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Background: The Power of Language

As a preface, the authors bring sources that describe the dangerous power of language. How might
these sources contribute to a more general philosophy of language? Do the sources seem to care

about whether or not the statement is true?

Talmud Bavli Bava Metzia 58b

Someone taught before Rabbi Nahman bar Isaac: If a man put his
neighbor to shame, it is as if he shed blood. Rabbi Nahman said to
him: Well have you spoken, for we see how the red disappears [in
the victim’s face] and the pallor comes.
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Talmud Bavli Arakhin 15b
The tongue slays three people: the speaker, the listener, and one
spoken about.
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Talmud Yerushalmi Peah 1:1

Rabbi Manah derived them all from reasoning about a verse
[Deuteronomy 32:47]: “For this is not a trifling thing for you,” this
is study of the Torah; “it is your very life,” this is honoring one’s
father and mother; “through it you shall long endure,” this refers
to acts of loving kindness; “on the land,” this is bringing peace
between one person and another. In contrast to these virtues,
there are four great sins for which a person is punished in this
world, and their capital, or stock, remains in the form of
punishment dealt out to him or her in the world to come. These
four are idolatry, incest, murder, and slander, the last of which is as
bad as all the other three put together.
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Leviticus Rabbah 33:1

Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel said to his servant Tabbai: “Go to the
market and buy me good food.” He went out and brought back a
tongue. He told him, “Go out and bring me bad food from the
market.” He went out and brought him a tongue. He then asked
him: “Why is it that when I said ‘good food’ you brought me a
tongue, and when I said ‘bad food’ you also brought me a tongue?”
He replied: “It is the source of good and evil. When it is good, it
cannot be surpassed; when it is evil, then there is nothing worse.”
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ITI Types of Forbidden Speech

I: Lies (Sheker)

Exodus 23:1,7
You must not carry false rumors...Keep far from falsehood
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Leviticus 19:11
You shall not steal; you shall not deal deceitfully nor lie to one
another.
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Talmud Bavli Sanhedrin 89b
“This is the penalty for the liar: even when he tells the truth, no
one believes him.”
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e Despite the clear biblical prohibition, why might the rabbis also discuss the social

consequences of lying?

II: Slurs and Defamation (Leshon Hara)

Rambam Mishneh Torah Laws of Ethics (De’o?) 7:2

There is a sin much greater than this [that is, greater than telling
tales about someone else], and it is included in this negative
prohibition, namely, slurs (literally, “talk about the bad,” /ashon ha-
ra). That is someone who talks negatively about someone else, even
if he speaks the truth. But one who [additionally] tells lies is called
“one who spreads a bad name” (w0237 shem ra) about someone else.
One who engages in such slander sits and says: “So-and-so did
this,” “So-and-so were his ancestors,” “So-and-so I heard about
him,” all of which are [false and] defamatory. For such a person
Scripture says, “May the Lord cut off all flattering lips, every
tongue that speaks arrogance” (Ps. 12:4).
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Deuteronomy 25:3
He may be given forty lashes, but not more, lest being flogged
further, to excess, your brother is degraded before your eyes.

N3 D17
PO P07 KD 13 DY
N27 NN NPRDY INdNY
FPYR? POR 17PN

Mishnah Avot 2:15
Rabbi Eliezer said: Cherish your fellow human’s honor as your
own.
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e Why would telling the truth about someone be forbidden?

e How does the verse from Deuteronomy balance the desire to have just punishment with the
desire to treat every person with honor? What might this look like today?

I11: Oppressive Speech (Ona’at Devarin)

Mishnah Bava Metzia 4:10

Just as there is wronging others in buying and selling, so too there
is wronging others done by words. [So, for example,] one must not
ask another, “What is the price of this article?” if he has no
intention of buying. If a person repented [of his sin|, one must not
say to him, “Remember your former deeds.” If a person is a child
of converts, one must not say to him, “Remember the deeds of
your ancestors,” because it is written [in the Torah], “You shall
neither wrong a stranger nor oppress him” (Exod. 22:20).
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e How does this category relate to leshon hara? How is it similar? How is it different?

e What does this source say about the relation between a person’s past action and their future

choices?




How and Why Would You Share Information?

Admitting Ignorance

Talmud Yerushalmi Nedarim 10:11

R. Hiyya bar Abba came to R. Eleazar. He said to him, “Win the
favor of R. Yudan, the patriarch, so that he will write on my behalf
a letter of recommendation, because I am going abroad to make a
living.” He won his approval, and he wrote him as follows: “Lo,
we send you a great man as our messenger. He is our agent and is
in our status until he comes back to us.” R. Hezekiah, R. Dosetai,
R. Abbai bar Zamina, and some present tell the tale in the name of
R. Dosetai the Elder: Thus did he write for him, “Lo, we send you
a great man, who is not ashamed to say, ‘I have not heard the
answer to your question.”
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e What is the importance of admitting your own ignorance?
e How does this affect speaking about other people?

Motivations for Sharing

R. Dorff and Gary, p. 15-16

Specifically, these legal sources are relevant to what he says: Leviticus 19:14, 10 XY 93y 299
5Won, “Before a blind person do not put an obstacle,” which the Rabbis apply not only to a
physically blind person, but also to one who lacks important information that could likely harm

him or her; Leviticus 19:16, 997 DT9Y Thyn 8% “Do not stand idly by the blood of your brother,”
which the Talmud interprets to require that we seek to rescue people who are in harm’s way, and
which the Rabbis in the S7fre, Maimonides, Rashbam, Tosafot, and Sefer Ha-Hinukh apply to
monetary harm as well as physical harm; and the Talmud’s law of the pursuer (rodef), where a third
party must intervene, even lethally, to protect an innocent third party.'

Hafetz Hayim, Laws of Slurs (Leshon Hara), 6:2

There is of course a distinction between hearing and accepting, because in the case of listening
there is no prohibition unless the information has no future relevance to the listener. If, however,
the information - should it be true - does have relevance to the listener, for example if the listener
realizes at the outset that the speaker wants to show through his story that the subject is
untrustworthy or some other such trait and the listener is considering a business dealing or
partnership with the subject, or arranging a marriage for him or any similar involvement, it is
permissible to listen in order to explore the information and protect himself. The listener's desire
to hear the information must not be to listen to the disparagement of his friend, but rather to
protect himself so that he will not sustain damage or end up in a dispute, or any other sort of
misfortune.

It is also a principle that if the listener will not benefit by hearing the information, but
through his listening good can come to others, it is permissible. For example, if he listens to the
information so that he can later verify it and then rebuke the individual in question such that
perhaps through [his involvement] the sinner will repent, or he will return stolen goods to their

I 'Throughout the paper, the authors emphasize the importance of disclosing sexual abuse of children, past
felonies, or other relevant, dangerous actions.



owner or he will appease the person he incensed, or similar rectifications, his listening would be
permissible, as explained above....

R. Dorff and Gary p. 19-20

Thus, if the candidate has some negative qualities vis-a-vis the school ot job for which s/he is
applying, but they do not rise to the level of completely disqualifying the person or making it
dangerous for the school to admit him/her or for the employer to hire her/him, then the
evaluator can and should say, if it is true, that the person will benefit from the kind of support
that the school or employer can give him/her in carrying out the required tasks. Many schools
now offer such support to students with special needs, and, in part because of the Americans with
Disabilities Act, more and more employers are making accommodations for some forms of
disability as well. So evaluators should definitely identify whatever negative qualities will affect the
job or academic performance of the candidate, but they should also note when specific forms of

support can enable him/her to succeed in the school or job for which s/he is applying.

e One tension in this material is distinguishing between the force of law (forbidden and
permitted actions) and moral action (right and wrong). Taking into account the importance
of telling the truth and the need to protect others from making dangerous choices, what
might be the right way to talk about a person’s past experience?

e One motivation for writing the paper was reacting against the trend where companies do not
give any reference other than proof that the person worked at the company. What motivates

the ethical desire to

e s the final passage good advice? How would you hear that as an employer?

Appendix: ITI Permissions to Lie

I: Tact

Talmud Bavli Ketubbot 16b-17a

What words must be used when dancing before the bride?
The School of Hillel said: “Say, ‘O bride, beautiful and
gracious.” The School of Shammai said: “If she is lame or
blind, is one to say, ‘O bride, beautiful and gracious’ Does
it not say in the Torah, ‘Keep far from lying?”” (Exod. 23:7).
The Hillelites said, “Then, if someone makes a bad purchase
in the market, is one to commend it or run it down? Surely
one should commend it.”” Hence the wise say, “Always
make your disposition sympathetic to that of your
neighbor.”
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II: Maintaining Peace

Talmud Bavli Yevamot 65b (summary from p. 20)
A second exception to the requirement to tell the truth is
when one is engaged in an effort to bring peace. The Rabbis
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deduce this exception from the very words of God, who
changed Sarah’s words to say that she was worried that she
was too old to have children rather than that Abraham was
too old; from the lie Joseph’s brothers told Joseph after
Jacob’s death to try to attain his forgiveness and peace
among the brothers; and from God’s advice to Samuel to lie
to Saul that he was coming to bring a sacrifice even though
his real purpose was to tell him that God had decided to
wrest the throne from him and give it to David.
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I11: Maintaining Hope

Talmud Bavli Mo’ed Katan 26b

Our Rabbis taught: If the close relative of a sick person dies,
we do not inform the sick person lest he be emotionally
overwhelmed (#zaref da'atv).
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What sort of situations would invoke these exceptions? Do you think they affect the giving of

references and recommendations?




