator, Chief Bromden, describes Randle Patrick McMurphy’s revolt against the iron regime of 
Nurse Ratched, whose grip on the mental ward may be seen as emblematic of the surreal conformity 
Kesey identified as typical of postwar America.

www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreviewEnglish Review  November 2019 2120

 texts in context

Biographical context

Ken Kesey at Menlo Park Veterans Hospital
Ken Kesey (1935–2001) was just 24 when he took part in 
a government-sponsored drug trial that involved spending 
one morning a week in a psychiatric ward at Menlo Park 
Veterans Hospital. After taking ‘a couple of pills or a shot 
or a little glass of bitter juice’, Kesey would then wait for a 
doctor to record the effects of the various drugs, fascinated 
by the real mental patients he glimpsed through a small 
window in the door of his private room. ‘You get your 
visions through whatever gate you’re granted,’ he wrote 
later. ‘Patients straggled by in the hall outside, their faces 
all ghastly confessions.’

Kesey later became a nurse’s aide on the same ward, 
feeling more affinity with the patients than the staff as 
he collected the raw material for his novel. ‘I can see 
that these faces bored their way behind my forehead and 
scribbled themselves. I just held the pen and waited for the 
magic to happen’ (Kesey 2005).

Sociocultural context

The rise of ‘anti-psychiatry’ in the 1960s
By the early 1960s, negative publicity about risky medical interventions by 
clinicians, such as lobotomies and shock therapy, together with horror stories 
about patients being detained in asylums and treated against their will, led 
to a renewed examination of the very nature and purposes of psychiatry. For 
the French philosopher Michel Foucault, for example, changing definitions of 
‘madness’ and repressive official responses to ‘deviant’ behaviour had resulted 
in the incarceration of various outcast social groups within a labyrinth of 
workhouses, jails and asylums. 

In One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, Ken Kesey’s own doubts about power 
and control are clear in his representation of the imbalance between the 
patients and the clinicians. As one of the Acutes predicts: 

‘Miss Ratched shall line us all against the wall, where we’ll face the terrible 
maw of a muzzle-loading shotgun which she had loaded with Miltowns! 
Thorazines! Libriums! Stelazines! And with a wave of her sword, blooie! 
Tranquilize all of us completely out of existence.’

(Pt IV, Ch. 3) 

Sociopolitical context

Eisenhower and Kennedy
It is hard to overstate the cultural shift that took 
place in 1960 when the conservative Republican 
President Dwight D. Eisenhower was succeeded by 
the liberal Democrat John F. Kennedy. As Youssef 
El-Gingihy notes, this event ‘signal[led] a quantum 
leap from the old world into the new, from the staid 
postwar 1950s into the space age’. As ‘the first 
modern politician — the first television president…
the original modern celebrity’, JFK’s image 
‘mainlined into something deep in the American soul 
and she was hooked and hypnotised’ (El-Gingihy 
2017). Kennedy’s assassination in November 1963, 
however, destroyed the buoyant optimism of the new 
decade. In retrospect, it can be seen to have ushered 
in a more brutal and cynical age. 

Literary context

The 1950s Beat Movement 
The loosely affiliated writers of the Beat Movement rejected the 
values of Eisenhower-era America, endorsing spirituality over 
materialism, experimentation over conformity and spontaneity 
over authority. Obscenity charges were levelled at two of the 
most significant Beat texts, Allen Ginsberg’s homosexually explicit 
poetry collection Howl (1956), and Jack Kerouac’s mystical semi-
autobiographical novel On the Road (1957), for many the DNA of the 
entire Beat Movement. When the Movement’s key figures relocated to 
San Francisco in the late 1950s, the stage was set for the emergence 
of 1960s hippie culture. Ken Kesey has been identified as one of those 
literary figures who witnessed this key countercultural transition at 
the dawn of the new decade.

Kesey’s Merry Pranksters and The Electric Kool-Aid 
Acid Test
The ‘psychedelic sixties’ era has been framed as both the dawn of 
a new age of freedom and the high-water mark of naive hedonistic 
self-indulgence. Ken Kesey’s real-life 1964 road trip with a group of 
LSD-fuelled proto-hippies calling themselves the Merry Pranksters 
was a conscious act of sociocultural resistance to the ‘Establishment’. 
It is possible to read back the Pranksters’ journey onto the Acutes’ 
rebellion against the mysterious ‘Combine’ in Cuckoo’s Nest, with 
Kesey’s own subversive stance recalling that of arch-prankster 
McMurphy. The journalist Tom Wolfe’s immersive account of the 
Pranksters’ pilgrimage, The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test (1968), became 
the Bible of the hippie movement, shining a spotlight on Kesey’s 
iconic counter-culturalism at the very height of the Vietnam War.

Performance context

Milos Forman’s 1975 film adaptation
The 1975 big screen adaptation of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest won all five 
major Academy Awards: Best Film, Best Screenplay, Best Director (Milos Forman), 
Best Actor (Jack Nicholson as McMurphy) and Best Actress (Louise Fletcher as Nurse 
Ratched). Yet director Forman’s friends were not keen on the project: 

The story is so American, they argued, that I, an immigrant fresh off the boat, 
could not do it justice. They were surprised when I explained why I wanted to 
make the film. To me it was not just literature but real life, the life I lived in 
Czechoslovakia from my birth in 1932 until 1968. The Communist Party was my 
Nurse Ratched, telling me what I could and could not do; what I was or was not 
allowed to say; where I was and was not allowed to go; even who I was and was 
not. 

(Forman 2012) 

Ironically, Ken Kesey sued the film’s producers, feeling their vision was insufficiently 
radical and subversive, and refused to watch the film. 
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