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Introduction

“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.


Chapter 1: What is Gaslighting?

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
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