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The Function of the Narrator  in Ken Kesey’s “One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest”  
The title of the novel by the American writer Ken Kesey  “One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest” became known to our readers only at the end of 1980s, and first of all due to Milos Forman’s film which was the screen version of that novel. At the same time it is worth mentioning that although it has been awarded five Oscars, the film has one very important drawback which caused the author’s refusal to work with the director. The problem is that in the novel the story-teller is one of the patients of the asylum, a half-Indian, named Chief Bromden. In the film Bromden who is one of the characters is not a story-teller, and this fact, to author’s mind, made the film much poorer. In order to make sure that the author is right we should investigate the functions of the narrator in the novel.

The concept of this character is very interesting. Kesey was known not to be acquainted with the life-style of Indian reservations, and Bromden’s character, as well as that of the main hero, McMurphy, is entirely made up and has no prototype, like most of the rest of the novel’s characters. At the beginning Kesey started to write the novel in the third person. And only then he found the required “point of view”. In the letter to his friend Ken Bebbs he wrote: “that the narrator happened to be an Indian, despite my never having known Indians before. I attributed to the well-known association between payote and certain tribes of our South West” (5. 8).

In the novel Bromden performs a double function: as a chararcter and as a narrator.

Bromden’s story consists of recollections about the life in the asylum. To be specific, it is the struggle of a new freedom-loving patient, McMurphy, against unifying rules and norms of life in the ward which had been established by senior nurse miss Ratched and medical staff subordinated to her, as well as the effect this struggle has on other patients. The story-teller himself had not been only an eye witness but an active participant in the events he describes. The fact that extraordinary events are being narrated by an eye witness and a participant proves the  authenticity of the story and enhances the reader’s trust.

Of course, this choice of narrator deprived the author of the possibility to express thoughts and feelings of the main hero, McMurphy. At the same time it provided the opportunity to express, on the one hand, the way he is perceived by one of the staff-intimidated patients, and the other - Bromden’s inner evolution from passive to active protest against Miss Ratched’s “dictatorship” under the influence of McMurphy’s actions. It was the structure of the novel based on the narrator’s account of an extraordinary personality who was his friend  or acquaintance that made Kesey’s work close to F.S.Fitzgerald’s “Great Gatsby”. This similarity was pointed out by Berry Leeds in his study of the novel “One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest”: “In both novels, the narrator is a man closely associated with the protagonist and torn by ambivalent feelings of disapproval and admiration for him, who, during the course of the novel, learns and develops through the tutelary example of the protagonist’s life and ultimate death, and who, in recounting the story of his friend’s life, clarifies his own development to the point where he takes on both the strengths of the protagonist and an awareness of how to avoid a similar downfall and death. Bromden and Nick Carraway both become syntheses of their own latent strengths and abilities and the best aspects of McMurphy and Gatsby” (3, 15).

We should include into the same group the famous novel by Robert Penn Warren “All the King’s Men”, in which the main hero Jack Berden tells the story of life and death of the political leader Willie Stark. Trying to understand the motives underlying the hero’s behaviour and comparing himself to him helps to understand himself. If we line up these novels on the basis of the way the story-teller treats the hero, then “All the King’s Men” and “One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest” will take the extreme opposite positions. Willie Stark in spite of all his positive qualities arouses negative feeling  both in the story-teller and in the readers; the case is just the opposite with McMurphy: in spite of certain negative characteristics he is accepted as a positive hero. Fitzgerald’s Gatsby will find his place somewhere  in-between because the story-teller Nick Carraway’s negative and positive feelings towards him are almost balanced. But still Kesey’s novel is noticeably different from the other two: Bromden doesn’t simply describe his close acquaintance but tells about the “acts” of his hero and teacher who showed Chief the way to personal freedom and courage. Specific characteristics of Bromden as a story-teller are defined also by the fact that he is an Indian, whose childhood was spent in the reservation, so to say “beyond the borders of white civilisation”. Due to this feature Bromden can be easily related  to story-tellers who, while describing the society, can look at it from aside because they are not its fully empowered members. This group of story-teller may include children and teeenagers who are not spoilt by civilisation, insane people, “natural people” (representatives of less civilised nations), and even messengers from “the beyond world”, as for example, is the Satan, the story-teller in the novel “Satan’s Diary” by Leonid Andreyev. Such type of a narrator enables the author to “be surprised” with things that seem common us but are actually  absurd rules and traditions of our everyday existence. As T.N.Denisova pointed out, “here the author seems to develop a specidfically American literary tradition since  Mark Twain’s Huck Finn was a character of a naive teenager, not spoilt by life,  through whose eyes the faults of the established norms of social laws and regulations, hateful for every individual, are clearly seen. This tradition is successfully continued by Salinger who created a character of a nervous and sensitive teenager Holden Caulfield in his best novel “The Catcher in the Rye”.  It is this tradition that Ken Kesey transforms ” (1. 323).

Bromden often recollects his childhood, especially his father and the history of defeat in the struggle against “White authority” for the right of the tribe to own its land and to live traditial Indian life.

The narrator often compares McMurphy with his father. Such comparison causes an association - the fight of an individual against unification for his uniqueness is close to the fight of any “small” nation or tribe against modern civilisation to preserve their traditions and their own way of life. The line of Bromden’s recollections about his childhood and Indian theme as a whole is completely absent in the film produced on the basis of the novel.

At the same time, it is noteworthy that Bromden’s inner evolution from a “coward” to an active fighter against the dictatorial regime in the ward is expressed by his “physical growth” at a symbolic level.

Thus, at the beginning of the novel the character of half-Indian is associated with an image of a small child, even an infant: he pretends to be deaf-and-dumb   

 (he can’t speak), he is tied by sheets to bed (they swaddle him), he compares McMurphy with his father and repeats all the time that he is not “grown-up enough” to fight openly with the medical staff. It was juist under McMurphy’s influence that he pronounces the first word after being silent for a long time and experiences erection which is the symbol of physical maturity.

At the same time, Bromden’s  most characteristic feature as a story-teller is his mental disease - schizophrenia. It is the mental disease that makes it possible to compare Bromden with another insane story-teller in American literature: Bengy Compson who is the narrator in the first part of William Faulkner’s novel “The Sound and the Fury”. The structure of the novel is quite different, because Bengy is telling about “everyday” life of his family, while Bromden is speaking about the activity and death of an extraordinary personality he was the friend of. There is a difference also in the degree of the story-tellers’ insanity, and, therefore, they see reality in  different ways. Bengy is an idiot; he only states outward events, confusing their time succession. Bromden includes recollections into his story, first of all his childhood, but a reader is able to separate recollections from the story about the events in the ward when a new patient -  McMurphy - appeared there.

Bromden’s insanity  as a story-teller allowed the author to create actually a poetic canvas of a text saturated with unusual metaphors and symbols. At the same time, the text of the novel proves that tha story-teller is a schizophrenic because the world which is described in the novel, as Gilbert Porter put it, was “Fragmentary. Distorted. Surrealistic. Painfully bright” (4. 94).

If  we analyse Bromden’s schizophrenic imagination more carefully we will notice that he is afraid of electronics and mecanics first of all. Thus, Chief is afraid when they try to shave him with an electric machine; he is afraid of shock therapy, he is worried about X-ray examination thinking that it is a masked way to check the devices which Big Nurse and doctor had “staffed” all the patients with to take better control over them. He is convinced that the walls are staffed with electronic devices, he is afraid to speak because he thinks that microphones are installed in the handle of the broom. All those are the characteristics of the Combine. In Bromden’s imagination the Combine let mist on the people to make their heads swim, to wipe off their memories in order not to give them the chance to identify themselves as personalities. “Just now she has switched on a mist machine and let so much mist that I can see nothing, except her face, and she makes it more and more dense (densier and densier) and you feel hopeless and dead as a minute before you felt joy...” (2. 97).

The representatives of the Combine in the ward, the Big Nurse and her assistants - hospital attendants, look like robots or mechanical devices in his imagination. Most often mechanic characteristics are assigned to Miss Ratched: “she moves hinges in her shoulders and fingers. I hear a soft creak. She starts moving and I’m leaning against the wall and when she passes by with roar she looks more like a truck, and a wicker bag is dragging her in exhaust smoke as a semi-trailer follows the diezel, her lips move apart and her smile goes ahead of her as a grating of a radiator” (2. 82). Her nails are red as a sting of soldering iron, her bag is the bix for instruments, filled with ratchets and other mechanisms. Her smile is quiet, pressed of plastic (2. 96). Her mechanicness, absence of anything human is underlined everywhere. She is mentioned even as a statue and not as a human being. In the novel itself it is underlined that all her external human features make her angry and first of all, her big breasts. “She passed by not willing to notice him, as she did not want to notice these excessive woman’s features which nature hung on her,-as if she were taller than McMurphy and her sex and everything that was made of weak flesh“(2. 129). Thus, it is underlined that Big Nurse tries to kill in herself everything that is human. It is an image of dehumanised creature, person-robot without family, without feelings, without humanity. In the story-teller’s imagination her assistants are the same robots as she is: “...they shook and smoked and I could hear gears grinding. I could see them twitch with confusion, like machines throttled full ahead and with the brake  on” (2. 46).

Thus, all characters who are the representatives of Combine forces are described like robots, machines and mechanisms. It explains their essence because they have lost their impredictability, spontaneity, personal will - they are the means of Combine. They are ruled, they act precisely according to the programme. And they are not human beings any more, they are real robots. Such ideas in the novel are quite logical. First of all, the story-teller is well-aquainted with radio and electric devices because he graduated from a college. This world is close to him since  he was an electrician in the Air Force during the Second World War. On the other hand, his unusual view of the world may be explained by his mental  disease -schizophrenia. The word “scizophrenia” translated from Greek means “decay of mind”. The reasons for bifurcation of the story-teller’s imaginings about the world and himself are also clearly explained in the novel. First of all, Bromden is half-Indian, half-white; his father was the Chief of the tribe, an Indian, his mother is white. He was also brought up under double influence. At first he lived with his father in the tribe. It is this period of his life that he remembers as the happiest. At that time he witnessed collision between “white” and “red” civilisations and exermination of the latter by the former for the sake of the so-called progress. Then, after his father was forced to sell the land near the waterfall, Indians have never been themselves any more and they started to build the dam which deprived them of their usual life. At the same time father and son moved into the city to live together  with his wife.

Presently the father took to drinking and died as an alcoholic. His son grew up  under mother’s care absorbing successfully “white”, “urban” civilisation. He became a member of a baseball team, entered the college. The same civilisation brougnt him to the asylum in which, by the time the novel began, he had been for 20 years pretending to be deaf-and-dumb. We should also remember that he witnessed his mother “make his father small” though he was one of the tallest members of the tribe and was called “The tallest pine on a high mountain”. Not physical diminishing is meant here, but the “diminishing” of the force of spirit.

Perceiving himself as a half-man and half-robot who is subjected to medical staff manipulations by means of different electric and radio rays, magnets, etc. is also clearly explained in the text. It’s only a reaction to external conditions. So, the hospital attendants themselves call him “six-feet-eight sweeping machine” (2. 5).

In addition, his identification with a mechanism, a robot is caused to some extent by a direct association with the psychical therapy which is carried out at the asylum. It is based on the concept that a person, a patient is a  mechanizm with foreseeable responses that can be manipulated by certain external influences. This concept of human behaviour as predetermined is the basis of mental treatment in the ward, especially true of methods practiced by the Big Nurse and her personnel.

Thus, the synthesis of all the negative tendencies in human development that have brought modern civilisation to a complete opposition with nature and to supressing a person’s natural origin, to mechanisation and robotisation of society and people develops into a metaphorical image of Combine. Combine is a set of all those rational rules, conditions, norms, customs which mankind gave birth to and made a cult of, which force out everything human in a person and subject him/her to abstractions created by himself.

Chief’s vision opens the reader’s eyes to modern life saturated with machines, to man’s dependence upon apparatuses, as well as on the degree the modern society influences the individual which results in conformism, adaptation, moral compormises and depersonalization. Therefore, only using a schizophrenic story-teller Kesey could  make such a vivid and true statement af the end ot the XX-th century about the truth of human life.  Using schizophrenic metaphors he opened up the tendencies hidden from normal eyes – towards human robotisation and mechanisation as a result of the develoment of modern consuming civilisation.

It is necessary to mention one more function of an insane narrator. The novel ends with Bromden’s escape from the asylum. Having experienced McMurphy’s influence, he started to speak, to assert himself as a personality; he found the courage to struggle openly against the nurse Ratched and even attacked a black  attendant in a fight. In the small introduction we see Chief Bromden who is going to tell everything about McMurphy, but this Bromden is in Miss Ratched’s ward, he is afraid of attendants and of the Big Nurse and confesses that he has not been speaking for a long time. Thus, was there no escape? didn’t Bromden speak to McMurphy!? Is everything he will speak about later only his fantasy about the Savior and his own heroic deeds? Is it the same as children do? Such misunderstanding and confusion enter quite well into schizophrenic imagination of a story-teller. Due to this smart device Kesey hints at his own understanding of art and literature function. Our learning that all the events may be invented does not lessen the novel’s importance. It still gives us aesthetic and mental enjoyment, it still provides readers with certain ideas. The point is not how  adequate it is to facts but how much it influences the reader. Therefore Kesey states the author’s right to any  invention, but only if this invention carries out its function artistically.
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