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On one occasion at another person’s house, my friend offered me lunch.
He made a passing joke abour vegetarianism being stupid, which was not
particularly funny for me as a vegetarian. He then proceeded ro put vege-
tables onto the pan and then dump a can of tuna onto them. I inhaled and
calmly told them that I appreciated his offer of food; however, now that
the vegetables were mixed with the tuna, I would be unable to eat the
food. I turned to my laprop to proceed with my work. Minutes later, a
plate with vegetables appeared in front of me. I looked at him, confused.
He told me it was fine because he pushed the tuna aside. I declined once
again. “What’s wrong with you? I rold you I pushed it aside. There’s no
tuna here” “No, thank you, I said”, feeling like there truly was something
wrong. I said no three times; why wasn’t it working?

Introduction

Gaslighting refers to the manipulation of another person into doubting their
perceptions, experiences, or understanding of events. Gaslighting is an inter-
esting phenomenon because it puts one in an interesting position: no matter
what you do or say, the other party involved in the encounter just does not
care and only coils around your words to continue pushing through their
own vision of the world, no matter what is being said. The term takes its
origin in a 1938 play by British playwright Patrick Hamilton called “Gas
Light”, but the story became more widely known when a screen adaptation
was released to theaters in 1944. The film was directed by George Cukor and
starred Ingrid Bergman as one of the lead characters. In the movie, Gregory
tries to convince his wife, Paula, that she is losing her mind. His main motive
is for her to be hospitalized in a mental institution so that he can gain access
to her jewels. He is deliberately creating situations that make Paula feel and
seem to others insane. Gas light plays a significant role in this narrative, as
Gregory regularly ventures into the attic in search of jewels, and when he
turns the lights on there, the lights on the lower floor become dimmer and
occasionally flicker. Paula sees the lights on the lower floor, and when she
asks Gregory about it, he suggests it’s only her imagination. Within the
movie, the manipulation is deliberate, conscious, and planned. However, it is
claimed that not all gaslighters are aware of what they do (see Psychology
Today, 2017). Thus, within the narrative of the movie, gaslighting is pre-



sented as intentionally creating a sense of insanity in another person with the
aim of personal gain. Since then, gaslighting’s definitions have been updated.
For example, the American Psychological Association defines it in the Dic-
tionary of Psychology as “to manipulate another person into doubting his or
her perceptions, experiences, or understanding of events” (2022). As exhaus-
tive as this definition may be, it is still not enough to reflect all the nuances
of the phenomenon of gaslighting.

Alternatively, gaslighting can also be defined as a conversational interac-
tion between people with the goal of distorting the sense of real of one of
the participants by simply and viciously insisting on a point the partner in
the conversation falls into acceptance and submission (Gas; Nichols, 1988).
Yet, in my opinion, this definition is still not comprehensive enough because
gaslighting is not just about speech and not only about blunt insistence.
Gaslighting can also involve actions that are used as references for furthering
one’s aim in terms of manipulation. Furthermore, insistence works because
there were other moments when the gaslighter acted like “a normal person,”
creating an additional source of doubt. Namely, that his bizarre behavior is
an isolated instance, since the person in question has acted ‘normally’ in the
past. Gaslighting is extremely complex and lacks proper consideration in
terms of its scope. Thus, the aim of this thesis is to conduct a detailed review
and analysis of this phenomenon using the available sources.

The Movie Gaslight

I would like to begin the discussion with a more detailed review of the movie
that made much more people aware of the manipulative tactics involved in
gaslighting. In the following chapter, I specified the minutes in the movie
when any given sentence was said to highlight how little time it physically
takes to plant doubt in someone’s mind. Additionally, the review of the
whole story is necessary to demonstrate how priming the victim with the
entirety of the relationship makes it possible to deliver a blow that reaches
the target with greater force than it would if the whole relationship was not
there in the first place.

At the beginning of the movie, Ingrid Bergman’s character is distraught;
a tragedy occurred in her life: her aunt, who brought her up, was murdered,
and she was the one to find her body. The event shook her, so she travels to
Italy to learn to sing as a way of distracting herself from this horrible occur-
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rence and changing the scenery. In Italy, we see Paula happy; she is singing
and finding connection with her body again by paying closer attention to her
breathing and posture in the process of mastering her voice. Mr. Anton is
the pianist who accompanies Paula during classes.

The Onset of the Relationship

Her teacher declares to her that she is too much in her head. The problem
isn’t her voice: “Your heart is not in your singing.” (00:04:30,271 -
00:04:32,690). We immediately learn that the teacher was right — she was
thinking about something else: she is in love. The teacher proclaims, “Hap-
piness is better than art” (00:05:36,962 — 00:05:39,298).

At the end of the meeting, she informs maestro that she does not know
when they will meet again; she is going to have a meeting with her beloved.
She runs out of the building, and guess what? It’s the pianist who was ac-
companying her during the classes. It is important to notice that from the
very beginning, his presence is having a physical effect on her; she is less able
to control her voice, and her thoughts are racing, distracting her from the
singing. On the surface, it might seem that these are the symptoms of being
in love, but in this story, they serve as an omen for the events that are com-
ing later. On a more general level, it is possible to note that the kind of con-
nection the gaslighter establishes with the gaslightee seems to have not only
a psychological but also a physical effect.

Paula approaches the pianist, and he welcomes her with his open arms,
drawing her into an embrace and kissing her passionately.

“What did he say?”

“He said I should take my happiness.”

He interrupts her: “Will you?” (Without waiting for the answer) “Now?”
(00:06:28,055 — 00:06:48,826)

It seems he is creating an air of immediacy around her to leave her no time
for reconsideration of what is happening. Again, without waiting for the
answer, he continues,

“Why do you still hesitate, Paula?”.
“I don’t know. I don’t know anything about you.”
“Nor I about you, but I want to marry you”. (00:06:49,243 — 00:06:57,084)
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“Why do you still hesitate?” is a sentence loaded with meaning in this scene:
on the one hand, he is acknowledging Paula’s state of mind — he shows her
that he sees and understands her, but on the other hand, his tone is restless
when he says this sentence. He shows with his voice and body that he is
feeling impatient, which seems natural under these circumstances, but it is
not. Again, the situation is full of contradictions: on the one hand, it is pos-
sible to say that it is not very difficult to recognize what the other person is
feeling, but on the other hand, to do it with precision in the moment re-
quires a deeper understanding of the person with whom one is interacting.
One requires the use of empathy.

Gaslighting necessitates tuning into the gaslightee; it would be im- possi-
ble to push someone’s buttons without knowing which buttons to push.
Therefore, arguing that gaslighters somehow lack empathy and that is the
reason they use such methods of manipulation for interaction with others
would fail because they need empathy for their gaslighting to work.

At this point, Paula is still resisting the pressure put on her, so she says,
“You must give me time” (00:07:08,429 — 00:07:10,115). She goes to Como.
Guess who’s there? Gregory. So let me break it down for you. She said she
needed time. He said, of course. He did the opposite of what he agreed to in
words. Though it was done in a very sweet context, the point remains the
same. Yes, she was happy to see him. Still.

He then presents the idea of living in London as his long-standing dream,
playing it as if it were a coincidence with the fact that Paula has a house in
London. He’s a stranger, right? Does not know anything about the tragedy
of her aunt’s murder, right? The moment when her face changes, he retreats
from her and asks about her feelings. “Paula, why do you look like that?”.
She tells him, “You’ve cast out fear from me,” meaning that his enthusiasm
to go to London softens the unease she feels about living in the house where
her aunt was murdered, about which she had told him earlier in the course of
that conversation. Supposedly, this is the first time he has heard about it, so
he expresses understanding and sympathy for her pain. What he gets in re-
turn is, “I have found peace in loving you. I could even face that house with
you.” (00:15:27,802 — 00:15:34,142).
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Life in London

The next scene in the movie shows them already married and entering the
house in London. Gregory notices Paula slipping her hand through a broken
glass in the door, so he touches her and cautions her to be careful, expressing
his concern that she might accidentally cut herself on the glass. The care
here comes down to, “I don’t want you to be hurt, so it draws my attention
to the moment when you are nearing a danger, even a minor one.” This
scene demonstrates the minimal effort required to express care, yet it also
illustrates how this fundamental aspect of any close relationship can serve as
fertile ground for manipulation.

After this exchange, Paula notes that they will now be living a new and
better life together in the house. She says, “We’ll have people here and par-
ties again.” (00:21:31,165 — 00:21:33,501), and he suddenly becomes silent, in
contrast to his previous state of constant chatter. His change of behavior is
so radical and silently expressive that it is impossible not to notice that
something is amiss. She correctly guesses that he does not like the idea of it.

So, she is immediately concerned and asks what’s wrong and he deflects
by saying that he wants the honeymoon to go on longer. Which sounds legit,
doesn’t it? He did not say anything, yet she understood his desires as she is,
as well, tuned into him and returns the care, which is a rather normal process
of building up emotional intimacy and understanding in a relationship.

Now that they are married, Gregory has full access to the house. When
she finds a letter sent to her aunt two days before the aunt’s murder, Greg-
ory changes his face again and rips the letter out of Paula’s arms. He imme-
diately apologizes, but his behavior is quite startling. He says, “I didn’t mean
to be so violent. It’s just that I am upset for all these things are reminding
you of her.” (00:23:15,353 — 00:23:30,618) Such an interesting sequence of
events. She finds a letter that we later learn was written by him under a dif-
ferent name; it is a letter directly connecting him to the murder; he reacts
emotionally to it; he acknowledges it. However, he then shifts the explana-
tion for his feelings back to the relationship that connects them and excludes
any other reasoning. Thus, the established proximity is instrumental to the
effectiveness of his lies and manipulations, as he can reference their closeness
to explain his emotional states. Another aspect of this explanation of his
feelings 1s citing circumstances that are outside of his control and presenting
himself as a person drawn into something and not as an agent within the
situation. He is angry about the letter because of his love for Paula; it is not
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he as a person who is the source of his own feelings, but the feelings pro-
voked by Paula to which he as an agent reacts.

In the next scene, Gregory is hiring a new housemaid, and he explicitly
tells her that any questions she might have should go through him and never
the mistress; she should never be bothered. He literally says, “I don’t want
you to bother your mistress about anything... Ever. If you have any ques-
tions, just come to me... Your mistress is inclined to be rather highly
strung.” (00:25:04,795 — 00:25:29,987)

Later, we learn that their honeymoon lasted for 3 months, and Paula
spent all of them in isolation, with her only company being Gregory, and we
understand that she rarely encountered the staff as they were explicitly told
to avoid her. Now, it is their first time leaving the house. He gives her a
brooch that is supposed to be his family heirloom. He shows the depth of
his love for her by giving her an object that is precious to him. She appreci-
ates the gift from her husband.

Very naturally. She tries to put it on. He tells her, “I’'m afraid the pin is
not very strong. I’ll have it mended. You better not wear it until I have. You
might lose it” (00:27:38,449 — 00:27:47,458). So far, the reasoning be- hind
these sentences is sound: the brooch’s weak needle increases the likelihood
of it falling and causing her to lose it. However, he then adds a small sen-
tence: “You know, you are inclined to lose things, Paula.” (00:27:47,625 —
00:27:49,585). Thus, he begins with something endearing, expresses his care
for her, and then declares that although she has a flaw in her character, it’s
okay because he will take care of it. No need to even think about it. Then he
does a rather strange thing. He says, “I’ll put it in your bag for safekeeping.”
(00:27:53,923 — 00:27:56,717). Because his actions carry such an air of confi-
dence, Paula does not question them, which is an understandable behavior in
a marital relationship where one trusts the other and does not have the habit
of explicitly questioning their motives, especially when it comes to minus-
cule actions. I have a question: why not just leave the bloody brooch at
home? If you don’t want to lose something, the soundest decision is to not
take something out of the house that is secure and is not at risk of being
bombed, as this 1s London in a time when there were no wars. Of course,
this is Gregory’s design, the significance of which we learn only later.
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Jealousy

During their time outside of the house, they encounter a stranger who greets
Paula because he mistook her for her aunt, and Gregory launches a proper
inquiry into the reason why in the situation when a stranger greeted Paula
she smiled at him. For her, it was an act of politeness, but he addressed it
with the air of a grievous offense. In the conversation that followed, Greg-
ory sank even deeper into his manipulative behavior. Ironically, they selected
an exhibition featuring devices for torture and execution for their excursion.
This scene draws an interesting parallel between what they see during the
exhibition and what Gregory does to Paula. The difference is, however, that
torture and execution are very open forms of violence: the victim knows
exactly what is going to happen in the end, while Gregory’s behavior mimics
that of a caring husband to disguise the torture he is imposing on her. She,
thus, hasn’t yet come to the realization of what is happening to her. Going
back to their dialogue about the man:

Paula: I have no idea who he is, Gregory. He seemed to know me, and...

Gregory: Do you usually bow to people you don’t know?

Paula: No. I supposed I’d met him somewhere. Gregory: Are you telling
me the truth?

Paula: Of course. Why should I lie? I don’t know who he is. Gregory: Yet
you smiled at him. Why?

Paula: I tell you, I wasn’t thinking. I don’t know why I did it. Gregory:
Like the other things.

Paula: What other things?

Gregory: Oh, nothing. Only, I’ve been noticing, Paula, that...You’ve been
forgetful lately.

Paula: Forgetful?

Gregory: Well, losing things and...Oh, now, don’t look so worried, Paula.
It’s nothing. You get tired, and...

Paula: Yes. That’s probably what it is. I get tired. I'm tired now. Can’t we
go home? Gregory: Oh, no. We still have the crown jewels to see.
They’re in that building over there.

Paula: How do you know? Gregory: What did you say?

Paula: I said, how do you know where they are? You haven’t been here be-
fore. Gregory: The guide told us inside. Are you becoming suspicious
as well as absent- minded, Paula?

Paula: No, of course not, Gregory. (00:30:37,044 — 00:31:41,567)
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During this exchange, which lasted only more than a minute,
several things happened:

1.

16

Gregory expresses jealousy towards another man, treating a rather unim-
portant occurrence as something significant, riling Paula up, and putting
in question a behavior that is considered common courtesy: if someone
smiles at you, you smile back.

He uses her confusion as a pretext for a bigger conversation about
Paula’s behavior. Noticeably, Gregory positions himself as an expert on
Paula’s tendencies. The problem is that he has the grounds for such a po-
sition (although with some moral limitations, but Gregory is definitely
not the one to care about such mundane things as moral limitations). He
is her husband: he is with her at most times of the day and is an observer
of her behavior more than other people are. She still has doubts about it,
but they will be resolved soon.

His manipulation is again grounded in his recognition of Paula’s emo-
tions. He tells her not to worry when she has a concerned look on her
face. The issue, of course, is that he acknowledges only a part of the truth
— he brought her to a state of worry: her husband tells her that she is be-
coming forgetful, and she more likely believes him than not, but then he
underscores only her reaction to his words and omits his role in it.

He goes further and adds another ascription — you are tired. By this point
of their conversation, Paula is confused, as her own thoughts are conflict-
ing with the reality that her husband is presenting to her. She does not
consider herself a forgetful person, yet she is told she is. Profound con-
fusion, in my personal experience, is exhausting. So now she is feeling
tired, and, right on cue, Gregory tells her she is. His words align with her
inner experience, yet Gregory conveniently omits his role in the creation
of this reality.

Now that Paula is actually tired and wants to go home, Gregory decides
to win a power play and asks her to stay a bit longer, implicitly demon-
strating that his desires are important enough to override her own well-
being in the moment. He makes a mistake and shows that he knows
where the other part of the exhibition is, although he is not supposed to
know as it is his first time being here. He uses this accidental slip in his
facade to his own advantage. He bluntly lies that the guide has mentioned
it, but Paula was with him the whole time and does not remember the
guide saying this, but, in the context of the suspicion of her own forget-



fulness creeping at her, she chooses to believe Gregory because what he
is saying is logically plausible: they were just on a tour; there was a guide
who was describing the facilities of the building they were visiting; it is
only natural that he would mention where other parts of the exhibition
were.

Coincidentally, the person who greeted Paula was a detective who was ac-
quainted with her aunt a long time ago, when he was a child or adolescent. It
is interesting that the only thing that the detective has to say in the matter is
that he has a feeling that something peculiar is going on. We could theorize
that, perhaps, we do sense that something is wrong when a manipulation
occurs, but for a variety of reasons, grasping it with our minds at the mo-
ment of its occurrence is difficult, and only intuition and the body are telling
us that something is wrong. I draw this special attention because on most of
the occasions that I was being manipulated, I had this strange feeling - this is
not okay, but the feeling was so bleak at the moment that I chose not to pay
attention to it. Only when external sources of information, such as friends
and literature, pointed it out and shared what it was like for them and in
what context it occurred, did I start listening to it more carefully and draw-
ing my own conclusions. I write this not to highlight my personal necessity
for external validation of internal feelings for them to acquire shape, but to
underscore the pattern related to gaslighting specifically: the dissonance
caused by gaslighting is so subtle yet so invasive that the mind on its own
fails to nail it down.

The Loss of the Brooch and Appearance of Flickering Gas Light

When they come home, Gregory suggests that Paula should give him the
brooch so he can have it repaired. Paula opens her purse and looks for the
brooch. Her face changes. Gregory says, “What’s the matter? Anything
wrong?” (00:33:50,779 — 00:33:53,365). Drum roll, please. The brooch is not
there. It’s gone. Now, any doubts Paula had about her forgetfulness begin to
fade as she clearly remembers placing the brooch into her purse. Of course,
Gregory sings his song: “Oh, Paula, didn’t I tell you? How did you come to
lose it?” (00:34:29,818 — 00:34:35,115). I want to pay attention to such a
minor detail as the grammatical voice Gregory uses here — active and not
passive. He says, “How did you come to lose it” instead of “How could it
get lost”. Such a minor subtlety, but even on a grammatical level, Paula is put

17



at the center of accidents without any mention of Gregory him- self. Plausi-
bility again comes into play. Paula is agitated and says, “I don’t remember
opening my bag. Well, I suppose I must have... But suddenly I am beginning
not to trust my memory at all.” (00:34:55,177 — 00:35:12,486) Interestingly
enough, Gregory attempts to play it down by saying, “Oh, Paula. I tell you,
you’re just tired, that’s all. It doesn’t mean anything.” (00:35:12,653 —
00:35:20,119). The thing about the human brain is that it requires narratives
that help us anticipate the reality we are facing and fill in the gaps. Things
must make sense. Thus, when something fits the narrative, we tend to be-
lieve it, and gaslighting works, among other reasons, because of that cogni-
tive feature.

At this point, gas light explicitly enters the narrative, and we witness the
conception of the term. Nancy, the maid, enters the room, and Paula asks
her whether Nancy turned up the gas in the other room. Nancy is confused
and says, “Turn it up? No. Why?” (00:36:03,078 — 00:36:04,872). Paula saw
the gas light go down in her room, which usually happens when the gas is
turned up somewhere else in the house. Since Gregory was supposedly out
of the house at that time, the only logical conclusion that would fit the nar-
rative is that the maid turned it up somewhere in the house, yet the maid
insists it wasn’t her. This gap in understanding leaves Paula even more unset-
tled, which is also expressed in her response, “I thought it went down in here
as if you had [turned it up somewhere else].” (00:36:05,038 — 00:36:08,250).
She says, “I thought” instead of just saying more affirmatively, “It went
down.” Paula seeks an explanation: “Well, perhaps Elizabeth lit another jet in
the kitchen.” (00:36:13,839 — 00:36:16,425). However, Nancy says that
Elizabeth, the cook, had been in bed for some time already. When Nancy
leaves, Paula starts hearing footsteps above her — in the attic that is sealed
and is supposed to be completely empty.

In the meantime, the detective couldn’t let go of his unease about seeing
Paula. Because he is not directly interacting with Gregory, there is no one to
fill in the gaps in the narrative with lies, so he starts investigating the situa-
tion from an outsider’s perspective. Even though his boss is discouraging
him, the detective can’t let it go. He asks one of the patrol officers to switch
locations to the street where Paula and Gregory’s house is located. We, as
viewers, do not learn anything beyond that for the time being.
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