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Medical Gaslighting 

Gaslight is an American thriller film directed by George Cukor’s and produced by Arthur Hornblow Jr. on 1944. 
Paula (Ingrid Bergman) and her husband Gregory (Charles Boyer) were the main characters of this film. Here, one 
can see that the young lady’s husband is manipulating Paula in such a way that she believes that she is developing 
insanity and isolating herself from the world. Gregory dims and brightens the gaslights and then insists Paula is 
imagining it. “Gregory aims to undermine Paula’s sense of self and everyday life, to confuse and distort her reality 
such that she must accept his imposed reality in place of her own”1. His marriage to Paula was a cunning strategy to 
institutionalise her, and he snatched her aunt Alice’s estate, who was murdered earlier. This film gave rise to the term 
gaslighting, a form of psychological abuse that is worse than physical abuse.
“Gaslighting is when someone in power uses manipulation to make another person doubt his or her own judgement, 
or even sanity. The concept first gained attraction as a construct in the psychological literature during the 1960s” and 
it pervades domestic and professional spaces to this day2.
‘Gaslighting’ in the medical profession is due to many reasons. It may be due to a lack of communication skills or 
time constraints for physicians. The New York Times, in an article on March 28, 2022, highlighted “the problem, 
which is especially common in women, the elderly, and coloured races in America”. The Merriam-Webster dictio-
nary declared “gaslighting as one of its ‘words of the year’ for 2022 and called it the act or practice of grossly 
misleading someone, especially for one’s own advantage”3.  Experts recommend watching for the following red flags 
that give a signal to a physician or a patient about gaslighting:

 When a health care provider continually interrupts, doesn’t allow for elaborate, and doesn’t appear to be an  
 engaged listener to the patient.
 If the health care provider minimises or downplays the symptoms of the patient and refuses to  discuss the  
 patient’s symptoms.
  When a physician will not order key imaging or lab work to rule out or confirm a diagnosis.
  When the patient feels the provider is being rude, condescending, or belittling.
  When symptoms are blamed on mental illness but not provided with a mental health referral or screened for such  
 illness.

Experts then suggest to the patients to
 Keep detailed notes and records of their symptoms, lab results, imaging, medications, and family medical history.
  Ask questions. If possible, prepare a list of questions before the appointment.
  Sometimes it can help to have a trusted friend or relative accompany the patient, particularly when discussing a  
 treatment plan or difficult medical issue.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
 Focus on the most pressing issue, which is the reason for the visit, so that the patient can   communicate with the  
 doctor efficiently.
 Before leaving the physician, the patient would like to understand three things: the best guess as to what is  
 happening; plans for diagnosing or ruling out different possibilities; and treatment options, depending on what is  
 found.

If the patient still feels ignored then he or she can
 Switch providers to seek a second opinion, a third, or even a fourth.
 Reframe the conversation with the current provider.
 Look to support groups that may provide useful resources and information.
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On Becoming a Teacher in a Medical College

When I took the teacher’s oath three decades ago, I didn’t know how different it would be from my profession as a 
doctor. Teachers occasionally have unpleasant emotions, ups and downs during their tenure as a teacher, there is a 
risk that the job becomes confusing, and all these emotions are associated with this thankless job. I, however, learned 
that it is up to me to remain steadfast and uplifted all through my long journey. Priorities of busy life in a medical 
college, the competency with which a teacher’s life is so much associated, courage to defend my rights and my 
student’s rights to a healthy environment of reciprocity of teaching and learning, were to be always considered.
I can say I always enjoyed my additional responsibilities as a teacher. At times it was even my primary responsibility 
and medical profession the second. Every teacher agrees that challenging days are common to our lives as teachers 
but the feeling that you are a part of development is so pleasing that you don’t regret why you are there. It never 
happened to me to decide to quit, but I strongly feel that a teacher cannot go ahead successfully if he or she doesn’t 
feel happy or recognize and appreciate himself or herself from time to time. I went through these different feelings, 
that I used to jokingly, share with my intimate colleagues and now I like to share it with you. I never regretted that I 
am a teacher and this should be every teacher’s feeling. Senseless time flies away, it cannot teach anything to 
anybody; time on its own has no power or skill or worth much, but you grow, learn, and change if you are lucky in a 
good way. You try to be important and develop as well. You try not to repeat the same year of your career over and 
over again but continue to change, adapt to the changes around you and try and learn skills that will further one’s 
chances to keep up to say the least. The question that comes to this editor’s mind is whether change has any limits 
and how to respond to what someone may think is a system or limitations imposed on him or her.
I became a teacher at a medical college nearly 30 years ago and soon fell in love with the never-ending challenges, 
learning opportunities, new colleagues, staff, patients, and, above all, students. What an experience to walk around 
and see dynamism everywhere! The routine work of a doctor has been complimented by the juvenile environment of 
new adults moving around me and looking at me as if waiting for some miracle to be performed or for miracles to 
happen, which would make their journey shorter and help get them to their desired finish line faster. They grew fast 
and were soon ready to swim in the ocean. If the house is an aquarium, then the college is a pond, and the world at 
large is an ocean; somehow, they grew and mature in the ocean. To me, however, college is but a farmland. We had 
to observe preparing the land, ploughing it yearly, planting fresh saplings, gardening, and taking care of the new 
plants to mature, then reaping the harvest about 5 years later and enjoying the success and achievements from each 
delicate and timely activity. At orientation ceremonies, I would tell parents that their wards would be in the safe 
hands of our experienced staff and would tell them that we should all wait for good results. I always considered 
myself in the rank of guardians, the “owners” of our products. Soon, with the passing of time, I came to the realization 
that the “products” that I “created” and “owned” were but temporary visitors; they left us for their environments and 
didn’t look back. I gradually realized that I don’town anybody, and they come and go. 
They belong to their families, relatives, and localities. In about ten years, I learned the reality that I am not at the level 
of guardians and cannot claim anything!! What was I then? The second stage of my transformation started taking 
shape. I love books and am always fascinated by Franz Kafka’s look into life. He wrote about what he called meta-
morphosis, which may be translated as transformation or mutation. From being a doctor, I became a teacher, then 
transformed into a guardian, and now, yes, I was mutated and became a farmer.
It was still good; I was young, energetic, and excited. Good to claim it. In the second decade of my career, I did not 
stand at the level of parents and guardians but at the level of our farmers. Yes, I had become a farmer. In orientation 
ceremonies for freshmen my address to all had evolved and I would say that our farm is ready to take on new 
challenges, and the parents and guardians should trust us and not worry. Like saplings, their wards will be planted, 

nurtured, educated, and skilled, and they can enjoy what we produce at the end of five-year seasons. It is not a bad 
feeling to be a farmer and actually it is a good feeling to have! Farmers are important to society and the nation. With-
out hesitation, I declared my position. I will work as a farmer. I am a farmer of a different nature, and my products 
are unique and special. Another decade was nearing its end, and soon I started to realize my limitations and my enthu-
siasm was curbed as I never created routines, or ever issued ordinances, or made curriculums, and syllabi. Everything 
is so prefixed and set up in such a way that there is no room for change of any magnitude. I didn’t have the slightest 
freedom to change anything. I was never lost because I was not free! Nearly another 10 years passed (now it was 
almost 20 years), same lectures, same tutorials, clinical classes and so on. The feeling of being a dynamic teacher 
gradually faded away. A farmer has a choice of its product; he produces what is good and has a good demand and 
market and goes for it, but here no choices were given to me; I can’t decide what to teach, how much to teach, elabo-
rate on some topics, discard others, and even the students themselves decide to learn or not to learn according to the 
syllabus and earlier students advice. With my notes not changing for years and repeating the same thing over and 
over again, the only change is a little change in the timing and distribution of classes to different years and phases. 
Where am I? Am I a machine? No, it is a farm here, not a factory. The 3rd decade of teaching experience is in the 
middle, and I feel a mutation in me- a kind of metamorphosis with my firm belief that we are on a farm with products, 
owners, farmers, and land that needs ploughing every year by never-tired, never- complaining cows. I gradually 
found myself at the bottom of the list, in the ranks of various other characters that contribute in the farm, like the 
animals and the machinery. I looked outwardly and inwardly, and I realized that I have only ever been a cow from 
the beginning of my teaching career till now. No sound, no autonomy in how to be a teacher or how to oversee the 
education of my pupils, no new pictures in front of my eyes, no any new aims and ambitions ahead. Kafka is right; I 
was functionally a cow in a self-declared comparison of my environment to a farm with different but unique prod-
ucts.
However, these reflections added to my positive attitude towards my profession. A teacher’s aim is to produce 
humanity, and not just humans with skill and knowledge. Teachers are satisfied when they see their former students 
are doing better than their teachers and it is by accepting the fact that my student is better than them, that a teacher is 
elevated in his own self.
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 Appeal to a higher authority if the patient is being treated in a hospital setting. They can  contact the patient 
advocacy staff, who may be able to assist. Dr. Mitchell said, “Doctors need to be held accountable”4.

The medical profession is considered to be a noble profession. Altruism is driven into every student and doctor. They 
always keep patients as their foremost responsibility. They are not allowed to have any form of fallibility at all. This 
leads a young, budding doctor to get emotionally exhausted and depressed, and this is also a form of ‘gaslighting’. 
The corporatization of medicine has created another form of ‘gaslighting’, "where the corporate masters keep drilling 
into a young physician’s mind to practice mechanistic, investigation- and technology-based, revenue-generating 
medicine, irrespective of the needs of the patient”3.
So at the end, I must say that to be a good doctor, we should build relationships with patients through mindful listen-
ing and finding out their concerns and ideas. To be a good professional, we have to practice our fellow feelings, there-
by avoiding gaslighting in our medical and professional lives.
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