
Mental Health:
Empowering Women



Depression



Depression



Two happy faces



Depression & anxiety



• I  begin with a case:

– Mrs.  M, 34, came to see me about a month ago. She was 
accompanied by her mother and father. Mrs. M looked 
slightly depressed. When asked about her problem, she and 
her parents related the following story:

– Mrs. M and her husband visited India about a month ago.
– Separate arrangement for going back.
– Mrs M fell ill and was admitted to a hospital.
– Husband went away, the daughter remained with the in-

laws in another city.



• In-laws not keen to let the child see the 
mother. 

• Mrs. M and her parents went to the city 
but were not welcomed and the child 
was not allowed to come back with the 
mother. The in-laws wanted a divorce.

• Reason: Mrs. M is not efficient in 
household work.

• Mrs. M pining for her child
• The daughter taken back by the father.



• Brain-washing the child and telling her 
that a new, good mother will be brought 
for her.

• Husband stopped even picking up the 
telephone.

• Mrs. M was very distraught and wanted 
her daughter back,

• She was already showing signs of 
depression and I would not be surprised 
if she becomes a victim of severe 
depression soon. 



Definition

• We give emphasis on physical health, 
mental health is neglected as it is.

• More so, in case of women. 
• What is mental health?
• Difficult to define but general agreement 

is that:
• “Mental health is the psychological state 

of someone who is functioning at a 
satisfactory level of emotional and 
behavioral adjustment, we consider the 
person to be mentally healthy.” (web definition)



• Thus, a mentally healthy person is;
 able to utilize his capacities in productive 

pursuits
 emotionally and behaviorally adjusted with 

this environment
 happy and satisfied 

• But how is mental health related to the 
empowerment of women?



• Govt. of India’s Project on Gender 
Empowerment defines ‘empowerment in the 
following way:

• “Empowerment of women means rearranging 
relations within the family and in the 
society…giving societal recognition to gender 
equality and considering the contributions of 
each gender as independent persons. 
Empowerment of women gives them the 
capability of challenging and changing their 
subordinate position in society.” (p. 25)



• One of the primary requirements of 
this empowering is to have a 
healthy body and healthy mind. 
Hence, the importance of mental 
health.

• A person suffering from mental 
disorder compromises 

• his/her competence;
• His/her autonomy
• Ability to participate in important 

decision making process.



• This decision making may be 
related to his/her own self.

• This results in loss of 
empowerment. Hence, the 
importance of mental health for 
empowering women.



• When we talk about mental health, we 
also talk about psychotic disorders like 
Schizophrenia, Bipolar disorder etc. and 
also talk about comparatively less 
serious disorder 
like, depression, anxiety and various 
anxiety related disorder.



• It is claimed that by the year 2020, 
depression will be ‘responsible for 
the second largest burden of 
disability’. (See Serafin Carvalho et al.)



• In today’s presentation, I shall not discuss 
any of the psychotic disorders, but will 
concentrate on the most commonly found 
disorders among women, e. g. depression 
and anxiety. 

• Though all disorders are psychosocial, it has 
been well-established that these two 
disorders have very strong psychosocial 
backgrounds and are intimately influenced by 
gender perspectives.



• Depression is characterized by the 
following symptoms:

 Depressed mood
 Markedly diminished interest in activities
Eating and sleeping pattern changes
Fatigue or loss of energy
 Feeling of worthlessness
Lack of concentration
Recurrent thoughts of death



• These symptoms must be experienced for at 
least two weeks for them to be diagnosed as 
major depressive disorder. 

• Often results in suicide.
• Various surveys have revealed that more 

women suffer from depression than men. 
• The ratio is 2:1.
• Incidents of suicide are also higher among 

women.
• Men seek help less frequently than women, 

and hence get less help.



• The role of SLE 
• Recent research (Brown, Harris, and 

Hepworth) have pointed out that the 
characteristic features of a severe event 
are: humiliation and entrapment.

• The humiliating event almost in all 
instances concerns a core relationship 
or tie. 

• In such cases, the woman feels 
devalued and rejected.



• Depression has been found to be co-morbid with 
anxiety (Goldberg, 1996, ormel et al. 1995)

• It has been found that psychosocial factors contribute 
significantly in both depression and anxiety. 

• Three main factors:

Severe life-events, such as important losses 
and disappointments

 major difficulties lasting for two or more years

Vulnerability factors such as a non-confiding 
marriage etc,



• Let us take the case that I have mentioned at 
the beginning of this presentation:

• Her depression was intimately related 
causally to her being not allowed to see her 
child, her sense of insecurity related to her 
marriage and, of course, the uncertainty 
about her future.

• In order to empower her, we have to take a 
legal-psychological approach. She has to 
seek a competent lawyer’s opinion.



• She also has to get psychological help 
so that she could gather her resources 
to cope with the situation.  These 
resources means help from her 
parents, improving her own capacities 
(e.g. I have advised her to learn some 
skills like learning computers etc. so 
that she is able to earn her living if the 
situation demands.) 



• Poverty has been found to be one of the 
most important causes for depression. 

• I shall concentrate only on those factors 
of women which are related to gender 
relations.

• Out of the three factors mentioned 
above, I will take only the first one, 
namely, severe events. 



• These researchers have emphasized the role 
of ‘self-in-relation’. 

• After Gilligan’s ‘In a different voice’ and 
consequence emergence of care ethics, 
many theorist consider that women place 
high degree of importance on their personal 
relationships. 

• Their psychological investment in developing 
such relationships is much the central factor 
in developing their sense of self, self-regard 
and self-esteem. 



• Rejection  and devaluation from partners 
leads of immense emotional distress in 
case of women with low self-esteem.

• Jack has pointed out that in order to 
maintain relationships women avoid 
conflicts with their husbands and partners, 
and suppress their anger. They stifle their 
voice and anger.

• “It is this self-silencing, in the service of 
attempting to maintain interpersonal harmony, 
that is responsible for much depression. So, 
from this perspective, the most important loss 
involved in women’s depression, as actually a 
loss of robust and authentic self.”



• Mrs. P – a highly educated lady, working 
in a very high position, came to seek 
help because she was suffering from 
severe anxiety such that she had 
become almost dysfunctional. 

• It took a long time before she could face 
her anger towards her husband and her 
mother – the two most important persons 
in her life.

• Yet she has never expressed any 
displeasure towards any of them for fear 
that she might lose their love.



• Researchers have pointed out that 
there is a perception of lack of 
mutuality in relationship. 

• Gender perspective do play a role 
here.

• A loss or sense of defeat in core 
relationships is one of the most 
important factors leading to 
depression.



• The factor of humiliation remains the defining 
characteristic of life-difficulties faced by 
women. 

• As mentioned earlier, usually, this humiliation 
comes from some core relationship, like 
father, husband/partner or brother. 

• Let us take the case of Mrs. M. Her husband 
continuously tells her daughter, “She is a 
good for nothing mother. I will bring a good 
mother for you.”



• In many Indian homes, a girl-child grows up 
in this atmosphere of constant humiliation. 
She has to hear constantly, how much money 
has to be spent on her marriage, how much 
money is being spent on her education and 
that also without any chance of getting a 
return.

• A patient of mine, highly qualified, used to be 
severely thrashed in family gatherings by her 
husband in very rude language. Except for 
crying silently, she never protested. Her self-
image suffered intensely and she was slowly 
withdrawing herself from social relations, a 
warning signal for the oncoming depression.



• A woman’s psychological 
investment in her core relations is 
very intense. 

• It also shapes her conception of 
self-regard or self-esteem.

• “Women with low self-esteem who 
seek self-assurance from partners 
but receive rejection and 
devaluation are particularly likely to 
experience emotional distress and 
depression.” (Katz, Beach, Joiner et al, 1998)



• A loss without humiliation also can 
cause severe depression,

• But a combination of loss and 
humiliation has been found to be 
most important predictor of 
depression.

• Sense of control.



• The second characteristic, namely, 
entrapment, typically can be described 
as a situation where there is a strong 
motive to flight from the situation, but 
the flight is blocked. “It has also been 
called ‘arrested flight’.

• Humiliation and entrapment will 
encompass most of the social situation 
that are causally related with 
depression.



• Domestic violence
• Sexual abuse in childhood
• Sexual abuse in adulthood
• Dowry demands by in-laws, etc.
- all these situations are such where the core 

relations are involved, relations where the 
women have invested a large amount of 
emotions.

Domestic violence is perpetrated by either the 
intimate partner or husband. If by in-laws, and 
the husband fails to provide support, the 
effect remains same.



• One of the most devastating effects of 
domestic violence is battered women’s 
syndrome where both entrapment and 
humiliation play a large role. A battered 
woman may commit murder also because 
this appears to her, literally and 
metaphorically, the only means of escape 
from a situation of entrapment where all other 
means of escape are blocked. 



• Entrapment comes in the life of a woman 
in various ways. As we have pointed out, 
a state of entrapment is a state of 
‘arrested flight’ – a desire to take flight 
from the situation that has been blocked.

• Take the case of a wife who is living with 
an alcoholic husband- wants to leave but 
is trapped.

• Leaving or separating – not always a 
loss. Not the event per se is important –
but the meaning attached to it is 
important.



• The case of Mrs. I
• Suffering from acute depression, so 

acute that she was unable to feel 
any emotions.

• Many different aspects of 
entrapment_ 
 Economic dependence
 Welfare of the children
 Shame 
 Honour of the family



• There is a close relationship between 
violence and depression. 

– “Violence involved loss and defeat at 
several level – the loss of a sense of self 
and other (as previously imagined) loss of 
a safe relationship and the loss of a 
cherished idea (of being loved and 
unharmed).” (Women’s mental health, WHO, 2000)



Promotion of mental health:
Following objectives:
 Awareness among women regarding mental 

health problems;
 Helping women to have control over the 

determinants of their mental health, specifically to 
help them work towards elimination of situation 
leading to humiliation and entrapment.

Policies and legislation to improve women’s 
material well-being and life-choices

To involve women in decision making in a broader 
way related to their lives and health.
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