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Postpartum Depression (PPD) and the Discourse 

of Madness: Tracing out the New Mothers’ Saga 

through Graphic Narratives. 
Abstract 

A Study on Postpartum depression which is not that familiar would help to understand the pseudo-

assumptions surround motherhood as neither pleasing nor even enjoyable fully by woman. This study 

would help to reconsider the essentialist views on motherhood and femininity through personal narratives 

that discuss the post-partum life and manic situations in a language of reason dabbled, to the normative 

believers, in detail. It also accounts for the external facts that inhibit the socialization of Post-Partum 

Depression, presuppositions and fixed notions of medical science, stigmatization by aiming a humanitarian 

perspective to PPD. 

KEY WORDS: Postpartum depression, Motherhood, graphic narratives, discourse of madness. 

Introduction: Postpartum Depression and the Institutional Motherhood 

Postpartum depression is a medical term for denoting the mental health condition of women that by 

chance occur after giving birth to a child. It is less familiar to the common people and not even noticed 

whether they have been confronting it in their life as motherhood performs structurally. When women get 

married and become mothers especially society instigates some ideologies upon her, in the case of 

motherhood, whether it is forced or voluntary, and parenting have fixed views as it is overtly done by 

women. And it is imbecile to argue on the role of women in household circle as it seems specially meant for 

them. Postpartum depression gives an approach to the de-romanticized outlook to motherhood, which in 
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turn implies questioning the ideologies prevalent in the society which are being handed down by history and 

culture and nurtured by institutionalized superstructures like a passionate discourse. This study is perhaps an 

arduous deed of digging out the fixed canonical view of motherhood in general and of re-imagining it in 

independent world view. The reason ought to be the obsolete and unchanging nature of education and futile 

social activism in an extreme culture conscious society; and motherhood , perhaps a conscious choice , as 

something lovable and appealing, for which globalization like traditional structures has definite part. The 

commercial testimonials, advertorials for baby products and filmic stereotyping have consciously 

stigmatized a happy mother and as a symbol of sacrifice. In medical science, the professionals also endorse 

the imbued idea of motherhood and maternal instincts and nurturing tendencies through commercial 

medication strategies by standardizing and at the same time stigmatizing the deviant maternity. By de-

romanticizing the study aims at having a nonconformist views on motherhood and questions the 

discriminatory diagnosis which demands femaleness. 

The need for a nuanced understanding of the lived experiences of postpartum depression should help 

the society and women, who victimized themselves in between good mother and bad mother, to get the 

situation right. The study would also be helpful to those who struggles with Postpartum depression or the 

thus categorized terms like, ‘Perinatal Mood and Anxiety Disorders (PMADs), Obsessive Compulsive 

Disorders (OCDs)’ during and after gestation period and also to strike a chord on these conditions to the 

society for understanding women and not to be ostracized. Importantly, those are just terms only to denote 

the intensity of madness during such situations and probably have been created for the convenience of 

medical science. So they must be treated not as patients but humans with mind and mentality, expecting 

humanity, care and love. Post-Partum Depression is not the only term to denote the situation, the associated 

terms like Post-Partum Psychosis, baby blues; birth related Post-traumatic stress disorders so on in varying 

names according to the amount of madness or gently ‘unreason’. Medically the definition is  based on the 

physiological hormonal changes that shows during and after child birth and they have categorized it based 

on symptoms like anxiety, excessive worries on the new born ,reduced happiness, suicidal thoughts and 

issues with sleep, concentration and  mood, and confused bonding between mother and child. But these 

symptomatic definitions never look back to the person who suffers all, rather trying to reduce the condition 
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with medical supplements. And many external factors that cause the same are never be in consideration 

when it comes to resolving it. Perhaps, Postpartum Depression is still being a stigma because of objective 

perspectives of medical science and the unspecified method of resolving depression in medical science.   

 Through the honest admission of the expectation that mothers be selfless, sacrificial humans with 

singular parental identities, postpartum depression (PPD) and other related disorders hold an incredible 

amount of stigma. But the testimonials of person in first person narration with PPD and the stages of being 

insane in life and their tale of overcoming it would help the others to realize it not as stigma but as situation 

they face in life due to external causes mostly. When it is stated the external cause it is important to note the 

mental condition of a woman or ‘the new born mother’. She probably has to do the magical spell to sustain 

the entire lives in the house, as she tugs among household chores and understanding the baby’s need, breast 

feeding at the prescribed intervals, managing her official duties (only if she has been allowed in situations 

she lived), communicate with the baby and make it happy even if she is exactly not, often she has to make 

the others happy in the house and if she looks sad it may overlook the others. And the important thing is 

during these times the post partum body shows changes in the reproductive hormonal levels and that impart 

depressive symptoms. The study is an attempt to address the problem of women who became mothers and  

get in the errand world and the involvement of medical system that execute power relations through gender 

binaries and sexual differences. For the close reading, it is selected two graphic narratives to investigate how 

these texts define postpartum in the discourse of madness. And also is the importance of graphic narratives 

to portent the PPD in the most convenient medium with multimedia interference. The prescribed narratives 

are testimonials of how PPD act universally and often the stigmatization associated with the dichotomy of 

good and bad mothers. Hence reading these books are centered on the idea that PPD is not only a hormonal 

change that happened during post partum. Rather it is related to the person’s mental struggle, relation with 

people around and how she has been defined in the society with institutional ideologies. 

The books that have been praised on motherhood are part of the canon we usually going through and 

the de-romanticised perspective is not that familiar to researchers and universities, perhaps not attempted 

yet. A qualitative analysis of PPD in this context helps to understand the pseudo ideologies prevalent in 
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society that have been ventured to restrain the ability to react, on the other hand to follow. The Canadian 

Calgary writer Teresa Wong and Indian- French actor Kaliki Koechlein made the same effort to put the 

trauma on paper by way of verbal and visual abet. Even if the writers are from different topography, the 

uniting elements in these two books are motherhood; interestingly neither praise it nor dismiss. Instead they 

are revelations of minds recorded on paper which they found as a solace when facing the paroxysm. 

The “Discourse of Madness” as true revelations. 

Madness is possibly a farrago of thoughts, a condition in which unreason works, as it doesn’t have a 

specific validation and the intricacies are relied only on the inner self of a man. According to Michael 

Foucault, madness is not a natural, unchanging thing but rather depends on the society in which it exists1. 

Hence the state is being determined by various external factors like, culture, economy etc. and hardly related 

to the individual actions. The self-narratives which are being selected for study here deal madness as 

perceptions of unconvincing characteristics like favourable and unfavourable, rejection and acceptance, 

alleviation and aggravation etc. The role of Postpartum Depression to madness is not a distant one, but it is a 

state of mind in which confusion, fragments, bewilderment, thanatos, helplessness all come to chain the 

mind and body gradually. Like madness or the reason perplexed mind, postpartum depression is also 

pioneered by the same muddled state. Usually insanity attributing to a person due to vary the code of 

accepted behaviours in society and a mother is also expected in that way.  It should be in consideration that 

how the pre-ordained views on motherhood fails to meet the needs of a desperate woman. It is important to 

demystify the prejudices regarding madness and motherhood, and like that with woman as second-rate to 

man cause gender performativity. Often there have been erroneous tendencies in history to hook up between 

madness and women and portray woman as fragile being. The Victorian conventions of woman in attic were 

such an illusion, where the learned woman or woman of passion or those didn’t live accordingly to the 

society was considered mad then. Hence, madness, motherhood and womanhood are intricately connected 

for many years before and defending these terms in relation to the society have years of attempts. Michael 

Foucault’s concept of Madness and Civilization (1961) defends madness and the history of madness in a 

sociable way possible. Foucault sees madness as being located in the cultural space within society, the shape 
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of this space and the effect on the madman depend on society itself. And madness as discourse is free from 

the subject –object distinctions, which according to him limits its entity rather it is relative to different 

discourses. 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Our Androcentric Culture or the Man-Made World (1911), a fierce 

critique of the oppression of women by body and mind and a disparager of the gender discrimination of 

medical field. As she stood for the ‘humanization of women’2, she notes out that the insistence on women’s 

‘femaleness’ and ‘femininity’ denies humanity and the androcentric views of patriarchal medicine reduce 

women to only a biological body. The main idea would be more accomplished by Phyllis Chesler’s Women 

and Madness (1972), where she despises the medical profession for devaluing women and disseminating the 

views objectively in society3. According to her the forms of treatment and definitions of cure are necessarily 

patriarchal. And she opposes the male ethics of mental health which categorize women as “healthy”, 

“neurotic”, “psychotic” etc. 

“It is not surprising that the woman torn between these contradictions often spends her day in a state 

of nervousness and bitterness; she always loses on some level, and her gains are precarious, they do 

not count as any sure success. She can never save herself by her work alone; it keeps her occupied, 

but does not constitute her justification: her justification rests on outside freedoms (Beauvoir, 647).”4 

 Simone de Beauvoir demystifies maternity which according to the society is “natural”. But 

Beauvoir claims that the problem lies in the concept of natural with respect to the lives of women. 

Beauvoir’s idea of demystification5 is supporting the idea of de-romanticizing motherhood. For the further 

understanding it is better to replace the word “madness” to “delirium”6, as the perplexed mind should have 

say something real which ought to be true and mostly unheard among others. And the role of discourse as a 

powerful tool to convey truth is much important even if it is distorted. The distortion is here more opaque in 

the structural outlook of the narrative too through the interactions of manifold media, visual and verbal. It 

shows the distortion structurally but the semantic underlines are clearer even to the child. Postpartum 

depression, baby blues and postpartum psychosis are just to show the distortions in varying ranges by which 

the medical diagnosis can be executed. But in humanities these all are equal and the preference is fall upon 

the person not the condition, mind than body, existence than profit. Postpartum depression is not just a 
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condition it often leads to severe mental conditions and even to death and suicide. Therefore, it is vital to 

understand and support the mother during and after child birth and helps her when she needs assistance. 

 

Graphical Representation of the depleted mind in Teresa Wong’s ‘Dear Scarlet: The 

Story of My Postpartum Depression’ and Kalki Koechlin’s ‘The Elephant in the Womb’. 

Graphic narratives are not the recent form but it has a long accomplishment not only among children 

fiction also in first person experience of true revelations with the interface of verbal and visual media. 

Though there are some contradictions aroused regarding the multimedia interactions than the canonized 

verbal means of production, the comic appeal that the graphic narratives superficially evokes which have 

been subsided for decades. Nevertheless, graphic narratives can be the powerful tools of making the 

humanist outlook very clear. As in, the woman graphic narratives, especially the personal chronicling of 

experiences they have gone by, bringing forward the testimonial transactions. This might be the reason for 

woman to find space in graphic narratives even if they are autobiographical accounts in ‘comedy’. There are 

many reason to state woman graphic narratives have testimonial relevance as they are years of unseen 

shared experiences and genuine retrospection of life. Postpartum depression is such an account to look at the 

complexity of ‘becoming mother’ and what is left with the woman mentally. Because it is impossible to 

generalize motherhood as a pleasurable experience alone as the mother faces the never recorded trauma 

without and within and society imparts her some divinity and commitment to rescue the ‘man world’. Here 

we have two personal accounts of postpartum graphic narratives that more or less delineate the same 

experiences. 

 Teresa Wong, a Canadian writer, deals with her postpartum experience in the book Dear Scarlet: 

The Story of My Postpartum Depression as in the form a letter to her elder daughter. The new mother’s saga 

has been reminded here when she encountered her third postpartum life. Her experience with her first 

daughter ‘Scarlet’ in the worst condition is actually like a postlude to her next postpartum because progeny 

continues and new mother’s peevishness frequently merges in ‘Lethe’, river of forgetfulness. She begins by 

pointing the time she spent at the hospital with a confused and helpless mind and the difficult labour with 
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least nursing care. She shares her struggles with breastfeeding, the anemia that left her feeling weak and 

inadequate, the sudden bursts of adrenaline that made it impossible for her to sleep even when her daughter 

did. Wong describes the imprisoning isolation, the suffocating boredom, the abnormal amount of time she 

spent crying and the fact that nearly everyone around her dismissed her experiences as a normal adjustment 

to motherhood or the baby blues. Even then she manages to love the baby and feels for it and the 

timelessness never have withdrawn from recording the everyday exhaustions on a paper to recall it after she 

becomes normal or to the sense of reality or precisely when she realizing who she is. Her book deals with 

how the feebleness of a mother gives way to guilt that leads to depression. Wong exactly pictures her 

depression and fear of being not the pleasurable and preferred mother to the baby. There is always 

universality in motherhood or maternal instinct in both animals and humans, that, whatever is being pictured 

before the world as a privileged and most blessed state though disparities sprouted randomly. But in 

pampering the baby humans are different, unlike animals, the human mother is responsible, attentive and a 

mechanical assistant to baby whenever is needed. 

“The first time mother was inexperienced. She wouldn’t nurse the cub. Then she carried it too tightly 

in her mouth and it died. Animals are never blamed for mistreating their offspring, even if they reject 

their babies altogether. Human mothers must put our babies first, or we might be seen as 

monsters.”(Wong) 

With a disturbing reality and seemingly humorous but heart wrenching PPD Wong actually has done an 

invocation for mothers and every woman to have an eye on their individuality. The incongruous format in 

delineating the mental traumas and the pictorial effects make the experience transferable. 

Kalki Koechlin, a French- Indian actor, is penned on motherhood in her debut book ‘The Elephant in 

the Womb’ with illustrations of Valeriya Polyanychko, a multidisciplinary visual artist. It is a bundle of 

diary pieces, illustrations, scribblings all that constitute a book, which actually represents the fragmented 

mind of a mother. She begins with her experience in abortion and people’s reaction on an unacceptable act 

with least consideration to the becoming parents and to their morale. She brings back her memory on early 
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gestation period which ought to be one of the beginnings of difficulties, where often woman faces the 

‘hyperemesis gravidarum’, a condition of morning sickness that causes severe dehydration, somehow leads 

to hospitalization when required. It is not an embarrassing thing that there are less researches conducted on 

women‘s health condition than on men. Perhaps, “a woman’s symptoms can be dismissed by doctors as 

‘emotional’ and not ‘real’.”(Koechlin) 

Kalki has some strong ground to point on the medical morality of discriminatory and disciplinary 

treatment which always advice to avoid what the patient considered to be natural and good for them. Using 

what medical practitioners call “standard procedure”, they have made-up to think it is a reliable source than 

anything. Ironically the system aimed at avoiding failures by saving time and making money. She is never 

having a complete squabble with medical aids as she supports the interventions and c-sections in order to 

keep away from further complications but economic ambitions sometime misuse medical progress for the 

sake of convenience and profit. She has done some quantitative research on ‘episiotomy’, a surgical cut 

during pregnancy; carried out by doctors in India which actually eradicated in many countries for supporting 

the time based natural birth. Postpartum depression begins not only from after child birth but it begins from 

the gestation period onwards, and in cases several factors like unsatisfied married life, a history of 

depression all are constituted to drive insane state. But the hormonal changes cannot be the only reason for 

defining and keep down the PPD, which always the medical science culminates. Most of the difficulties are 

occurring at the time of breastfeeding the baby, as it is the needed one for sustaining the baby the most 

suffered by the mother. Reduced estrogen level causes much irritation visibly like problem with engorged 

boobs in the size of a football, leaky breasts that suggests retrieval from the public, hair loss, itching etc. But 

an undermined fact is springing around the mental causes which actually contribute to mood swings or 

depression. Everything that happened to a woman during postpartum mainly directed to falls under the 

categories as “good mother” and “bad mother”. A mother has to face all the blames, taking care of the baby, 

managing the household chores and official works if there is, and she stands without eat, nap, rest or even to 

toilet. This state of being dashed out has been called in the privileged society as an indomitable mother 

‘goddess’, ironically people never heard on  the goddess need daily routine. 
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And Kalki interestingly showcases the system we live where we are unable to leave the baby to 

someone as we doubt the security. She suggests reorganization among genders in shared workloads due to 

looking after a baby specially meant for woman if it is hardly ever done by a man, then considered 

underprivileged. 

 One of the reasons that often become the tantrums of a mother is “guilt” that sprung from “mother 

instinct myth” not from baby cry and Kalki finds the reason that every mother is answerable for the 

misbehavior of the child. She ardently despises “suffering is part of the process” and not even as “privilege” 

to woman alone. Nevertheless the process of life sustaining continues because woman forgets things and 

PPD remains in rant as it is hardly recorded by women. And getting worried goes on even if the baby 

becomes adults, because an unseen visceral cord attached to the mother and baby which cannot be cut apart. 

She concludes, “ And well, for some, maternal instinct slowly grows on us over time like a Jane Austen 

novel, we pretend we’re happy until we really are happy” (Koechlin), with an idea that happy motherhood is 

a pietism which is not the bona fide but the system works through some false prejudices. 

Wong and Kalki question the institutionalized motherhood which has been pictures heavenly and 

made it one sided for the sake of man by several superstructures. The superstructures are modes of 

production that constitute to the society, like ,cultural institutions, law, religion, medical science are shaping 

the society. Here, the role of woman shrinks to means of production alone and the question of individuality 

and gender freedom is quietly irrelevant. The way out for the condition is to make life writing as genuinely 

could possible and make the world to read it. And the two narratives here can be considered such an 

outbreak and commencement of change. 

Conclusion 

There are many community based cross sectional studies conducted on women’s postpartum 

depression in areas of social science and medical science. But the statistical and quantitative studies only 

reside in a particular area and that studies have not made changes in the perceptions of systemic 

understanding in medicine and society. But the narratives which voice the primary experience would 

http://www.ijrti.org/


© 2022 IJNRD | Volume 7, Issue 8 August 2022 | ISSN: 2456-4184 | IJNRD.ORG 

IJNRD2208076 International Journal of Novel Research and Development (www.ijnrd.org)  

 

722 

probably add something like a new dimension to medical humanities as it is more focused today. The 

romantic mother is as a metaphorical construction and not real, is the key idea behind this study and to 

establish this with the narrative is the task here. So the narratives can be considered as testimonials to 

postpartum trauma and the study intent to help the transaction of it to the ignorant society. The significance 

of the study lies in its interdisciplinary nature, which shows the idea of motherhood is structurally strong in 

philosophy, psychology and medical science. And the idea is contributed by the obvious meddling of 

cultural aspects like language, religion and cultural believes. In short, the problem here intent to address has 

in- depth significance both by its interdisciplinary nature and the testimonial characteristics.  

De- romanticising motherhood refers to retract the meanings that has till now pervaded in structural 

society and has shaped the thought processes of people and their relations. Actually the term ‘motherhood’ 

brings a repository of meanings and connotations to baggage the emotion perfectly and sharing it through 

language, literature, culture, and ultimately through medical science. The unselfishness of motherhood 

sounds good in poetry and fiction but the reality is hard to face as mother is a person and she demands 

freedom from all tugs. In medical science the term ‘postpartum depression’, is not enough to denote the 

melancholic state of a woman, but “psychotic”, “neurotic” are different terms signifying the “reason 

dazzled” extent of women, and it is inconsiderate. Hence they are injecting the binaries and set off some 

standard to live in the society through regulated medicine. In this point, the idea of insanity interjects with 

motherhood in defending its freedom of accountability. Like an insane man motherhood and associated 

traumas are essentially external even if there are internal issues. There should not be any discrimination on 

gender in taking care of a baby; it must be ‘parenthood’ to be stressed in and not ‘motherhood’. 

 The prescriptions are also based on economic standards and cultural background of patients, which 

also a point discussion here. I am not here to find a symptomatic analysis of postpartum depression like the 

medical professionals do, rather the differences and extent of symptomatic conditions are stood for a single 

cause- i.e., ‘motherhood’ and to bring about the realities of hardships and mental trauma of a mother. “There 

is no such thing as maternal “instinct”: the word does not in any case apply to the human species. The 

mother’s attitude is defined by her total situation and by the way she accepts it. (The second sex, 629)” This 
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study intent to be concerned not only with medical humanities, madness discourse and motherhood but also 

an array of relative ideas like cultural competence, ideological apparatus, femininity, body, sexuality etc. By 

having such an interdisciplinary view I believe the novels and memoires probably get a wider realm of 

discussion and postpartum become more generalize than a confusion. 

Graphic narratives are desirable with women self expressive modes of writing in terms of the ease of 

transmission and pertinence to satisfy what woman want to be expressed. Structurally, both incorporate 

many things in the same time, as a woman meddle with lots of stuffs the graphic narratives also integrate 

ideas through multiple ways. The semantic similarities is related to clarity of expression that woman have 

with graphic representation as it is personal narrative and also visual-verbal collaboration. The easy 

transmissible appeal of graphic books is preferable to telling genres of women when they have something to 

be told than to be written in history. 
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