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		foreword

		Sometimes life presents us with interesting coincidences.

		When Robin Stern first told me she was thinking of writing about the subject of emotional abuse, we were sitting in a playground watching my children play. Outside the playground a path meandered. A four- or five-year-old boy who had been walking next to his father ran exuberantly down the path ahead for a moment, then tripped on some gravel and fell hard. He was clearly hurt and struggling not to cry. His father’s face tightened: “What have you done to yourself now?” he snapped, pulling the boy roughly to his feet by one arm. “You are so clumsy I can’t even believe it. I tell you to be more careful all the time.”

		It was an awful moment. We, the adults, were flinching at the failure of empathy shown by the father. We wondered if we should say something. But what was even more painful was watching the child try to recompose himself and try to make sense of what his father had said. He seemed visibly trying to interpret his father’s words to make them somehow not be cruel. You could almost hear him thinking, “I am clumsy. I am hurt not because my father has just wounded my feelings but because I did not listen to my father better. It is my fault.”

		I urged Dr. Stern at that moment to take her inclinations seriously and write such a book. I am very glad that she has done so. Emotional abuse is a subject that is finally receiving the serious attention it deserves, and a great deal has recently been written about it. People are more likely these days to see emotional abuse for what it is, whereas a generation ago the same interactions were often more socially acceptable, especially when it came to child-rearing—seen as “tough love” or “character building.” However, the particular kind of emotional abuse that Dr. Stern identifies and explores in The Gaslight Effect—abuse that is more covert and controlling—has not been examined with the empathy and insight that she brings to it from her years of clinical practice, and especially from her unique interest in the emotional well-being of young women. It is good news that she has written about this issue from the breadth of her experience.

		Dr. Stern works with scores of bright, talented, idealistic young women, many of them from loving families, who find themselves caught up in relationships that demonstrate variations of this kind of abuse. She does a miraculous job of helping them remember and then work from their own lost sources of strength and self-respect, and they reclaim their lives in the process. Now readers across the country will have the benefit of her wisdom that these young women have had. Dr. Stern’s explanation of how to identify this kind of covert emotional control and abuse, and how to resist it, is a very important tool for young women in particular to use, if they wish to safeguard their emotional well-being, resist others’ efforts to control and manipulate them, and choose relationships that support and nurture their development.

		But while I know first-hand, from watching Dr. Stern mentor young women, how healing her insights into the Gaslight Effect can be, I do not believe that the value of this exploration is restricted to women. Men and women alike suffer emotional abuse and control when they are boys and girls at the hands of adults; while the majority of the examples here, drawn from Dr. Stern’s practice, are about the abuse of women, I have also seen countless men open up and describe their own struggles to be free of such toxic interactions when Dr. Stern has described what she is working on—and gain a measure of release and freedom from hearing her analysis. Parents in particular should read this book: so often the ways in which we wound children’s sense of self—or manipulate them emotionally—are entirely unconscious. The more aware we become about the fact that any of us, no matter how well-intentioned, can inadvertently emotionally wound or manipulate a child in our care, the better it will be for the next generation.

		Readers are fortunate to have a psychotherapist such as Dr. Stern so sincerely committed to their emotional growth and personal development; every page is written from her heart. Even more important, every page moves us closer toward truly recognizing what happened to that little guy in the park—and understanding the adults who might identify with him.

		This book will help so many find new self-respect and strength.

		—Naomi Wolf

	
		Introduction

		AN IDEA WHOSE TIME HAS COME

		These days, you can hardly go more than a day or two without hearing the word “gaslighter.” A quick google search reveals dozens of articles: “Eight Signs of Being in a Relationship with a Gaslighter,” “Are Gaslighters Aware of What They Do?” “Gaslighting: The Mind Game Everyone Should Know About.” The Urban Dictionary has a definition for “gaslighter.” Even our forty-fifth president has been called a gaslighter.

		But when I wrote The Gaslight Effect ten years ago, the term was virtually unknown, although the phenomenon itself was widespread. Gaslighting, I wrote, is a type of emotional manipulation in which a gaslighter tries to convince you that you’re misremembering, misunderstanding, or misinterpreting your own behavior or motivations, thus creating doubt in your mind that leaves you vulnerable and confused. Gaslighters might be men or women, spouses or lovers, bosses or colleagues, parents or siblings, but what they all have in common is their ability to make you question your own perceptions of reality. Gaslighting is always the creation of two people—a gaslighter, who sows confusion and doubt, and a gaslightee, who is willing to doubt his or her own perceptions in order to keep the relationship going.

		As I saw it, that shared responsibility was the essence of gaslighting. It wasn’t only emotional abuse. It was a mutually created relationship—I called it the Gaslight Tango—that requires the active participation of two people. Sure, the gaslighter caused the gaslightee to doubt her own perceptions of reality, but the gaslightee was equally intent on getting the gaslighter to see her as she wished to be seen.

		“You’re so careless,” the gaslighter might say, and instead of simply laughing and replying, “I guess that’s how you see it,” the gaslightee would feel compelled to insist, “I am not!” Because she cared deeply how the gaslighter saw her, she couldn’t rest until she had convinced him that she wasn’t careless.

		“I don’t understand how you can be so extravagant with your money,” the gaslighter might say. A non-gaslightee could reply casually, “Well, everybody’s different, and it’s my money,” and go on about her life. But a gaslightee might spend hours locked in miserable self-reflection, wondering desperately whether her gaslighter might be right.

		As I wrote early in the book:

		
			The Gaslight Effect results from a relationship between two people: a gaslighter, who needs to be right in order to preserve his own sense of self and his sense of having power in the world; and a gaslightee, who allows the gaslighter to define her sense of reality because she idealizes him and seeks his approval….[I]f there’s even a little piece of you that thinks you’re not good enough by yourself—if even a small part of you feels you need your gaslighter’s love or approval to be whole—then you are susceptible to gaslighting. And a gaslighter will take advantage of that vulnerability to make you doubt yourself, over and over again.

		

		Sometimes the gaslightee faces a greater penalty than mere disapproval. Perhaps she and the gaslighter are raising children together, and the gaslightee feels unable financially or emotionally to become a single parent. Maybe the gaslighter is an employer, and the gaslightee fears professional repercussions for challenging her boss or for leaving her job. Perhaps the gaslighter is a relative or an old friend, and the gaslightee fears repercussions within the family or the social circle. The gaslighter might also threaten the gaslightee with what I call an “emotional apocalypse”—a barrage of insults, threats of suicide, or a terrifying fight—something so upsetting that the gaslightee will do virtually anything to avoid it.

		Whatever the penalty, gaslighting depends upon the participation of both parties. The person doing the gaslighting is responsible for his own actions. But the gaslightee is also responsible for hers. Her vulnerability springs from her need to idealize the gaslighter, win his approval, or preserve the relationship at all costs.*

		This mutual participation is the good news, because it means that the gaslightee holds the keys to her own prison. Once she understands what is happening, she can find within herself the courage and clarity to refuse the gaslighter’s crazy-making distortions and hold fast to her own reality. When she can trust her own perspective, she will no longer need validation, from the gaslighter or anybody else.

		When we consider gaslighting on a personal level—in love, friendship, work, and family—I still believe in that formulation. The essence of gaslighting is the Gaslight Tango—the dance between two people who each need the participation of the other.

		Discovering the Gaslight Effect

		This book was inspired by the prevalence of gaslighting in the lives of my patients, my friends—and myself. The Gaslight Effect was something I had observed over and over again, an insidious pattern that could undermine the self-esteem of the most confident woman and one that ultimately led to the end of my own first marriage. The women I saw being gaslighted—whether patients or friends—were competent and powerful, accomplished and attractive. Yet somehow they had become enmeshed in relationships—at home, at work, and in their families—that they could not seem to leave, even as their sense of self became ever more eroded.

		At its mildest, gaslighting leaves women uneasy, wondering why they always seem to end up in the wrong or why they aren’t truly happy with their seemingly “good guy” partners. At its worst, gaslighting leads to major depression, with formerly strong, vibrant women reduced to abject misery and self-hatred. Either way, I was continually astonished, both as a therapist and in my personal life, at the degree of self-doubt and paralysis that gaslighting can induce.

		I searched for a way to define this particular pattern of abuse, which I hadn’t seen described in either popular culture or professional literature. I found my inspiration in Gaslight, a 1944 movie starring Ingrid Bergman, Charles Boyer, and Joseph Cotton. In the movie, the romantic hero played by Boyer gradually convinces Bergman that she is going mad. He would ask her for a brooch he had given her and observe her distress at not finding it in her purse, where she was sure she had stored it—and from which Boyer had taken it. “Oh, darling, you’re so forgetful,” he would insist. “I’m not forgetful,” Bergman’s character would reply, but soon enough, she begins to believe Boyer’s version of events rather than her own, unable to trust her own memory or perception.

		In the movie, Boyer consciously attempts to induce madness in order to steal Bergman’s inheritance—convincing her that she can’t trust her own perceptions actually does begin to drive her mad. In real life, gaslighters are rarely so aware of their own behavior. Both gaslighter and gaslightee seem to act out of their own compulsions, locked in a deadly Gaslight Tango that depends on his distorted view of her and her growing belief that he must be right. I couldn’t find any other books that explored this particular pattern of emotional abuse, or at least, none that laid it out clearly, with specific suggestions for how gaslightees might break the spell and regain their self-respect. So I named the phenomenon, wrote the book—and was astonished at the response.

		One new patient after another showed up at my office, insisting that my book had somehow described their exact situation. “How did you know what I went through?” they said. “I thought I was the only one!” Friends who I had thought were happy in their relationships confided that they were being gaslighted—or that they had been gaslighted in previous relationships, at work, or in their families. Colleagues thanked me for naming a new pattern, one they could now talk about with their own patients. This previously unnamed phenomenon seemed more widespread than even I had suspected.

		Soon after the book came out, I began consulting for Facebook along with my colleague, Marc Brackett, the director of Yale University’s Center for Emotional Intelligence. Back then, social media was just taking off, and the people at Facebook were concerned about its potential for cyberbullying among vulnerable young people. Marc and I interviewed dozens of teenagers and adults in our efforts to develop an online protocol for reporting and resolving many types of bullying, including spreading rumors, meanness and disrespect, stalking, and outright threats.

		This work and our work teaching emotional intelligence skills in schools across the nation revealed even more evidence of the pernicious effects of gaslighting. Marc and I heard story after story of teens who were gaslighted not just by one person, but by dozens of their real-life and Facebook friends. A young woman might call her friend “too sensitive” for being upset about some slight, and another twenty or thirty people would hit the “like” button or post further criticism. The devastating effects of gaslighting would be multiplied as the target had to face not only her gaslighter’s manipulation but the apparent belief that “everyone she knew” and a few dozen strangers also thought she was “too sensitive.”

		Our project resulted in Facebook’s Bully Prevention Hub, a way for teenagers to report abuse and a source of conversation starters that could be used by educators and parents. Throughout, I was struck by how often gaslighting was the bully’s favorite weapon. One of the worst parts of gaslighting is how hard it is to identify. You feel yourself slipping into confusion and self-doubt—but why? What has made you suddenly question yourself? How has a person who supposedly cares for you left you feeling so awful?

		In fact, gaslighting is a type of stealth bullying, often practiced by a spouse, friend, or family member who insists that they love you even as they undermine you. You know something’s wrong—but you can’t quite put your finger on it. The term “gaslighting” puts a name to the abuse, enabling you to see clearly what your boyfriend, your Aunt Martha, or your so-called best friend is really doing. As Marc and I continually remind our students, “You have to name it to tame it.”

		Gaslighting in the News

		For a few years after my book was published, I occasionally saw articles in which the term was used. In The Week, for example, a review of the film Zero Dark Thirty referred to certain interrogation techniques as a type of gaslighting when a skilled interrogator refers confidently to events that never happened, inducing the prisoner to wonder whether his memory is failing. The interrogator understands that few things are so destabilizing as being made to distrust your own grasp on reality—that gaslighting can bend your mind even more powerfully than physical abuse.

		Meanwhile, an increasing number of blogs linked gaslighting to bullying, both in personal relationships and at work. “Is gaslighting a gendered form of workplace bullying?” asked David Yamada on his blog, Minding the Workplace, while numerous dating and self-help blogs talked about the importance of identifying and standing up to your gaslighter. Gaslighting had even been defined on Wikipedia, with my book cited for further reading.

		But 2016 was when gaslighting was really catapulted into popular consciousness. In March of that year, comedian and HBO host John Oliver claimed that Donald Trump had gaslighted him. At first glance, the story seemed simple enough. Donald Trump announced that he had refused an invitation to appear on Oliver’s program. “John Oliver had his people call me to ask me to be on his very boring and low rated show,” Trump tweeted. “I said ‘NO THANKS’ Waste of time & energy!”

		But here’s the twist: Oliver never made that invitation. He had no interest in having Trump as a guest on his show. Why would he have invited him?

		When Oliver tried to set the record straight, Trump raised the stakes. On a radio interview, he insisted that he’d been asked not just once but four or five times.

		Now, at this point, you’d think that Oliver would shrug, incorporate the tweet into his opening monologue, and maybe share a laugh about it with his staff. Instead, Oliver admitted, he actually began to question his own reality. Trump seemed so sure of his version of events. Maybe Oliver had invited him.

		“It was genuinely destabilizing to be on the receiving end of a lie that confident,” Oliver said during his show. “I even checked to make sure that no one had even accidentally invited him, and of course, they hadn’t.”

		John Oliver—comedian, talk-show host, and left-liberal commentator—was in no way invested in Donald Trump’s approval. He didn’t care what Trump thought of him or what their future relationship might be like. Trump had no emotional or familial or financial hold on him. And by all appearances, John Oliver is a confident guy with a firm grip on his own view of reality.

		Yet somehow, Trump had managed to make him doubt his memory of something as cut and dried as whether or not he had invited Trump to appear on his show. As Huffington Post senior reporter Melissa Jeltsen put it, “Trump’s claim was delivered with such gusto that Oliver began to doubt what he knew to be true, even though he knew Trump was lying. That’s the power of gaslighting.”

		Jeltsen actually interviewed me for that article, in which I affirmed that with Oliver and elsewhere, Trump was exhibiting textbook gaslighting behavior. “When you don’t take responsibility for your actions, or deflect responsibility, or try to undermine the credibility of the person asking you about your actions, that’s gaslighting,” I told her.

		Suddenly, the term was everywhere: CNN, Teen Vogue, Salon, and dozens of web posts, social media posts, and blogs. Suddenly, everyone was talking about gaslighting.

		The Gaslight Effect Revisited

		When my publisher told me they wanted to reissue The Gaslight Effect, I saw it as an opportunity to rethink the book I had completed ten years before. Based on my ongoing practice as a therapist, my consulting with Facebook, and my current work at the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence, how did I now feel about this book?

		I reread it and I’m happy to report that it holds up completely. I felt no need to revise any of it. What strikes me now even more powerfully than ten years ago is that the greater a person’s certainty—and perhaps, the greater his narcissism—the more comfortable he might be holding onto his own reality, regardless of how many people challenge his grasp on the facts. That very narcissism is a defense against taking other people seriously or caring about their view of the world. A narcissist may become enraged when others don’t share his views—many gaslighters respond in that way. But that rage is not because they doubt their essential rightness; only because they can’t bear not having total control. In other words, you can’t gaslight a gaslighter—or at least, to the extent that someone is invested in gaslighting, it becomes very hard to gaslight them.

		The rest of us, however, have more difficulty maintaining our world view. We question if we are sure of what we’ve heard or seen. Our humility and self-awareness make us vulnerable in a way that a more narcissistic person might not be. We’ve also been taught from childhood that other people’s perceptions are sometimes more accurate than our own. When we hear someone say that “black is white” or “up is down” often enough, it’s hard not to at least ask ourselves whether they know something we don’t.

		In The Gaslight Effect, I offer a remedy that I still consider reliable: I call it “look to your flight attendants.” Just as on board a plane, the flight attendants’ behavior signals whether that lurch is a minor bit of turbulence or the beginning of a major disaster, so too do the “flight attendants” in your own life help you see whether that new boyfriend is just having a bad day or continuing a pattern of abuse. When you’ve begun to question your own reality, your flight attendants—friends, family members, perhaps even a therapist—can help you forge an accurate assessment.

		In the same way, faced with political or social gaslighting, perhaps we all become each other’s flight attendants. It’s up to all of us to find the sources of news that we trust, the analyses we can rely on, the facts that hold up to scrutiny. None of us can do that alone—we need both the “experts” we have come to believe and the friends, neighbors, family, and coworkers whose perceptions we appreciate. Gaslighting is profoundly destabilizing. Perhaps “it takes a village” to find some common, solid ground.

		Meanwhile, if you or anyone you know is struggling with a gaslighting relationship in your personal life, The Gaslight Effect will help you understand, rethink, and ultimately break free, whether that means transforming the relationship from within or leaving it once and for all. Throughout my entire professional life, my goal has been to help people live more compassionate, effective, productive, and fulfilling lives. But that’s just not possible when you’re in a gaslighting relationship, continually second-guessing your own responses and forever apologizing for your perceived failings. As I wrote ten years ago:

		
			…you have a deep source of power within you to free yourself from the Gaslight Effect. The first step is to become aware of your own role in gaslighting, the ways in which your own behavior, desires, and fantasies may be leading you to idealize your gaslighter and seek his approval.

		

		And so, your journey begins. The Gaslight Effect is here to help you, every step of the way. It takes courage to embark on this journey and I’m excited for all you are about to learn.

		
			

			* Of course, if the gaslighter threatens or engages in physical abuse, the gaslightee has another reason to be vulnerable, and then her priority may be less about ending the gaslighting and more about preserving her safety and that of her children.

		

	
		chapter 1

		What Is Gaslighting?

		Katie is a friendly, upbeat person who walks down the street with a smile for everyone. Her job as a sales rep means that she’s often talking to new people, which she loves. An attractive woman in her late twenties, she went through a long period of dating before she finally settled on her current boyfriend, Brian.

		Brian can be sweet, protective, and considerate, but he’s also an anxious, fearful guy who treats every new person with suspicion. When the two of them go on a walk together, Katie is outgoing and talkative, easily falling into conversation with the man who stops to ask directions or the woman whose dog cuts across their path. Brian, though, is full of criticism. Can’t she see how people are laughing at her? She thinks they like these casual conversations, but they’re actually rolling their eyes and wondering why she’s so chatty. And that man who asked them for directions? He was only trying to seduce her—she should have seen how he leered at her the moment her back was turned. Besides, behaving in such a manner is highly disrespectful to him, her boyfriend. How does she think it makes him feel to see her making eyes at every guy she passes?

		At first, Katie laughs off her boyfriend’s complaints. She’s been like this all her life, she tells him, and she enjoys being friendly. But after weeks of relentless criticism, she starts to doubt herself. Maybe people are laughing and leering at her. Maybe she is being flirtatious and rubbing her boyfriend’s nose in it—what a terrible way to treat the man who loves her!

		Eventually, when Katie walks down the street, she can’t decide how to behave. She doesn’t want to give up her warm and friendly approach to the world—but now, whenever she smiles at a stranger, she can’t help imagining what Brian would think.

		—

		Liz is a top-level executive in a major advertising firm. A stylish woman in her late forties with a solid, twenty-year marriage and no children, she’s worked hard to get where she is, pouring all her extra energy into her career. Now she seems to be on the verge of reaching her goal, in line to take over the company’s New York office.

		Then, at the last minute, someone else is brought in to take the job. Liz swallows her pride and offers to give him all the help she can. At first, the new boss seems charming and appreciative. But soon Liz starts to notice that she’s being left out of important decisions and not invited to major meetings. She hears rumors that clients are being told she doesn’t want to work with them anymore and has recommended that they speak to her new boss instead. When she complains to her colleagues, they look at her in bewilderment. “But he always praises you to the skies,” they insist. “Why would he say such nice things if he was out to get you?”

		Finally, Liz confronts her boss, who has a plausible explanation for every incident. “Look,” he says kindly at the end of the meeting. “I think you’re being way too sensitive about all this—maybe even a little paranoid. Would you like a few days off to destress?”

		Liz feels completely disabled. She knows she’s being sabotaged—but why is she the only one who thinks so?

		—

		Mitchell is a grad student in his mid-twenties who’s studying to become an electrical engineer. Tall, gangly, and somewhat shy, he’s taken a long time to find the right woman, but he’s just begun dating someone he really likes. One day, his girlfriend mildly points out that Mitchell still dresses like a little boy. Mitchell is mortified, but he sees what she means. Off he goes to a local department store, where he asks the personal shopper to help him choose an entire wardrobe. The clothes make him feel like a new man—sophisticated, attractive—and he enjoys the appreciative glances women give him on the bus ride home.

		But when he wears the new clothes to Sunday dinner at his parents’ home, his mother bursts out laughing. “Oh, Mitchell, that outfit is all wrong for you—you look ridiculous,” she says. “Please, dear, the next time you go shopping, let me help you.” When Mitchell feels hurt and asks his mother to apologize, she shakes her head sadly. “I was only trying to help,” she says. “And I’d like an apology from you for that tone of voice.”

		Mitchell is confused. He liked his new clothes—but maybe he does look ridiculous. And has he really been rude to his mother?

		Understanding the Gaslight Effect

		Katie, Liz, and Mitchell have one thing in common: they’re all suffering from the Gaslight Effect. The Gaslight Effect results from a relationship between two people: a gaslighter, who needs to be right in order to preserve his own sense of self and his sense of having power in the world; and a gaslightee, who allows the gaslighter to define her sense of reality because she idealizes him and seeks his approval. Gaslighters and gaslightees can be of either gender, and gaslighting can happen in any type of relationship. But I’m going to call gaslighters “he” and gaslightees “she,” since that’s the pairing I most often see in my practice. I’ll explore a variety of relationships—with friends, family, bosses, and colleagues—but the male-female romantic pairing will be my major focus.

		For example, Katie’s gaslighting boyfriend insists that the world is a dangerous place and that Katie’s behavior is inappropriate and insensitive. When he feels stressed or threatened, he has to be right about these issues, and he has to get Katie to agree that he is. Katie values the relationship and doesn’t want to lose Brian, so she starts to see things from his point of view. Maybe the people they meet are laughing at her. Maybe she is being flirtatious. Gaslighting has begun.

		Likewise, Liz’s boss insists that he really cares about her and that any concerns she has are because she’s paranoid. Liz wants her boss to think well of her—after all, her career is at stake—so she starts to doubt her own perceptions and tries to adopt his. But her boss’s view of things really doesn’t make sense to Liz. If he’s not trying to sabotage her, why is she missing all those meetings? Why are her clients failing to return her calls? Why is she feeling so worried and confused? Liz is so trusting that she just can’t believe anyone could be as blatantly manipulative as her boss seems to be; she has to be doing something that warrants his terrible treatment. Wishing desperately for her boss to be right, but knowing deep down that he isn’t, makes Liz feels completely disoriented, no longer sure of what she sees or what she knows. Her gaslighting is in full swing.

		Mitchell’s mother insists that she’s entitled to say anything she wants to her son and that he is being rude if he objects. Mitchell would like to see his mother as a good, loving person, not as someone who says mean things to him. So when she hurts his feelings, he blames himself, not her. Both Mitchell and his mother agree: the mother is right, and Mitchell is wrong. Together, they are creating the Gaslight Effect.

		Of course, Katie, Liz, and Mitchell all have other choices. Katie might ignore her boyfriend’s negative remarks, ask him to stop making them, or as a last resort, break up with him. Liz could say to herself, “Wow, this new boss is a piece of work. Well; maybe that smarmy charm has fooled everyone else in this company—but not me!” Mitchell might reply calmly, “Sorry, Mom, but you’re the one who owes me an apology.” All of them could decide that, on some basic level, they are willing to live with their gaslighters’ disapproval. They know they are good, capable, lovable people, and that’s all that matters.

		If our three gaslightees were able to take this attitude, there would be no gaslighting. Maybe their gaslighters would still behave badly, but their behavior would no longer have such a pernicious effect. Gaslighting works only when you believe what the gaslighter says and need him to think well of you.

		The problem is, gaslighting is insidious. It plays on our worst fears, our most anxious thoughts, our deepest wishes to be understood, appreciated, and loved. When someone we trust, respect, or love speaks with great certainty—especially if there’s a grain of truth in his words, or if he’s hit on one of our pet anxieties—it can be very difficult not to believe him. And when we idealize the gaslighter—when we want to see him as the love of our life, an admirable boss, or a wonderful parent—then we have even more difficulty sticking to our own sense of reality. Our gaslighter needs to be right, we need to win his approval, and so the gaslighting goes on.

		Of course, neither of you may be aware of what’s really happening. The gaslighter may genuinely believe every word he tells you or sincerely feel that he’s only saving you from yourself. Remember: He’s being driven by his own needs. Your gaslighter might seem like a strong, powerful man, or he may appear to be an insecure, tantrum-throwing little boy; either way, he feels weak and powerless. To feel powerful and safe, he has to prove that he is right, and he has to get you to agree with him.

		Meanwhile, you have idealized your gaslighter and are desperate for his approval, although you may not consciously realize this. But if there’s even a little piece of you that thinks you’re not good enough by yourself—if even a small part of you feels you need your gaslighter’s love or approval to be whole—then you are susceptible to gaslighting. And a gaslighter will take advantage of that vulnerability to make you doubt yourself, over and over again.

		
			Are You Being Gaslighted?

			TURN UP YOUR GASLIGHT RADAR.

			CHECK FOR THESE TWENTY TELLTALE SIGNS

			Gaslighting may not involve all of these experiences or feelings, but if you recognize yourself in any of them, give it extra attention.

			
				1. You are constantly second-guessing yourself.

				2. You ask yourself, “Am I too sensitive?” a dozen times a day.

				3. You often feel confused and even crazy at work.

				4. You’re always apologizing to your mother, father, boyfriend, boss.

				5. You wonder frequently if you are a “good enough” girlfriend/wife/employee/friend/daughter.

				6. You can’t understand why, with so many apparently good things in your life, you aren’t happier.

				7. You buy clothes for yourself, furnishings for your apartment, or other personal purchases with your partner in mind, thinking about what he would like instead of what would make you feel great.

				8. You frequently make excuses for your partner’s behavior to friends and family.

				9. You find yourself withholding information from friends and family so you don’t have to explain or make excuses.

				10. You know something is terribly wrong, but you can never quite express what it is, even to yourself.

				11. You start lying to avoid the put-downs and reality twists.

				12. You have trouble making simple decisions.

				13. You think twice before bringing up certain seemingly innocent topics of conversation.

				14. Before your partner comes home, you run through a checklist in your head to anticipate anything you might have done wrong that day.

				15. You have the sense that you used to be a very different person—more confident, more fun-loving, more relaxed.

				16. You start speaking to your husband through his secretary so you don’t have to tell him things you’re afraid might upset him.

				17. You feel as though you can’t do anything right.

				18. Your kids begin trying to protect you from your partner.

				19. You find yourself furious with people you’ve always gotten along with before.

				20. You feel hopeless and joyless.

			

		

		How I Discovered the Gaslight Effect

		I’ve been a therapist in private practice for the past twenty years, as well as a teacher, leadership coach, consultant, and fellow at the Woodhull Institute for Ethical Leadership, where I help develop and facilitate trainings for women of all ages. In all these domains, I constantly encounter women who are strong, smart, successful. Yet I kept hearing the same story: Somehow, many of these confident, high-achieving women were being caught in demoralizing, destructive, and bewildering relationships. Although the woman’s friends and colleagues might have seen her as empowered and capable, she had come to view herself as incompetent—a person who could trust neither her own abilities nor her own perception of the world.

		There was something sickeningly familiar about these stories, and gradually I realized that not only was I hearing them professionally but they also mirrored experiences my friends and I had had. In every case, a seemingly powerful woman was involved in a relationship with a lover, spouse, friend, colleague, boss, or family member who caused her to question her own sense of reality and left her feeling anxious, confused, and deeply depressed. These relationships were all the more striking because in other domains the women seemed so strong and together. But there was always that one special person—loved one, boss, or relative—whose approval she kept trying to win, even as his treatment of her went from bad to worse. Finally, I was able to give this painful condition a name: the Gaslight Effect, after the old movie Gaslight.

		This classic 1944 film is the story of Paula, a young, vulnerable singer (played by Ingrid Bergman) who marries Gregory, a charismatic, mysterious older man (played by Charles Boyer). Unbeknownst to Paula, her beloved husband is trying to drive her insane in order to take over her inheritance. He continually tells her she is ill and fragile, rearranges household items and then accuses her of doing so, and most deviously of all, manipulates the gas so that she sees the lights dim for no apparent reason. Under the spell of her husband’s diabolical scheme, Paula starts to believe that she is going mad. Confused and scared, she begins to act hysterical, actually becoming the fragile, disoriented person that he keeps telling her she is. In a vicious downward spiral, the more she doubts herself, the more confused and hysterical she becomes. She is desperate for her husband to approve of her and to tell her he loves her, but he keeps refusing to do so, insisting that she is insane. Her return to sanity and self-assertion comes only when a police inspector reassures her that he, too, sees the dimming of the light.

		As Gaslight makes clear, a gaslighting relationship always involves two people. Gregory needs to seduce Paula to make himself feel powerful and in control. But Paula is also eager to be seduced. She has idealized this strong, handsome man, and she desperately wants to believe that he’ll cherish and protect her. When he starts behaving badly, she’s reluctant to blame him for it or to see him differently; she’d rather preserve her romantic image of the perfect husband. Her insecurity about herself and her idealization of him offer the perfect opening for his manipulation.

		In Gaslight, the gaslighter is after something tangible. He consciously wants to drive his wife mad so that he can take possession of her property. Few real-life gaslighters are so diabolical—though the effects of their behavior may be wicked indeed. From the gaslighter’s point of view, however, he’s just protecting himself. A gaslighter has such a flawed sense of self that he can’t tolerate the slightest challenge to the way he sees things. However he decides to explain the world to himself, that’s how you must see it, too—or leave him prey to unbearable anxiety.

		Suppose you smile at a guy at a party and your gaslighter feels uncomfortable. The guy not involved in gaslighting might say, “Yeah, I’m the jealous type” or “I know you weren’t doing anything wrong, honey, but it makes me crazy to see
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