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Language as a Lens - Session 2
Ona'at Devarim: Exploitative Language

R. Dena Weiss

VaYikra 25:14

TN KW

When you sell an item to your fellow or buy from him,
a person shall not exploit his brother
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VaYikra 25:17

TN KW

A person should not exploit his fellow and you shall
fear your God for | am HaShem your God.
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Just like there is exploitation in business so too there is
verbal exploitation. A person should not say, “How much is
this object?” When he does not want to buy it. If he was a
penitent, don’t say to him “Remember your prior deeds”
and if he was the son of converts don’t say to him,
“Remember the deeds of your ancestors.” As it says, do not
exploit a convert and do not oppress him.
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Our Rabbis taught:...How? If he was a penitent, don’t say to
him “Remember your prior deeds” and if he was the son of
converts don’t say to him, “Remember the deeds of your
ancestors.” If he was a convert and came to study Torah, do
not say to him, “The mouth that ate carrion, improperly
slaughtered animals, and creepy crawlers is coming to
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learn Torah which was spoken by the Almighty?!...R’
Yehudah said: He shouldn’t even look at the merchandise
when he doesn’t have money, for behold the matter is
submitted to the heart and any matter that is submitted to
the heart it says about it, and you shall fear your God. R’
Yohanan said in the name of R’ Shimon bar Yohai:
Exploitative speech is even worse than monetary
exploitation, because regarding [speech] it says, and you
shall fear your God, but regarding [money] it doesn’t say
and you shall fear your God. And R’ Elazar said, this
(verbal exploitation) affects his body and this (monetary
exploitation) is with his money. R’ Shmuel bar Nahmani
said - this can be returned and this cannot be returned...

They taught there (in a Beraita): If he cut it into tiles and put
sand between each tile: R’ Eliezer says it is pure and the
Rabbis say that it is impure and this is the snake oven. Why
a snake? R’ Yehudah said that Shmuel said: That they
surrounded him with words like this snake and they
impurified it.

They said: On that day they brought all of the objects that
R’ Eliezer declared as pure and burnt them in a fire, they
took a vote about him and cursed him (i.e.
excommunicated him). They said: Who will go and notify
him? R’ Akiva said to them: | will go, lest an inappropriate
person go and notify him and will end up destroying the
whole world. What did R’ Akiva do? He wore black clothes,
and wrapped his head in black, and sat 4 amot away from
him. R’ Eliezer said to him: Akiva, what makes today
different than yesterday? He said to him: My teacher, it
appears to me that your colleagues are separating
themselves from you. Then, he too tore his clothes and
removed his shoes and went to sit on the ground. Tears
flowed from his eyes.

The world was struck by a third of olives, a third of wheat,
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and a third of barley. And there are those that say that even
the dough that was in a woman’s hands got ruined. It was
taught: There was great anger on that day as every place
that R’ Eliezer set his eyes upon was destroyed.

And even Rabban Gamliel who was on a boat was
threatened with drowning by a huge wave. He said: It
appears to me that this is only happening because of R’
Eliezer ben Horkunus. He got up and said: Master of the
Universe! Itis clear and known to You that | did not do this
for my own honor or for the honor of my father’s house.
Rather | did it for Your honor, that there not be too many
arguments in Israel. And the sea calmed down.

Ima Shalom, the wife of R’ Eliezer was also Rabban
Gamliel’s sister. From the point of that incident on, she did
not let R’ Eliezer “fall on his face” [to say Tahanun]. One day
it was supposed to be Rosh Chodesh, but she got confused
[about whether the old month was 29 or 30 days long]. Or
there are those that say that an impoverished person came
to her door and she went out to give him some bread. She
came back to find [R’ Elizer] fallen on his face. She said to
him: Get up. You have already killed my brother.
Meanwhile, a shofar blast emerged from Rabban Gamliel’s
house [notifying] that he has died. He said to her: How did
you know? She said to him: So | have received from the
house of my father: All of the gates [of prayer] can be closed
except for the ones related to exploitation.
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Meiri (13th cent, France)
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Just as there is "ona'ah" in business, so too there is ona'ah
with words. Meaning - that it is wrong to oppress one's
fellow and cause him loss through words. And that is as
[the Gemara] says: He shouldn't say to him, "how much is
this item" when he doesn't want to buy it. Since the
theoretical buyer is too embarrassed to say that he doesn't
want to buy, the seller will keep on lowering the value of
his merchandise to say that it is not worth as much. Then
others will hear and that will cause him a loss. And even if
there is no one there, nevertheless he bothers him and
causes him pain in that he thought he was going to make a
sale and he didn't sell.
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Rashi - VaYikra 25:17
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A person should not exploit his fellow - Here [the Torah]
warns us against ona'at devarim - that a person should not
antagonize their friend nor should he give him advice that
is not appropriate for him, but rather according to the way
or what would be to the benefit of the adviser. And if you
say, "how would anyone know if | had negative intent?"
That's why the verse ends, and you shall fear your God.
The One who knows thoughts will know! Anything that is
internal and the only one who knows it is the one who has
the thought in his heart - in those cases it says, and you
shall fear your God
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Question: What is the definition of the Torah
prohibition of ona'at devarim? Is it anyone who pains
his friend in any way or is it specifically through
cheating? Like if he says to him, "remember your prior
actions"? Because there is a way to interpret it as his
intention is to reprove him and not cause him pain,
but since his true intent is to cause pain he violates
this commandment. But one who pains his friend in a
direct way is not included in this prohibition?
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And after God helped me explain, within this principle, a
number of matters pertaining to this law, | decided to explain
one more thing. Although it is not directly within the subject
matter of this book, which is devoted to the specific details of
the prohibition of lashon hara (evil speech), | nevertheless did
not refrain from including it, because many people stumble in
this matter.
This is the issue: When the evil inclination incites a person to
mock and ridicule his fellow, it also persuades him not to
express the mockery or ridicule openly. For if he were to say it
plainly, his fellow would answer him back doubly, and the
listeners would not regard him as wise because of it. Rather, he
devises a clever way to couch his words in subtle, deceptive
language, so that his intent is not understood except after
careful reflection. In this way, his fellow remains in shame and
humiliation, because he cannot immediately defend himself.
And when the matter later becomes understood, the mocker
imagines that he will thereby gain a reputation for cleverness in
the eyes of everyone.
If we were to calculate the sins of such a mocker, they would be
many beyond number:

1. The sin of mockery and scoffing (leitzanut).
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2. The sin of verbal oppression (ona'at devarim), as
explained in the Sefer HaMitzvot of Maimonides,
commandment 251.

Moreover, it often happens that he says such things in public,
and thereby he is considered one who publicly shames his
fellow.

There are many additional sins as well; see above in the
introduction.

Concerning such a mocker, we may apply the verse (Proverbs
12:18): "There is one whose reckless speech is like the piercings
of a sword." And one who praises this mocker, saying that he has
acted cleverly, has spurned God. For not only does he fail to
fulfill the commandment of rebuke by reproving him for this
wicked cunning, but he even praises him for it.

Of such a person it is said in Proverbs (24:24):

"He who says to the wicked, 'You are righteous'.."

He isincluded among those who flatter the wicked and
strengthen the hands of transgressors. About such people it is
said: "They are wise to do evil, but to do good they do not
know."
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