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ONE FLEW OVER THE CUCKOO'S NEST 
BY DALE WASSERMAN 
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There Will Be One Fifteen Minute Intermission 

DRAMATURG's NoTE 
Dale Wasserman's One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest does more than merely mir

ror the lives of patients living on a mental ward. The patients and the staff of this ward serve 
to represent all human beings and society. It is this representation of mankind that makes 
the message of the play incredibly terrifying. Close observation of the staff and patients 
makes one question the existence of humanity on this particular ward. Dehumanization is 
the loss of humanity, or the degeneration of those qualities which characterize the "human
ness." Wasserman's portrayal of the total institution exposes the dehumanizing practices of 
mental institutions in the first half of the century. · 

Self-awareness, self esteem, the capacity to love, and an individual's free will are 
all traits of"humanness" that Wasserman depicts as lacking in the world ofNurse Ratched's 
ward. The frightening reality of this ward emerges when many of the patients confess that 
they willingly entered into this world. When Nurse Ratched's patients are dehumanized by 
the identical uniforms she chooses for them or by the use of electroshock therapy, the men 
of this ward struggle to maintain their individual identities and the very qualities that make 
them human. Wasserman uses these dehumanizing practices to pose an important ques
tion: Are these patients any different from people who believe they live freely within soci
ety? ls the "machine" of civilized society any different from the electroshock therapy ma
chine when it comes to trying to conform the way_a person thinks and behaves? Wasserman 
leaves the answer of this question up to every individual who chooses to become a spectator 
of this institutionalized "society." 
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DIRECTOR'S NOTE 

One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest is a contemporary outlook on a long standing 
battle: The norms of "society" forced on its members, versus the human impulse to be a 
free-thinking, free-willed individual within that society. It forces us to look closely at, or to 
"observe" if you will, the way in which our society reacts to any issue it doesn't understand 
or doesn't want to deal with. How we are willing to lock it away, regulate it, or terminate it 
ifit poses a big enough threat to the "way oflife." Wasserman has chosen the I 960's Mental 
Ward, or "society in miniature" as his forum to show us the individual's struggle to break 
through and be free . 

"Society everywhere is in conspiracy against the manhood of eve1y one of its members." 
"Whoso would be a man, must be a non-conformist." 

-Ralph Waldo Emerson 
-Craig A. Miller II-
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