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The 1944 film Gaslight depicts a scheme contrived by Gregory Anton , an operatic

accompanist, against his new wife, the opera star Paula. The couple had moved into

her aunt’s long-vacant London house some time after the aunt’s gruesome murder,

and Paula was uneasy about it- perhaps her aunt’s restless spirit would come back

to haunt the place she called home. Taking advantage of her insecurity, Gregory

began to orchestrate events that would convince his wife that she was going insane.

Strange noises coming from the attic would set her on edge; he was the one making

the noises, but would tell her that she was just hearing things. He caused the gas

lights to flicker while he allegedly wasn’t home, yet when she told him about it, he

would tell her that she was imagining things. He hired a maid, Nancy and directed

her not to disturb his emotionally unbalanced wife for any reason. Isolating Paula

from the world, Gregory convinced her that she is a kleptomaniac, even planting an

expensive watch in her handbag he had previously accused her of stealing. Without

revealing any spoilers, the plot is finally uncovered, and turns out to be even more

dastardly than what we have described so far. More than seven decades later, the

film is having a moment of sorts. In 2019, it was included in the National Film

Registry of the Library of Congress, an honor accorded to films of cultural,

historical and aesthetic significance. This past week, Merriam Webster released
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their annual Word Of The Year1, a title bestowed upon the word that was searched

the most in a calendar year. For 2022, the word of the year was “gaslighting.”

Merriam Webster offers two definitions for this word:

1. The psychological manipulation of a person, usually over an extended period

of time, that causes the victim to question the validity of their own thoughts,

perception of reality, or memories and typically leads to confusion, loss of

confidence and self-esteem, uncertainty of one’s emotional or mental

stability, and a dependency on the perpetrator.”

2. The act or practice of grossly misleading someone especially for one’s own

advantage.

Searches for this word, present in the English language since the mid 2010s, went

up 1740% in 2022, not prompted by any specific event, but by the pervasiveness of

this phenomenon, especially in politics. You don’t have to look to popular culture,

though, to understand this term. I believe it is quite relevant to one of the most

dramatic moments in the entire Torah.

The Parsha opens with Yehuda’s impassioned speech, in which he politely but firmly

tells off the man he thinks is an Egyptian viceroy. He explains to Yosef that what he

is asking- that Binyamin be left behind- is a non-starter. They have an elderly father

1

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/arts/gaslighting-is-merriam-websters-2022-word-of-the-year#:~:text=NEW
%20YORK%20(AP)%20%E2%80%94%20%E2%80%9C,But%20something%20else%20happened.
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who already lost one son, and to cause him anguish by leaving another behind is a

possibility they will not countenance. It is this speech that finally breaks Yosef’s

resolve, and he sends everyone out of the room. Drawing his brothers close, he tells

them:

י נְִבֲה֖לּו ִמָּפָנֽיו׃ י ְוֽ�א־יְָכ֤לּו ֶאָחי֙ו ַלֲע֣נֹות אֹ֔תֹו ִּכ֥ י ָח֑ ף ַה֥עֹוד ָאִב֖ ף ֶאל־ֶאָחי֙ו ֲאִנ֣י יֹוֵס֔ אֶמר יֹוֵס֤ ֹ֨ ַוּי

Joseph said to his brothers, “I am Joseph. Is my father still well?” But his brothers could

not answer him, so dumbfounded were they on account of him.

From a purely dramatic, and even pragmatic, standpoint, this revelation seems to be

missing something. Why did he ask them this question right away, instead of

pausing for dramatic effect and allowing the bombshell he just dropped to sink in?

Furthermore, what kind of question is this, anyway? Yosef heard Yehuda’s speech;

he knew his father was alive!

Commenting on this verse, the Midrash tells us,

ַרִּבי ֶאְלָעזָר ֶּבן ֲעזְַריָה ָאַמר אֹוי ָלנּו ִמּיֹום ַהִּדין אֹוי ָלנּו ִמּיֹום ַהּתֹוֵכָחה,

Woe betide us from the day of judgment, woe betide us from the day of rebuke.

What is the connection between this statement and Yosef’s revelation? The original

Rav Yosef Dov HaLevi Soloveitchik, in his commentary Beis HaLevi on the Chumash,

explains that this Midrash is a description of our reaction when we are confronted

with uncomfortable truths that we cannot explain away or rationalize. In the

moment of his revelation, Yosef asked his brothers the one question for which there
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was no good answer. “You say my father is alive, but how is that possible? You’ve

been gaslighting him for 20 years! All these years, did he think I was alive or dead?

What did you tell him after you threw me into the pit, and after you sold me into

slavery? Did he have any hope that maybe I was still alive, and what did you tell him

if he did? Did you try and crush his spirit, his optimism, his will to live?” All of the

rationalizations the brothers offered, to themselves and others, for the way they

treated their father fell by the wayside. When confronted with this question, they

couldn’t answer- because there was no answer. Indeed, Yaakov showed some of the

classic symptoms of a gaslighting victim as a result of this treatment. No longer did

he trust his instinct, in the validity of his own thoughts:

יִם ַוָּיׇ֣פג ִלּ֔ב ֶרץ ִמְצָר֑ ל ְּבׇכל־ֶא֣ י ְוִכֽי־֥הּוא מֵֹׁש֖ ף ַח֔ ר ֚עֹוד יֹוֵס֣ ֹ֗ דּו ֜לֹו ֵלאמ ין ָלֶהֽם׃ֹוַוּיִַּג֨ י �א־ֶהֱאִמ֖ ִּכ֥

And they told him, “Joseph is still alive; yes, he is ruler over the whole land of Egypt.”

His heart went numb, for he did not believe them.

I think there are a few important lessons from this Midrash, and from the Beis

HaLevi’s explanation of it. First, it is to be hoped that none of us engage in the kind

of psychological abuse and manipulation described by the term gaslighting.

However, when we are subject to the final judgment, the one for which we will have

no answers and no justifications, it will be clear that most of the gaslighting never

took place between two people; it was us deluding ourselves. One of the most

common ways we gaslight ourselves is to  ignore the strong gut feeling we have that
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something is morally or religiously problematic. When we experience this, we tell

ourselves that we are just being crazy. We are not; this kind of gut feeling should

lead us, at the very least, to proceed with care and judiciousness. Of course, it is not

just through ignoring gut feelings that we gaslight ourselves. We also convince

ourselves that what we see in front of our eyes isn’t really true, or isn’t worth

worrying about. This is how we tell ourselves that the rampant and increasing

anti-Semitism happening in this country is nothing to worry about. It is also how

we  justify to ourselves inaction in the face of abuse, silence in the face of injustice

or acceptance in the presence of dishonesty. Who am I to say anything? Maybe I’m

just the crazy one? When the right thing to do is not the convenient or popular

thing to do, we talk ourselves out of it in twenty different ways, persuading

ourselves that the barometer of whether an action or an outcry is worthwhile is the

benefit it will or won’t provide. I often see this in the way people rationalize the

problematic actions and statements of religious leaders they revere, political

candidates they support or cultural warriors they esteem, because they agree with

his or her worldview otherwise. The message is that we should develop and trust

our instincts for right and wrong,  and act on them- and act on what we plainly see

is in front of us.

Aside from the way we gaslight ourselves, there is a relational lesson to be learned

as well. While we may not consciously gaslight others, we often will negate their
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gut feelings and instincts, especially if we think they are being irrational or

unreasonable, or if these gut feelings are inconvenient for us. There is a term called

medical gaslighting2, referring to doctors who dismiss the illness of their patients

entirely, telling them it is psychological when, in fact, the patient is really sick and

can’t get a physician to take them or their symptoms seriously. Listening and

validating the feelings of others may actually save their lives, because they might be

right.  Beyond the medical context, this practical consideration holds true for our

relationships as well. It was December of 2012, the night before my brother’s

wedding. My parents, in-laws, brothers and my uncle and aunt from Israel were

staying at our house in Woodmere. As you can imagine, the place was flying. In the

midst of all the excitement, Jessica had to cover an exceedingly poorly timed

overnight shift. As she was about to leave for work, right after we lit the first

Chanukah candle, she turned to me and said, “I think I smell sewage coming from

the basement.” For those who have lived in Dallas for a long time, a basement is a

subterranean floor of a house, often  used for storage or containing extra rooms for

sleeping and the like… You may not know this about Jessica, but she possesses a

highly developed sense of smell. I often accuse her of having phantom olfactory

sensations, and this time was no exception. Despite my protestations, it became

evident within a few minutes that she was right; a foul smell began to waft up the

stairs off the kitchen; of course, I was tasked with going down and investigating.

2 https://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/29/well/mind/medical-gaslighting.html
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Sure enough, a pipe had burst near our washing machine. The next several hours

were a whirlwind of Rotorooter plumbers coming in, fixing pipes and cleaning up-

thank God, it all got done in relatively short order and the basement wasn’t a

finished one. Jessica said she was never so happy to work an overnight shift! I still

reflect occasionally upon that evening; what if I hadn’t been able to smell anything?

She would still have been right, but our inaction would have placed us in even

bigger trouble. Quite aside from any practical reasons not to negate the feelings of

others, there are important psychological reasons not to do so. We may think we

are being helpful in setting them straight by showing that their feelings and

instincts are wrong, but when we do this, we rob people of the ability to trust their

gut, to evince healthy fear, to formulate proper emotional reactions and even to

develop original thoughts.

The drama of Yosef and his brothers ends with Yaakov’s gut feeling- that Yosef

lived- proving correct after all. Yosef’s unanswerable question to his brothers about

gaslighting their father presents us with a powerful challenge- to be brutally honest

with ourselves, but also, to listen to the feelings of others and validate them, so we

can be the kind of supportive presence everyone needs and deserves. As we bid

farewell to the secular year 2022, let’s pray that the gaslighting ends as well- and

that next year’s word is so much more positive.
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