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Motherhood in Western cultures is often framed
through the ideal of intensive mothering, emphasizing self-sacrifice, emotional
resilience, and child-centered devotion. While celebrated as natural and effortless, this
cultural narrative creates unattainable expectations that marginalize mothers whose
lived experiences diverge from the ideal. This project examines how these narratives
exacerbate stigma surrounding postpartum depression (PPD), a condition affecting 13-
19% of mothers worldwide.

This paper draws on empirical literature, narrative analysis, and feminist
rhetorical frameworks to examine the moral framing of PPD. Sources include
prevalence studies, discourse analyses of maternal identity, and scholarship on stigma.
The project further explores interventions such as narrative medicine and incremental
care that reframe maternal identity and recovery.

Findings indicate that mothers who experience dissonance between the “good
mother” ideal and their lived experiences face greater shame, guilt, and reluctance to
seek treatment. Empirical studies reveal that adherence to intensive mothering
ideologies correlates with lower life satisfaction, higher stress, and persistent depressive
symptoms. Barriers to treatment include both public stigma and self-stigma, reinforced
by cultural expectations of maternal perfection.

The discourse of intensive mothering constitutes a moral problem by
defining PPD as a personal failing rather than a structural issue. Reducing stigma
requires reframing motherhood to validate diverse maternal identities and integrating
narrative medicine to broaden cultural understandings of maternal health, and
incremental care approaches can empower mothers by framing recovery as gradual,
achievable progress. By dismantling unrealistic ideals, healthcare systems can promote
inclusivity, reduce stigma, and improve maternal well-being.
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