What It Is like inside a Depressed Person’s Head

While not everyone’s experience is the same, when people have a major
depressive episode, generally the world looks, feels and is understood
completely differently than before and after the episode. During a major
depressive episode, the world literally seems like a dark place. What was
beautiful may look ugly, flat, or even sinister. The depressed person may
believe loved ones, even their own children, are better off without them.
Nothing seems comforting, pleasurable, or worth living for. There’s no
apparent hope for things ever feeling better, and history is rewritten and
experienced as confirmation that everything has always been miserable,
and always will be.

When this reality shift happens, it’s difficult to remember or believe what
seemed normal before the episode. What the person believes during the
episode seems absolutely real, and anything that conflicts with it is as
unbelievable as a memory or message telling him or her that the sky is
purple. For example, if the person is unable to feel love for a spouse, and
someone reminds the person that he or she used to feel that love, the
person may firmly believe he or she had been pretending to himself/herself
and others—though at the time he or she really felt it. The person can’t
remember feeling the love, and can’t feel it during the episode, and thus
concludes he or she never felt it. The same process happens with
happiness and pleasure. Attempts to tell the person that he or she used to
be happy, and will feel happy again, can cause the person to feel more
misunderstood and isolated because he or she is convinced it’s not true.

Even if nothing was wrong before the episode, everything seems wrong
when it descends. Suddenly, no one seems loving or lovable. Everything is
irritating. Work is boring and unbearable. Any activity takes many times
more effort, as if every movement requires displacing quicksand to make it.
What was challenging feels overwhelming; what was sad feels unbearable;
what felt joyful feels void of pleasure—or, at best, a fleeting drop of
pleasure in an ocean of pain.

Major depression feels like intense pain that can’t be identified in any
particular part of the body. The most (normally) pleasant and comforting
touch can feel painful to the point of tears. People seem far away—on the

other side of a glass bubble. No one seems to understand or care, and
people seem insincere. Depression is utterly isolating.

There is terrible shame about the actions depression dictates, such as not
accomplishing anything or snapping at people. Everything seems
meaningless, including previous accomplishments and what had given life
meaning. Anything that had given the person a sense of value or selfesteem vanishes. These assets or accomplishments no longer matter, no
longer seem genuine, or are overshadowed by negative self-images.
Anything that ever caused the person to feel shame, guilt, or regret grows
to take up most of his or her psychic space. That and being in this state
causes the person to feel irredeemably unlovable, and sure everyone has
abandoned or will abandon him or her.

It’s difficult to describe all of this in a way that someone who’s never
experienced it can make sense of it. I can’t emphasize enough that when
this happens, what I am describing is absolutely the depressed person’s
reality. When people try to get the person to look on the bright side, be
grateful, change his or her thoughts, or meditate, or they minimize or try to
disprove the person’s reality, they are very unlikely to succeed. Instead,
they and the depressed person are likely to feel frustrated and alienated
from one another. I do believe cognitive therapy has an important place,
but generally not in the throes of a major depressive episode.

So what does a person whose reality has shifted in this way need? Please
keep in mind that I am talking about a major depressive episode—severe
depression that has lasted more than two weeks. I would take a different
approach for someone with milder depression, or one that is a response to
a terrible loss. For some people in a major depression, medication works
and is the only thing that works. The same could be said for electric shock
treatment, though it’s not for everyone. Many people will emerge from
major depression in time, though episodes seem to make more episodes
more likely, so if medication works to end the episode, it’s usually prudent
to take it. Nutrition, acupuncture, and other body-based treatments can
help without the side effects of medication.

Loved ones can gently hold and show love and commitment to the
depressed person, try not to take on the person’s reality, but also not argue
with him or her about it. They can also gently remind the person that
depression causes his or her perspective on everything to change, and he
or she is unable to think outside of depression mode at the moment. It is a
time for the person to avoid making decisions, or avoid doing anything
significant that requires a non-depressed perspective. If this is a repeated
experience for this person, it can be helpful to discuss all of this between
episodes so he or she is more prepared when caught in the quicksand.

