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“It’s you. It’s definitely you.”

“Can’t you do anything right for once?”

“What good are you, really?”

“Why do you have to overreact all the time?”

How often have you heard sentences like these? How many times do you remember being called emotionally fragile? When was the last time you remember doing something, but were made to believe that you made a complete mess of it? Worse still, were you told that you were incapable of doing it?

“I’m not the bad guy here.”

“So suddenly it’s my fault that you screwed up?”

“I never intended it like that, so stop harping on it.”

“I was only making a joke.”

Such statements sometimes come to us not from complete strangers or people who are conflicted with our success, but from our loved ones, our friends, our family, our spouses... essentially the people we care about a great deal and thus really don’t want to believe the worst of. We remain under a delusion that they could never wish us wrong, and certainly not make us question our own sanity, our emotional stability, or even our abilities to do the things we know we can do well. 

And if you’ve thought until now that this is normal behaviour, be warned that it is not. In fact, this is gaslighting. And this isn’t normal. You’ve actually been a victim.

“You’re so insecure.”

“You’re being way too paranoid for your own good.”

“Your emotional security is non-existent.”

“Someone’s being overly dramatic today.”

Of all the painful and abusive behaviours one can be subjected to, gaslighting is one of the most abhorrent. It is a deliberate form of mental or even physical abuse used to exploit a person’s insecurities and manipulate them into believing that they are in the wrong. And as we noted above, this can come from the people who are the closest to you since they have intimate knowledge of your personality and insecurities to actually exploit them. 

“You’re just exaggerating this.”

“Stop blowing things out of proportion.”

“Why do you need to overthink everything?”

“Maybe you’re not remembering things correctly.”

There are no limitations to where gaslighting can occur., Aside from your personal life, people in your workplace such as your colleagues, your managers, your career counselors even can be responsible for bullying you into having a negative opinion of yourself. In professional situations, gaslighting actually becomes impossible to avoid as you cannot always do much against a manager or supervisor, or even your co-worker. Ignoring them does not particularly help, as they are people you are in constant communication or collaboration with, which makes it even easier for them to continue to torment you with their manipulative ways.

“You never used to be like this, you know.”

“You’ve changed a lot ever since we got together.”

“You’re not really making any sense to me anymore.”

“Maybe you should get yourself some psychiatric help.”

So how exactly are you supposed to overcome this? What steps can you take in order to minimize the damage that has been done or is being done to you? Can you reduce or even eliminate contact with them so that they don’t get another chance to inflict more damage? There are so many steps and commitments one can make in order to come out of the vicious cycle that they have been subjected to—whether consciously or unconsciously—and become more confident and productive members of society. They can do all that without having to be defined by the opinions of others and the impression others create for them in society.

But first, in order to achieve this, it is important to understand that none of it is your fault. None of it comes down to who you are as a person. Who you are as a person is unique and something to be treasured and respected, and thus you should have the love and admiration of everyone in your orbit. 

So take this journey to discover just what you’ve gone through, see how it has affected you, but most importantly, learn how to heal yourself and become more appreciative of the person you truly are.
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Chapter 1: What is Gaslighting?
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In 1944, a movie called Gaslight starring Ingrid Bergman and Charles Boyer showcased a phenomenon of psychological manipulation. The movie, itself an adaptation of a stage play of the same name, tells the story of a woman, played by Bergman, being made to believe that she is slowly going insane in the comfort of her own home through extensive psychological manipulation. This included manipulating her environment, the tasks she did on a daily basis, and her own opinions over things she was an expert at. And all of this was being done by her husband, played by Boyer, whose own controlling nature illustrated the lengths a man could go to in order to drive someone toward insanity. 

But what sets this manipulation apart from the other kinds of psychological trauma is the fact that the woman was helplessly in love with her husband, and therefore could not stand to believe that her own husband would treat her this way. If anything, all she could believe was that he would only be looking out for her welfare and best interests, which made it easier for the man to continue his manipulation, as he would say that all he ever wanted to do was protect her. In short, nothing could be further from the truth.

Why is it called gaslighting, though? Being set in Edwardian London, the movie took great advantage of the gas light fittings inside the house, which were used to illuminate the city in the hours of the night. And with no limits to the extent of his psychological manipulation, the husband would utilize these very gas lights by flickering them low and high to create a sense of fright as well as helplessness within the woman. Thus the term gaslight has entered the common vernacular as it is known today.

Now ask yourself this: Has this ever happened to you? Certainly, you have not been subjected to flickering gas lights in your house, but what about all the rest? Being put in a position where you question your own memories, your expertise, your emotional state, and even your sanity? Gaslighting is the kind of emotional abuse that is perpetrated by loved ones or people we have in our lives in order to create self-doubts and an inherent belief that our own worth amounts to nothing. And if done for extended periods of time, gaslighting can cause irreparable psychological damage.

Where Does Gaslighting Happen?

No kind of relationship is off-limits to gaslighting. Both our personal and professional lives are susceptible to it—not just mentally, but also physically, emotionally, sexually, and even financially. Even though most overt examples of abuse including being yelled at, physically threatened or hit, gaslighting takes it all a step further. How? By making it appear as if none of this is happening. Or even if it is, it is all the victim’s fault. And even if it isn’t, that this is actually normal behaviour done out of supposed love by the abuser, or gaslighter in this case. 

It gets even worse when threats such as withholding finances or sexual fulfillment also enter the picture, as these are indeed necessary for personal sustenance. Being rendered unable to manage your own expenses such as food, clothing, education, health and medicine, personal care and the like is one thing, but being left without fulfillment of your sexual cravings for extended periods creates a deep level of frustration and desperation that may force the victim to seek out any kind of reprieve; much like an addict who’s trying to kick the habit. All of this is overwhelming enough to make the victims believe that these actions being committed by a gaslighter are supposed to be for their own good. Not only that, this behaviour is presented as essential to them as people and for their relationships. So deep are the seeds of self-doubt sown that realizing what is actually happening to the victims may take a long, long time.

Evidence of Gaslighting

Though very difficult to notice outright considering the psychological strain the victim is put under, there are tell-tale signs of gaslighting that one must always be aware of in order to recognize their debilitating effect in the long run. A common sign is the use of denial in order to confuse a victim, wherein a gaslighter categorically refuses to acknowledge they’ve said or done anything wrong, despite you hearing it with your own ears or witnessing it with your own eyes. No matter if there is proof of their lies, a gaslighter will manipulate the reality of the situation in their own favor and make it appear as though this accusation by the victim is a figment of their imagination with no basis in reality. Gaslighters are so confident in their abilities that even recorded conversations can be made to be taken out of context in their world.

This pattern of denial by lying about obvious abuse evolves further into more lies about the victim themself. Not only that, but gaslighters can also cause the victim to believe that these lies are a long-running pattern, making victims question their claims or why they had these doubts in the first place. 

This can also be attributed to gaslighters deflecting their own shortcomings onto you, so that you are made to believe that it is all your fault. For instance, they may suggest their own infidelity is due to your own sexual inadequacies. They may even use loved ones against the victims and make them believe that maintaining a healthy support group such as friends, cousins, siblings and so on is not in the victim’s best interest. It is very likely that close friends and siblings can recognize the gaslighter’s behavior when the victim cannot, and it is in the gaslighter’s own best interest to drive a wedge between them. They’ll create feelings of envy, mistrust, ill-will, or apathy in the victim’s social circle, while at the same time also create feelings of dependency, reliance, and attachment for themselves. Thus, a victim will be led to believe that their social contacts show no interest in their well being or even jeopardize their relationship with the gaslighter, and will have nowhere to turn to when the abuse gets out of hand. 

More often than not, gaslighters are quite charismatic and charming. They do this by using pleasant conversations that make victims fall into a false sense of security, such as offering praise or appreciation. For all the times they will berate and belittle you, they will also provide positive reinforcement by highlighting some positive aspects of you as a person. Such praise or appreciation serves gaslighters only so that you do not immediately notice their other abuse. In fact, this appreciation creates a subtle way for them to continue manipulating you and getting their goals accomplished.
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Chapter 2: The Gaslighter
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Subtle, charming, confident, outgoing, charismatic, and even alluring. These are some of the traits of a gaslighter, not to mention the tools of their trade when it comes to committing emotional and even physical abuse against hapless victims who are completely enthralled by them. Because underneath their polished and appealing veneer, a gaslighter is a narcissistic, manipulative person who utilizes every single piece of their victim’s life to exploit and damage them emotionally, resulting in devastating consequences.

Though it is not in itself a personality disorder, a gaslighter propagates an inherent desire to be in control of a situation and creates an aura of authoritarianism. They create an untarnishable image of themself in the minds of their victims, in which no fault can ever be found in their personality. Rather, the victims are made out to be the ones who are so full of faults and failings that it is only through the supposed benevolence of their gaslighter that they have any importance whatsoever. 

Because of their controlling nature, gaslighters are ready to exploit their victims to achieve their own ends without having to make any effort on their part. They could be someone who exploits their spouse for financial stability by using their hard-earned money for their own frivolous, and often irresponsible, expenses, or even a manager or supervisor at work who psychologically manipulates hard-working employees and takes credit for all their work to enhance their own career trajectory. And worst of all, they commit all this wanton abuse by instilling a sense of gratefulness in their victims. They make them believe that these actions are being done for the victims’ own good, and thus they should actually be thanking them.

As we saw earlier, gaslighters isolate their victims from an already established support base or social circle. The goal here is to debilitate the victim’s ability to think for themself or make their own decisions. Controlling every aspect of their social life, from what to wear or which events to attend to what friends to meet and who to hang out with, puts the gaslighter in the driver’s seat of the victim’s life. They want nothing short of total control and use all their personality traits as well as abilities in manipulation to distance their victims from any possibility of getting help.

Are Gaslighters Everywhere?

Gaslighters can be found in any area of your life, particularly in marriages or engagements, and even in other non-committal emotional relationships such as casual dating, friends with benefits, etc. Spending more time together provides a gaslighter more avenues to alienate the victim from their social circles.

Any attempts by a victim to have any control over their life is dashed by the gaslighter in such relationships. In cases of infidelity, gaslighters often convince their partners that they are mistaken, despite evidence to the contrary. If a victim were to confront their tormentor, they would simply be brushed off and reminded of all that they have because of the gaslighter. The emotional dependence that has been created provides a gaslighter with far more room to leave a victim doubting themself as well as living in the fear that they will be left all alone if they continue this line of confrontation. 

Other relationships, such as between parents and children, can also have one or more gaslighter in them, and surprisingly, it can work both ways. Impressionable young children can fall victim to parents who seem to be able to do no wrong for them, and therefore ignore the manipulative behaviour that would affect them mentally, emotionally, financially, and—in incredibly severe cases—sexually. Able and financially stable parents can also fall victim to their near adult or adult children who make them feel inadequate for taking care of themselves. Gaslighters in this case can use the aging parents and their naturally waning capabilities to convince them that they need round-the-clock medical attention, thereby taking them out of their comfort zones and into nursing homes. This is out of their need to take control of any financial assets, or even because they don’t want to take care of their parents when they grow older and more senile.

Even in the workplace where victims don’t normally have emotionally dependent relationships to speak of, gaslighting can take place at the hands of people in positions of authority. Gaslighters at work will cause victims to take their eyes off the target and lose track of their actual tasks as they begin to question themselves due to the mistakes that have been pointed out against them at work. Because they are often in positions in a managerial or supervisory capacity, gaslighters know they have the advantage of not being contradicted by their subordinates, which makes it easier for them to push their agenda onto them. For instance, a gaslighter can reprimand a victim for a job they were told to do, even when there was no such directive given. Meanwhile, the hapless victim has absolutely no clue what they are talking about, but such is the manipulation and overwhelming position of the gaslighter that the victim is forced to lower their head in failure. Often, the gaslighter reprimands the victim for not doing the job correctly, falling behind schedule on key deadlines, creating incorrect reports or statistics, missing important meetings and the like. None of these may even be true or may perhaps be exaggerated, which is exactly what the gaslighter is an expert at: Bending the truth in every conceivable way possible for their own gains. 

Gaslighters and Clinical Personality Disorders

Although being a gaslighter in itself is not a common psychological order, it has been observed that most gaslighters have at least one or more kinds of clinical personality disorder, such as narcissistic personality disorder or even antisocial personality disorder, which is commonly referred to as sociopathy or psychopathy. A gaslighter with narcissistic personality disorder would already have a higher opinion of themselves and thus would feel no trouble in exerting their influence and abuse to a hapless victim. Creating an aura of awe and inflated sense of self-esteem is purposefully done in order to keep their victims in their thrall. This makes it easier for the gaslighter to gain total control and manipulate the victims’ circumstances and environment to their own ends, even if the victims believe that they do this for their own good. That is actually how a gaslighter will operate. 

Similarly, gaslighters will also showcase traits of sociopathy and psychopathy, as evidenced by their lack of concerns for others’ well-being as well as any sense of empathy and emotional attachment with anyone else. They follow a cold and calculated regimen of methodically enhancing and progressing their own interests completely at the expense of those who have come to rely on them. Sociopaths inherently dislike the notion of being a part of a circle and therefore will not allow any such attachments for the victims they are gaslighting. Though they can be counted on to be physically violent, not everyone with an antisocial personality disorder acts with physical malice. Nevertheless, in extreme cases as those with psychopaths, physical violence can even result in fatal consequences if their antisocial and gaslighting tactics are not spotted early on.
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Chapter 3: Acknowledgment and Self-Compassion
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Because the debilitating nature of gaslighting leaves very little room for a victim to understand what exactly is happening to them, their thoughts, actions, feelings and emotions begin to undergo a drastic change from a state of confidence and self-assuredness to that of skepticism and self-doubt. Knowing what they were once capable of before they ever got into the orbit of a gaslighter becomes a distant memory, as they begin to believe that their past lives held very little meaning compared to the one the gaslighter is now providing to them. In reality, the gaslighter is subjecting them to a vicious form of deprogramming as it were, where a physically and mentally confident individual becomes a shell of their former selves. 

In the absence of a sustaining social circle thanks to the efforts of the gaslighter to isolate them, the victims are unable to realize the changes taking place in their personalities till it is too late. However, even under dire circumstances without any outside intervention, a victim may retain some natural form of self-identity, which may ignite a spark of self-preservation. 

Breaking Away

It’s important to understand that gaslighting is emotional abuse. It can leave any reasonably sane person wondering about their place in the world as well as their self-worth, not to mention their ability to trust others and their intentions with them. Such is the control that gaslighters have over them that victims sometimes regard any genuine and persistent attempts from others to help them as threats to their relationship with the gaslighter. Unfortunately, ignoring such help can have devastating effects on the victims’ physical and mental well-being, not to mention that the prospect of being torn away from their gaslighter is a thought that is far too unnerving for them. 

In order to break free from the never-ending abusive cycle of gaslighting, a victim must first acknowledge that they are, indeed, a victim. Because of the unassuming and discrete manner with which gaslighting takes place, the victims will have to act fast in order to acknowledge that they are in an abusive relationship. There are several questions that one can ask themselves to find out if they are in fact being subjected to gaslighting. Being in a position where one has to second guess themselves or wonder whether they have an incredibly sensitive nature can lead to questioning their social and mental abilities, as well as being confused about the passage of time or their own sanity. More often than not, they will believe they are going crazy or already have, and despite having a nagging suspicion of something not being right in their lives, they will continue to believe that their happiness depends only on the benevolence of their gaslighters. Not only will this make them indecisive and hopeless, it will also lead them to make excuses and apologies for their tormentors when the gaslighting behaviour is pointed out by immediate family members, friends, and members of the social circle. 

Once they begin to come out of the haze of self-doubt with an opinion that is contrary to how their lives are moving under a gaslighter’s influence, the next stage is acknowledging that this behaviour is not just wrong, but is also toxic in every way. Even if you begin to notice how this behaviour is beginning to change you for the worst, this doesn’t mean that the gaslighter is going to change. It not only requires a realization that this behaviour is mentally and emotionally debilitating, but also needs the victim to put their own holistic well-being first and foremost. Only then will they be able to overcome the abuse they have been subjected to.

Beginning to unshackle oneself from the chains of a gaslighter will require efforts on the part of the victim to reach out to friends and family members, thereby reestablishing the social circle they had been forced to disregard. This is vital if one is to return to the real world and regain a semblance of their old personality, their confidence, and their place in the world. Seeking out help in the form of a licensed therapist or even an anonymous support group can also help to let out what you have had to endure and bottle up through the time spent with a gaslighter. Discussing the trauma that was inflicted can no doubt be unsettling, however it is a natural and gradual process that can result in lifting a heavy weight off of one’s shoulder. A professional therapist is the best person to air out all such thoughts in a safe environment, not to mention also provide you with support and an action plan to retake your life by becoming more confident and self-assured once again.

Practicing Self-Compassion

Self-compassion is the ability to care for yourself in the same way that you would care for others, such as your close friends and family members. The need for self-compassion takes root in the fact that we often find ourselves being more encouraging and compassionate towards our friends and loved ones whenever they succeed or need a shoulder to cry on. However, when it comes to us, we find ourselves brutally self-judging and self-criticizing. We nitpick our own failings and deficiencies to the extent that we no longer appreciate ourselves for all our wonderful achievements. And to a gaslighter who is looking to exploit you, a lack of self-compassion is a sure-fire first step on the road of your own undoing. 

To understand what self-compassion is, it is also important to understand what it isn’t. Firstly, self-compassion does not mean self-judgment. Rather, it is more of how one can be kind to oneself. Trying to motivate yourself means that you are ready to provide yourself a pep talk. Which means that this dose of self-motivation needs to be littered with kindness and appreciation. Thus, it has to be motivational as well as inspirational, the kind of thing that you would say to a friend who is down in the dumps. What it shouldn’t be is something that would drive your friend towards further despair, so nothing that is demotivating, destructive, and filled with spite. Be kind to yourself just as you would be to your own grandma.

Speaking of friends and family, we have also looked at how important the role of a strong social support group is. Human beings do not just come together when they share a common happiness or joy, but also in times of grief and failure. Because the gaslighter has already alienated you from your circle of friends and family, you may be skeptical in turning to them for help, especially since your previous encounter may not have been pleasant. However, do not forget that you’re only human, and it is never too late to ask for help. 

And before we forget about how doubting yourself has done no favors for you to be more self-compassionate until now, how about you take a moment and see if you can actually flip the script with it. You should understand and identify the moments where you tend to think or react negatively to a situation that does not help you in any way. But instead of actually carrying out your negative thoughts or reactions, try to do the exact opposite of this. If you normally lash out and shout out your frustrations with something, how about taking a deep breath and approaching the problem with a smile? Instead of beginning to doubt yourself over a
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