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Introduction  

 
“It’s about nothing being black and white, and traumas creating other traumas” – Lynne 

Ramsay (Film4, 2018) 

 
There is a scene at the start of the second half of You Were Never Really Here (Ramsay, 2017) where 

the supposed hero, Joe (Joaquin Phoenix), has just rescued a young girl named Nina (Ekaterina 

Samsonov) from a child prostitution ring. They both sit on a bed in a hotel room, waiting to hear from 

her father, Senator Votto (Alex Manette), before a news alert flashes on the television. The news 

report informs them that Votto, who is later revealed to be a part of the child trafficking conspiracy 

Nina was trapped in, has seemingly jumped from his office building, and killed himself. It is a 

complicated scene. It calls into question the position of Joe as the hero, the moral justifiability of his 

violence against the men he has just killed, and the ‘evilness’ of Votto. It is emblematic of the films 

challenging attitudes towards conventional ideas of masculinity, heroism, and ‘evilness’ because it 

generates a degree of sympathy towards a character who would normally be regarded as ‘evil’, and 

complicates the assuredness of Joe’s heroic quest by taking Nina’s role in the narrative beyond being 

an object to rescue. This sense of moral ambiguity is a common theme in the films of Lynne Ramsay. 

Her films construct complex narratives and characters that challenge conventional cultural perceptions 

of notions such as gender and ‘evil’. Yet, at least academically, this complexity has yet to be fully 

explored by critical analysis. 

Alicia Malone identifies that, alongside Ramsay’s work, many films that have been directed by 

women have not received the same critical analysis that films directed by men have. In the 

introduction of her book, The Female Gaze: Essential Movies Made by Women, she writes,  

“female filmmakers (and our experiences of film as a whole, including who has historically 

written about film) have been limited by the barriers of gender, race, and sexual orientation” 

(2018, 3) 

What Malone notes here, is not just the lack of opportunity given to women filmmakers, but also the 

lack of scholarly attention paid to the films made by women that are released. Furthermore, most 
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scholarly work on women filmmakers’ work often centres on narratives focused on women. Sophie 

Mayer’s book, Political Animals: The New Feminist Cinema (2016), for example, discusses the work 

of women filmmakers in both mainstream and independent cinema in recent times and analyses how 

they have provided progressive representations of female protagonists. Additionally, Melanie Bell and 

Melanie Williams state in their book, British Women’s Cinema (2010) “recent films with female 

directors at the helm have told women’s stories of great dramatic intensity” (2010, 16). On the other 

hand, there is an extensive variety of scholarship on representations of masculinity in cinema. Steven 

Cohan and Ina Rae Hark’s seminal edited collection, Screening the Male: Exploring Masculinities in 

Hollywood Cinema (1993) is but one example, as is Pat Kirkham and Janet Thumin’s You Tarzan: 

Masculinity, Movies and Men (1993). Peter Lehman has also written on masculinity in Masculinity: 

Bodies, Movies, Culture (2001) and Running Scared: Masculinity and the Representation of the Male 

Body (2007), as has Bruce Babington, Ann Davies, and Phil Powrie in their book The Trouble With 

Men: Masculinities in European and Hollywood Cinema (2004). More recent examples include 

Nicola Rehling’s Extra-Ordinary Men: White Heterosexual Masculinity in Contemporary Popular 

Cinema (2009), Susanne Kord and Elisabeth Krimmer’s Contemporary Hollywood Masculinities 

(2011) and Timothy Shary’s edited collection Millennial Masculinity: Men in Contemporary 

American Cinema (2013). What is notable about these works, however, is that almost all their 

analyses centre on films made by men. It thus appears that there is an increasing amount of 

scholarship focusing on representations of women in films made by women, and extensive academic 

work discussing representations of men in films made by men. However, the discussion on 

representations of gender in films made by both men and women requires expansion. There is still a 

need, therefore, to understand the ability of films to either perpetuate or defy the patriarchal ideologies 

surrounding gender and gender expectations in contemporary culture. In other words, here is an 

opportunity to contribute a piece of academic work to an exciting and growing area of film and gender 

studies. 

The aim of this thesis is to explore the representations of gender and gendered roles in the patriarchal 

family in films directed by Lynne Ramsay, namely We Need to Talk About Kevin (2011) (hereafter: 
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Talk) and You Were Never Really Here (2017) (Hereafter: Never). This thesis seeks not only to 

understand how men and women are depicted in these films, but how the constructions of gender 

within these characters can be seen to defy gendered expectations of a heteronormative patriarchal 

society. It will be argued that Ramsay challenges societal expectations of masculinity and motherhood 

through themes relating to ‘evil’, violence, and queerness to produce representations of gender that 

resist conventional heteronormative depictions of men and mothers in mainstream contemporary 

cinema. The term ‘contemporary cinema’, in the context of this thesis, refers to films released in the 

UK and US in the 2010s, the period in which both the films analysed in this thesis were released. 

These arguments will be developed through textual analyses of Talk and Never while drawing on a 

variety of critical sources. This thesis will join recent gender scholarship in acknowledging that the 

concept of masculinity (Rehling, 2009), and the notion of gender itself (Whelan and Pilcher, 2017), 

are in constant flux, and dependent upon social, historical, and cultural factors. The key theoretical 

and socio-historical framework within which the films’ construction of masculinity, motherhood, and 

gender expectations is to be understood and will thus be outlined. The thesis will thus closely analyse 

Talk and Never. These films have been chosen because they contain narratives that provide intricate 

representations of gender and family and explorations into themes of motherhood, ‘evilness’, and 

patriarchy.  

The first chapter of the thesis will serve to contextualize the key theories and methodologies which 

will then be deployed to analyse the films in the following case-studies. Firstly, however, it will be 

acknowledged that this thesis is by no means the first piece of scholarly work to focus on Ramsay’s 

films. There is an existing variety of scholarship on all four of her feature films and this will be 

outlined in order to identify where this thesis can provide original analysis and add to the growing 

academic conversation. Once this has been established, the key theories of gender and masculinity 

will be introduced. Judith Butler’s theory of performativity will form the foundation of this thesis’ 

understanding of gender as it suggests that the concept of gender is a cultural construction and that 

individuals ‘perform’ their gender to conform to social expectations (2006, 190). The topic of 

masculinity will then be approached through various key concepts, the first being violence. Research 
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into screen violence has shown that violence is seen as a ‘guilty pleasure’ by audiences (Bacon, 2015) 

and its ritualization is often used to display hegemonic masculinity (Grønstad, 2008). Much 

scholarship in this area argues that violence is seen as a masculine concept in contemporary society 

(Bowker, 1998). However, Ramsay’s depiction of violence in Talk and Never is much less simplistic 

than conventional perceptions of the behaviour in contemporary cinema and so prompts deeper 

analysis. The second aspect of masculinity to be identified is sexuality, and the thesis will thus draw 

upon queer film theory to illustrate how the lead men in Ramsay’s films defy the mainstream 

heteronormative society that is often depicted in contemporary cinema (Nowlan, 2010). Additionally, 

key theories and ideas regarding motherhood will be discussed here so as to provide context to the 

analysis of Eva (Tilda Swinton) in the Talk case-study, but also to the analysis of Never to a certain 

extent in regards to Joe’s mother. The theoretical framework posed by scholars such as Sarah Arnold, 

Julia Kristeva, and Barbara Creed will thus be discussed in the first chapter. Sarah Arnold’s book, 

Maternal Horror Film: Melodrama and Motherhood, will prove most useful here as it draws upon the 

discourses of the ‘monstrous-feminine’ (Creed, 1993) and abjection (Kristeva, 1982) in order to 

produce arguments regarding the concept of the ‘Bad’ Mother. Using Arnold’s notion of the ‘Bad’ 

Mother throughout the thesis can open up discussions on how the representation of mothers, and their 

roles within the family, in Ramsay’s films defy conventional patriarchal images of motherhood. 

Finally, the work of Simon Baron-Cohen will be introduced in this chapter in order to contextualize 

the notion of ‘evilness’ and how it links to discourses surrounding cultural perceptions and the 

concept of empathy. His book, The Science of Evil: On Empathy and the Origins of Cruelty (2012) 

will aid in analysing Kevin’s perceived ‘evilness’ from a theoretical approach. Baron-Cohen’s 

methodology in understanding ‘evilness’ can illustrate how Kevin’s behaviour and development 

effects the representation of masculinity and the mother-son relationship in Talk.  

With the key theoretical framework of the thesis outlined in chapter one, chapter two will deploy this 

theoretical approach in an analysis of Talk. This chapter will analyse Kevin’s ‘queerness’ and the 

perception of him as an ‘evil child’ alongside the representation of motherhood in Eva and will link 

these concepts and ideas in order to understand how they form the relationship between mother and 
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son in the film. The analysis of Eva, and her biological and cultural role as Kevin’s mother, will 

explore the notion of the ‘Bad’ Mother posed by Arnold. Using the notion of the ‘Bad’ Mother to 

analyse Eva will aid in the thesis’ argument that Eva’s representation as a mother subverts patriarchal 

expectations of gender and motherhood. The concept of the ‘Bad’ Mother can also be linked to the 

idea of the ‘evil child’ when discussing Eva’s and Kevin’s relationship. Here, Simon Baron-Cohen’s 

theories of empathy (2012) can be used to discuss Kevin’s ‘zero-empathy’ personality and how his 

behaviour relates to the perception as an ‘evil’ child that defies the hegemonic ideals of the role of a 

male child. Kevin’s perception as ‘evil’ can also be linked to a construction of queerness in the 

representation of his gender, and this construction will be discussed in conjunction with Ezra Miller’s 

star image and the depiction of masturbation. 

The case-study of Never will focus less so on the representations of motherhood and the mother-son 

relationship, but instead will discuss depictions of violence and sexuality. In order to argue that Joe’s 

use of violence subverts traditional masculine representations of violence in contemporary American 

cinema, the case-study will note the ‘hero as rescuer’ narrative trope, drawing on the scholarly work 

of Joseph Campbell (2004) and Karen Lury’s work on Taxi Driver (Scorsese, 1976) and the notion of 

the “little white girl” (2010). A comparative analysis between You Were Never Really Here and Taxi 

Driver will thus be conducted to illustrate how Joe subverts the stereotypical depiction of the male 

‘hero’. The case-study will apply this argument to Joe’s character but within the context of 

contemporary cinema of the 2010s through analysis of the editing and cinematography used in the 

‘rescue’ scene. A queer reading of Joe will also be made in order to further argue that he defies 

traditional heteronormative representations of male ‘heroes’ in contemporary cinema. This analysis 

will lead into a discussion of the true cause of Joe’s trauma, circling back to the ideas of family and 

motherhood to illustrate how the pressures to perform hegemonic masculinity oppresses and damages 

people of all genders.  

The concluding arguments to be put forward by each case study in regard to representations of 

masculinity, is that Kevin is presented as outwardly ‘different’; his perception as a queer, ‘evil’ child 

displays his explicit challenge to the patriarchal ‘nuclear’ family. On the other hand, Joe struggles to 
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adhere to heteronormative patriarchal conventions of society by attempting to live the male fantasy of 

a ‘hero’ through committing violence and repressing his sexuality. These challenging representations 

of masculinity in addition to the subversive depictions of motherhood, will evidence the ultimate 

argument of the thesis: Talk and Never offer representations of gender, and the gendered roles within 

the family, that defy the heteronormative and hegemonic norm of the patriarchal conventions of 

American society and contemporary cinema. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



12 

 

Chapter One 

Masculinity as a performance, ‘Bad’ Mothers, and ‘evil’ children: Contextualising the 

construction of gender and gendered roles in the patriarchal family 

 

The analyses conducted in chapters two and three draw upon a variety of film, gender and psychology 

studies theories and concepts. It therefore seems appropriate to use this first chapter to provide a 

theoretical framework to contextualise the critical examination of the chosen case-studies. This 

chapter is divided into sections which will address the academic debates around the three main areas: 

gender, motherhood, and ‘evilness’. It will be discussed how the notions of motherhood and ‘evil’ 

feed into patriarchal ideas of gender. Firstly, however, scholarly coverage of Ramsay’s body of work 

will be discussed. Once the existing academic debate is established, it will become more evident how 

this thesis will offer its original contribution. 

Building upon the scholarship on Lynne Ramsay 

As mentioned in the introduction, there are several journal articles and book chapters that focus on 

Ramsay’s films. The analyses in these scholarly pieces have sparked debate around the themes 

explored in Ramsay’s body of work and have provided new ways of understanding them. Ratcatcher 

appears to be the most discussed film in Ramsay’s filmography (for a full synopsis of each of Lynne 

Ramsay’s four feature films, please see appendix I). Probably the most extensive piece of scholarship 

written on the film is a monograph by Annette Kuhn in the BFI Film Classics collection (2020). Kuhn 

balances the outlining of Ratcatcher’s plot and production history with her own textual analysis which 

acknowledges the context of Scottish media and culture both within and surrounding the film. Kuhn 

has also written a journal article which uses the framework of psychoanalytic theory to analyse 

Ratcatcher alongside Distant Voices, Still Lives (Davies, 1988) (2005). What captures Kuhn’s 

attention most when discussing Ratcatcher, though, is Ramsay’s creation and manipulation of space 

with the camera. She points to one scene, for example, in which a window is “framed as it is like a 

picture on the wall – or more aptly, perhaps, like a film on the cinema screen” (2020, 9) (Fig. 1). She 
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argues that the direction and pace of the camera movement draw attention to the edges of the film 

frame, alluding to James’ movement into a different ‘world’ beyond the window frame (2020, 9). 

Cristina Álvarez López offers a similar reading to Kuhn’s, suggesting that the camera transcends the 

window, and in turn the film screen, to create a “perfect harmony” between film and character (2019, 

123). For López, the spatiality between Ramsay’s camera and the characters on screen (namely, 

James) explores the trauma, grief and guilt experienced through childhood (2019, 119). 

David Trotter, however, goes one step further. He uses the concept of ‘haptic visuality’, which 

theorises how sensory perception in spectatorship grants the moving image different material qualities 

(Ross, 2015, 18). Trotter’s method of analysing Ratcatcher haptically grants the visual objects within 

the frame a physical relationship to the space Kuhn and López refer to. He suggests that the ‘mess’ 

James makes throughout the film relates to his relationship with his family. For example, the mess of 

cereal in the family room “makes room” within the “unbearable physical and moral closeness” of the 

relationship with his father (2008, 143) (Fig. 2). Moreover, Raymond De Luca considers the material 

qualities of human skin and relates it to the materiality of the film screen. He describes Ramsay’s 

screen as a “transitory material” that creates a fusion between the visual matter of the screen and 

spectatorial bodies viewing it (2019, 21). His paper links the opening shots of Ratcatcher and Never, 

in which James’ face is wrapped in lace and Joe’s in a plastic bag (Fig. 3). De Luca argues that these 

thin epidermal materials represent the fragility of the characters’ skin and highlights their 

vulnerability (2019, 21).  

It is apparent by what has been outlined so far that Ramsay’s use of spatiality, her use of the camera to 

create relationships between space, characters, and the film screen itself is an area that has prompted 

great academic interest. As shown, this analytical approach has often been used to discuss 

representations of trauma and vulnerability in the characters of her films, particularly that of 

Ratcatcher. Although there is less discussion on how these notions of spatiality impact the 

representation of gender, it should be noted that academic coverage of Ratcatcher is not limited to 

theories of spatiality and haptic narrative. Jonathan Murray’s analytical approach, for instance, is one 

concerned with nationalism, comparing the representations of nation in Gregory’s 2 Girls (Forsyth, 
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1999) and Ratcatcher. Murray argues that Gregory’s 2 Girls holds “disdain of US popular culture in 

Scotland” whereas Ratcatcher is a “renegotiation of traditional relations of power between historically 

core and peripheral national film cultures” (2005, 217). Murray revisits this argument with a section 

on Ratcatcher in his book, The New Scottish Cinema (2015, 67-70). He suggests that the film makes 

use of recognisable American imagery to be marketable to a non-Scottish audience, whilst also 

offering familiar cultural references and discussions to a Scottish audience (2015, 71). Murray’s 

argument here is evidenced through textual analysis, which emphasises the film’s “use of iconography 

derived from the myth of the American West” (2015, 69). Although Murray’s choice of film text to 

analyse partly crosses over with this thesis’, the analytical approach to discussing issues of nation 

differs to the aims of discussing gender here.  

On the other hand, John Tulloch and Belinda Middleweek’s analysis of Ramsay’s films is perhaps of 

more specific interest to this thesis. They include an entire chapter in their book, Real Sex Films, that 

focuses on issues of sex and intimacy in the films of Lynne Ramsay and Andrea Arnold, offering in-

depth analyses of Ratcatcher and Morvern Callar (2017, 291-313). Whereas Trotter’s discussions of 

spectatorship revolve around ways in which narrative cinema might incorporate haptic imagery whilst 

continuing to narrate (2008, 141), Tulloch and Middleweek adopt a feminist approach to the critical 

method. They discuss the notion of the gaze in feminist film theory, drawing on the work of Laura 

Mulvey (1975) and E. Ann Kaplan (2012), and use this work in conjunction with Slajov Žižek’s 

theory of “desire as transgression” (1992) and Anthony Giddens theory of “transformation of 

intimacy” (1992). These theoretical works are used to discuss ways in which the female body in 

Arnold’s and Ramsay’s films relate to notions of sex, intimacy, and desire. Tulloch’s and 

Middleweek’s analyses into issues of sex and gender are probing and complex, yet its focus on the 

female body leaves room for an analysis into the role of men in Ramsay’s films. Moreover, this thesis 

aims to analyse how gender is represented within the characters themselves, not how the spectator’s 

gaze influences this representation. 

While Ratcatcher has received significant academic attention, Morvern Callar, Ramsay’s second 

feature, has been written about less extensively in academic circles. However, there is still an existing 
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body of scholarship that is worth noting. Liza Johnson’s discussion of the film takes a similar 

approach to that of Tulloch and Middleweek in that it explores the possibilities of feminist 

filmmaking and narratives of women’s desires and trauma (2004, 1362). Again, Johnson refers to the 

spatiality of Ramsay’s use of the camera. She suggests that the camera takes the point-of-view of 

objects within the scene that look up at Morvern. This camera technique, she argues, relates to 

Morvern’s gaze and places her desire upon inanimate objects (2004, 1356). Johnson’s textual analysis 

reveals ways in which one can understand the perspectives and desires of women in Ramsay’s films. 

However, the argument I wish to develop in my analysis of Talk and Never does not aim to 

understand the gaze or desires of the characters themselves, but rather to understand how their 

construction relates to how they are culturally perceived. Robert Morace has also discussed Morvern 

Callar; however, his discussion is one concerned with discourses around literary adaptation using the 

analytical framework of Robert Stam (2000). He argues that Ramsay’s film depoliticises the cultural 

narrative of the novel to focus on the feminine experiences of Morvern herself, pointing to the lack of 

attention paid to Morvern’s cultural background (2012, 120). Morace’s argument here implies that 

focusing on the gendered experiences of a character removes the possibility of a cultural analysis. As 

will be established in the following section of this chapter, however, gender is itself a cultural 

construct. Though Ramsay’s films may be less concerned with representations of nationality than the 

experience of the individual, it is no less valid from a cultural studies perspective to analyse how the 

individual’s representation of gender is constructed. 

Talk has also been the subject of academic debate, and a variety of analytical approaches have been 

applied to the film. Firstly, Sean Desilets’ paper revisits the concept of trauma in Eva using Jacob 

Taubes’s understanding of the concept of Gnosticism, a system of religious ideas that emphasises the 

importance of personal spiritual knowledge (2010). Desilets identifies the role of the family in 

enforcing patriarchal expectations of mothers, noting how Eva is pressured to stop working and 

become a stay-at-home mother (2017, 96). He thus argues that Eva’s trauma results from her 

recognition – or what he describes as a “gnostic revelation” – that Kevin’s behaviour is merely 

perceived to be ‘evil’ by the culture he lives in, and is therefore valid because she learns to view 
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‘evilness’ through Kevin’s and her own perspectives (2017, 99). Rossela Valdrè takes a 

psychoanalytic angle to examining the relationship between Kevin and Eva in her paper. She, too, 

discusses the socio-cultural pressures both Eva and Kevin face, and posits that the film suggests it is 

societal pressure that prompts Kevin’s violence, moving away from the idea that Eva is a failed 

mother (2014, 157). While Valdrè aims to understand Talk’s ideology surrounding evil, the key 

difference between her paper and this thesis is the methodological way in which the notion of evil is 

approached. Like any text depicting a mother-son relationship, a psychoanalytical approach is 

certainly invited by much of Ramsay’s work. Indeed, Kuhn’s analysis of Ratcatcher and Valdrè’s 

analysis of Talk are important contributions to the academic debate surrounding Lynne Ramsay’s 

films, and understanding concepts of gender, motherhood and evil. However, this thesis seeks to 

contribute to this academic debate with the use of more recent psychological scholarship (namely that 

of Simon Baron-Cohen) in order to expand our understanding of the supposed ‘evil’ child and ‘bad’ 

mother in film studies.  

Whereas Talk has received a degree of attention from academic circles, at the time of writing this 

thesis, Never has yet to receive the same level of scholarship. As previously mentioned, Raymond De 

Luca offers some analysis of the film in his paper amongst Ramsay’s other films; however, this 

analysis is concerned with spectatorship rather than representation (2019). Catherine Cullen also 

offers a general analysis of Ramsay’s work, specifically analysing the sound design of her films 

(2001). While papers like these may not be directly relevant to the aims of this thesis, they are 

nonetheless useful in that they can aid of the development of constructing original readings of Talk 

and Never in the case-studies. Perhaps the most probing piece of scholarship into the film is Sue 

Thornham’s journal article titled: Undoing Violent Masculinity: Lynne Ramsay’s You Were Never 

Really Here (2018) (2020). Thornham’s analysis of Never produces arguments regarding the 

representation of Joe’s masculinity and hence deploys a similar critical method as the case-study in 

chapter three. The ways in which Thornham’s article provides new ways of viewing Joe’s 

construction, and how this thesis aims to expand on this, will thus be illustrated there. Thornham has 

also analysed Talk in a paper titled, ‘A hatred so intense….’ We Need to Talk About Kevin, 
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Postfeminsim and Women’s Cinema (2013). She joins other scholarship in using psychoanalysis as 

her methodical approach, arguing that the film “replays the Oedipal story – the son’s usurpation and 

murder of the father, the disturbing sexual overtones in the relationship between son and mother – but 

from the mother’s perspective” (2013, 23). Chapter two’s analysis of the film will therefore differ in 

its approach. Evidently, though,  much of the scholarship referred to thus far points to socio-cultural 

pressures, and the following section will outline these pressures by examining how a patriarchal 

society enforces its notion of gender. 

Approaching masculinity – psychos and performers 

Much academic work in gender studies – namely that of Judith Butler – theorises that the concept of 

gender is performative, and that individuals ‘perform’ in order to adhere to their gendered roles and 

expectations. Butler argues that the concept of gender is a ‘construction’ that aids in the perpetuation 

of ‘sex’ as a binary and fixed state of being. She writes, 

“Because there is neither an “essence” that gender expresses or externalizes nor an objective 

ideal to which gender aspires, and because gender is not a fact, the various acts of gender 

create the idea of gender, and without those acts, there would be no gender at all. Gender is, 

thus, a construction that regularly conceals its genesis; the tacit collective agreement to 

perform, produce, and sustain discrete and polar genders as cultural fictions” (2006, 190) 

 

Butler refers to the ways in which the cultural construction of gender is produced by pointing to the 

stylisation of the body. She explains that individuals’ “bodily gestures, movements and styles of 

various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self” (2006, 191). Butler acknowledges, 

however, that gender is not solely perpetuated by the construction of the material body but suggests 

that these physical signifiers are nevertheless essential to understanding its cultural construction. As 

she puts it, 

“I don’t mean to suggest that purely cultural signs produce a material body, but only that the 

body does not become sexually readable without those signs, and that those signs are 

irreductibly cultural and material at once.” (2004, 87) 
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Butler’s theory ultimately explains how the construction of gender works to reinforce a 

heteronormative, hegemonic, and patriarchal culture, and it is therefore important to consider her 

argument when analysing Kevin and Joe. Determining how Talk and Never construct the gendered 

bodies of Kevin and Joe and how they are seen to ‘perform’ in these bodies can reveal whether or not 

their representations as men either abide by or defy the cultural construction of hegemonic 

masculinity. As Butler argues, 

“the regulatory norms of “sex” work in a performative fashion to constitute the materiality of 

bodies and, more specifically, to materialise the body’s sex, to materialise sexual difference in 

the service of the consolidation of the heterosexual imperative.” (1993, 2) 

 

By constructing two distinct genders, and modes to identify and belong to a gender, a cultural norm is 

created that reinforces ideas of heteronormative and hegemonic masculinities. In other words, the 

concept of gender is maintained by individuals performing the expectations of their gender. It is 

therefore possible to argue that Kevin or Joe either obey or defy traditional gender roles by analysing 

how they ‘perform’. 

Recent scholarship continues to support and make use of Butler’s theory and this thesis aims to join 

this scholarship within the context of film studies. One such scholar who has recently concurred with 

Butler’s arguments is David Buchbinder. He, much like this thesis, uses the theory of performativity 

to approach the concept of masculinity. Buchbinder suggests that “the social and cultural expectations 

of a man and the manner and degree to which he acknowledges and lives up to them we understand as 

masculinity” (2013, 25). Buchbinder’s approach to masculinity thus further validates the use of 

Butler’s theory to analyse the representations of masculinity in Kevin and Joe. Meanwhile, Yuval 

Noah Harari argues that the performance of masculinity is a constant and endless endeavour, not only 

in childhood and adolescence, but also through adulthood (2011, 170). This is an important 

observation to consider when analysing Kevin (as a child/teenager) and Joe’s (as an adult) 

performance of masculinity as it shows that societal pressures to perform do not lessen with age. 



19 

 

Haywood and Mac an Ghaill also support Butler’s argument that gendered norms are used to instil 

heteronormative ideologies by pointing to educational systems. They argue that “schooling processes 

form gendered identities, marking out ‘correct’ or ‘appropriate’ styles of being” (2003, 63). Haywood 

and Mac an Ghaill’s research here is particularly applicable to Kevin as Talk’s narrative sees him 

grow from infancy into adolescence and it is thus possible to examine how the construction of gender 

develops. 

These scholarly works in gender studies show that examining the construction and performance of the 

male body is a useful method when discussing the representation of masculinity that it exudes. Nicola 

Rehling provides further validation of this approach to analysing masculinity through the construction 

of the male body specifically within the context of film studies. She argues that, 

“one of the major spectacles, of course, is that of the male body as it moves through time and 

space, often at vertiginous speeds, in chase scenes or intricately choreographed fight scenes, 

performing nigh-impossible feats, inflicting or enduring pain, capturing the spectator in a 

sadomasochistic visual economy” (2009, 98) 

 

What is important to note here is how Rehling points to performances of masculinity through various 

cinematic conventions. She draws attention to the convention of choreography in a fight scene to 

evidence how men perform masculinity through violence, for instance. Rehling’s book, Extra-

Ordinary Men, is an example of how textual analysis can be used as a tool to analyse the ways in 

which the male body is constructed in film and how men perform to signify their gender. 

Furthermore, Stella Bruzzi has argued that analysis of masculinity in film can extend beyond 

discussions of the body and include the audio-visual codes of filmmaking. She points to such codes as 

camera movement, suggesting that swooping camera movements are often used to evoke masculinity 

(2013, 69). She also posits that hegemonic masculinity is conveyed through editing styles that 

synchronise music with close-up shots of the hero (2013, 122), and that this effect is often amplified 

with use of slow motion (2013, 167). Bruzzi’s analysis of what she refers to as ‘men’s cinema’ 

identifies that it is not only the depiction of the male body and the film’s narrative that express 
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representations of hegemonic masculinity, but also audio-visual codes such as cinematography, 

editing, and sound. 

If one is to adopt the theory of performativity to analyse representations of masculinity, it should first 

be acknowledged the specific ways in which men perform. If Butler states that gender is performed 

through the stylisation of the body via bodily gestures, movements, and styles (2006, 191), then it 

must be identified what exactly these gestures, movements and styles are. One such performance of 

masculinity, as previously suggested by Rehling, is violence (Milojević, 2013, 192). Many scholars 

such as Asbjorn Grønstad (2008, 17), R.W. Connell (2000, 22), and Jane Pilcher and Imelda 

Whelehan (2017, 163) have posited and supported the notion that violence is a behaviour associated 

with men and is used as a display of hegemonic masculinity. Meanwhile, contemporary research into 

hypermasculinity defines the concept as “the inflation of stereotypic masculine attitudes and 

behaviours [such as] the belief that violence is manly” (Charles et al., 2014, 106). This definition of 

hypermasculinity directly links the behaviour of violence with the construction of masculinity. This 

suggests that Kevin and Joe’s use of violence is a large factor in their construction of masculinity. 

Other research into hypermasculinity has also suggested that violence is used as a tool to exert 

dominance over others and to devalue the effects of emotion and cooperation (Burk et al., 2004, 4). It 

would therefore be wise to not only consider if Kevin and Joe commit violence, but also exactly how 

they commit violence. This can be illustrated through examining how the audio-visual codes in Talk 

and Never depict this violence, further warranting the use of textual analysis in the following case-

studies.  

The contribution of violence to the construction of masculinity is but one performance to analyse, 

however. Patriarchy is a heteronormative construct, meaning an individual who is something other 

than heterosexual is seen to deviate from societal expectations of gender and sexuality (Connell, 2005, 

78). Heterosexuality can therefore be seen to be another performance of masculinity, or in other 

words, men who abide by patriarchal masculinity perform in such a way as to signify heterosexuality. 

Diana Saco explains that the arguments of such scholars as Steve Neale “suggests that the dominant 

address of classical narrative cinema is not only masculine (to reiterate Mulvey’s point) but also 
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heterosexual” (1992, 29). However, since the publication of Neale’s 1983 paper, Masculinity as 

Spectacle, academics have viewed gender and sexuality in film studies through more complex 

understandings.  Chris Strayer notes on strategies of textual analysis used by scholars to “reveal 

subtexts and subversive readings in a more complex system than the patriarchal heterosexual system 

assumes” (1996, 2). For example, Kylo-Patrick Hart uses such strategies to apply queer readings to 

such films as From Here to Eternity (Zinnemann, 1953) and Saturday Night Fever (Badham, 1977) by 

pointing to what he refers to as homosexual (or bisexual) subtext (2013, 1-38). He extracts such 

subtext from the ways in which men behave around other men such as when Tony Manero (John 

Travolta) in Saturday Night Fever “eyes up” a group of passing gay men (2013, 21). If Butler’s theory 

is to be referred to here, Tony could be seen to momentarily break his performance as heterosexual 

when it is not being viewed. Analysing subtext in this way can hence unveil a more complex 

representation of sexuality that contradicts the patriarchal norm. The case-studies of Talk and Never 

will analyse the queer subtext and apply queer readings to Kevin and Joe to evidence how their 

queerness challenges the heteronormative ideologies of patriarchy. This thesis will use the word 

‘queer’ when applying these arguments as it does not intend to apply a label of sexuality upon these 

men, but to illustrate that their sexuality can be understood as something other than heterosexual. 

It can be thus understood that, regardless of their sexual orientation, men perform heterosexuality in 

order to abide by their gendered societal expectations. However, those who do not – or are not seen to 

– perform to the gendered expectations of hegemonic masculinity are viewed as what Slajov Žižek 

refers to as ‘psychos’. Žižek theorises that individuals who do not conform to what he calls the 

“symbolic order” assume a “psychotic position” (1992, 79). To clarify, the term ‘psycho’ as used in 

this thesis does not refer to mental illness, and it acknowledges the derogatory power the term has. 

The term here is used to refer to an individual who is seen by society as someone who does not 

conform to societal expectations of heteronormativity. David Greven applies Žižek’s ideas to film 

studies, suggesting that, in film, ‘psychos’ are seen to oppose normative structures (2013, 144). For 

example, he notes that the ‘psycho’ is often depicted as an allegorical representation of queerness in 

cinema, using the example of Norman Bates (Anthony Perkins) in Psycho (Hitchcock, 1960). Greven 
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argues that it is Bates’ “monstrous perversity” that queers him and is thus what separates him from 

conventional society which in turn labels him as a ‘psycho’ (2013, 160). Hart also refers to this 

association between representations of queerness in American cinema with mental illness and 

murderousness (2013, 107). It therefore seems that a gendered patriarchal culture views a queer man 

as a psycho. Their depiction of violence is thus not seen as a performance of hegemonic masculinity 

as it is associated with deviance rather than a tool to assume social dominance. These ideas 

surrounding gender and masculinity will be used throughout the thesis but the approach to the concept 

of motherhood requires its own theoretical framework. 

The ‘Bad’ Mother 

Molly Haskell outlines the patriarchal expectations of women to bear children. She states that women 

are not considered to be “real women” unless they are married and are mothers, and suggests that 

even those who do not wish to have children are often pressured to do so (2016, 2). One could thus 

take a Žižekian approach to motherhood in film analysis, then, as women who do not conform to the 

symbolic order of motherhood could be labelled as ‘psychos’. However, Julia Kristeva’s theory of 

abjection would be more appropriate to consider here as it is more applicable to specifically 

understanding patriarchal attitudes to motherhood. Kristeva defines the abject as something that exists 

between what one considers part of oneself (the ‘subject’ or ‘self’), and what exists independently of 

oneself (the ‘abject’ or ‘other’) that has been rejected (1982, 65). Moreover, she positions the 

woman’s body as a signifier of the abject because of its maternal functions, stating that, due to its 

“debt to nature”, the maternal body has often signified the abject in horror literature (1982, 102). 

Whereas a Zizekian approach would certainly aid in illustrating how women who do not wish to have 

children defy the patriarchal expectations of them, Kristeva’s theory examines more deeply how the 

position of motherhood operates in a patriarchal society.  

Building on Kristeva’s theory, Barbara Creed proposes the notion of the ‘monstrous-feminine’ in her 

book of the same name and uses this notion to discuss the representations of women-as-monster in 

horror film. For Creed, the abject is seen as monstrous in the horror film; she suggests that “the 

monstrous is produced at the border between which separates those who take up their proper gender 
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roles from those who do not” (1993, 11). She concurs with Kristeva in arguing that the abjection of 

women is essential to the functioning of patriarchy (1993, 166). Though Creed explores the 

representations and symbols of motherhood in such films as Psycho and Alien (Scott, 1979), her book 

discusses a variety of ways in which women are represented as the monstrous-feminine in the horror 

film. She discusses the representation of the woman as possessed monster in The Exorcist (Friedkin, 

1973), arguing that the demonic possession of Regan (Linda Blair) excuses the legitimisation of her 

deviant feminine behaviour which is depicted as abject and monstrous (1993, 31). She also points to 

The Brood (Cronenberg, 1979) as a depiction of woman as the monstrous womb, explaining that the 

image of the exposed womb represents the woman’s body as impure in patriarchal discourses (1993, 

49). Creed also argues that the woman as vampire is seen as abject because of her connotations with 

lesbianism, while her crossing of the boundaries between life and death is seen as disruptive of the 

natural order (1993, 61). The woman as vampire in films such as The Hunger (Scott, 1983), as well as 

the woman as witch in Carrie (De Palma, 1976), are also argued to be abject due to their relationship 

with blood being linked to the ‘witch’s curse’ of menstruation (1993, 74). Creed’s ultimate argument 

here is that “the monstrous-feminine is constructed as an abject figure because she threatens the 

symbolic order” (1993, 83). Interestingly, much of the evidence Creed uses in her argument (symbols 

of the womb and menstruation) are linked to the ‘maternal functions’ of women.  

Further developing the academic analysis of the maternal in horror cinema, Sarah Arnold builds upon 

Creed’s application of Kristeva’s theory to film studies in her book, Maternal Horror Film. She 

argues that the monstrous mother is codified “through her relationship with and, indeed, her threat to 

the Symbolic universe […]. She is often structured as a force operating against the norm” (2013, 72). 

However, Arnold challenges much of the readings of Kristeva’s theory of abjection and motherhood, 

including Creed’s (2013, 70). She suggests that existing research into horror film and mothers 

emphasises the visual signifiers of motherhood (such as the womb in The Brood, and blood as 

symbolic of menstruation in Carrie). This in turn, neglects the role of melodramatic narrative in 

horror film in shaping the depiction of the ‘Bad’ Mother, which provides context on the family drama 

these films rely on (2013, 69). Arnold’s observation here is essential to understanding the construction 
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of Eva as a ‘Bad’ Mother in Talk, as it is not solely the role of signifying imagery to create this 

construction, but also the context of the family drama within the narrative.  

Although this thesis may not take genre as its primary concern, it should be acknowledged that Talk 

and Never may not fit into traditional definitions of the horror film. However, Arnold’s following 

observation warrants her work on motherhood and film to be applied to the analysis of Talk. She 

observes, 

 “Maternal horror is, I suggest, moving away from structuring a correlation between child and 

spectator (in terms of having the spectator identify with the child’s optical/emotional 

perspective), towards a more maternal-centred perspective.” (2013, 70) 

 

Contemporary representations of the ‘Bad’ Mother in cinema have increasingly positioned the 

narrative from the mother’s perspective rather than the child’s, and indeed, it is Eva’s perspective that 

Talk’s narrative unfolds from. E. Ann Kaplan notes on the tendency of American literature and film 

texts to adopt the child’s point of view to achieve the condemnation of the ‘Bad’ Mother (1992, 124). 

However, Arnold identifies this shift in narrative perspective in more recent texts. Furthermore, 

Arnold argues how this shift in narrative perspective constructs the ‘Bad’ Mother; as she puts it, 

“The Bad Mother horrors, when they do offer increased maternal perspective, may encourage 

identification with the mother’s transgression (in other words, identification with her rejection 

of essential motherhood). Identification with transgression questions this very subordination.” 

(2013, 70-71) 

  

While Creed illustrates the monstrous-feminine through analyses of films with perspectives other than 

the mother (the husband in The Brood, and the child in Carrie, for example), Arnold analyses more 

recent texts such as The Others (Amenábar, 2001), in which the narrative is told from the mother’s 

perspective. For Arnold, the narrative unfolding from the mother’s perspective illustrates her defiance 

of patriarchal expectations and thus positions her as monstrous. In Talk, therefore, it is the perspective 

that Eva did not want to have children that marks her as a ‘Bad’ Mother. This narrative perspective as 
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a signifier of transgression can be seen in other contemporary films. Tully (Reitman, 2018), for 

example, follows a mother who realises that her children’s nanny is an imaginary projection of her 

past self before she became a mother. Arnold’s book would be more appropriate to use in this thesis 

largely because its readings of abjection and motherhood are more contemporary, and hence more 

applicable to analyses of contemporary films like Talk and Never. But also, because there is a 

recognition that narrative context surrounding the family must be analysed alongside the symbolic 

imagery to understand the construction of the ‘Bad’ Mother.  

Marie-Hélene Huet also provides an alternate reading of the ‘monstrous-feminine’ to Creed’s, placing 

greater emphasis on the construction of the child as a sign of the mother’s monstrousness. Huet argues 

that women are seen to possess an ‘imaginative power’ that ‘represses’ the influences of the paternal, 

resulting in the birth of a monstrous child (2000, 89). The child becomes a manifestation of the ‘Bad’ 

Mother’s hidden desires (2000, 87). Lucy Fischer also makes this argument within a cinematic 

context, suggesting that American films often blame the mother for the transgressions of her child 

(1996, 30). She points to White Heat (Walsh, 1949) as an example of an American film that criticises 

the mother for creating a murderer. With the absence of his father, Cody’s mother is seen as the sole 

cause of his male hysteria (1996, 94). With Huet and Fischer’s acknowledgement of the transgressive 

child as a signifier of the ‘Bad’ Mother in mind, it should also be outlined the ways in which the child 

themselves is seen to be transgressive. The scholarship discussed on discourses around motherhood 

builds upon the foundations of psychoanalysis. However, if the ‘evil’ child is to be discussed as the 

product of the ‘Bad’ Mother, it must first be understood how the notion of ‘evilness’ is constructed 

and perceived.  

The ‘evil’ child 

While Kristeva, Creed, Arnold, Huet, and Fischer discuss how a mother can be perceived as ‘bad’ for 

possessing the ability to produce an ‘evil’ child, there is little discussion on what exactly the ‘evil’ 

child is other than a symbol of their mother’s transgression. Dara Waldron also notes on the lack of 

research into what exactly ‘evil’ means in literature and film studies, suggesting that academia’s 

treatment of the concept “can seem outmoded when evaluating actions” (2013, 1). Karen Renner 
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argues that stories about ‘evil’ children have traditionally claimed that no explanation is required for 

their ‘evilness’, and that they were just ‘born bad’ (2013, 1). She revisits the subject in her book Evil 

Children in the Popular Imagination (2016), suggesting that narratives from the 1960s-1980s critique 

motherhood through the symbolic meanings of the monstrous birth (2016, 15). Renner’s book is 

perhaps one of the most extensive pieces of scholarship that analyses the figure of the ‘evil’ child in 

literature and cinema. She discusses the role of what she refers to as “biological causes” of ‘evilness’, 

which often attributes the blame to the mother. This again reinforces the idea that ‘evil’ children are 

‘born bad’ in literature and film texts, and that they are the embodiment of their mother’s sin (2016, 

17). 

However, most of the book analyses the ‘evil’ child as a symbolic figure, structuring the book into 

subtypes of ‘evil’ children. For example, Renner looks at the gifted child who displays supernatural 

abilities as a symbol of the psychological trauma caused by childhood abuse (2016, 43-68), and the 

child ghost as representations of victims of abuse (2016, 69-94). She also analyses the possessed 

child, arguing that the spirits and demons who possess the child symbolise the susceptibility of a child 

to bad influences from failed parenting. It is here that Renner also discusses representations of gender, 

arguing that girls are far more often the possessed child than boys (2016, 95-126). Additionally, the 

figure of the feral child is argued to be a symbol of humanity’s violent and animalistic potential 

(2016, 127-152). Finally, Renner discusses the ‘changeling’, the child of a creature that swaps its 

place with a human baby. She suggests that these monstrous figures symbolise a validation of the 

punishing and executing of some children as acceptable (2016, 153-176). Most of the texts that 

Renner analyses (the possessed child in The Exorcist, for example (2016, 95) thus explain evil 

through the symbolic. However, Kevin does not possess supernatural abilities, nor is he a ghost or a 

victim of demonic possession. In the same way that Creed concentrates perhaps too heavily on the 

symbolic when understanding the ‘Bad’ Mother, Renner’s emphasis on the symbolic subtypes of the 

‘evil’ child can often neglect the wider family context in which the ‘evil’ child operates. Kevin’s 

‘evilness’ therefore requires an additional analytical approach, one that understands perceptions of 

‘evil’ through more explanatory terms. In his book, The Science of Evil (2012), Simon Baron-Cohen 
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attempts to understand why certain individuals are viewed as ‘evil’ from a psychological perspective, 

using the concept of empathy to explain ‘evil’ in a more literal sense. He defines empathy as “our 

ability to identify what someone else is thinking or feeling and respond to their thoughts and feelings 

with an emotion” (2012, 18). 

Baron-Cohen first points to some of history’s most ‘evil’ moments. Amongst these moments include 

the Holocausts committed by Nazi Germany on Jewish people, and the Armenian Genocide 

committed by the Ottoman Empire. It is here where Baron-Cohen first introduces the term “empathy 

erosion” as a replacement for the word “evil” (2012, 7). He explains that the concept of evil is often 

treated as something that is incomprehensible and that cannot be understood (2012, 5). However, he 

argues that understanding acts of cruelty like holocausts and genocides through the concept of 

empathy is much more useful and explanatory than using the notion of ‘evil’. Baron-Cohen suggests 

that when ‘empathy erosion’ occurs, individuals may treat other people as objects, allowing for the 

occurrence of cruelty, or what has previously been referred to as ‘evil’ (2012, 11). It must be 

acknowledged, however, that Baron-Cohen is careful not to over-simplify human behaviour. As he 

puts it, 

“My claim is that low empathy is necessary but not sufficient for acts of cruelty. Necessary 

because if empathy by definition prevents you from hurting another person, its absence makes 

hurting another person possible. But not sufficient because […] low empathy merely sets out 

the scene for cruelty, but is not the only possible outcome.” (2012, 15) 

 

Baron-Cohen argues, then, that a lack of empathy is not necessarily the direct cause of ‘evil’, but that 

it is the only state in which a person can be ‘evil’. Moreover, he suggests that empathy is not merely a 

“binary operation” which is either present or not present in an individual, but instead works as a 

spectrum or quantitative scale (2012, 21). This spectrum can be illustrated as a curve which Baron-

Cohen refers to as the Empathy Bell Curve (Fig. 4). As the curve displays, an individual’s level of 

empathy can be measured between one and six, with most people operating at three. At level zero, an 

individual has no empathy at all, and this is known as “zero degrees of empathy” (2012, 25-26). It is 
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people who display zero degrees of empathy who are hence more likely to commit acts of cruelty and 

therefore be considered ‘evil’. 

Additionally, Baron-Cohen categorises three types of zero-negative empathy, providing a case study 

of each. The first type of zero-negative is Type B, or Borderline. Borderlines, as Baron-Cohen 

outlines, have difficulties with both components of empathy; recognition and response (Harari et al., 

2010, 277). He explains that they struggle to both ‘read’ the emotions of another individual, and 

respond with an appropriate emotion (2012, 58). As a result, borderlines often struggle to maintain 

relationships with others and are prone to extreme mood swings and expressions of anger (2012, 205-

206). Type P, or Psychopath, is the second type of zero-negative. Baron-Cohen states that 

psychopaths share much of the same characteristics as borderlines, mainly the complete preoccupation 

with their own wants. However, with psychopaths, there is a willingness to do whatever it takes to 

satisfy their wants, possibly taking pleasure in the domination over or harming of other individuals 

(2012, 67-68). This leads to psychopaths being very deceitful, impulsive, and aggressive (2012, 206-

207). Finally, Baron-Cohen outlines Type N, or Narcissist. Whereas borderlines and psychopaths 

share similar characteristics, narcissists are noticeably different (2012, 93). He emphasises that the 

key notion with narcissism is ‘entitlement’, they believe that they are superior to others and should be 

treated as such (2012, 91). Narcissists are hence often referred to as entitled and arrogant (2012, 208).  

The application of Baron-Cohen’s zero degrees of empathy to Kevin will occur in chapter two to 

understand his perception as an ‘evil’ child. However, it should be made clear that this thesis does not 

aim to apply any form of diagnosis of mental disorder to Kevin. This thesis aims to understand his 

construction as ‘evil’ by society through explanatory terms by analysing his exhibition of empathy. 

Moreover, Baron-Cohen identifies possible causes of zero degrees of empathy such as genetic, 

hormonal, neural and environmental contributory factors. However, this thesis is not concerned 

necessarily with identifying the causes of Kevin’s supposed ‘evilness’. Instead, it seeks to understand 

the ways in which they are perceived as ‘evil’ by the society they operate in. Additionally, while Talk 

offers a representation of the ‘evil’ child and his relationship with his ‘Bad’ Mother, Never provides 

an opportunity to discuss the perceived effects of the ‘Bad’ Mother in adulthood.  
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Furthermore, Baron-Cohen discusses the concept of empathy from a perspective of sex and gender in 

his book, The Essential Difference (2004). He opens the book with the assertive argument that “the 

female brain is predominantly hard-wired for empathy. The male brain is predominantly hard-wired 

for understanding and building systems” (2004, 1). He later clarifies this statement by acknowledging 

that an individual’s sex does not determine their brain type and that not all men possess a male brain, 

and that not all women possess a female brain (2004, 26). It would appear, then, that this book could 

aid in bridging discussions of empathy with representations of gender. However, psychology, media, 

and culture scholars have since questioned Baron-Cohen’s use of gendered language in analysing 

empathy, arguing that such language perpetuates sexist assumptions of human behaviour. Gina 

Rippon, for example, asks “if you don’t have to be a male to have a male brain, why are we calling it 

a male brain? In the world of gender stereotypes, language matters” (2019, 54). She argues that sex 

differences in empathy are not present at birth, and are therefore not biologically determined (2019, 

192). Indeed, research conducted since the publishing of The Essential Difference has shown that 

differences in empathy between genders do not emerge until childhood, suggesting that societal 

expectations of gender play a much greater role in shaping an individual’s level of empathy (Roth-

Hanania et al, 2011, 456). Nesrine Malik even suggests that the notion that biological factors 

determine social roles and behaviour perpetuates the myth of gender equality (2019, 13). She argues 

that a socio-biological deterministic approach is often used to disregard negative behaviour of men 

and discredit the work of women (2019, 20). The work of such scholars as Rippon and Malik has 

shown that the gendering of the human brain applies cultural ideas of gender to biological 

understandings. The analysis of Kevin will therefore avoid the socio-biological approach to empathy 

when discussing his gender representation. Instead, it will be discussed how his representation of 

empathy either obeys or defies the patriarchal expectations of gendered behaviour and hence lead to 

his perception as ‘evil’. As Harari reminds; “patriarchal societies educate men to think and act in a 

masculine way and women to think and act in a feminine way, punishing anyone who dares cross 

those boundaries” (2011, 171). Discussions of the ‘evil’ child in Talk and Never will hence use Baron-

Cohen’s theory of empathy to understand why the child is culturally understood to be ‘evil’. However, 
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the theory will not be used to gender the concept of empathy and constructions of ‘evil’, rather, it will 

be discussed how constructions of ‘evil’ relate to patriarchal expectations of gendered behaviour.  

With Baron-Cohen’s theories on empathy, Butler’s theory of performativity, and Arnold’s work on 

the ‘Bad’ Mother all outlined, the following case-studies can apply this theoretical framework to the 

analyses of Talk and Never. The next chapter will thus apply these theories and concepts to a textual 

analysis of Talk to illustrate the ways in which Eva and Kevin’s representation of gender cause the 

patriarchal order to view them as a ‘Bad’ Mother and ‘evil’ child respectively.  
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Chapter Two 

 “Mummy’s Little Monster”: The patriarchal family and the construction of ‘evil’ in We 

Need to Talk About Kevin 

 

“The play Euripides didn’t have the balls to write” – Tilda Swinton (Cochrane, 2011) 

 

Upon the release of Talk, posters advertising the film included a tagline in scribbled text that read: 

“Mummy’s Little Monster” (Fig. 5). The film’s marketing here draws a direct association between 

Kevin’s perceived ‘evilness’ and Eva’s position as his mother, and in doing so introduces the idea that 

Kevin is seen as ‘evil’ because Eva is seen as a ‘Bad’ Mother. As Haskell notes, in a patriarchal 

society, “women are not ‘real women’ unless they marry and bear children, and even those without 

the inclination are often pressured into motherhood and just as often make a mess of it” (2016, 2). In 

Talk, it is evident that Eva did not want to have children and felt pressured into doing so. Before 

marrying and having children, Eva was a successful travel writer, visiting places such as the La 

Tomatina festival in Spain in the film’s opening scene. In a subsequent scene, overwhelmed by 

frustration and exhaustion, she confesses her reluctance to become a mother to Kevin, jokingly 

signing whilst changing his nappy; “Mummy was happy before Kevin came along. Now she wakes up 

every morning and wishes she was in France”. It is this core theme of defiance against patriarchal 

constructions of the nuclear family that provides such a challenging representation of motherhood, 

‘evilness’, and gender in Talk. Furthermore, symbolic imagery used throughout the film reveals that 

the very notions of motherhood, ‘evil’, and gender are culturally constructed. However, as Arnold 

stresses, the familial context is essential to acknowledge in understanding the perceptions of these 

constructions.  
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Eva as the ‘Bad’ Mother, and Kevin as the product of her transgressions 

With this in mind, it would be useful to discuss the context around the pressures that pushed Eva to 

become a mother, particularly evident in the depiction of her post-natal depression. The opening scene 

introduces this theme of struggling motherhood as Eva finds a moment of peace when she stands next 

to a building site; the power drills drown out the sound of Kevin’s constant crying. Jocelyn Fenton 

Stitt notes that women suffering from post-natal depression are often accused of being ‘Bad’ Mothers 

(2012, 341). She refers to Down Came the Rain, the personal ‘momoir’ of Hollywood star Brooke 

Shields who writes of her experiences suffering from post-natal depression. Shields explains how she 

felt, stating; “I was failing at things that, according to popular belief, were supposed to be the most 

natural in a woman’s life” (2005, 66). Stitt argues that “Shield’s narrative reveals the high personal 

cost of cultural expectations that nurturing is ‘natural’ for women, and that being a mother should be 

women’s sole identity” (2012, 351). Stitt’s analysis of Down Came the Rain reveals that negative 

attitudes towards post-natal depression stem from patriarchal expectations of women to become 

mothers. Because motherhood is seen as the ‘natural’ role of a woman, women who experience 

depression during pregnancy or after giving birth are therefore seen as ‘unnatural’ and hence ‘Bad’ 

Mothers. A scene taking place after a pregnancy yoga class in Talk illustrates how Eva is not 

‘naturally’ maternal (Fig. 6). The other women, positioned in the background, are getting changed 

whilst conversing with one another. As many are still in their underwear, they have their bumps on 

display and rub them caringly. Following close-ups place their bumps in the centre of the frame, 

emphasising their pride in becoming mothers (Fig. 7). On the other hand, Eva sits isolated in the 

foreground, wearing a baggy shirt and jogging bottoms, covering her bump, and distancing herself 

from the other women. She becomes visibly uncomfortable by the reminder of pregnancy when one 

woman begins stretching next to her and placing her bump level with Eva’s eyeline. The composition 

of this scene therefore creates a juxtaposition between Eva and the other women. By placing her in 

direct comparison with ‘natural’, maternal women, the scene in turn highlights Eva’s ‘unnaturalness’ 

by displaying her anxiety about having children. 



33 

 

In addition to the depiction of her postnatal depression, Eva’s perception as a ‘Bad’ Mother also 

comes from the construction of Kevin. Returning to Arnold, she argues that “one of the motifs 

apparent in a great number of maternal horror films is that of the monstrous child as a product of the 

Bad Mother” (2013, 71). The construction of the child hence contributes to the construction of the 

‘Bad’ Mother. In Kevin’s case, he is the symbol of Eva’s transgression, her transgression being not 

wanting to have children. When analysing the child as a symbol of the mother’s transgression, Huet 

argues that the power of “the maternal imagination erase[s] the legitimate father’s image from his 

offspring” (2000, 98). For Huet, then, the monstrous child is one who does not resemble their father. 

However, what is striking about Kevin is not only how much he does not resemble his father 

(Franklin, played by John C. Reilly), but how much he does resemble his mother. Thornham refers to 

this similarity between mother and son as ‘monstrous doubling’ (2013, 18). This is most evident in 

their hair, which is straight and jet black. Black hair has often been associated with dangerous or 

murderous women in art and literature. As Galia Ofek argues as such, suggesting that since the 

nineteenth century, art and literature has depicted women who defy the patriarchal order as having 

long flowing black hair (2009, 63). She points to Frederick Sandy’s painting, Rosamund, Queen of the 

Lombards (1860) which depicts a woman drinking from her father’s skull after murdering her 

husband (Fig. 8). Ofek observes that Rosamund’s black hair is “so black and abundant that it occupies 

most of the central space in the picture” (2009, 63). For Ofek, black hair is an “embodied image of 

danger” (2009, 63). If this reading of black hair is applied to Talk, Eva and Kevin’s hair reinforces the 

image of Eva as a ‘Bad’ Mother, and in turn, suggests that she has passed on her monstrous traits to 

her child. On the other hand, Celia (Ashley Gerasimovic), the ‘good’ child, does not resemble Eva as 

her hair is much fairer. On hair colour in women, Richard Dyer argues that, in a patriarchal culture, 

“the blonde woman comes to represent not only the most desired of women but also the most 

womanly of women” (2004, 42). Marina Warner expands on the notion of blonde hair as a signifier of 

adherence to patriarchal expectations of gendered appearance. She argues that blondeness is 

associated with ideas of ‘wholeness’ and ‘heavenly affluence’ (1994, 166). She goes on to note that 

European art after the fifteenth century commonly depicted the Virgin Mary as having blonde hair 

(1994, 367). Indeed, many depictions such as Raphael’s Madonna del Granduca (1505) (Fig. 9), 
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show her with long blonde hair, the symbol of the ideal woman in a patriarchal European culture, 

even though the Bible clearly states that she was from the Galilee region in what is now modern-day 

Israel (Holy Bible, Luke, 1.26). Celia’s hair therefore signifies her as the ‘good’ child because it is a 

desirable hair colour in patriarchal culture, but more importantly, it signifies that she is not the 

product of Eva’s transgression. 

The star images of Tilda Swinton and Ezra Miller also factor into the idea that Eva and Kevin are seen 

as the same figures of patriarchal defiance. Many scholars have noted on the potential of a star in 

creating meanings in the characters they are cast as. Graeme Turner, for example, suggests that “a 

well-judged piece of casting can mobilise all the meanings carried by a particular star and inject them 

into the representation of the character in the screen” (1999, 121). Both Miller and Swinton have 

developed star images of androgyny and gender and sexual fluidness and bring these images to their 

roles as Kevin and Eva respectively. Miller has stated their gender fluidity, explaining “I don’t 

identify as a man. I don’t identify as a woman. I barely identify as a human” (Bollinger, 2018). 

Likewise, Swinton has also said “I enjoy walking the tightrope of identity, of sexual identity, of 

gender identity” (Kreutzbruck, 2009). She has more recently described herself as queer, and 

independent cinema as her “queer circus”, specifically naming Lynne Ramsay as being a part of that 

“family” (O’Harris, 2021). These images and ideas of androgyny and queerness have transferred into 

characters they have played in films. In The Perks of Being a Wallflower (Chbosky, 2012), for 

example, Miller plays a gay student who plays the role of Dr Frank-N-Furter, a "sweet transvestite 

from Transsexual, Transylvania", in a stage production of The Rocky Horror Picture Show (Sharman, 

1975). The novel of Talk explicitly states that Kevin “prizes his [gender] ambiguity” (Shriver, 2003, 

201), so the casting of Miller in the role certainly aids in the construction of androgyny. On the other 

hand, Swinton has played the lead role in Orlando (Potter, 1992), a man who becomes a woman, a 

man in Suspiria (Guadagnino, 2018) and the role of the Ancient One in Doctor Strange (Derrickson, 

2016), a character who is depicted as a man in the source comic-books. These images of gender 

ambiguity both create characters that defy patriarchal constructions of gender binarism. Furthermore, 

the combination of the casting of Swinton and Miller as mother and son creates additional meanings 
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of similarity between Eva and Kevin. The patriarchy-defying mother is further signified by her 

androgynous child. 

It is evident, then, that the narrative context works to construct Eva as a ‘Bad’ Mother from a 

patriarchal perspective. This construction is then supplemented by the casting of Swinton in the role, 

and the symbolism regarding her and Kevin’s appearance. Tulloch and Middleweek see Ramsay’s use 

of symbolism in her films as having much more than just a supplementary role, however. They 

analyse the colour red in Morvern Callar and compare its use in Talk to link objects of mundanity 

with the theme of death. They point to the Christmas lights illuminating Morvern’s boyfriend’s body 

and link it to Morvern’s costume design throughout the film (Fig. 10). They make use of Creed’s 

‘monstrous-feminine’, suggesting that Morvern “wears the colour red like a charm or bracelet” (2017, 

308) and argue that her wearing of red reveals her construction as a “femme castratice” (Creed, 1993, 

122) (Fig. 11). By connecting the lighting of her boyfriend’s body and her costume design, Tulloch 

and Middleweek’s analysis suggests that the colour red is not only synonymous with death, but also 

that the woman is seen as the perpetrator of death. They also highlight how Eva’s body is covered in 

crushed tomatoes in Talk’s opening scene at the La Tomatina festival, before she is seen standing in 

front of a row of tins of tomato soup in a supermarket after Kevin’s school shooting (Fig. 12) (2017, 

308). Although Tulloch and Middleweek’s analysis of the colour red works well in linking the deaths 

of patriarchal figures with ‘monstrous-femininity’, there is a further observation they do not make 

which would grant further meaning to its use in Talk. In Morvern Callar, Morvern ‘wears’ red, and it 

is her Christmas lights that illuminate her boyfriend’s body. In Talk, on the other hand, the colour red 

is applied to Eva and Kevin by others. This can be seen when Kevin is arrested after committing the 

school shooting with the police car lights lighting his face red (Fig. 13), but it can also be seen more 

explicitly in the vandalism of red paint on Eva’s house (Fig. 14). Society is almost branding Eva with 

the label of death, and this application of red again serves to link the occurrence of death with a 

woman, as Tulloch and Middleweek identify. However, the application of red to Eva by society also 

reveals that this link between death and the transgressive woman is merely a perception held by that 

society. From a cultural perspective therefore, the high school massacre is the fault of both the son 
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and the mother, placing the blame on Eva to the same degree as Kevin. It thus appears that the 

narrative context constructs the perception that Eva is a ‘Bad’ Mother in a patriarchal society, but the 

symbolism of the colour red serves to expose this construction. The use of the colour red in Talk 

reveals that cultural perceptions of ‘Bad’ motherhood are just that, perceptions.  

The composition of the film frame is also used to emphasise the symbolic importance of the colour 

red. The scene in which Eva searches through Kevin’s room and finds a disk labelled “I love you”, is 

one such example of this cinematic technique. When Eva attempts to play the contents of the disk on 

her laptop, she discovers that the disc is a virus. A series of pornographic images flood the screen 

before the image of a clown and the text “you lose” appears on the screen. This could merely be read 

as a sadistic joke, and hence another example of Kevin’s cruelty, however the shot used here suggests 

that Kevin’s motivations go deeper. The image of the clown flashes on and off screen, with a blank 

red screen shown between these flashes. The over-the-shoulder shot combined with the laptop being 

positioned in centre of frame causes Eva’s reflection to be seen on the red screen (Fig. 15). The size 

of her face almost perfectly matches the image of the clown, perhaps indicating that Kevin is 

punishing her for breaching his privacy. Yet the fact that the screen reflecting her face is red, not 

black, suggests that Kevin is directly acknowledging his ‘evilness’ in creating this virus connects to 

her image as a ‘Bad’ Mother. The reflection is a reminder that the two are seen as the same, ‘evil’ 

person, and the red acts as a way to reveal that this perception of ‘evil’ comes from a cultural source 

and does not truly exist. Indeed, when confronted about why he planted the virus by Eva, Kevin 

simply replies, “there is no point, that’s the point”. 

The film’s soundtrack during this scene also contributes to Kevin’s knowledge that ideas of ‘Bad’ 

motherhood and ‘evilness’ are culturally constructed. As Mervyn Cooke argues, “the lyrics of pop 

songs make them uniquely suited to […] exploiting emotional and situational anempathy, or for 

unequivocally underlining unspoken aspects of character and motivation” (2008, 413). The Beach 

Boy’s ‘In My Room’ (1963) plays over the images of Eva searching Kevin’s room, with the lyrics 

“There’s a world where I can go. And tell my secrets too. In my room” (Please see appendix II for the 

full length lyrics of the popular songs referred to in this thesis). Perhaps these lyrics indicate that 
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Kevin’s secret that he reveals through the computer virus is that his ‘evilness’, and by extension, 

Eva’s ‘badness’, are a cultural perception. Other songs heard throughout the film also communicate 

the idea that Eva and Kevin’s images are perceptively tied to one another. The song, ‘Mother’s Last 

Word to Her Son’ (Washington Phillips, 1927), for example, plays in conjunction to the image of Eva 

reading Kevin a bedtime story. The lyrics here are “you always have been your mother’s joy”, again 

reinforcing the idea that the aforementioned poster introduced; that society views Kevin as the 

product of Eva’s transgressions as a mother. Through the appearance of their hair, the star images of 

Swinton and Miller, and the soundtrack of popular songs, Talk evokes the idea that Eva and Kevin are 

seen as the same ‘evil’ person. However, the symbolic power of the colour red reveals that this 

construction is one of a cultural origin, and only exists from a patriarchal perspective.  

Challenging images of Columbine: Kevin’s performance of masculinity, violence, and 

‘evilness’ 

Discussions on Kevin have thus far been used to illustrate the ways in which he represents Eva’s 

transgressions and perception as a ‘Bad’ Mother, both before and after the school shooting that he 

perpetrates. However, the event itself reveals ways in which Kevin’s ‘evilness’ and representation of 

gender can be understood. Timothy Shary argues that “after Columbine, the possibility that boys’ 

deviance may actually be worse in reality than in the movies has resulted in Hollywood ignoring 

delinquents, which has stunted social interest in juvenile delinquency overall” (2005, 23). Shary refers 

to the Columbine school shooting in 1999, in which two students named Eric Harris and Dylan 

Klebold shot and killed twelve students and one teacher at their school. However, Shary’s argument 

that since 1999, films have not featured narratives of juvenile delinquency and, more specifically, 

school shootings, has become outdated. Contemporary films from both mainstream and independent 

sources have since revisited narratives revolving around juvenile delinquency and school shootings. 

Examples include The Bling Ring (Coppola, 2013) which follows a group of teenagers who rob 

celebrities’ homes and Mommy (Dolan, 2014), a film about a violent teenage boy charged with arson. 

A number of films have specifically centred their narratives around a school shooting such as If 

Anything Happens I Love You (McCormack and Govier, 2020) which portrays two parents’ grief over 
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losing their daughter. Gus Van Sant’s Elephant (2003) is even partly based on the events of 

Columbine itself. Moreover, scholars such as Lisa Downing have noted Talk’s references to the 1999 

shooting (2013, 228). Alicia Malone also suggests that Kevin’s shooting is “reminiscent of the 1999 

Columbine school shootings and countless others since” (2018, 218). Sociologists such as Michael 

Kimmel have theorised that school shooters such as Harris and Klebold are gender conformists, using 

extreme violence as a display of hegemonic masculinity (Christensen, 2004, 170). Indeed, Harris and 

Klebold used rifles, shotguns, and handguns, wore tactical vests, and used tactics taught to soldiers in 

the US Army (Cullen, 2019, 33). If Butler’s theory of performativity that suggests individuals perform 

to the expectations of their gender is referred to here in conjunction with Kimmel’s argument, school 

shootings can thus be seen as performances of masculinity. It could therefore be argued that Kevin is 

conforming to gendered expectations in Talk, yet analysis of the ways in which he performs creates a 

more complex construction of violence that challenges the understandings of mass shootings such as 

Columbine.  

Kathryn E. Linder’s suggestion that “fictional accounts of white male youths who commit rampage 

violence frequently ‘other’ white male protagonists” (2014, 11) is thus important to note here. Talk 

constructs Kevin’s “otherness” not only from heteronormative society, but also from the gender-

conforming school-shooters of Columbine. This is achieved partly through the symbol of Kevin’s 

bow and arrow, a striking difference to the many firearms used by Harris and Klebold. Maggie 

O’Neill and Lizzie Seal also identify the differences between Kevin and Eric Harris and Dylan 

Klebold, again pointing to Kevin’s use of a bow and arrow. They argue that in having Kevin use a 

bow and arrow rather than firearms, Talk presents a unique depiction of a school shooter. They 

suggest that “the issue of gun availability is completely sidestepped as the (purposefully) novel thing 

about Kevin’s attack is that is was committed with a crossbow” (2012, 3). By arguing that the use of a 

bow and arrow “sidesteps” potential discussions regarding political discourses surrounding gun 

control in the US, O’Neill and Seal imply that there are more complex ways of understanding Kevin’s 

violence. O’Neill and Seal’s identification of the absence of firearms in Kevin’s shooting is thus 

important to acknowledge, though there are further implications of the symbol of the bow and arrow 
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itself that warrant analysis. For example, the image of the bow and arrow in film could be read as a 

“phallic symbol of power” (Linstead and Maréchal, 2015, 1464), and hence a symbol of masculine 

dominance. Peter Rose does so in his reading Medusa’s bow and arrow as a phallic weapon in Clash 

of the Titans (Davis, 1981) (2001, 308) (Fig. 16). Lauren Dundes also suggests that the sport of 

Archery is seen as a masculine sport, as personified by Robin Hood (2020, 86) (Fig. 17). Throughout 

Talk, Kevin is taught Archery by his father and dresses up as Robin Hood, displaying his masculine 

performance to his father (Fig. 18). Linder appears to support this reading, arguing that Kevin wears 

“a ‘mask’ of normalcy in his father’s presence” (2014, 38). The use of a bow and arrow during the 

school massacre, therefore, could be read as a performance of hegemonic masculinity. However, 

additional associations with the symbol of the bow and arrow create an ironic tension between 

hegemony and defiance within the context of Talk’s narrative. Dal Yong Jin, for instance, notes that 

images of the bow and arrow in Hollywood films such as The Hunger Games (Ross, 2012), Avatar 

(Cameron, 2009), and depictions of Robin Hood have been used as a weapon against capitalism and 

authority (2016, 281) (Fig. 19). The symbol of a bow and arrow is therefore a site of contradictions. 

On the one hand, it represents a symbol of hegemonic masculinity, on the other, it represents rebellion 

against the established order. Kevin using a bow and arrow instead of a gun to commit a school 

shooting therefore constructs a more complex display of violence as performance of masculinity. 

Within this contradictory image of the bow and arrow lies the redness of Kevin’s arrow fletching, 

suggesting that the colour red is once again used to reveal cultural perceptions of death and ‘evil’ 

(Fig. 20). The use of red arrows suggests that his display of violence is not a performance of 

hegemonic masculinity, but a deliberate act of ‘evil’ from the school and community’s perspective. 

Furthermore, the application of red to a masculine symbol weaponises patriarchal attitudes towards 

gender against itself. It evokes the idea that society has constructed Kevin’s ‘evilness’ itself. Kevin 

fires his arrows from the stage of the school hall, and even bows beforehand, an explicit 

acknowledgement that he is literally ‘performing’ an act of masculinity by committing extreme 

violence. Thornham also notes on the ironic imagery of the scene, referring to it as ‘American 

hypocrisy’, placing the context of Kevin’s massacre specifically in American culture. She reads the 

use of red in the massacre sequence as a part of the American flag, again a viewing Kevin’s shooting 
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as a cultural attack but perhaps evading its deeper symbolic effects regarding notions of gender and 

‘evilness’. The school shooting in Talk serves as the exposing of Kevin’s intentional performance of 

masculinity towards his father and school. Kevin manipulates the ‘mask’ Linder refers to in order to 

expose that hegemonic masculinity is a mask in itself. By explicitly acknowledging that his display of 

violence is a performance in using red arrows and committing the shooting from a stage, Kevin 

reveals that the concepts of masculinity and gender are a social construct, and that his ‘evilness’ only 

exists from a cultural perspective.  

There is ultimately, therefore, a cruel irony created by the symbolic meanings of death and ‘evil’ 

associated with the colour of red within this sequence. Before entering the school hall to commit the 

shooting, Kevin walks past a large red school board that reads “expect great things” (Fig. 21). The 

redness of the board hence grants its words another meaning, it suggests that by applying the 

perception of ‘evil’ to Kevin, patriarchal society has created the very ‘evil’ it outcasts. Moreover, 

during the attack, cheerleaders can be heard chanting “Go! Fight! Win!”. Mary Ellen Hanson 

identifies the position of cheerleading within American culture, suggesting “the cheerleader is an icon, 

an instantly recognised symbol of youthful prestige, wholesome attractiveness, peer leadership, and 

popularity” (1995, 2). The sound of cheerleaders chanting encouragements of “fighting” and 

“winning” reminds that violence is perceived as a sign of hegemonic masculinity. As Riane Eisler 

suggests, “boys are still systematically taught violent habits through toys, games, and stories of 

‘manly’ violence” (2009, 134). The editing in the school attack sequence therefore creates a tension 

between sound and image. There is an irony between the patriarchal sound of cheerleaders 

encouraging violent behaviour, and the rebellious image of Kevin committing an ‘evil’ act. This cruel 

irony provides further evidence to the argument that Kevin is weaponising patriarchal attitudes 

towards violence as a performance of hegemonic masculinity. Kevin reveals the damaging potential 

of patriarchal expectations of gender by directly attacking those expectations. The editing of the attack 

scene creates a symbolic tension between perceptions of patriarchy and rebellion not just through the 

connection of sound of image, however, but also through suggesting associations between the images. 

Images of Kevin firing his arrows are intercut with images of bodies being removed from the school 
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penetrated by arrows, and Eva lying in discomfort in bed. Both images are bathed in red lighting, once 

again connecting Eva’s position as a mother with Kevin’s violence with the symbol of death. The 

images of Eva flinching in pain occur immediately after Kevin fires an arrow (Fig. 22). Parallel 

editing is usually deployed to suggest that each event is occurring at the same time (Pramaggiore and 

Wallis, 2005, 174), however the images of the bodies and Eva take place after the attack. This 

suggests that the memory of the attack, or the perception of the attack, holds much greater importance 

than the violence itself. Perhaps the editing here indicates that Kevin’s performance of violence does 

not physically attack Eva. Instead, his performance attacks Eva’s perceptions of ‘evilness’, not just in 

her son, but in herself. The fact that she is lying in bed also suggests that she is ‘waking up’ to the fact 

that her ‘Bad’ Mother status only comes from the patriarchal society she has not followed. The last 

two bodies that appear are the bodies of Franklin and Celia, the two gender-abiding members of his 

family. In killing his father and sister, therefore, he has literally destroyed the construct of the nuclear 

family. It is the editing that explains why Kevin did not kill Eva, the only person he had been 

outwardly ‘evil’ too. It is because he was not being ‘evil’, because ‘evil’ only exists in the patriarchal 

imagination, and it was only in Eva’s presence that he was not wearing the ‘mask of normalcy’. 

Kevin as the queer psychopath 

Another way in which Kevin upsets the patriarchal order is his construction of queerness. Fred Fejes 

suggests that “in post-war America, psychopath became code for homosexuality” (2008, 16), and the 

construction of Kevin’s queerness contributes to his perception as a psychopath and hence ‘evil’. 

Linder notes on Kevin’s “traces of effeminacy” in the novel, pointing to his wearing of clothes that a 

too small for him as a visual sign of his queerness (2014, 38). This argument can also be applied to 

the film, with Kevin’s costume design often seeing him wearing T-shirts that he has clearly outgrown. 

However, there are also cinematic conventions exclusive to the film that provide additional 

connotations of queerness. Much like how their star image aids in the construction of an androgynous 

child as a sign of the mother’s transgression, Miller’s gender fluidness also creates connotations of 

queerness in Kevin. Miller has described themself as ‘queer’ (Stern, 2012), and has expressed the 

“effimancy” Linder attaches to Kevin. For example, they have featured in a Playboy article (Gajewski 
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and Pfluger, 2018) in which they are photographed wearing a shirt and suit jacket, and fishnet tights 

and high heels (Fig. 23). Fishnets and high heels have become synonymous with women in Playboy 

magazine (Matelski, 2017, 92) whereas suit jackets and collared shirts have masculine connotations 

(Crane, 2000, 104). This juxtaposition of gendered fashion indicates that Miller’s star image is one of 

gender ambiguity and queerness. This star image in turn brings meanings of queerness to Miller’s role 

as Kevin.  

Perhaps the most physical display of Kevin’s queerness as a signification of being an evil ‘child’, 

though, comes in the scene in which he is caught masturbating by his mother. Steven Jay Schneider 

discusses how masturbation is viewed in relation to societal expectations in America. As he puts it,   

“With the embarrassment and shame bequeathed by a generally homophobic culture that 

somehow equates the desire for self-stimulation to a preference for same-sex union comes the 

potential for humiliation, the masturbating male subject capable of being transformed the 

instant his secret activity is revealed into an object of disgust, horror, and, above all, humour.” 

(2005, 377) 

Due to its associations of ‘self’ love equating to love with someone of the same gender, Schneider 

argues that in a heteronormative society, masturbation is seen as a queer act and therefore one that 

disobeys patriarchal expectations of gender. He expands on this notion relating to adolescence, 

explaining, 

“to actually engage in masturbatory activity is widely perceived as a symptom of spiritual and 

social immaturity, a sign that one has not agreed – has in fact refused – to take on the 

normative adult responsibilities that come with being a reproductive heterosexual.” (2005, 

381) 

Masturbation is thus seen as a sign of a rejection of fulfilling the gendered expectation of 

heterosexuality in maturity. Moreover, Schneider argues that such attitudes towards masturbation are 

prevalent in American cinema, referring to such comedies as Fast Times at Ridgemont High 

(Heckerling, 1982) and American Pie (Weitz and Weitz, 1999). In these films, he observes that “the 

masturbatory acts in question are rudely interrupted before self-consummation occur, leading to 

momentary mortification followed by exasperation and exclamations on the part of the teen 
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protagonist” (2005, 378). Schneider ultimately concludes that in Hollywood cinema, teenage boys 

who are caught masturbating are depicted as embarrassed, weak, and shameful. The source of the 

humour in these comedies thus derives from the humiliation of the masturbating teen. However, these 

representations of masturbation are not only exclusive to the comedy genre but are prevalent 

throughout American cinema. Lauren Rosewarne identifies the embarrassment Lester (Kevin Spacey) 

faces when caught masturbating by his wife in American Beauty (Mendes, 1999) (2014, 6), for 

example, and Jon’s (Joseph Gordon-Levitt) shame during his frequent confessions of ‘sinful’ 

masturbation to his priest in Don Jon (Gordon-Levitt, 2013) (2014, 9). Talk, on the other hand, 

presents an alternative representation of masturbation in adolescent men. When caught, there is no 

embarrassment or shame on Kevin’s part. In fact, he continues to masturbate, smirking whilst doing 

so and maintaining eye contact with Eva.  

Returning to Baron-Cohen here reveals how Kevin’s queerness in masturbating connects to his 

perception as an ‘evil’ psychopath. Baron-Cohen’s view is that individuals who are perceived to be 

‘evil’ are often lacking empathy, the ability to recognise how others feel and will be affected by their 

actions. He argues that with psychopaths, “there is a willingness to do whatever it takes to satisfy their 

desires […] it might take the form of cold, calculated cruelty” (2012, 67). He also argues that 

“sometimes the mindless aggression is not triggered by a perceived threat but by a need to dominate” 

(2012, 67). Baron-Cohen’s arguments suggest that Kevin can be seen as a psychopath not only during 

his extreme exhibition of aggression in the school massacre, but also in the scene in which he 

masturbates in front of Eva. His cruelness is shown through moments of psychological dominance just 

as much as it is through physical violence. Kevin challenges patriarchal attitudes towards 

masturbation by using his queerness to achieve dominance over his mother. Furthermore, Baron-

Cohen notes that many definitions of a psychopath “centre on a lack of empathy: a lack of insight into 

the impact of his or her own behaviour” (2012, 72). However, Kevin is fully aware of how his 

behaviour will make others feel. He is aware that his mother will feel uncomfortable and embarrassed 

when she sees him masturbate, and he is aware that society will view him as ‘evil’ after the school 
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shooting, as signified by the red arrows. Baron-Cohen also states that this is a characteristic of 

psychopaths. He writes, 

“The psychopath is aware that he is hurting someone because the ‘cognitive’ (recognition) 

element of empathy is (largely) intact, even if the ‘affective’ element (the emotional response 

to someone else’s feeling) is not.” (2012, 125) 

In other words, Kevin is able to predict how his cruelty to others will affect them, but he does not 

exhibit the expected emotional response. Perhaps, then, Kevin does not only recognise and manipulate 

performances of masculinity, but also his performance of zero degrees of empathy. Kevin clearly 

possesses the knowledge of how his actions will affect how others feel. He is aware that masturbating 

in front of his mother will make her feel embarrassed, and that practicing archery will please his 

father. Kevin’s manipulation of his exhibition of empathy further indicates that he is performing an 

extreme act of violence in the school shooting in order to create an ‘evil’ image of himself to the 

community. Dara Waldron would appear to support this argument, noting on the “lack of empathy 

Kevin ‘appears’ to have” (2013, 197). This performance of a lack of empathy further contributes to 

the argument that Kevin is not only performing gender, but also performing his ‘evilness’. Baron-

Cohen presents the notion that negative experiences such as inconsistent parental discipline effect the 

development of empathy in adolescence (2012, 77). Indeed, the consistency between Eva and 

Franklin’s approach to discipline differs greatly, particularly after Kevin causes Celia to lose an eye, 

with Eva scorning him for his role in the event whilst Franklin praises him for calling the ambulance. 

Talk thus poses these potential ‘explanations’ for Kevin’s ‘evilness’ but ultimately reveals there is no 

explanation for ‘evil’ because the concept does not exist, it is merely a cultural construct. The film 

achieves this through the loaded symbolism of Kevin’s bow and arrow and through its construction of 

Kevin’s queerness in masturbating to illustrate his zero degrees of empathy which is viewed by 

society as psychotic. Kevin lacks empathy, he does not conform to heteronormativity, and he 

resembles his transgressive mother, leading to his perception as a queer, violent psychopath; or as a 

patriarchal society might put it: ‘evil’. 
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Eva and Kevin: Breaking away from the patriarchal perceptions of gender, 

motherhood, and ‘evil’ 

It is therefore evident that Kevin does not wear his “mask” of normalcy Linder refers to in Eva’s 

presence; he is his true self around her and does not display performances of hegemonic masculinity. 

Kevin’s challenging representation of masculinity and violence stems from his ability to perform to 

and against patriarchal expectations of gender, and his defiance to be constrained by it. Lynne Ramsay 

herself has said, 

 “I actually wanted to call the film 'Performance'. That's what it's essentially about – façade 

and performance. The dad is looking away, the mum is not quite there, and the son is playing 

them against each other. It's the essential family drama taken to terrible extremes." (O’Hagan, 

2011)  

Ramsay’s description of her film highlights two key ways of understanding Talk. Firstly, that the film 

must be looked at through the narrative context of a patriarchal family, and secondly, that the 

members of the family are expected to perform in such a way as to fulfil their roles within it. Talk is 

ultimately not about the extreme violence Kevin commits, but a discussion about how patriarchal 

attitudes towards gender and gendered roles within the family construct perceptions of ‘Bad’ Mothers 

and ‘evil’ children. Waldron would agree, suggesting that Talk is “as much about family dysfunction 

as it is the school shooter phenomenon” (2013, 194). The final scene of the film comes directly after 

the climactic school massacre sequence. Eva visits Kevin in the juvenile detention centre on the 

second anniversary of the massacre, before he is transferred to an adult prison after he turns eighteen. 

She asks Kevin why he killed his father, his sister, and his fellow students. For the first time, Eva is 

the dominant party in their relationship, and Kevin is visibly uncomfortable. He replies, “I used to 

think I knew, but now I’m not so sure”. They then stand up and embrace each other. The screen then 

fades to white, a cleansing of the redness that has branded them as a ‘Bad’ Mother and an ‘evil’ child. 

Their acceptance of each other has rid them of their perception as ‘evil’. Sue Klebold, the mother of 

Dylan, one of the Columbine shooters, spoke about her feelings as a mother of a school shooter in a 

TEDMED lecture. She said, “I’ve learned that, no matter how much we want to believe we can, we 
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cannot know or control everything our loved ones think and feel” (Klebold, 2016). Perhaps in the 

final scene of Talk, then, Eva and Kevin learn that they are not the same; Eva is not truly a ‘Bad’ 

Mother because a ‘Bad’ Mother does not truly exist, and Kevin is more than just the ‘evil’ product of 

Eva’s patriarchal defiance. They both learn that they are their own individuals, and ideas of gender 

non-conformity and ‘evilness’ exist only in the cultural imagination. For Eva and Kevin, the 

performance is over. 

The next chapter will discuss Ramsay’s most recent feature film, Never. It will build upon the notion 

introduced in this chapter that pressures to conform are not only damaging to those who do not abide 

by patriarchal expectations, but to everyone. It creates a cycle of trauma and violence because the 

ideals patriarchy demands individuals aspire to are unattainable. Never illustrates these challenging 

themes through the character of Joe, and it is his representation of masculinity, violence, queerness, 

and the construction of his body that will be analysed in the following chapter.  
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Chapter Three 

“Stand up Straight, Pussy”: The damaging effect of the performance of hegemonic 

masculinity in You Were Never Really Here 

 

“Ramsay’s film is not about people; instead it uses them and their bodies to explore American 

systems of power, and the abuse that develops within.” (Telaroli, 2018, 73) 

 

Since its premiere at the Cannes Film Festival in 2017, critics have consistently viewed Never as a 

film about Joe and his role as an anti-hero. In her review for Sight & Sound, for example, Kate Stables 

refers to the film as an “avenger noir” and a “character study”, and analyses the construction of Joe as 

a character, particularly the representation of his mental health (2018). She concludes that the film 

ultimately “reworks the male rescuer template” (2018) but offers little discussion on how this 

reworking creates a uniquely challenging representation of masculinity and its place in a patriarchal 

society. Mark Kermode made a similar approach to his review for The Guardian, suggesting that “the 

focus is on Joe’s inner turmoil, creating a kaleidoscopic portrait of his fractured psyche” (2018). 

These reviews of Never thus appear to be more concerned with how Joe is constructed rather than 

why he is constructed that way. This chapter will therefore illustrate that Never uses Joe as a vessel to 

examine and condemn the ways in which a patriarchal culture operates. What is also consistent 

amongst reviews of the film is the comparisons to Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver. For instance, 

Stables writes that “there’s a strong whiff of the New Hollywood of Taxi Driver and Hardcore 

[Schrader, 1979] in Joe’s near-psychosis” (2018) and Kermode suggests that Joe is depicted in the 

same fashion as Travis Bickle in his ‘God’s Lonely Man’ persona (2018). Sue Thornham also notes 

on the comparisons made by reviewers between Never and Taxi Driver, even identifying that the 

tagline of the poster of Never itself is a quote from The Time’s Kate Muir’s review of the film; “Taxi 

Driver for a new century” (2017) (Fig. 24). Thornham’s journal article discusses the representation of 

masculinity and violence in Never by analysing how it subverts the cultural narrative of the rescue of 

the “little white girl” that is popular in American cinema (2020, 1). She links this narrative with the 
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notion of psychotic violence in men being attributed to “the destructive power of the mother” (2020, 

2) to argue that the film provides a critique of the construction of the violent masculinity in American 

cinema and wider culture. The “little white girl” she refers to being Nina, and the “destructive 

mother” being Joe’s mother. Indeed, notions of heroism and masculinity are intricately linked in 

American cinema. Yvonne Tasker argues that notions of strength, masculinity and heroism in action 

cinema are synonymous with one another (2019, 382), as does Jeffrey A. Brown who suggests that the 

muscled bodies of heroes signify their hegemonic masculinity (2019, 412). With this in mind, this 

chapter will analyse the narrative structure of Never and the queer subtext it possesses alongside other 

audio-visual conventions such as editing and sound design. The depiction of the male body and the 

mother will also be discussed to evidence how the film challenges the conventional figure of the hero 

rescuing the “little white girl”. Never may be the character study of Joe that reviewers have suggested, 

but it uses this character to dissect the ways in which men in a patriarchal society are pressured into a 

performance of hegemonic masculinity, and the damaging effect these pressures have on them and 

those around them. 

The rescue narrative 

The narrative similarities between Never and Taxi Driver are undoubtedly strong (a detailed synopsis 

of Taxi Driver alongside Never can be found in appendix I). Scholars such as Candida Yates have 

argued that Taxi Driver is unique amongst its Hollywood contemporaries such as Dirty Harry (Siegel, 

1971) and Death Wish (Winner, 1974) in that it presents Travis’ narcissistic and hegemonic 

masculinity as problematic (2007, 77). Consequently, the comparative narratives of Never and Taxi 

Driver could suggest that Never may also convey a challenging representation of masculinity. 

Thornham draws comparisons between Never and Taxi Driver in her own journal article, referring to 

Karen Lury’s analysis of Taxi Driver and the rescue of the “little white girl”. Lury explains that the 

“little white girl” is a character who is stolen or kidnapped and becomes a figure for the hero to rescue 

(2010, 53). She describes her as an “object of desire” from the male hero’s perspective and argues that 

this desirability is often characterised by her blonde hair (2010, 89). Nina is often seen playing with 

her hair, its streaks back-lit and positioned centre-frame in close-ups to emphasise its blondeness. 
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Much like Celia in Talk, Nina’s blondeness signals her desirability to Joe and hence her position as 

the “little white girl” (Fig. 25). Lury implies the problematic nature of the hero’s motivation in 

rescuing the “little white girl”, noting that in Taxi Driver, The Searchers (Ford, 1956), and Broken 

Blossoms (Griffith, 1919) the object of desire to these men is not a woman in need of rescue, but a 

child (2010, 87). The implication here is that there is an element of sexual desire towards the “little 

white girl” from the male hero, therefore indicating that the rescue narrative in American cinema has 

consistently perpetuated problematic depictions of hegemonic masculinity. Indeed, other scholars 

have commented on this and identified the narrative similarities between The Searchers and Taxi 

Driver. Simon Simkin, for example, argues that “There is a clear genealogical link between the urban 

vigilante movie of the 1970s and the ‘lone wolf’ of the Western tradition” (2006, 39). Peter Verstraten 

even acknowledges John Wayne’s hero, Ethan, and his rescue, as a narcissistic endeavour. He 

suggests “Ethan’s in-between position is symptomatic of The Searchers’ status as a problematic 

Western” (1999, 150). However, Lesley Stern suggests that the depiction of the rescue narrative is 

transformed in Taxi Driver to directly represent the masculinity of the hero as problematic. Whereas 

films such as The Searchers and Broken Blossoms are problematic because they present their 

‘psychotic’ masculine hero as unproblematic, Taxi Driver can be seen to do the opposite. Stern 

suggests that “Scorsese, learning from Ford, manages a brilliant manoeuvre: he renders Travis Bickle 

as a psychopath” (1995, 62). What is noteworthy here is that Stern argues that in Taxi Driver, the film 

itself positions Travis as ‘psychotic’. His use of violence is therefore not constructed as heroic, and 

his performance of masculinity is seen to upset traditional associations between violence and 

masculinity seen in ‘heroes’ like Ethan and Dirty Harry.  

In Never, the subversion of the rescue fantasy narrative to present the masculine hero as problematic 

can most evidently be seen in two scenes, the first taking place in the second act where Joe recovers 

Nina from the brothel after being hired by her father to do so. This sequence is remarkably 

reminiscent to the climactic rescue of Iris in Taxi Driver, particularly in its mise-en-scène. The 

claustrophobic corridors of Travis’ rescue, for example, mirror those of Joe’s (Fig. 26), both in that 

they are dimly lit and barren of furniture. Furthermore, Aeon Skoble suggests that Taxi Driver further 
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problematises the rescue narrative through the presentation Travis’ violence, or what he refers to as 

the “method” of rescue. He argues that the hyperviolence of the sequence, and the fact Travis not only 

recovers Iris, but kills all her captors, is an indicator of his psychoticness (2009, 27). Indeed, whereas 

the victims of Ethan’s violence are only seen at the point of being shot, excluding any imagery of 

blood or wounds, Taxi Driver details Travis’ violence and the consequences of it (Fig. 27). Stephen 

Prince also discusses this hyperviolence, suggesting that films such as Taxi Driver and Bullitt (Yates, 

1969) “depicted gun violence with levels of blood and a detailing of impact wounds that no 

Hollywood film of preceding decades had been allowed to show” (2003, 252). What Prince may 

imply here is that films like The Searchers were restricted from depicting violence in this way due to 

the Production Code. However, even heroes of the New Hollywood era like Bullitt and Dirty Harry 

did not have the blood of their victims splattered across their face, or blood gushing from a gunshot 

wound in their neck. Thomas Schatz concurs that Taxi Driver is uniquely violent, even by New 

Hollywood standards, arguing that it “pushed the logic of genre-coded violence beyond the 

manageable limits of taste and cinematic licence” (2004, 8). In Never, Joe also kills the men guarding 

the brothel and the image of blood from a bullet wound splattered across his face is also present, again 

drawing hyperviolent images from Travis’ rescue (Fig. 28). The mere presence of violence in these 

rescue narratives is therefore not the signifier of Travis’ or Joe’s challenging representation of 

masculinity. Instead, it is the way, or the “method”, of how that violence is perpetrated, and how it is 

presented cinematically through images of injury. The reaction of the “little white girls” to their 

supposed saviour’s violence contributes to the subversive representation of violence. Iris is terrified of 

the sight of a blood-covered Travis and Nina is so traumatised, or perhaps drugged, that she can 

barely register that she is being ‘rescued’ at all.  

Skoble also acknowledges Travis’ use of guns, noting that he arms himself with handguns and even 

creates an arm-mounted mechanism under his sleeve to rearm quickly (2009, 27). On the other hand, 

the only weapon Joe uses is a ball-peen hammer. The implications of Joe’s hammer will be discussed 

later in the chapter, but its use is worth noting here as it indicates a clear departure from the depiction 

of the rescue narrative seen in Taxi Driver. Generally, though, the image of the hammer often 
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symbolises such notions as masculinity and power (Olderr, 2012, 103) and justice (Parker, 2018, 220), 

and could suggest that Joe’s rescue of Nina is a carrying out of justice through hegemonic 

masculinity. However, the complete absence of firearms in Joe’s rescue must be acknowledged.  As 

Carla McDonough, suggests “the whole mythos of American westerns and detective films equates a 

man’s gun with his manhood” (1997, 120). Just as Dirty Harry’s 44. Magnum signifies his hegemonic 

masculinity, Travis’ arsenal indicates his attempt to rescue Iris through patriarchally standardised 

means. However, Joe is completely devoid of this symbol of hegemonic manhood; his weapon of 

choice is one that requires direct contact to his victims as opposed to the ranged capabilities of a gun. 

Lury argues that Travis’ use of guns is also motivated by fear of touching or “contagion” from others 

(2010, 92). Joe, on the other hand, makes direct physical contact with the men he kills, using his own 

strength rather than the pulling of a trigger from a distance. Joe’s method of violence is thus more 

brutal and personal, and this brutality is further emphasised through camera placement and editing in 

the first rescue sequence. The scene is shot from the perspective of the CCTV cameras of the building 

and the editing is synced to a loop between each camera.  If there is an element of intertextuality in 

this rescue scene with Taxi Driver as the poster suggests, the CCTV cameras could be seen as a 

device to help bring the rescue narrative into the “new century”. Conventionally, the masculinity of 

the hero in action scenes is evoked through the synchronisation of the editing with the action and 

score. As Stella Bruzzi argues, 

“Cutting a sequence to the rhythm of a fast, beat-driven soundtrack superficially, at least, 

irons out nuances and complications. In relation to masculinity, such a transparent, synchronic 

editing style has the effect of imposing oversimplified notions of masculinity” (2013, 116)  

Contemporary examples of this synchronised stylisation include Baby Driver (Wright, 2017) and John 

Wick (Stahelski, 2014), in which the sounds of gunshots, punches and gear changes in car chase 

sequences are synched with the film’s soundtrack, thus providing a clear representation of hegemonic 

masculinity. In the first rescue scene, however, the loop of the CCTV footage does not match with the 

movements of Joe. The aftermath of his violence is seen more often than the actual occurrence of it as 

shots linger on the bodies of the men he has killed (Fig. 29). To use Bruzzi’s words, the “nuances and 

complications” of Joe’s masculinity are not “ironed out”, meaning that the slow, unsynchronised loop 
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of the CCTV footage constructs a unique action sequence that, in turn, presents a complex and 

challenging representation of masculine heroism. Moreover, the attention paid to the recipients of 

Joe’s violence is prevalent throughout the film. In the opening scene, for example, Joe is attacked by a 

man who he swiftly overcomes after head-butting him. Instead of the camera continuing along its 

dolly to follow Joe, it lingers on the man, showing him vomiting from the pain. The music also does 

not sync with the action as the first rescue scene is completely absent of score. Instead, the song 

‘Angel Baby’ (Rosie & The Originals, 1961) can be heard on a radio. The song itself is constantly 

heard out of sync due to the cuts between the different CCTV cameras, further indicating how the 

editing of the scene displaces the conventional depiction of hegemonic masculinity in the rescue scene 

through cinematic audio-visual codes. Not only does the use of soundtrack here aid in the unbalancing 

of the synchronisation of the action, but it also emphasises the corruptness of Joe’s rescue. In a similar 

fashion to Talk, the use of a lyrics from a popular song communicates the emotions and desires of the 

character. The sound of the song emanates from the room Nina is in, indicating that Joe views her as 

his ‘Angel Baby’ in need of saving. 

This song can again be heard in the climactic rescue scene. However, the narrative context around this 

rescue has changed. Joe has discovered that Senator Votto was a part of a child trafficking conspiracy 

and that Nina is now being held by Governor Williams in a mansion outside of the city. This rescue is 

not merely another job, but a personal endeavour for revenge and redemption of Joe’s masculinity. 

Henry Bacon suggests that, in popular fiction, the narrative often climaxes with some form of combat, 

commonly a shoot-out (2015, 86-87). He argues that “this brings the story to a conclusion which a 

spectator who has followed the arc of the story is likely to find satisfactory both narratively and 

morally” (2015, 87). Though this chapter is less concerned with spectatorial position and more so with 

the construction of the character the spectator is watching, Bacon’s suggestion of satisfaction through 

a concluding act of violence is important to note, nonetheless. Again, this scene more often contains 

shots of the bodies of the men that Joe has just killed than shots of Joe killing them (Fig. 30). There is 

a suggestion that each act of violence has not satisfied his need to attain his heroic masculinity, and he 

must continue to search for his next kill. When he does eventually reach the room where he believes 
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the Governor and Nina are, he finds that Nina has already killed the Governor. Nina has challenged 

her role as the ‘little white girl’ and prevented Joe from gaining satisfaction in killing her captor. She 

thus challenges the view put forward by Joseph Campbell who writes on the role of the woman in the 

hero’s rescue journey, 

“The hegemony wrested from the enemy, the freedom won from the malice of the monster, 

the life energy released from the toils of the tyrant Holdfast – is symbolised as a woman. She 

is the maiden of the innumerable dragon slayings, the bride abducted from the jealous father, 

the virgin rescued from the unholy lover. She is the “other portion” of the hero himself” 

(2004, 316) 

In other words, the ‘little white girl’ who the hero saves represents the hero’s completion of his arc. 

Nina is to Joe what the princess is to Saint George, and Governor Williams is the dragon that must be 

slain for Joe to rescue her. The rescue of Nina is therefore not about Nina at all, its purpose is to 

complete Joe’s ambition to attain a performance of hegemonic masculinity by becoming the hero. 

However, this journey is thwarted because Nina has refused her role as the ‘little white girl’. By 

killing Governor Williams herself, she prevents Joe from completing his hero journey, thus 

completely removing the satisfaction of the film’s narrative climax.  

This completion of the hero’s journey in the rescue narratives in Taxi Driver and The Searchers, as 

Lesley Stern suggests, relies on the ‘returning home’ of a woman who does not even want to be 

rescued (1995, 33). In Never, the climax also reveals that Nina is not the ‘little white girl’ that needs 

saving by the male hero. On the surface, the attainment of hegemonic masculinity through the rescue 

of a woman seems simple. The two women with a significant role in the film are simply credited as 

‘Nina’ (renamed from Lisa in the novella), which translates to ‘girl’ in Spanish, and ‘Joe’s Mother’ 

who is not even named. However, the unsatisfactory climax of the narrative reveals that Nina is more 

than merely a symbol of Joe’s goal to become the hero, and in turn reveals that the performance of 

hegemonic masculinity is more complex than he has been led to believe. Joe’s dissatisfaction is clear 

when he finds the Governor’s body as he sits on the floor, removes his shirt and tie, and begins to sob. 

What is immediately of note here is his undressing. The image of a shirt and tie is synonymous with 

images of hegemonic and heteronormative masculinity (Pascoe, 2007, 153), and Brian Baker suggests 
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that heroes like Dirty Harry emphasise their masculinity through this costume design (2006, 100). 

Therefore, the removal of the shirt and tie also signals the removal of Joe’s performance of 

masculinity. He has realised that he has ‘failed’ his quest to become a hero and therefore does not 

adhere to patriarchal expectations of a man. The image of Joe crying also signifies the end of his 

performance of masculinity. Jeff Hearn notes on ideas surrounding men and crying, suggesting that 

“what is remarkable is not so much that men cry, but that this crying itself is seen as remarkable” 

(1993, 143). The image of Joe crying therefore further challenges conventional depictions of male 

heroes in American cinema. After removing his shirt and tie and crying, Joe is seen shirtless, an image 

that also has connotations to masculinity in American cinema. On Hollywood action films, Rehling 

writes that “the sheer physicality of the genre means that action heroes inevitably glisten with sweat, 

and soon strip to the waist or a vest T-Shirt, revealing their immaculate and sculptured torsos” (2009, 

98). Rehling’s identification of conventional depictions of the male hero in a vest or shirtless raises 

the issue that masculinity in film is not only represented through the audio-visual codes of cinema, but 

also through the construction of the male body itself.  

The construction of the male body in Joe  

Like Rehling, much of the scholarship on the construction of the male hero’s body in American 

cinema points to its musculature; Barry Glassner, for example, writes that “muscles are the sign of 

masculinity” (1992, 287). Susan Jeffords’ notion of the ‘hard-bodied’ hero could thus be used here. 

She argues that the ‘hard-bodied’ hero epitomised the American values of hegemonic masculinity of 

strength, loyalty, and courage (1994, 24). Stars such as Arnold Schwarzenegger and Sylvester 

Stallone in films like Commando (Lester, 1985) and Rambo: First Blood Part II (Cosmatos, 1985) 

exemplified this (Fig. 31). However, Jeffords analysis of the male hero body is firmly placed within 

Hollywood cinema of the Reagan-era and as previously established, this thesis aims to discuss Joe’s 

masculinity with the context of American cinema of the 2010s. Nonetheless, the dominant 

construction of the male hero body continues to rely on images of musculature to convey the hero’s 

masculinity, as many scholars are keen to point out. Robert A. Rushing, for example, observes the 

“muscled and largely shirtless hero” in Theseus in Immortals (Singh, 2011) (2016, 27). In the 
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superhero genre, Jeffrey A. Brown argues that visible muscles are essential to the construction of a 

hero and of a man (2017, 44). Marvel films of the 2010s are littered with scenes in which the male 

hero is depicted shirtless to display their muscular torso (Captain America: The First Avenger 

(Johnston, 2011) and Thor: Ragnarok (Waititi, 2017) are just two examples). Even in the vigilante 

rescue narratives of the decade such as Jason Bourne (Greengrass, 2016), the hero’s masculinity is 

expressed through the muscular body and its ability to defeat enemies (Fig. 32). Though Joe’s body is 

undoubtedly constructed to be powerful and destructive, it does not mirror the sculptured musculature 

of the conventional hero body. Thornham also notes on Joe’s powerful yet unconventionally gendered 

body, arguing that “despite its scars and brute strength”, Joe’s body is feminised (2020, 8). Jonathan 

Ames describes Joe’s body as a “weapon” in the novella of Never, explaining that he is “six-two, 190, 

no fat” and that “he kept his hair at the length of a Marine on leave” (2018, 8). Yet Ramsay’s film 

adaptation depicts Joe as a long-haired, bearded, and slouched man (Fig. 33). For all its power, Joe’s 

body is ultimately vulnerable.  

To continue the comparisons to Taxi Driver, Ken Page argues that De Niro’s body language and 

“tense muscularity” are dominant features in his performance as Travis (1993, 137) (Fig. 34). Page’s 

description of Travis suggests that the construction of his body differs to Joe’s. Indeed, the film 

includes many scenes of Travis preparing his body for the rescue of Iris. In these scenes his body 

language is confident and assured, his flexing of his muscles and his exercising of them suggest a 

confidence in both his body and its ability to be heroic. Though Never and Taxi Driver bear 

resemblances in their rescue hero narratives, perhaps the key difference between them is the 

construction of the performing hero’s body. The construction of Joe’s body separates his 

representation of masculinity even further from the norm, and this is further emphasised by the 

construction of his wounds and injuries. Though Taxi Driver does detail Travis’ injuries during the 

rescue scene, it does not detail the lasting consequences of it. Travis is shot multiple times during the 

sequence, including in the neck which then bleeds profusely. Yet in his bloodlust, he continues to 

shoot his way through the brothel. Admittedly some scholars have read the climax of the film as a 

dream sequence or a fantasy being imagined by Travis whilst he is dying from his gunshot wounds 
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(Friedman, 1997, 130). Nevertheless, even this reading suggests that Travis’ wounds serve more to 

illustrate his psychoticness rather than his vulnerability. On the other hand, Never constructs Joe’s 

wounds as painful, lasting, and unconquerable. This construction begins early in the film with a shot 

of his bare back displaying his scars and the longevity of his wounds suffered from years of violence 

(Fig. 35). Furthermore, injuries he sustains during the film linger and their presence is persistently 

acknowledged. In the opening scene, for example, he is hit with a crowbar. In following scenes, the 

bruising on his shoulder is still visible and he is seen soothing the pain with a bag of frozen peas. 

Another example can be seen when he is extracting his own tooth after being struck across the mouth. 

The scene is shot with a close-up of his face, emphasising his vulnerability as blood pours from his 

mouth. A close-up shot of the now extracted tooth displays how his body has been broken (Fig. 36). 

He is still seen tending to this wound in later scenes such as when he is dabbing his mouth with a wet 

paper towel in his kitchen. The wounded body in Never is therefore one that Joe does not overcome. 

Though he is capable of inflicting wounds on others like Travis is, he is also vulnerable to injury 

himself, and the lasting pain these injuries cause. From a patriarchal perspective, notions of 

vulnerability are intricately linked to notions of femininity. As Bromley argues “vulnerability and 

dependence are socially constructed as feminine characteristics; therefore, when men find themselves 

in such predicaments, their masculinity is threatened” (2012, 162). The depiction of wounds and 

injury in Never thus contribute to a construction of a vulnerability in Never’s hero, this vulnerability 

in turn constructs a feminised, or soft (as per Jefford’s argument), body in Joe. His scarred, wounded, 

slow, and vulnerable body is therefore unique amongst conventional constructions of the male hero 

body, and further suggests that he does not fit into hegemonic images of masculinity despite 

desperately attempting to do so. 

The construction of Joe’s body can also be seen to indicate that Joe also deviates from 

heteronormative expectations of masculinity. Though it may be possible to argue that Never presents a 

representation of homosexuality in Joe, the more umbrella term of ‘queerness’ may be more 

appropriate here as, just like his representation of masculinity, Joe’s sexuality is complex and never 

explicitly stated. Kylo-Patrick Hart argues that, unless it is overtly refuted through dialogue or action, 
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all film characters are assumed to be heterosexual (2013, 93). What Hart identifies is that a character’s 

sexuality may be more complex and open to interpretation than the narrative of the film may suggest. 

Wayne Bryant agrees that representations of queerness often rely on explicit declarations, suggesting 

that bisexuality is often overlooked (1997, 3). Though this chapter does not necessarily seek to argue 

that Joe is bisexual, it does aim to argue that the construction of his body alludes to an element of 

queer subtext in Never and that Joe’s sexuality deviates from heteronormative expectations. Joe’s 

mother references a relationship Joe had with a woman named Janice, indicating that he has had 

romantic experiences with women in the past; yet subtext throughout the film suggests a more 

complex representation of sexuality. Flashbacks to two Marines who are men, for example, have them 

slow dancing with each other next to a radio. Additionally, the following scene shows Joe looking at 

himself in the mirror of a changing room, and perhaps further suggests that he may not be 

heterosexual. As Neale posited in his Masculinity as Spectacle essay, “in a heterosexual and 

patriarchal society the male body cannot be marked explicitly as the erotic object of another male 

look” (1983, 8). Yet in this scene, another man, also only wearing a towel around his waist, gazes at 

Joe in the mirror. They even exchange a flirtatious smile when they capture each other’s gaze (Fig. 

37). Thornham also suggests that this scene displays Joe’s queerness, noting on the song that Joe sings 

to himself in the mirror (‘A’ You’re Adorable by Perry Como (1949)). She argues that the lyrics of “A 

you’re adorable, B you’re so beautiful…” have become eroticised by popular recordings of the song, 

and its use in this scene creates a sense of homoeroticism between Joe and the man gazing at him 

(2020, 9). A similar interaction with another man in a later scene also uses popular music to indicate 

Joe’s queerness. After Joe has shot one of the government agents who killed his mother, he questions 

him on the location of Nina. Engelbert Humperdinck’s ‘After the Lovin’ (1976) can be heard on the 

radio, perhaps eroticising their shootout and suggesting that this interrogation is a post-coital activity. 

However, once the agent has revealed where Nina is now being held, he begins to sing the lyrics of 

‘I’ve Never Been to Me’ by Charlene (1982) which is now playing on the radio. Joe lays by his side 

and holds his hand and begins to sing with the dying agent. The lyrics explaining that the narrator of 

the song has never truly found themselves suggests that Joe and the agent have never been able to 

express their true feelings until this moment. In a similar fashion to how the use of lyrics from popular 
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music communicates the inner emotions and thoughts of Eva and Kevin in Talk, music seems to act as 

a way for Joe to express his queerness with other men in Never. 

Furthermore, returning to the changing room scene, the setting of the scene also aids in the evocation 

of homoeroticism as the image of the semi-naked male body sweating brings with it certain erotic 

connotations. As Pat Kirkham and Janet Thumin suggest, “sweat, representative of bodily fluids may 

allude to both vulnerability and power. It is the visual mark of the male’s power in marshalling and 

controlling bodily resources” (1993, 13). Not only does the image of Joe sweating further construct 

his body as vulnerable, but the presence of another sweating male body gazing at it further evokes the 

homoerotic tension between the two men who are unable to control their “bodily fluids” in each 

other’s presence. The setting of the changing room itself also provokes a queer reading, as has been 

suggested by scholars when analysing other films. Mark Simpson, for example, reads the changing 

rooms of Top Gun (Scott, 1986) as a “steamy” homoerotic space (2011, 234) (Fig. 38). He argues that 

other “more innocent” films would set dialogue scenes in a more modest location such as the base bar 

where men would be dry and clothed (2011, 234). The scene in Never perhaps further homoeroticises 

the space of the changing room, then, as instead of dialogue being exchanged between two men, they 

communicate through an already eroticised song. Joe’s interaction with another man in the changing 

room, coupled with the lyrics of ‘I’ve Never Been to Me’, therefore displays an element of queerness 

in the representation of Joe’s masculinity.  

Again, it would be possible here to argue that such a construction of masculinity has been influenced 

by Taxi Driver as it also famously includes a scene in which the protagonist interacts with himself in a 

mirror. However, just as how Never depicts violence differently to Taxi Driver to construct a more 

complex representation of masculinity, Joe’s mirror scene contains major differences to that of 

Travis’ that suggest a more challenging construction of sexuality. Firstly, Taxi Driver’s mirror scene 

takes place in the private space of his apartment and shows him clothing himself and in full control of 

his “bodily fluids”, literally putting on his performance of hypermasculinity. On the other hand, the 

mirror scene in Never has Joe almost completely naked, sweating in the presence of other men. This 

scene is more about the observation of the male body rather than its performance. Secondly, Travis is 
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completely alone in his apartment, meaning there are no there are no men to gaze upon him. Travis’ 

performance is purely for his own fulfilment rather than to homoeroticise a potential interaction with 

another man. Lury supports this argument, as she suggests that Travis’ monologue to the mirror 

reveals his “mastabatory narcissism” rather than any sense of queerness (2010, 93).  Moreover, 

several scholars have argued that Taxi Driver’s mirror scene serves to reaffirm Travis’ 

heteronormative masculinity rather than complicate it. Amy Taubin, for instance, identifies the ironic 

references to “macho” film heroes such as Clint Eastwood and John Wayne in Travis’ mirror scene. 

She argues that Travis’ rehearsal of his speech is a direct attempt to mimic Eastwood’s ‘Do I feel 

lucky? Well do ya’, punk?’ speech from Dirty Harry (2000, 24). Yates would appear to concur, as she 

suggests that the scene is a “spectacle of performative masculinity” (2007, 78). Indeed, the idea that 

many men work to perform to heteronormative standards of gender through their appearance has been 

widely argued, as James Joseph Dean writes, “more and more men rely on a kind of hypermasculine 

presentation to secure a straight identity” (2006, 142). A similar scene occurs in Performance 

(Cammell and Roeg, 1970) in which Chas (James Fox), also in the “steamy” space of his bathroom, 

examines himself in a mirror dressed only in a towel (Fig. 39). In his analysis of the scene, Neil 

Sinyard argues that Chas’ inspection of himself in the mirror does not indicate his narcissism; instead, 

it suggests the anxiety and fragility of his performance of hypermasculinity (1991, 18). Perhaps, then, 

the setting of the “steamy” changing room in which Joe’s near naked body and bodily fluids are 

visible works to display that Joe’s performance of masculinity is fragile, and beneath the rugged 

exterior of his clothing is a body that does not adhere to heteronormative expectations of masculinity. 

Travis, on the other hand, is clothed and dry, covering any possible indication of complexity to his 

performance. Furthermore, the presence of another man in the “steamy” changing room looking at 

Joe’s semi-naked and wet body, and Joe outwardly expressing enjoyment at being looked at, also 

promotes a queer reading of Never that suggests that Joe’s true sexuality deviates from the 

heterosexual norm. 
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The impact of the father and the blame of the mother 

Another difference between Never and Taxi Driver is the inclusion of a family and their role in the 

construction of gender in the protagonist. Besides establishing him as a Vietnam war veteran, Travis’ 

past remains an enigma. Though also affirming that Joe also had a military and law enforcement 

career, Never places great emphasis on the role of Joe’s father on the shaping of Joe’s performance of 

masculinity. Tracy Xavia Karner has conducted research into Vietnam veterans diagnosed with PTSD 

and their relationships with their families. She finds that  

“The Vietnam veteran’s narratives reveal a shifting sense of self and conflicted masculinity, 

patterned after their own fathers and honed to comply with their peers. Socioculturally, these 

men were given idealized images of stereotyped lives to which no one in their experience had 

ever lived up.” (1998, 202) 

 

Karner’s findings place a strong emphasis on the role of the father in the shaping of military men’s 

performance of masculinity and displays that the hegemonic masculinity men are pressured to 

perform is unattainable, even to their fathers. The opening scene of Never establishes that, even 

though presumably now dead, Joe continues to perform masculinity in a way that his father would 

approve. He even punishes himself using the same methods his father punished him when he deviates 

from this performance. On multiple occasions, Joe suffocates himself in a plastic bag, with his child-

self looking on. He also hits himself, with each strike prompting a cut to a flashback of himself as a 

child, again indicating that the editing serves to fragment and complicate his identity. During these 

moments, his father’s voice can be heard barking orders such as “stand up straight! Only little girls 

and fuckn’ pussies slouch!” and Joe mutters these same phrases to himself. Expanding on the 

traumatising effect of the violent patriarchal father in the shaping of masculinity, Karner writes that 

“The veterans whose representations are included here portrayed growing up with passive, 

victim mothers and angry, violent fathers who were often alcoholics. The veterans were 

brought up within a cultural context that emphasized an ideal of the traditional nuclear family 

but that, in reality, harbored all sorts of unexpected emotional mayhem.” (1998, 203) 
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Indeed, this narrative is also an accurate description of Joe’s childhood of physical and emotional 

abuse inflicted on both him and his mother by his father. Perhaps Joe’s trauma stems from the 

impossible quest to attain the masculinity his father drilled into him. Conventionally in American 

cinema, domestic abuse against women and children is framed as abnormal and the men who do 

perpetrate this abuse are depicted as psychotic or deviant, despite it being an everyday reality for 

many households (Frus, 2001, 227). In Never, however, Joe’s abusive father is not depicted as a 

deviant societal outsider. He is constructed to be a hegemonically masculine man, one who is 

physically strong and “stands up straight”. It presents violent abuse of women and children, and the 

trauma they suffer, as consequences of patriarchal pressures to conform, not as deviations from them. 

Furthermore, Joe’s weapon of choice is a hammer, the very tool his father used to beat him and his 

mother. Joe is therefore not only seen performing masculinity in the way his father did but is also seen 

literally carrying his trauma. The hammer illustrates that Joe’s performance of hegemonic masculinity 

and his trauma are one and the same.  Joe’s self-destructive behaviour is therefore not attributed to his 

deviance from patriarchal expectations, but in fact his attempts to perform to them. Never reveals that 

societal pressures to conform to patriarchal expectations create the very trauma they claim to 

overcome. 

Karner also finds that the mothers of the Vietnam veterans she interviewed were often remembered 

“more as a role than as a person” (1998, 208). Indeed, Joe’s mother is not even afforded a name, she 

is only credited as her role as his mother rather than her own character. There is an indication in Never 

that Joe’s upbringing in the abusive patriarchal home has caused him to place the blame for his 

deviance on his mother. Campbell also discusses the role of the ‘Bad’ Mother on the construction of 

the hero. He argues,  

“The remembered image is not only benign, however; for the "bad" mother too —  the absent, 

unattainable mother, against whom aggressive fantasies are directed, and from whom a 

counteraggression is feared; […] – persists in the hidden land of the adult's infant recollection 

and is sometimes even the greater force.” (2004, 102) 

Campbell’s argument here suggests that the experiences of childhood greatly affect the way in which 

the hero views his mother. Perhaps the abuse Joe was subjected to by his father in attempting to shape 
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him into a patriarchy-conforming man has caused him to subconsciously view his mother as a ‘Bad’ 

Mother. Thornham connects the images of Joe’s open mouth whilst hanging a blade above him, with 

the image of his mother’s open mouth when he discovers she has been killed (Fig. 40). She uses Kaja 

Silverman’s analysis of Peeping Tom’s (Powell, 1960) protagonist, Mark (Karlheinz Böhm), who 

mimics the actions of his female victims. Silverman argues that his “voyeurism gives way to 

identification” (1988, 35) and hence he also becomes the victim. Thornham further evidences this 

connection by noting on the image of the close-up recordings Mark takes of the open mouths of his 

victims and the image of his own open mouth his father recorded of him as a child (2020, 11) (Fig. 

41). For Thornham, the similarity of imagery between Joe and the film’s female victims positions him 

alongside their victimhood and displays how Joe cannot attain the hegemonic masculinity he attempts 

to perform. She argues that   

“Unlike Psycho, Powell’s film lays the responsibility for its protagonist’s voyeuristic sadism 

at the door not of the mother but of the father, indeed of the patriarchal structure of values that 

he represents” (2020, 11) 

There are further links to be made between Never and Psycho that would strengthen Thornham’s 

argument, however. She does not mention, for example, the film’s direct references to Psycho such as 

when Joe comes home to find his mother watching the film on television. Additionally, after the shot 

of him holding the blade above his open mouth, Joe mimics the actions of Norman Bates in the 

shower scene by jokingly pretending to stab his mother in the shower whilst mimicking the violin 

sound. What this indicates is that, despite Joe’s representation of masculinity being closer to that of 

Peeping Tom’s, he still performs in such a way that positions the ‘Bad’ Mother as the responsible 

party for his violence, not his father. 

Perhaps the moment Joe does finally view his mother as a person comes during the scene in which he 

buries her in a lake. It is a scene that echoes Ramsay’s short Swimmer (2012), in which a man swims 

along a river before seemingly sinking to its depths (Fig. 42). Joe fills his pockets with rocks, 

indicating that he initially intends to sink with his mother (Fig. 43). Michael Walker suggests that 

films often end with a scene taking place in a body of water. He writes, “it would seem that films 
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which end with water are usually using the element for its positive associations – water is cleansing, 

or regenerating, or restorative, or therapeutic, or idyllic” (2020, 55). He points to the endings of 

Splash (Howard, 1984) and The Shape of Water (del Toro, 2017) as examples of water being used to 

suggest a satisfactory and peaceful ending (Fig. 44). Perhaps there is an irony to the water burial not 

being the concluding scene of Never, then. When the body of Joe’s mother sinking into the depths 

below becomes an image of Nina rising from it, Joe removes the rocks from his pockets and swims 

back to the surface, continuing the narrative of the film (Fig. 45). As Simkin observes, “spectacles of 

death frequently stage in the most graphic form the anxieties and fantasies of a society that clings 

grimly to patriarchy, whether explicitly or subconsciously” (2006, 212). The only part of Joe’s Mother 

that can be seen in this scene is her hair, shown in close-up flowing in the water (Fig. 46). As 

discussed earlier, close-ups of Nina’s hair are used to display her position as a woman Joe aims to 

rescue. This therefore suggests that the fixation on Joe’s Mother’s hair in the burial scene reveals that 

Joe is viewing her as a woman that he has failed to rescue, hence his initial suicidal intentions. It 

suggests that the death and burial of the ‘Bad’ Mother should be satisfying for Joe, yet the images of 

her hair and Nina indicate that it was not his mother’s presence causing his trauma, but his need to 

rescue and protect women to perform masculinity. His need to rescue has transferred from his mother 

to Nina and it is revealed that the performance of hegemonic masculinity is an endless cycle that can 

never be satisfied. Campbell argues the figure of the woman is vital to the hero’s journey, suggesting 

that “the mystical marriage with the queen goddess of the world represents the hero's total mastery of 

life; for the woman is life, the hero its knower and master” (2004, 111). By rescuing Nina, Joe 

believes he can become the hero he strives to be and fulfil his father’s role. As Campbell explains, 

“with that he knows that he and the father are one: he is in the father's place” (2004, 111). However, 

the satisfactory ending of the water burial has not occurred and Joe’s quest to rescue and become the 

hero continues. The film thus suggests that Joe’s mother was not the ‘Bad’ Mother causing his 

trauma. The trauma instead originates and grows through the endless performance and impossible 

pursuit of hegemonic masculinity. 
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The final scene sees Joe and Nina in a diner following Joe’s failure to rescue Nina as she had already 

rescued herself. Sat in a booth, a teary-eyed Joe shoots himself in the head. No one in the diner reacts, 

the waiter even places his bill on the pool of blood now spilling across the table (Fig. 47). It is a final 

reminder that the patriarchy he strives to conform to is blind to the trauma it causes. The scene then 

cuts to Nina waking Joe, and they both drive away together. The credits play over the empty booth 

leaving a degree of ambiguity as to whether Joe did or did not shoot himself. However, what is certain 

is that Joe’s journey has reverted to its beginning, he has failed to meet patriarchal expectations of 

masculinity and his trauma ensues. The overall structure of the film therefore presents a cyclic 

narrative that suggests the pursuit to conform to societal expectations of gender is an endless cycle of 

trauma. Furthermore, Nina’s trauma has not been eradicated by her rescue. She continues to count in 

the car with Joe just as she did in Senator Votto’s and Governor William’s presence. This indicates 

that she does not see Joe as the hero, but as yet another man subjecting her to patriarchal oppression. 

As Thornham argues, “The film has made clear that Joe is not the hero – there are no heroes – but the 

witness and victim of trauma, and Nina is his double” (2020, 13). It ultimately appears that the claim 

Never’s poster makes that the film is “Taxi Driver for a new century” is difficult to disagree with, 

particularly in regard to its representation of gender. The narrative structure and editing during the 

rescue scenes depict violence as an unsatisfactory means to perform hegemonic masculinity, the 

subtext and use of popular music express a representation of queerness, and lastly, Joe’s body is 

constructed as wounded and vulnerable. Never takes the rescue hero narrative that Taxi Driver 

subverted and uses it alongside other audio-visual techniques to construct a much more complex 

representation of masculinity, one that does not conform to the heteronormativity and hegemony of 

patriarchy. Joe is ultimately a man who seeks solace from his trauma by attempting to conform to 

patriarchy, not realising that this structure is in fact the very thing causing it. 
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Conclusion 

In the Sony Pictures Animation film, The Mitchells vs. the Machines (Rianda, 2021), there is a scene 

in which aspiring filmmaker, Katie (Abi Jacobson), creates a video for her film school application. 

The final shot of the video is of a repurposed Mt. Rushmore that depicts the four directors she regards 

as “heroes” (Fig. 48). Alongside Greta Gerwig, Céline Sciamma, and Hal Ashby, one of the heads 

depicted is that of Lynne Ramsay. Indeed, it is not difficult to believe that a character who defies 

heteronormativity and departs from her traditionalist father’s worldview would find inspiration from 

films like Ratcatcher, Morvern Callar, Talk, and Never. Though The Mitchells vs. the Machines is an 

animated family feature, the image of Lynne Ramsay in Katie’s application video displays the 

influence she has had on audiences, filmmakers, and contemporary cinema. As discussed throughout 

this thesis, this influence has been acknowledged in academia with a wide variety of existing 

scholarly work on Ramsay’s films. Yet the exciting potential of the expansion of this scholarship 

remains unfulfilled. With the recent announcement that she will direct an adaptation of Stephen 

King’s novel, The Girl Who Loved Tom Gordon (1999) (Lattanzio, 2020), this expansion may take the 

form of analyses of new additions to Ramsay’s filmography. But perhaps what is more important to 

emphasise is the potential of academia to explore new ways of viewing and understanding the 

challenging themes of Ramsay’s films. This thesis, for example, has aimed to offer an analysis of the 

representation of family and gender in Talk and Never through notions of family, motherhood, and 

‘evilness’.  

With this aim established in the introduction, chapter one served to outline the theoretical framework 

that would form the foundation of the textual analyses of the case-studies. Before this was conducted, 

however, chapter one contextualised the current academic conversation around Ramsay’s films. It 

found that there is existing scholarly coverage on all four feature films Ramsay has directed thus far, 

with much of this scholarship focused on Ratcatcher, Morvern Callar, and Talk, and a growing but 

thus far smaller interest in Never. After this scholarship was outlined to illustrate where this thesis’ 

originality lies, the chapter moved to contextualise the theoretical framework the case-studies were 

built upon. Firstly, Judith Butler’s theory of performativity was introduced. It was explained that 
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Butler theorises that the concept of gender is a social construction that perpetuates the idea that ‘sex’ 

is a binary and fixed state of being in order to maintain the power structure of the patriarchy. This is 

enforced through what she refers to as ‘performances’ that signify an individual’s gender. These 

performances were then described in more detail with the concept of masculinity to explain how men 

are expected perform in a patriarchal society. The first ‘performance’ to be established was violence 

which is seen as a hegemonically masculine behaviour because of its ability to exert dominance over 

others. Next, it was established that patriarchy is a heteronormative construct and that men are 

expected to perform in such a way that suggests to others that they are heterosexual. It was explained 

that men who are perceived to be something other than heterosexual are seen as a ‘psycho’, someone 

who opposes heteronormative order. The following section of the chapter introduced the theoretical 

work around the notion of the ‘Bad’ Mother. The societal expectations of women to bear children was 

ascertained, and Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection was referred to as it illustrates why the maternal 

body is so often culturally viewed as abject. Kristeva’s theory was then linked to the notion of the 

‘monstrous-feminine’ proposed by Barbara Creed who argues that the maternal functions of the 

female body is seen as abject because of its potential threat to the symbolic order. Kristeva and 

Creed’s work then feeds into the main piece of scholarly work that would later form the theoretical 

framework of the analysis of Eva in the Talk case-study. This scholarly work was that of Sarah 

Arnold who analyses the representation of the ‘Bad’ Mother in film. Arnold’s work discusses more 

contemporary representations of motherhood than the work of Kristeva and Creed and stresses the 

importance of the narrative context surrounding the family alongside the symbolic imagery of the 

maternal body when understanding the perceived transgression of the ‘Bad’ Mother. One of the main 

signifiers of the ‘Bad’ Mother is her ‘evil’ child, and this concept was expanded upon in the following 

section of the chapter. Scholarly work by Karen Renner was discussed, but it was argued that her 

emphasis on symbolic imagery rather than narrative context left room for further theoretical 

contextualisation. This is when the theory of zero degrees of empathy by Simon Baron-Cohen was 

introduced. Baron-Cohen argues that ‘evil’ is an unhelpful concept to use when understanding human 

cruelty and suggests that individuals who lack empathy are often perceived as ‘evil’ by society.  
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Baron-Cohan’s theory and the notion of the ‘Bad’ Mother discussed by Arnold was then deployed in 

chapter two, the case-study of Talk. The ideas of motherhood and ‘evil’ children were linked to 

illustrate how a patriarchal society ostracises those who do not conform to gendered expectations. The 

construction of Eva and Kevin’s similar physical appearances with their black hair, and the casting of 

gender fluid actors in Swinton and Miller in the roles, was argued to signify that Kevin is a signifier 

of Eva’s transgression. This analysis was coupled with a conversation on the narrative context of the 

film which discussed the pressures Eva faced to give birth to Kevin, and the post-natal depression she 

experiences. It was then argued that the use of the colour red throughout the film (with the use 

Tulloch and Middleweek’s analysis of the colour in Morvern Callar) reveals that the perceptions of 

transgression and ‘evilness’ in Eva and Kevin are not material and are in fact merely culturally 

imagined. The films soundtrack was also used to illustrate this perception that Eva and Kevin are 

perceived as the same ‘evil’ person because they do not conform to patriarchal expectations. 

Following this analysis, Kevin’s status as a school shooter was discussed. It was argued that Kevin’s 

use of a bow and arrow complicates conventional perceptions of school shootings as it differs from 

the common use of firearms and the weapon’s many associations. The colour red was again raised as 

the redness of Kevin’s arrows were argued to weaponise patriarchal ideologies against itself, exposing 

the fact that the notion of gender and ‘evil’ are social constructs. Kevin’s queerness, and its relation to 

his perception as an ‘evil’ psychopath, was then discussed in an analysis of his use of masturbation to 

exert dominance over Eva. His manipulation of his exhibition of empathy is again an indication that 

he is aware that other’s perception of him as evil is only cultural and not real.  

Chapter three was more focused on the representation of masculinity in Never, and how the pressures 

to perform hegemonic masculinity are both damaging to the individual and those around them. An 

analysis of the film’s subversion of the rescue narrative and the hero’s quest took place. This was 

done primarily through a comparative analysis of Taxi Driver, another subversive rescue narrative, to 

demonstrate how complex the representation of masculinity in Joe is.  It was argued that the 

unsynchronised editing, brutalised depiction of violence and its consequences, and unsatisfactory 

narrative work to reveal the problematic nature of traditional views of hegemonic masculine heroism. 
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It was also suggested that the construction of Joe’s body differs from conventional images of the male 

hero. Though it is depicted as physically strong, its softness and fluidness indicate Joe’s inner 

vulnerability whilst also implying a representation of queerness in how his body is shown to interact 

with other men. Though this chapter was primarily focused on discussions of Joe’s challenging 

representation of masculinity, the role of the family was also discussed. Research conducted by Tracy 

Xavia Karner and Sue Thornham’s article was referred to in order to draw a connection between 

pressures to perform gender and perceptions of ‘Bad’ motherhood. It was argued that Joe’s trauma 

stems from his father’s abuse which pressured him to aspire to an ideal of masculinity that is 

unattainable and to place the blame of this trauma onto his mother, who is just as much a victim of the 

system as Joe is.  

However, it must be stressed that this thesis, and its arguments, do not claim to be definitive, this has 

just scratched the surface of the representation of family and gender in Talk and Never as a 

contributing piece of scholarship to a continually growing area of film studies. It is perhaps 

appropriate, then, to use this conclusion to suggest ways in which the arguments made in this thesis 

may be expanded upon. Firstly, in chapter two, the issue of whiteness, and its relation to the 

patriarchy as a structure of power, leaves room for further discussion. Richard Dyer’s work was 

referred to when analysing the hair colour of Celia, whose blonde hair symbolised her desirable 

whiteness, and Kevin, whose black hair signalled his position as the child of the transgressive mother. 

In his book White, Dyer posits that, in Western culture, whiteness is seen to be the standard human 

condition which in turn grants it a position of power (1997, 12). The ways in which whiteness can be 

identified was therefore discussed, but there is a wider conversation to be had regarding how 

whiteness relates to Kevin’s status as a school shooter. Recent research by Joshua R. Gregory has 

theorised that the issue whiteness plays a large role in the cause of school shootings. He argues that 

whiteness is a “social construction with potentially toxic effects that should be problematised” (2020, 

159). Judith Bennet has also argued that the concept of patriarchy is multi-faceted and made up of 

many components, including race (2010, 58). This thesis has discussed the social construction of the 

patriarchy to argue that Ramsay’s films challenge the social norm through representations of gender. 
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However, the work of Dyer, Gregory, and Bennet reveal that race also plays a large part in the 

formation and maintenance of the social norm, and the construct of whiteness can offer another way 

of understanding the ways in which Talk and Never subvert standardised cultural ideas. The analysis 

of Never in chapter three also leaves room for further discussion regarding the representation of 

women in the film. Scholarship around women, violence, and heroism in cinema is currently growing 

exponentially in film studies. The edited collection by Cristelle Maury and David Roche titled, 

Women Who Kill: Gender and Sexuality in Film and Series of the Post-feminist Era (2020), for 

example, includes many essays on the representation of violent and heroic women in contemporary 

cinema. Chapter three of this thesis was predominantly focused on the representation of masculinity in 

Joe, only looking at Nina in relation to Joe’s quest to become a hero using the work of Joseph 

Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces as a theoretical basis. The conversation around Nina 

herself, and the ways in which she challenges conventional representations of gender in contemporary 

cinema, could therefore also be developed. Svenja Hohenstein’s book, Girl Warriors: Feminist 

Revisions of the Hero’s Quest in Contemporary Popular Culture (2019) would provide an excellent 

scholarly starting point for a discussion on the construction of Nina’s character. She reworks Joseph 

Campbell’s arguments in The Hero with a Thousand Faces to analyse depictions of women heroes in 

contemporary cinema, arguing that the shifting narratives of heroic quests reflects the change of 

gender norms and perceptions of heroism in modern culture (2019, 3). Chapter three acknowledged 

that Nina defied her role of the woman in need of rescue in killing Williams, but further analysis can 

be conducted into how her construction challenges traditional gender roles in heroic narratives with 

the aid of Hohenstein’s theoretical work. It is therefore clear that it would be unwise to suggest that 

the arguments made throughout this thesis can extend to Ramsay’s entire body of work, and that the 

analyses carried out are completely extensive and definitive of Talk and Never. Such complex 

representations of gender and family, and discussions of intricate notions such as patriarchy and 

‘evilness’ cannot be wholly dissected in twenty-five thousand words, so it is exciting to look forward 

to more pieces of research on Ramsay and the themes her films convey.  
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Nevertheless, though the two case-studies of this thesis largely differ in their approach, both films 

display the ways in which patriarchal society maintains structures of power in constructing ideas of 

gender, family, and ‘evilness’. Talk and Never examine these ideas and reveal that they are 

perceptions rather than definitive concepts whilst simultaneously exposing the trauma these concepts 

cause. This trauma does not only effect those who do not conform to their gendered expectations, as is 

the case with Kevin and Eva, but also in individuals who desperately strive to conform, as in Joe’s 

case. Nesrine Malik shares a similar view, describing the damaging effect that patriarchal pressures 

can have on everyone, 

“The men convicted for assault or murder of a female partner are not winning; the boys 

emptying semi-automatics in their high schools because they were rejected by girls are not 

winning; the collateral damage – the children, the innocent bystanders, their murdered 

partners – are not winning. The myth of gender equality does not only deny the pain of 

women, it denies that of men.” (2019, 242) 

This way of thinking reveals that it is reductionist to suggest that the students killed in the school 

massacre in Talk are simply victims of Kevin’s ‘evilness’, or Eva’s transgression in producing him, or 

that Joe’s trauma comes from a failure to be a hero. By viewing Kevin, Eva, and Joe as victims of a 

system that pressures them to conform and punishes them for failing to do so, it can be understood 

why Kevin is perceived as ‘evil’, why Eva is seen as a ‘Bad’ Mother, and where Joe’s true trauma 

originates. A patriarchal society would claim that victims of violence and abuse are victims of 

deviance, but in fact they are victims of people rebelling against or even attempting to perform to their 

expectations of gender. The concept of gender brings with it pressures to conform, and in turn creates 

such ideas as ‘evilness’, motherhood and queerness to label those who do not conform. Because the 

concept of gender conceives these notions, it ultimately creates the very enemies it seeks to rid itself 

of. Ultimately, then, Talk and Never reveal that the only ‘Bad’ Mothers, ‘evil’ children, and deviant 

men that truly exist are the ones that patriarchy creates itself. 
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Illustrations  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1: Kuhn argues that the cinematography here draws attention to the frame of the window, 

and thus the frame of the film itself. López goes on to suggest that this creates spatiality 

between the camera and James, allowing for an exploration into his trauma. 

Fig. 2: Trotter proposes that the ‘mess’ of the cereal serves to create space between James and 

his father. 
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Fig. 3b: The epidermal qualities of the lace and plastic indicate James’ and Joe’s fragility and 

vulnerability, De Luca suggests.   

Fig. 3a: The epidermal qualities of the lace and plastic indicate James’ and Joe’s fragility and 

vulnerability, De Luca suggests.   
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Fig. 4: The empathy bell curve displays that most people operate at Level 3 and that only a 

minority of people are seen to have ‘zero degrees of empathy’. 

Fig. 5: The seemingly hand-written tagline on the computer screen the poster depicts is 

positioned on Kevin’s shoulder, suggesting he wears the label of an ‘evil’ child. This labelling 

also attributes his ‘monstrousness’ to his mother, Eva. 
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Fig. 6: The women in the background speak to each other in their underwear and holding their 

bumps, indicating their proudness of their maternal bodies. Eva, on the other hand, sits alone 

wearing baggy clothes that disguise any indication of her pregnancy, illustrating her anxiety in 

becoming a mother. 

Fig. 7: The camera positions the women’s’ bumps in the centre of the frame, further 

emphasising the ‘naturalness’ of their motherhood. 
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Fig. 8: Ofek argues that Rosamund’s flowing black hair dominates the image and expresses her 

murderousness. 

Fig. 9a (left) and Fig. 9b (right): Celia’s blondeness, as Dyer and Warner would suggest, 

signifies her desirability, thus moving her away from the transgressive images of Eva and 

Kevin. Her blondeness exemplifies her perception of ‘wholeness’ that is personified in 

European depictions of the Virgin Mary. 
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Fig. 10: Tulloch and Middleweek point to the red lights illuminating Morvern’s boyfriend’s 

body to introduce the idea that the colour red is used throughout the film to symbolise death. 

Fig. 11: Using Creed’s ‘monstrous-feminine’, Tulloch and Middleweek argue that Morvern’s 

red costume design marks her as responsible for her boyfriend’s death.   
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Fig. 12a: Tulloch and Middleweek observe the prominence of the colour red in Talk , here Eva 

is covered in red tomato juice before Kevin’s shooting at the La Tomatina festival. 

Fig. 12b: After Kevin’s shooting, Eva stands in front of a row of red cans of tomato soup at the 

supermarket, linking back the opening scene. 
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Fig. 13: The red lights illuminating Kevin come from the police car, suggesting that the 

colour’s use here evokes the idea that his branding as a bringer of death is societal and cultural 

in origin. 

Fig. 14: The vandalism of red paint on Eva’s house and car is a more direct example of how the 

community views her as responsible for Kevin’s shooting. 
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Fig. 15a (above) and Fig. 15b (below): The red screen indicates that Kevin is aware of his 

perception as ‘evil’, and Eva’s reflection on the screen suggests that he is also aware that much 

of this perception stems from Eva’s perception as a ‘Bad’ Mother. Moreover, the redness also 

implies that Kevin is cognisant to the fact that these perceptions are cultural. 
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Fig. 16: Rose reads Medusa’s bow and arrow as a phallic weapon of masculine power in Clash 

of the Titans.  

Fig. 17: Dundes argues that the masculinity of the sport of archery is personified by Robin 

Hood. Here, Errol Flynn plays the role of the legendary outlaw at an archery competition in The 

Adventures of Robin Hood (Curtiz and Keighley, 1938). 
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Fig. 18a: After Franklin buys him a toy bow and arrow, Kevin dresses as Robin Hood to 

perform conventional masculinity to his patriarch. 

Fig. 18b: The shot in Fig. 18a is later replicated during the massacre sequence, implying that 

the pressures to conform to gendered expectations breeds the violence that patriarchy claims is 

caused by non-conformity.   
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Fig. 19a: Dal Yong Jin suggests that images of bow and arrows in such American films as The 

Hunger Games symbolise rebellion against capitalism and authority.    

Fig. 19b: Dal Yong Jin suggests that images of bow and arrows in such American films as 

Avatar symbolise rebellion against capitalism and authority.    
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Fig. 20: The red fletching of Kevin’s arrows suggests that he is weaponising cultural 

perceptions of ‘evil’ and the pressures to conform to gendered expectations. He is 

demonstrating that notions of ‘evil’ and masculinity stem from the same source.  

Fig. 21: The red banner that reads “expect great things” presents a sense of irony. The redness 

changes the meaning of “great things”, as it now refers to Kevin’s shooting. There is an 

implication that the pressures to conform to the patriarchy cause these extreme displays of 

violence. 
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Fig. 22: Bathed in red light, Eva flinches in pain at the memory of Kevin killing the high school 

students. This is communicated through editing, as cuts between the present scene and the 

massacre scene match the firing of Kevin’s arrows and her outbursts of pain. 

Fig. 23: The mixing of gendered clothing Miller wears evokes a sense of androgyny, 

contributing to their star image of queerness and gender fluidity.  
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Fig. 24: A quote from Kate Muir’s review of the film for The Times that reads “Taxi Driver for 

a new century” is positioned bellow the title of Never’s poster. This is an acknowledgement of 

the film’s narrative similarities to Taxi Driver, but also a suggestion that its themes may be 

more applicable to contemporary culture. 

Fig. 25: Nina plays with her wet blonde hair which is positioned centre of frame and back-lit by 

a lamp fitted to the wall in the background, displaying her desirability to both her captors and 

Joe. 
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Fig. 26a: The mise-en-scène of Travis’ rescue scene features dimly lit claustrophobic corridors.  

Fig. 26b: The mise-en-scène of Joes’ rescue scene also features dimly lit claustrophobic 

corridors.  
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Fig. 27: The consequences of Travis’ violence is directly shown in the detailing of the wounds 

he inflicts. Here, he shoots one of the brothel guard’s hands off, with the camera focusing on 

the recipient of Travis’ violence rather than Travis himself, and positioning his mutilated hand 

in the centre of the frame.  



110 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 28a: The image of blood splattered across the ‘hero’s’ face from a gunshot wound is 

present in both films. 

Fig. 28b: The image of blood splattered across the ‘hero’s’ face from a gunshot wound is 

present in both films. 
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Fig. 29 (top) and Fig. 30 (bottom): The consequences of Joe’s violence are shown in the many 

shots of the bodies of the men he has killed. The actual killings of these men are not shown, 

instead only the aftermath of the violence as Joe walks away towards his next kill. 
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Fig. 31a (left) and Fig. 31b (right): The muscular bodies of Arnold Schwarzenegger in 

Commando (Fig. 31a) and Sylvester Stallone in Rambo: First Blood Part II (Fig. 31b) 

exemplify the hegemonic masculinity of what Jeffords’ calls the ‘hard-bodied’ hero. 

(Clockwise from top right) Fig. 32a, Fig. 32b, Fig. 32c, and Fig. 32d: The construction of 

the bodies of Henry Cavill in Immortals (Fig. 32a), Chris Evans in Captain America: The First 

Avenger (Fig. 32b), Chris Hemsworth in Thor: Ragnarok (Fig. 32c), and Matt Damon in Jason 

Bourne (Fig. 32d) show that muscularity remains the dominant image of the male hero in 

American cinema.   
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Fig. 33: Joe’s construction differs to Ames’ description of him in the novella. In the film, he is 

shown to have long hair and a beard with a slouched posture. 

Fig. 34: With his devotion to physical fitness and maintaining his muscular frame, the image of 

Travis’ body is closer to that of Jeffords’ ‘hard-bodied’ heroes. 
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Fig. 35: Alongside the pain from the bruising of his recent injury, scars from the past can also 

be seen. Joe’s body is depicted as one constantly wounded and in pain.  
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Fig. 36a: The severity of Joe’s wound is shown in great detail with the extreme close-up of his 

bloody mouth.  

Fig. 36b: The close-up of Joe’s tooth shows that his body is broken.  
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Fig. 37: Joe gazes at his sweaty body in the mirror of a steamy changing room as another 

sweating man gazes upon him. 

Fig. 38: Simpson reads the “steamy” changing rooms of Top Gun as a homoerotic space.  
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Fig. 39: Sinyard argues that Chas’ inspection of himself in multiple mirrors in his bathroom 

reveals a fragility to his performance of hypermasculinity.   
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Fig. 40a: Thornham connects the images of Joe’s and his mother’s open mouths to argue that 

Joe is a victim of patriarchal abuse like his mother.  

Fig. 40b: Thornham connects the images of Joe’s and his mother’s open mouths to argue that 

Joe is a victim of patriarchal abuse like his mother.  
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Fig. 41a: Silverman argues that Mark’s victimhood is evidenced in the recordings Mark takes 

of his screaming victims closely matching the recordings his father made of him as a child.  

Fig. 41b: Silverman argues that Mark’s victimhood is evidenced in the recordings Mark takes 

of his screaming victims closely matching the recordings his father made of him as a child.  
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Fig. 42: A man sinks into the watery abyss in Ramsay’s short, Swimmer.  

Fig. 43: Joe buries his mother in the lake, he puts rocks in his pockets suggesting he intends to 

sink with her.   
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Fig. 44a: The ending of Splash takes place under water which, as Walker argues, suggests a 

satisfactory and peaceful ending.    

Fig. 44b: The ending of The Shape of Water also has a satisfactory and peaceful ending 

underwater.    
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Fig. 45: The image of Nina rising from the depths prompts Joe to remove the rocks from his 

pockets and swim back to the surface.     

Fig. 46: The close-up of Joe’s Mother’s hair indicates that Joe sees his mother as a woman in 

need of rescue much like how he views Nina.      
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Fig. 47a: Joe shoots himself in the head yet no body in the diner reacts and the waiter even 

places his bill in the pool of blood, a final reminder that patriarchal trauma often remains 

unnoticed.       

Fig. 47b: Joe’s blood spreads across the table and onto the bill.       
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Fig. 48: Katie’s film school application video shows that she views Lynne Ramsay as one of 

her filmmaking heroes.       
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Appendix I – Film Synopses 

Ratcatcher (1999) 

Set in Glasgow in the 1970s, Ratcatcher opens with twelve-year-old Ryan (Thomas McTaggart) 

putting on his shoes as he and his mother (Jackie Quinn) prepare to visit his father (James Ramsay) in 

prison. However, Ryan chooses instead to go to the local canal to play with his friend James (William 

Eadie). During some boisterous play-fighting, Ryan begins to struggle in the water and eventually 

drowns, with James failing to raise the alarm and running away.                                                                                                                     

After Ryan’s death, his family move home but not before his mother gifts James the pair of shoes she 

bought Ryan to visit his father in, unaware of James’ actions during the drowning. To cope with his 

guilt and trauma, James decides to take the bus to the city outskirts where a new housing estate is 

being developed. Here he explores the new homes under construction and gazes out of a kitchen 

window into a huge field of wheat. He eventually climbs through the window and runs joyfully 

through the wheat field.                                                                                                                                   

James also befriends an older teenage girl named Margaret Anne (Leanne Mullen) after he helps her 

retrieve her glasses from the canal after local bullies stole them threw them in there. The bullies also 

target his friend, Kenny (John Miller), throwing his pet mouse around. After the bullies grow bored of 

their game, Kenny ties a balloon to his mouse’s tail and watches it float to the moon where it joins a 

whole colony of other mice. Kenny then falls into the canal before he is rescued by James’ father 

(Tommy Flanagan) which makes him a local hero. This raises awareness of the dangers around the 

canal and the huge amounts of litter and bin bags around the area, prompting the army to move in and 

clean the neighbourhood. James, however, remains consumed by his trauma and guilt and jumps into 

the canal. The film ends with a scene of James and his family moving home.  

Morvern Callar (2002)  

Morvern (Samantha Morton) wakes on Christmas morning to find the body of her boyfriend. She 

finds a suicide note which tells her that he has left the manuscript of his novel which he has dedicated 

to her on their computer and asks her to send it to a publisher which is also written on the note. After 
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examining the manuscript, Morvern deletes her boyfriend’s name as the author, replaces it with her 

own, and sends it to the publisher.                                                                                                                 

Morvern cuts up his body and buries it in the mountains and lies to her friend, Lanna (Kathleen 

McDermott) about her boyfriend’s death, telling her that he has left her and moved abroad. Using the 

money that was left by her boyfriend to pay for his funeral, Morvern books a holiday to Spain for her 

and Lanna. Before they depart, however, Lanna confesses that she had slept with Morvern’s 

boyfriend. They both continue with the holiday regardless and decide to go out on the town before 

Morvern decides to go back to the hotel. There, she meets a man who is grieving for his late mother 

and sleeps with him. The next day, her and Lanna travel to a nearby town and end up spending the 

night in a field after getting lost. Becoming increasingly irritated with Morvern’s erratic behaviour, 

Lanna decides to leave. Now alone, Morvern meets with the publishers, still acting as the author of 

the manuscript, and accepts a £100,000 deal for the rights to the manuscript. Returning home with the 

money, Morvern asks Lanna to leave Scotland with her to start a new life. Lanna declines and 

Morvern packs her things and heads to the closest train station. 

We Need to Talk About Kevin (2011) 

Once a successful travel writer, Eva (Tilda Swinton) now lives in an American suburban house 

without friends or family. She wakes one morning to find the outside of her home and car vandalised 

with red paint. After attempting to wipe the paint from her car she drives to a job interview at a travel 

agency where she gains a job. Leaving her new workplace, she is insulted by two women and is 

slapped across the face. Eva then drives to a prison to visit her son, Kevin (Ezra Miller) who spends 

their time together biting off his nails and lining them on the table to Eva’s annoyance.                                                                                                          

The film then goes back in time to Kevin’s childhood. Eva’s labour is shown to be arduous and 

painful, and she becomes increasingly exhausted trying to stop the new-born Kevin’s crying. Kevin’s 

crying instantly stops whenever Eva hands him to his father Franklin (John C. Reilly), however. As he 

grows up, Eva attempts to engage in play with Kevin, but he always refuses. Suspecting he may have 

hearing loss from his crying as a baby, Eva takes Kevin to a doctor who informs her that he is 

physically fine. She also asks if he may have autism, but the doctor says he is not exhibiting any traits 
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other than a reluctance to speak. Franklin then insists that the family needs to move from their 

apartment in New York to a suburban home. Kevin’s behaviour then becomes increasingly scornful 

towards his mother. He covers her bedroom walls of her souvenir maps with paint, intentionally 

defecates himself, and refuses to do his schoolwork. In a fit of rage, Eva throws Kevin against the 

wall and incidentally breaks his arm. Kevin then uses Eva’s guilt to his advantage and manipulates her 

into doing things he wants her to do despite her insistence that she is sorry and that she loves him.                        

Later, Eva becomes pregnant and gives birth to her and Franklin’s second child, Celia (Ashley 

Gerasimovich). Kevin is gifted an archery set after he becomes infatuated with the stories of Robin 

Hood. After some tutelage from Franklin, Kevin becomes a very skilled archer as he grows into a 

teenager. As she grows up, Celia is persistently bullied by Kevin who calls her names, ties her up in 

Christmas tinsel, and attacks her with a vacuum cleaner. In an attempt to become closer with Kevin, 

Eva invites him to play minigolf and an evening meal and Kevin accepts but mocks her for what he 

feels are superficial attempts to bond. Soon after, Eva searches his room and finds a CD titled “I Love 

You”. She inserts the disk into her laptop to discover that the disk contains a virus and Kevin smirks 

at her now broken laptop. Sometime after that, Celia’s pet guinea pig, Snuffles, goes missing and Eva 

strongly suspects Kevin of being responsible. Celia then loses an eye in an incident, and despite Kevin 

being left responsible for her, Franklin dismisses Eva’s accusations and asks her to be supportive of 

Kevin. Due to their constant arguing over Kevin, Eva and Franklin agree to divorce, not knowing that 

Kevin could hear the conversation. The next day, just before he turns sixteen, Kevin traps his fellow 

students in the school sports hall and commits a mass shooting with his bow and arrow. Upon hearing 

the news, Eva rushes to the school to see the bodies of many students being carried out of the school 

and Kevin being arrested by armed police. She then hurries to their home to find the murdered bodies 

of Franklin and Celia in the garden filled with arrows.                                                                                                             

Back in the present, Eva visits Kevin once again. He is now almost eighteen and about to moved into 

an adult prison. Eva remarks on his look of apprehension, to which he replies that he has never been 

happy. She demands that he gives her an answer as to why he killed his father, sister, and the students 

at his high school. He replies that he used to think he knew why, but now he does not. Eva then hugs 

him before leaving the prison.  
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You Were Never Really Here (2017)  

Joe (Joaquin Phoenix) is a traumatised ex-Marine and FBI agent who now works as a muscle-for-hire 

who recovers young girls who have been abducted for trafficking and returns them to their families. 

The film opens with the image of him suffocating himself with a plastic bag as he remembers the 

abuse his father inflicted upon him as a child. It then cuts to Joe finishing one of his recoveries, a man 

attacks him in an alley, but he easily overcomes him and walks away to phone his handler, John (John 

Doman), and inform him that the job is done. Joe then returns to his apartment where he lives with his 

mother (Judith Roberts). The next day, Joe goes to a grocery store to collect payment from Angel 

(Frank Pando), who acts as the middleman between him and John. Joe then realises that Angel’s son, 

Moises (Vinicius Damasceno), saw him the night before and, as a precautionary security measure, 

decides to stop working with Angel.                                                                                                                           

After this errand, Joe goes to John’s office to collect another job. This new job is the recovery of Nina 

(Ekaterina Samsonov), the daughter of State Senator Votto (Alex Manette). To avoid a political 

scandal, Votto has decided to contact John and Joe instead of the police. Joe personally meets with 

Votto to learn more of where Nina is being kept and Votto hands him the address of a brothel before 

requesting that Joe hurts the men holding her. After buying some supplies, Joe heads to the brothel 

where he kills the guards and collects Nina. He then takes her to a motel where she can shower and 

change clothes. Turning on the television, Joe watches a news report which informs him that Votto 

has jumped to his death from his office balcony. Two police officers then arrive at the motel and 

attack Joe. He manages to subdue and kill one of the corrupt officers but not before the other takes 

Nina. Joe then rushes to John’s office only to find that he has been killed. Deciding to tend to his 

wounds and check on his mother, Joe returns to his apartment only to find that his mother has also 

been killed. He hears that there are still men in his home and makes his way down the stairs to kill 

them. After shooting both men, he interrogates the one that is still alive and discovers that they are 

government agents. The dying agent tells Joe that they work for Governor Williams (Alessandro 

Nivola), and that Votto was involved in a child sex trafficking conspiracy and Williams has taken 

Nina to his mansion outside of the city. After gaining the information that he needs, Joe lays beside 
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the agent and holds his hand as they both sing to the song playing on the radio.                                                                                                        

After wrapping up her body in a bin bag, Joe takes his mother to a lake to be buried. He puts rocks in 

his pockets to sink with her, but then sees Nina rising from the depths. He takes the rocks out of his 

pockets, swims to the surface, and drives to Williams’ estate.                                                                                       

Joe makes his way through Williams’ mansion, killing all the guards with his hammer. When he 

finally gets to the room where Williams and Nina are, he finds Williams dead on the floor with his 

throat slit. Joe drops to the ground and sobs, removing his shirt in the process. He then wanders 

around the mansion shirtless searching for Nina. He finds her in the dining room covered in Williams’ 

blood. Joe then takes her to a diner where she goes to the bathroom. He shoots himself in the head and 

the waiter places the bill on the table. A cut then shows Joe resting his head on the table where the 

previous shot displayed his head slumped after he had shot himself. Nina wakes him up and they both 

drive away.   

Taxi Driver (Scorsese, 1976)   

To manage his insomnia, a Vietnam veteran named Travis (Robert De Niro) takes a night shift job as 

a taxi driver. During the day he pursues a relationship with Betsy (Cybill Shepherd), who is 

volunteering at the campaign office of Senator Palantine (Leonard Harris). Betsy agrees to go on a 

date with Travis but is disgusted when he takes her the porn cinema he frequents. He attempts to 

reconcile with her but becomes aggressive when she cements her rejection of him.                                                                                                              

After this, Travis’ violent thoughts intensify, he begins to train in his apartment and buys several guns 

off the black market. He puts his thoughts into action when he shoots and kills a man attempting to 

rob a convenient store. Later, Travis cuts his hair into a mohawk and attempts to assassinate Palantine 

at a public rally but is forced to back away when Secret Service agents become suspicious of him.                                                                                       

He then turns his obsession towards a child prostitute named Iris (Jodie Foster) and fantasises about 

rescuing her from her pimp, Sport (Harvey Keitel). He confronts Sport outside of the brothel and 

shoots him before making his way into the building where he shoots and kills several guards but not 

without sustaining serious injuries himself. After killing these men, Travis sits on a sofa with a 

terrified Iris looking on. He attempts to shoot himself in the head but realises he has no bullets left. As 
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the police storm the scene, a smirking Travis imitates shooting himself in the head with his finger.                                                              

After the violent event, the press hails Travis as a hero and he returns to work. He meets Betsy again 

when she enters his taxi for a fare, and she congratulates him on his rescue of Iris.  
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Appendix II – Song Lyrics 

In My Room (The Beach Boys, 1963) 

There's a world where I can go and tell my secrets to 

In my room, in my room 

In this world I lock out all my worries and my fears 

In my room, in my room 

Do my dreaming and my scheming 

Lie awake and pray 

Do my crying and my sighing 

Laugh at yesterday 

Now it's dark and I'm alone 

But I won't be afraid 

In my room, in my room 

In my room, in my room 

In my room, in my room 

 

Mother’s Last Word to Her Son (Washington Phillips, 1927) 

I never can forget the day 

When my dear Mother did sweetly say 

You are leavin', my darling boy 

You always have been your mother's joy 

Now as you leave in this world to roam 

You may not be able to get back home 

But remember Jesus, who lives on high 

And is watchin' over you with a mighty eye 
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The world is so full of old sin and woe 

And many sorrows everywhere you go 

But remember Jesus, who's everywhere 

You get in trouble now, he'll meet you there 

If you'll bow down before his face 

And trust in him for his saving grace, now 

And you have a burden, he'll make them light 

And he sure will guide you all in the right 

Now when I think of my Mother dear 

How often she did, and try to cheer 

My wandering mind, whilst going astray, 

By saying, "Son, accept the way." 

 

Angel Baby (Rosie & The Originals, 1961) 

It's just like heaven being here with you 

You're like an angel, too good to be true 

But after all, I love you, I do 

Angel baby, my angel baby 

When you are near me, my heart skips a beat 

I can hardly stand on my own two feet 

Because I love you, I love you, I do 

Angel baby, my angel baby 

Oh, I love you, oh I do 

No one could love you like I do 
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Please, never leave me blue and alone 

If you ever go, I'm sure you'll come back home 

Because I love you, I love you, I do 

Angel baby, my angel baby 

It's just like heaven being here with you dear 

I could never stay the way without you near 

Because I love you, I love you, I do 

Angel baby, my angel baby 

Oh, I love you, oh, I do 

No one could love you like I do 

 

‘A’ You’re Adorable (Perry Como, 1949) 

When Johnny Jones was serenading Mary 

He sure could quote a lot of poetry 

But he'd much rather tell 'er what he learned in his speller 

When they both attended PS 33 

you're adorable 

(B) you're so beautiful 

(C) you're a cutie full of charms 

(D) youre a darling and 

(E) you're exciting 

(F) you're a feather in my arms 

you look good to me 

(H) you're so heavenly 

(I) you're the one I idolize 
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(J) we're like Jack and Jill 

(K) you're so kissable 

(L) is the love light in your eyes 

M, N, O, P (you could go on all day) 

Q ,R, S, T (alphabetically speaking, you're OK) 

made my life complete 

(V) means you're very sweet 

W, X, Y, Z 

It's fun to wander through 

The alphabet with you 

To tell (us what?) I mean (uh-huh?) 

To tell you what you mean to me 

(We love you alphabetically) 

 

After the Lovin’ (Engelbert Humperdinck, 1976) 

So I sing you to sleep after the lovin' 

With a song that I just wrote yesterday 

And I hope you can hear what the words 

And the music have to say. 

It's so hard to explain everything that I'm feelin' 

Face to face I just seem to go dry 

But I love you so much that the sound 

Of your voice can get me high 
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Thanks for taking me 

On a one way trip to the sun 

And thanks for turning me into a someone 

So I sing you to sleep after the lovin' 

I brush back the hair from your eyes 

And the love on your face is so real 

That it makes me wanna cry 

And I know that my song isn't sayin' anything new 

Oh, but after the lovin' I'm still in love with you. 

So I sing you to sleep after the lovin' 

I brush back the hair from your eyes 

And the love on your face is so real 

That it makes me wanna cry. 

And I know that my song isn't sayin' anything new 

Oh, but after the lovin' I'm still in love with you. 

Yes, after the lovin' I'm still in love with you. 

Mmm, after the lovin' I'm still in love with you. 

 

I’ve Never Been to Me (Charlene, 1982) 

Hey lady, you lady 

Cursing at your life 

You're a discontented mother 

And a regimented wife 

I 've no doubt 
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You dream about the things you'll never do 

But I wish someone had a talk to me like I wanna talk to you 

Ooh, I've been to Georgia and California and anywhere I could run 

Took the hand of a preacher man 

And we made love in the sun 

But I ran out of places and friendly faces 

Because I had to be free 

I've been to paradise but I've never been to me... 

Please lady please lady 

Don't just walk away 

'Cause I have this need to tell you 

Why I'm all alone today 

I can see so much of me 

Still living in your eyes 

Won't you share a part 

Of a weary heart that has lived a million lives 

Ooh, I've been to Nice and the Isle of Greece 

When I sipped champagne on a yacht 

I moved like Harlow in Monte Carlo 

And showed them what I've got 

I've been undressed by kings 

And I've seen some things that a woman ain't s'posed to see 

I've been to paradise but I've never been to me... 

Hey, you know what paradise is? 

It's a lie 
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A fantasy we created about people and places 

As we like them to be 

But you know what truth is? 

It's that little baby you're holding 

And it's that man you fought with this morning 

The same one you are gonna make love to tonight 

That's truth that's love 

Sometimes I've been to crying for unborn children 

That might have made me complete 

But I, I took the sweet life 

I never knew I'd be bitter from the sweet 

I spent my life exploring 

The subtle whoring 

That costs too much to be free 

Hey lady I've been to paradise 

But I've never been to me... 

I've been to paradise - never been to me 

(I've been to Georgia and California, and anywhere I could run) 

I've been to paradise - never been to me 

(I've been to Nice and the isle of Greece 

While I sipped champagne on a yacht) 

I've been to paradise - never been to me 

 

 


