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 The time after a mother gives birth to her child is ideally thought of as a period of bliss. 

The sweet smell of a baby you’d been waiting almost 10 months to meet, the newborn cuddles 

and being waited on hand and foot. Media encourages this thinking through television, showing 

women giving birth and being at home in their flowy white dress, softly dancing their newborn 

to sleep just days after giving birth. In reality, the postpartum period is full of crying (both 

mother and baby), uncertainty, pain, and exhaustion. Many women experience a period known as 

the “baby blues” – when a new mother feels stressed, overwhelmed, sad, and emotional. One in 

seven women experience more intense feelings, known as Postpartum Depression (PPD) (March 

of Dimes, 2016). 

In today’s society it seems rare to find an accurate representation of what postpartum life 

is like for many women. Instead, first-time moms are set-up to feel even more alone and unsure 

because of the misrepresentation of what having a child is like. Jane the Virgin is one of very 

few shows that accurately represents feelings many mothers have once they get home with the 

baby.  

 Using narrative criticism, this essay will examine two episodes from Jane the Virgin to 

discover how the narrative of these episodes encourages viewers to identify with a societal need 

for more conversations about the impact and the effects of PPD. The focus will be on three 
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dimensions in this narrative – events, narrator, and characters – that help the writers to achieve 

this objective.  

Jane the Virgin 

Jane the Virgin is an American telenovela that follows the accidental insemination of a 

young devout Catholic woman, Jane Villanueva. The episodes chosen for examination are from 

season two, episodes fifteen and sixteen, titles “Chapter 37” and “Chapter 38”. In these episodes 

a main character, Petra, gives birth to identical twin girls. We see Petra’s detachment from the 

babies begin in the hospital, and it slowly escalates until Jane, her friend, and Rafael, her ex-

husband/business partner/baby daddy finally reaches out to her. She connects with many of the 

mom’s at a “mom group” both she and Jane attend together, but the group quickly realizes 

Petra’s feelings are entering the territory of Postpartum Depression. Episode 16 ends with Petra 

packing a luggage bag with her mother’s words running across the screen, stating “The best thing 

you could do for those girls is to give them away.” 

The relationship of these characters are complicated, so here’s a little backstory. Jane is, 

like the title suggests, a virgin. She went into her OB/GYN for a routine check-up and was 

accidentally artificially inseminated with Rafael’s sperm. At the time, Rafael was also her boss. 

Rafael was also married to Petra, and they were trying for children of their own. The 

impregnation, along with many other events, lead to the crumbling of Rafael and Petra’s 

marriage. Out of jealousy, Petra stole the rest of Rafael’s sperm from the doctor and inseminated 

herself, resulting in a twin pregnancy.  

Narrative Criticism 

 I will analyze these episodes using narrative criticism. Narrative communication has 

proven valuable in the world of communication, not simply as stories to be studies and analyzed, 
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but as a research tool. (322, Foss). Narratives are how we organize and shape our experiences so 

we are able to make sense of people, events, places, and actions we encounter. (319, Foss) 

Narratives are characterized by four key features: it must be comprised of two events, the events 

are organized in a time manner, it must include some kind of causal or contributing relationship, 

and it must be about a unified subject. In this essay, three features will be discussed. Those 

features are the events, characters, and narrator.  

Kernels and Satellites 

 Foss characterizes major events as “kernels” and minor events as “satellites”. In these 

two episodes of Jane the Virgin, we can find three kernels that contribute to the objective of the 

writers. The satellites and kernels are closely related, with each kernel leading to the revelation 

of Petra’s struggle with postpartum depression. The kernels tend to be physical events, whereas 

the satellites are mostly through conversation.  

The first kernel would be in episode 15 when Petra gives birth to the twins, Elsa and 

Anna. Petra is in her hospital room, on her phone, with Rafael holding one of the babies when 

the other baby begins to cry. He insinuates for Petra to pick up Elsa to calm her down, but 

instead she rings for the nurse to come get her. While there, the nurse informs Petra she will be 

released from the hospital soon. Petra responds “What? I…I thought I needed to stay longer 

because of my platelet problem.” The satellites that follow this event come mostly from talk of 

the other characters. In the first satellite, Jane is dropping off Mateo with Rafael and Elsa and 

Anna are being held by their nannies. Rafael stops Jane before she leaves, and they discuss 

Petra’s detachment from the babies, and Rafael claims “She’s not holding them, really.” Jane 

says it’s more than likely just Petra’s way of adapting to motherhood. This satellite really gives 

the audience insight as to what is going on with Petra emotionally and what the other characters 
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are receiving from how she’s acting. In another satellite that occurs, the conversation takes place 

between Rafael and Petra. She comes home from work to discover Rafael gave the nannies a 

night off. He states that they need a “bonding night” as a family. Petra admits she has been 

“having a little trouble”. When Petra admits that she’s been having trouble, it opens a lot of 

doors. Are these just normal new-mom feelings, or is she developing postpartum depression? 

Petra doesn’t dispute that she’s been avoiding the babies. Instead, she looks very uncomfortable 

and uncomforted by what Rafael just said.  

 The next kernel happens in episode 16. A satellite occurs just beforehand, when Jane is 

walking Mateo around the halls to get him to sleep. Jane runs into a very seemingly out-of-it 

Petra, who is also walking around but by herself. Later the next day, Jane encourages Petra to 

attend a newborn mom group with her, just to see if it makes her feel better. This is the next 

event. During the mom group, Petra is told that it sounds like she has postpartum depression 

when she states, “I just feel like maybe they would be better off with someone else taking care of 

them”, and should talk to her doctor about the feelings she’s been having. She storms out of the 

room, clearly upset and uncomfortable. Jane follows her, giving her the number of a doctor from 

one of the other mom’s. The next satellite occurs in the next scene with Petra. In this scene, Petra 

is on the phone with the doctor who specializes in postpartum depression. This is when she really 

realizes she is experiencing postpartum depression.  

Narrator 

 In every episode of Jane the Virgin a narrator is utilized. The narrator is third person 

omniscient, and is not present to the audience. It’s narrated by a Latino male, and he was created 

to be heavily involved in the narrative. The role of the narrator is to provide comic relief to 

intense situations, as well as help the audience understand what is happening. This show is built 
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on drama and shock, so the narrator is the stability in a sense. Even though he’s third person 

omniscient, he sometimes “forgets” and identifies with the anticipation the audience may have. 

His main role pertaining to Petra’s struggle with postpartum depression is to help the audience 

keep the storyline and remind them of the relationships the characters have to each other. 

Characters 

 The writers developed Petra to be the antagonist of the story. As the plot has developed, 

though, Petra has become more of a main character who has her own trials and tribulations to 

fight. She is a very strong, independent female who can argue anyone into submission. She’s 

part-owner of the hotel the majority of the story takes place, but she’s also a hard worker. To 

most of the characters in the show, she’s known as a “bitch”, but she often secretly shows her 

softer compassionate side. I think the reason the writers chose to give Petra postpartum 

depression is because she’s the least likely to seem like she would get it. Her character is one that 

dislikes asking for help, so her struggle to overcome it was going to be a relatable one. At the 

same time, the writers could have also wanted to show the audience that even the person who 

seems the strongest can be affected by postpartum depression. It isn’t about willpower, it’s about 

hormone levels. 

 Throughout this plot we encounter Jane. Jane and Petra have had a major love-hate 

relationship, but in this specific story line Jane serves to help Petra bond with her daughters. 

Jane’s overall character is the “good girl”, and she’s always able to lend a helping hand. Jane’s 

character is just what Petra needed to push her into the direction she needed to go in.   

Conclusion 

 Jane the Virgin is a show that, through narrative criticism, touches down on topics 

otherwise deemed unacceptable for society. With narrative criticism we’ve identified how the 
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show encourages viewers to identify with a societal need for more conversations about the 

impact and the effects of PPD with the use of events, narrators, and characters. The events show 

a timeline that can be expected from those experiencing postpartum depression, and also shows 

what feelings are normal to experience in a time like that. Through the characters, the show 

encouraged a realization that any woman can get postpartum depression, regardless of 

personality. The narrator helped the audience keep the time line and understand at a deeper level 

what exactly it was that Petra was experiencing.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Rhetorical Analysis  7 

 
References  

 

Foss, S. K. (2018). Rhetorical criticism: Exploration and practice. Waveland Press. 

 

Postpartum depression. (n.d.). Retrieved from 

https://www.marchofdimes.org/pregnancy/postpartum-depression.aspx 

 

Urman, J. S. (Writer). (2016, March 21). Chapter Thirty-Seven [Television series episode]. 

In Jane the Virgin. CW. 

 

Urman, J. S. (Writer). (2016, March 21). Chapter Thirty-Eight [Television series episode]. 

In Jane the Virgin. CW. 

 


