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We Need to Talk About Kevin: 

a Study of the Disconnect between Maternal Expectations and Reality 

 

Lionel Shriver’s 2003 novel We Need to Talk About Kevin explores themes of nature-

vs.-nurture, maternal ambivalence, and unmet expectations. The story is told from the 

perspective of Eva, Kevin’s mother. Set in the 1980s and 1990s, the story centers on Eva’s 

difficult relationship with her troubled son, Kevin. Kevin is portrayed as a problematic, cold, and 

manipulative child. Much has been written about Eva’s seemingly ambivalent attitude toward 

Kevin, and the obvious disconnection between mother and son. However, instead of true 

maternal ambivalence, it is possible that Eva’s real disconnection was between her personal 

expectations of motherhood and her actual reality.  

All expectations that an individual holds, including the expectation of what it should feel 

like to be a parent, are formed by the culture that one grows up in. In America, culture is defined 

largely by popular media. George Gerbner’s Cultivation Theory states that society’s perceptions 

are largely influenced by media. In short, Gerbner’s theory, which was developed in the early 

1970s, states that consuming too much television – which tends to show violent situations – will 

lead a viewer to believe that the world is much more dangerous than it actually is. Although this 

theory started with television and violence, it has since been applied to all forms of media and all 
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types of beliefs and attitudes about the world. Using Gerbner’s framework, it can be seen how 

society internalizes media to form opinions and expectations about different aspects of life.  

Although portrayals of mothers in literature are often complex, representations of 

motherhood in modern popular culture are often less varied. The messages cultivated from the 

media of American popular culture tell expectant mothers that pregnancy and raising children 

will be the most fulfilling time of their lives. Popular media includes television, film, celebrity 

culture, as well as advertising. If a woman finds that her experience isn’t matching what media 

has taught her to expect, it is rare for a woman to find an outlet to express her discontent. 

Mothers that are disappointed with their maternal experience are often labeled as “monsters” (as 

Eva is eventually labeled in the novel). Only recently have we seen women sharing negative 

experiences about motherhood via outlets like “mommy blogs” and social media. Eva’s 

disconnect with Kevin, and therefore her disconnect with her internal expectations, are at the root 

of We Need to Talk About Kevin. When her husband tells her never to talk about her feelings 

regarding the matter, she needs to find another outlet for her discontent. Midway through the 

novel, Eva attempts a “do over” and becomes pregnant again, in an attempt to “reboot” her 

maternal experience.  

In Shriver’s novel, Eva tells her story in a series of letters written to her husband, 

Franklin. The letters are written during the fall of the year 2000, and Eva makes references to her 

son, Kevin, being in jail, although details are not immediately revealed regarding the 

circumstances surrounding his incarceration. Shriver uses the letters as a device to explore Eva’s 

thoughts and feelings regarding previous events. Through this method, we learn about Eva and 

Franklin’s past. When writing about the night that Kevin was born, Eva admits that she had high 
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expectations even though she wasn’t entirely sure what it was that she expected. She writes 

“Expectations are dangerous when they are both too high and unformed.”  

The ways in which an individual fits into a culture are often so effortless that they go 

unnoticed. It is only on close examination and through careful and critical thinking that we see 

the effects that our culture has had on our baseline for normalcy. In We Need to Talk About 

Kevin, Eva comments on the way that American culture led to her choice in a husband. An 

extensive traveler, she could have married someone from another country, but she wanted 

someone that she could share pop culture references with:  

It’s embarrassing to pick your life partner according to what television shows he watched 

as a child, but in a way, that’s exactly what I did. I wanted to describe some wiry, 

ineffectual man as a “Barney Fife” without having to tortuously append that Barney was 

a character in a warm, barely exported serial called The Andy Griffith Show, in which an 

incompetent deputy was always getting into trouble by dint of his own hubris. I wanted to 

be able to hum the theme song to The Honeymooners and have you chime in with, “How 

sweet it is!” And I wanted to be able to say “That came out of left field” and not kick 

myself that baseball images didn’t necessarily scan abroad. (Shriver 45) 

 Eva’s mention of 1950s television is important; mid-century television was famous for 

perpetuating the stereotype of the housewife: a stay-at-home wife and mother, happy to be 

vacuuming and making her family dinner. Eva is a baby boomer; Shriver gives many dates for 

the timeline of her novel, which helps us put the events into historical context. Due to this, the 

reader knows that Eva was born was born in the mid-1940s. Eva would have grown up seeing the 

landscape of women on television gradually changing throughout the second half of the 

twentieth century – The Mary Tyler Moore Show, for example, took one of those “1950s 
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housewives” (Mary Tyler Moore portrayed Laura Petrie, wife and mother, on The Dick Van 

Dyke Show in the early 1960s) and turned her into a single career woman. However, The Mary 

Tyler Moore Show is considered to be iconic and groundbreaking for a reason; the show was one 

of the first and few to portray a woman as something other than a wife and a mother. Throughout 

the end of the twentieth century, television situation comedies (sitcoms) focused almost 

exclusively on the multi-camera filmed-in-front-of-a-studio-audience formula. These shows 

almost always centered on a nuclear family, with several children and two parents (an exception 

was Full House – where the mother was dead, and the void that she had left was often talked 

about). In this sense, motherhood is shown as a cultural expectation for women. Even in modern 

popular culture, it is rare to find characters that remain childfree. When looked at through the 

perspective of Gerbner’s framework, it can be suggested that these media portrayals of women 

can become internalized, and can continue to reinforce stereotypes and cultural norms. This can 

explain why a woman might feel “broken” or “flawed” if the urge for motherhood never arrives. 

In We Need To Talk About Kevin, Eva remembers what it felt like while she was waiting for 

“baby fever” to hit: 

Whatever the trigger, it never entered my system, and that made me feel cheated. When I 

hadn’t gone into maternal heat by my mid-thirties, I worried that there was something 

wrong with me, something missing. By the time I gave birth to Kevin at thirty-seven, I 

had begun to anguish over whether, by not simply accepting this defeat, I had amplified 

an incidental, perhaps merely chemical deficiency into a flaw of Shakespearean 

proportions. (Shriver 27) 

Later, Eva becomes fascinated at the thought of motherhood as a way to bring a new 

adventure to her life. There is much back and forth between Franklin and Eva over how it would 
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change their lives. As with most women who are ambivalent about motherhood, Eva does give it 

extensive thought (women who are ambivalent about motherhood are often the type to overthink 

things; ambivalence doesn’t develop without contemplation). Due to the cultural norm and 

happiness surrounding babies, Eva rationalized that having a child must be a joyous experience:  

You know that euphemism she’s expecting? It’s apt. The birth of a baby, so long as it’s 

healthy, is something to look forward to. It’s a good thing, a big, good, huge event. And 

from thereon in, every good thing that happens to them happens to you, too. Of course, 

bad things too,” I added hurriedly, “but also, you know, first steps, first dates, first places 

in sack races. Kids, they graduate, they marry, they have kids themselves – in a way, you 

get to do everything twice. Even if our kid had problems,” I supposed idiotically, “at least 

they wouldn’t be our same old problems…” (Shiver 20) 

 Eva eventually does become pregnant, much to Franklin’s delight. However, pregnancy 

isn’t what she anticipated it to be. Again, popular media often shows us glowing images of 

smiling pregnant women. Such images are often manufactured to sell strollers and maternity 

clothes. As Cultivation Theory suggests, women can internalize such images to form an 

unrealistic expectation for pregnancy. When Eva becomes frustrated that she isn’t enjoying her 

pregnancy and attempts to confide in her husband, they argue, with Franklin exclaiming “It’s too 

late for second thoughts. Never, ever, tell me that you regret our own kid.” (Shriver, 64). This 

comment is something that Eva remembers throughout the course of the novel, and becomes 

significant later on when Kevin starts showing troubling behavior. Franklin tends to think that 

Eva is being negative and exaggerating Kevin’s behavior, remembering her blasé and ambivalent 

attitude toward pregnancy and childbirth. However, Franklin is so determined to see every 

situation as positive that he becomes blind to Kevin’s true nature. 
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When Eva gives birth to Kevin, she recalls her tenth birthday party. She had built up the 

expectation in her mind that her mother was going to throw her a lavish surprise party. It ended 

up not being what she had expected: 

The party she threw was all too imaginable. For that matter, had she brought in a brass 

band and magicians, I’d have still been crestfallen. There was no extravagance that would 

not have fallen short, because it would be finite and fixed, one thing and not another. It 

would be only what it was. The point is, I don’t know what exactly I’d foreseen would 

happen to me when Kevin was first hoisted to my breast. I hadn’t foreseen anything 

exactly. I wanted what I could not imagine. I wanted to be transformed; I wanted to be 

transported. I wanted a door to open and a whole new vista to expand before me that I 

had never known was out there. I wanted nothing short of revelation, and revelation by its 

nature cannot be anticipated; it promises to that to which we are not yet privy. But if I 

extracted one lesson from my tenth birthday party, it was that expectations are dangerous 

when they are both high and unformed. (Shriver 80) 

Unable to figure out what to say when handed her new son, she uses “a line from TV” 

(Shriver 82). She says “he’s beautiful” (Shriver 82). Is it that Eva truly didn’t know what to say 

or how to feel, or is it that she was experiencing a disconnect from the expectation that she had 

formed? Eva says “If you want to know the truth, I was angry. I was frightened, I was ashamed 

of myself, but also I felt cheated. I wanted my surprise party.” (Shriver 83) Placing such 

expectations on a person after a difficult birth (or any birth at all) is of course, unrealistic. Birth 

can be traumatic even when everyone ends up healthy. It is conceivable that Eva was pulling 

from the metal library of births she had seen in popular media: the screaming mother in labor, 

comically yelling at the father for getting her pregnant, possibly experiencing some type of 
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emergency, but everything ends happily with tears and love-at-first-sight embraces and kisses. 

Most everyday events are exaggerated in television and film, and birth is no exception. Eva’s 

shame after Kevin’s birth was because she was holding herself up to an unrealistic standard that 

had been cultivated by a lifetime of media consumption. Many mothers are overwhelmed in the 

hours immediately following birth – Eva feels that her reaction is abnormal, but what she was 

feeling was actually not very uncommon. 

Kevin proves to be an extremely difficult child – he is never warm to Eva, and prefers 

Franklin from the very start. He refuses to breastfeed, refuses to potty train, and refuses to talk. 

When he does begin to talk, he expresses his displeasure for everything while saying and doing 

cruel things to his mother. He also has social problems with other children, and Eva suspects that 

he is responsible for several mysterious accidents. Franklin is either truly blind to it or in denial, 

and tensions grow. 

Eva, the founder of a very successful travel brand, takes a significant step back at work in 

order to spend more time with Kevin. The family moves from the city to the suburbs, much to 

Eva’s displeasure, but she agrees to it because she believes that it will be best for Kevin in the 

long run. She continues to feel unfulfilled. As stated earlier, much has been written about Eva’s 

maternal ambivalence. We Need to Talk About Kevin sparked a lot of discussion about nature 

vs. nurture. Do Kevin’s social problems happen as a result of Eva’s indifference to motherhood? 

Or, would Kevin have been a difficult child regardless? The ultimate question of nature vs. 

nurture is also at the heart of the novel’s plot; Eva is sued for wrongful death after Kevin 

commits a high school massacre, killing several students. The community, looking for someone 

to blame, believes that a child capable of such atrocities must have been raised by a monster. 
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However, is Eva ambivalent about motherhood, or has she just been given “a bad egg” with 

Kevin? 

The novel shows several examples of Eva’s connection to Kevin. Eva is always trying to 

connect to Kevin; it is Kevin’s rejection of her attempts at connection that lead her to feel 

unfulfilled. She keeps quiet about her negative feelings, never admitting that she feels some 

regret about having Kevin. In one of the novel’s early letters to Franklin, she writes “Although 

the infertile are entitled to sour grapes, it’s against the rules, isn’t it, to actually have a baby and 

spend any time at all on that banished parallel life in which you didn’t.” (Shriver 12) However, 

Kevin is perceptive to Eva’s unhappiness, and often calls her out on it. While visiting him in 

prison, Eva tells Kevin that her expectations were not met – motherhood was harder than she had 

ever anticipated. She had expected all of the normal problems like cleaning up diapers and 

vomit, but she had never expected a difficulty with simply forming a bond. Eva says “I thought 

that part came for free.” (Shriver 57) 

The novel shows Eva’s joy when Kevin accepts her attempts at connection for two weeks 

while he is sick. As a ten-year-old, he comes down with a terrible virus and allows his mother to 

take care of him: she is able to dress him, feed him, and read to him. Eva is happy to care for her 

son, and she is sad when he goes back to being cruel and distant as soon as he recovers from his 

illness. Eva describes the feeling of Kevin accepting her as a “revelation”: a word that she had 

used after the birth, a word that she had used previously to describe something that had been 

missing. Eva says “I cannot say whether we are less ourselves when we are sick, or more. But I 

did find that remarkable two-week period a revelation. When I sat on the edge of his bed, Kevin 

would nestle his crown against my thigh; once I become convinced that it wouldn’t be pushing 

my luck, I pulled his head onto my lap and he clutched my sweater.” (Shriver 236) It is during 
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this time that Eva introduces Kevin to the book Robin Hood and his Merry Men. Kevin shows 

extreme interest in the book, which is unusual for a child that never likes anything, and Eva is 

happy when Kevin shows an interest in archery lessons. 

Further proof that Eva was not truly a “monster” can be seen in the way that she later 

decides to have another child. Throughout her attempts at connection to Kevin, and her 

disconnection from her own expectations of motherhood, Eva has struggled with feeling 

unfulfilled. She has desperately wanted to connect to her son, but she has never really been able 

to. She decided to get pregnant again, even though Franklin does not agree to it. She stops using 

her birth control, and eventually conceives. With her second child, Eva is able to experience all 

of the feelings of motherhood that she wasn’t able to experience with Kevin. Even the pregnancy 

is more enjoyable than her first. Kevin’s younger sister is named Celia, and Eva describes her as 

“plainly lovable.” (Shriver 224) Shriver juxtaposes the characters of Kevin and Celia – they are 

stark opposites in every way. While Kevin is described as having the dark Armenian features of 

his mother, Celia has blonde hair and fair skin. Celia tends to be demure, kind and timid, while 

Kevin is brash, arrogant, and willful. Kevin had made his mother unhappy for years. Celia finally 

meets Eva’s expectation of what motherhood “should be.” Ironically, the character of Celia 

seems like a stereotype: she is a perfect little girl, the type of character you might see on a 

television show. It took such a child to meet Eva’s expectations, again suggesting that Gerbner’s 

Cultivation Theory is at work here. If Celia had been another difficult child, Eva’s expectations 

probably would not have been met. 

Eva’s disconnection with her expectations finally become a connection when Celia is 

born. However, this drives Kevin further away, leading to more problems. Celia loses her eye in 

a household accident that Eva believes Kevin to be responsible for. The connection between Eva 
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and Franklin becomes more strained as Kevin’s behavior becomes more of an issue. Franklin is 

unable to see that Kevin is troubled, and believes that Eva is making things up because she does 

not love Kevin. They plan on divorcing, but tragedy strikes before they are able to follow 

through on their plans. In the end, Kevin not only commits a mass murder at his school, he also 

kills his father and his sister, leaving his mother alone, in an ultimate disconnection. As a final 

insult to his mother, Kevin had used his bow and arrow to commit the crimes. Archery was an 

interest that he was first introduced to through Robin Hood, during his two week illness. 

Chronologically, the novel is told from Eva’s perspective in the year 2000 – her letters to 

Franklin never mention that they are no longer together due to his death. We find this out toward 

the end of the novel. The ultimate question of nature vs. nurture is answered in the end. Even 

though Kevin has killed many people, including her own husband and beloved daughter, Eva 

stands by him. She pays for his defense lawyers and continues to visit him in jail. She stays in 

the same town to be within driving distance of the prison, despite being loathed by the 

community. Although Kevin is initially cruel to his mother when she comes to visit, and 

although sometimes they don’t say anything to each other at all, eventually they develop an 

understanding that they never had before. Right before his eighteenth birthday, Kevin expresses 

fear that he will be moved to an adult prison, and embraces his mother in a childish way that he 

never had when he was younger (Shriver 398). 

The novel is heartbreaking, and demonstrates that Eva’s disappointment with motherhood 

might have been lessened if she had only lessened her expectations. Perhaps Kevin would have 

still turned out the way that he did, or perhaps his behavior and demeanor wouldn’t have been so 

severe if he hadn’t sensed such unhappiness from his mother. So, even though Eva is relieved of 

her unfulfilled expectations during Celia’s life, she is ultimately left with a larger void than what 
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she started with. In the end, however, she gives herself up to what she has left: Kevin. The final 

paragraph in the novel reads:  

I can finally announce that I am too exhausted and too confused and too lonely to keep 

fighting, and if only out of desperation or even laziness I love my son. He has five grim 

years left to serve in an adult penitentiary, and I cannot vouch for what will walk out the 

other side. But in the meantime, there is a second bedroom in my serviceable apartment. 

The bedspread is plain. A copy of Robin Hood lies on the bookshelf. And the sheets are 

clean. (Shriver 400) 

In finally embracing her brand of motherhood, no matter how completely flawed, no 

matter how far from what she thought it would look like, she has again closed the disconnection 

with her expectations. She and Kevin will get another chance when he is released from prison, 

and maybe this time Kevin will accept his mother’s attempts at connection. 
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