One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest

Guided Questions


First Section

1. What might the fog represent?

2. Describe the Public Relations visit. What comment is the author making?

3. How does an admission usually arrive? How do the black boys further intimidate an admission?

4. How does Chief know this is no ordinary admission? What does he say about the showers?

5. Describe the way his voice sounds. What is the effect of having a voice like this? How does it affect the ward?

6. Describe McMurphy physically. What does this description suggest about his character?

7. What is the effect of the repetition of the word “laugh”? 

8. Why has McMurphy transferred to the hospital? What is his goal?

9. Explain the difference between the acutes and chronics.

10. Why do the acutes spy on one another? Why does Nurse Ratched need this information? What does her encouragement of spying say about her?

11. How did the acutes become chronics?

12. What is the “Shock Shop”?

13. Describe what happens to Ruckley. What does this show about how the hospital treats their patients? 

14. What can we infer from McMurphy’s behavior when he meets the acutes? What is the function of his laughter now? 

15. What does his meeting with Chief show about him?

16. Why does Kesey end the chapter with the dialogue between Nurse Ratched and McMurphy? What does it foreshadow?

17. What is her reaction to McMurphy? With whom does she compare him?

18. The author uses a great deal of imagery to describe the black boys. Why?

19. Describe Mr. Taber’s behavior and consequences. What is the author implying?

20. The Public Relations Committee visits right after the incident with Mr. Taber. What does its position in the text tell the reader?

21. Compare the laughter of the public relations man to McMurphy’s laughter.  

22. The Chief sees everything as a metaphor. He sees medicine as a metaphor. He compares the ward’s hum to a cotton mill. He compares the ward itself to a factory. What is the effect of this figurative language?

23. How does this chapter close? Describe its overall tone. 

Second Section

1. Upon further reading, what do you believe the fog means? Is it real?

2. Why does Chief need the fog? Are there any patients totally lost in the fog? 

3. Why does Kesey repeat the word “touch”? Is this a pun?

4. What is the function of the group meeting or the Theraputic Community? Compare how Nurse Ratched sees it to how the doctors see it, how the patients see it, and how McMurphy sees it.

5. How would you answer McMurphy’s question, “Do I look like a sane man?” Why?

6. What is McMurphy’s reaction after the group session? What is the purpose of the chicken comparison?

7. Harding says, “We are the victims of a matriarchy here, my friend.” What is a matriarchy? Why are they victims?
8. How is the “Shock Shop” described?

9. What is the bet? 

10. How is the fog now different?

11. How does McMurphy fool the Chief?

12. Why did Kesey place the Chief’s dream sequence here? Why is the Chief’s dream different tonight? What is he saying when he states, “If they don’t exist, how can a man see them?”

13. What is the meaning of the taking away of Old Blastic at the end? 

14. Is there anything unusual about the songs McMurphy sings? What are the songs about?

15. How does McMurphy solve the problem of the toothpaste? Why does the orderly take it out on the chief?

16. Describe Nurse Ratched’s reaction? Compare her increase in size to the description of the same phenomena at the beginning of the novel. What might this increase mean?

17. How does McMurphy win his bet?

18. What is the new smell?

19. How does McMurphy convince the doctor that the acutes should be able to use the card room?

20. How does the Chief see the battle between Nurse Ratched and McMurphy? Why does the fog roll in again?

21. How is the Monopoly game better therapy?

22. What will happen if the Chief looses himself in the fog? How does Mack bring the Chief back? Why can’t McMurphy understand? 

23. Why is McMurphy angry with the acutes? What lesson does he teach them?

24. What might a control panel symbolize?

25. What trick does Nurse Ratched pull in the voting? What is the effect of her actions?

Third Section

1. Find one or two paragraphs of men being emasculated. Why are they emasculated and what is the larger significance?

2. What does the Chief remember happening at the staff meeting? What was his role?

3. Is Mack “A Napoleon, a Genghis Khan, and Atilla the Hun”? Why?

4. How does Nurse Ratched manipulate the meeting without speaking? 

5. What is her final ace in the hole—her ultimate power over McMurphy?
6. How have the meetings changed? Why is Cheswick fighting Ratched?

7. What does Mack learn at the pool?

8. What does his unwillingness to help Cheswick and Harding show?

9. Why did Cheswick kill himself? Is McMurphy responsible? Why?

10. How are Nurse Ratched and Mrs. Harding similar? What does Mrs. Harding do to her husband?

11. How has Mack changed? What changed him? 

12. Martini is beginning to notice that he is hallucinating. What conclusions can be drawn about that?

13. Describe shock therapy. How is the description different from the rest of the novel?

14. What does McMurphy discover?

15. Why do the voluntaries stay? 

16. Has playing obedient helped McMurphy? How is he different at group meetings? 

17. What sentence vividly shows McMurphy is going to have a showdown with Nurse Ratched? 

18. What does the broken glass portend?

19. What power does Mack have over Ratched? What power does Ratched have over Mack?

20. Why is it ironic that McMurphy begins to see himself as a symbol of the inmates’ right to their own individuality?


