
Shabbat shalom!  I hope all of you had easy and meaningful fasts.  I’m 
continuing this week with the theme of lashon hara from SBM, and you can hear 
my SBM shiur on the texts below at 
http://www.torahleadership.org/lectures.html#sbm09shiur (July 27).   

Rav Moshe Feinstein in these responsa takes a very strong stand against 
having teachers compel students to tell who among them committed a specific 
wrong, even as he acknowledges that students who spontaneously tell may be 
doing something praiseworthy, and that telling may well have very positive 
consequences for the school society.  His explicit ground for this opposition is 
that it will cause students to undervalue the prohibition of lashon hara, and I 
suggest that an implicit underpinning is a belief that restraint from saying lashon 
hara is a core element of good character, or an essential element of virtue. 

The question is whether this virtue should be universalized, whether 
society is better off if no one is willing to say negative things about others (see 
my discussion of Tif’eret Yohonatan to Parashat Kedoshim; 
http://www.torahleadership.org/categories/tif__eret_yehonatan_kedoshim.pdf ).  
Rav Moshe leaves a way out of this conflict in the first responsum by permitting 
people to spontaneously inform, if they have faith in their motives, but in the 
second he seems to say that no one should trust their motives in this matter.  But 
surely he does not mean to suggest a halakhic omerta code, in which all police 
inquiries are met by stony silence?  

Another question worth raising is whether Rav Moshe’s objection would 
apply to schools that run on the honor system, in which all students are obligated 
to report each other’s violations.  Is this just his case of coerced informing writ 
large, or would he recognize that allowing student society to take collective 
responsibility is a tremendous positive for character development, and believe 
that students can distinguish honor bound reporting from tattling and gossiping? 

I suspect that this issue must be treated contextually, rather than 
answered in absolute crosscultural terms.  Your comments are of course always 
welcome.  I note that many of you wrote last week to suggest that Pele Yoetz’s 
idiom “no wood without smoke” meant that no fuel burns without waste, and by 
analogy that there is no person who has no imperfections, whereas I had 
emended to “no fire without smoke”.  I have not yet found an antecedent for 
either option, and would welcome evidence. 

Please look for the annual SBM Sh’eilah uTeshuvot – the sh’eilah to which 
the Fellows and I will write response will be posted on the website early next 
week. 



 שו"ת אגרות משה חלק יו"ד ב סימן קג ד"ה ובדבר אם 
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Igrot Mosheh 2YD:1-3 
Regarding whether an educator is permitted to tell students that if they know who did the 
shameful thing they should tell him – it is a vile thing to act so, as this will cause them to take 
lashon hara lightly, 
even though the analogy to that which The Holy One Who is Blessed says to Yehoshua: ‘Am I an 
informer for you’ (Sanhedrin 43) is inexact, as there Yehoshua would have known via the lottery 
anyway (that Akhan was the one who had taken spoils from Yericho) and carried out the 
punishment, whereas here the guilty party may never be identified,  
and therefore if the information were given with the intent of sincere rebuke, in the hope that the 
guilty party would be punished and as a result improve his ways, there would be grounds to 
permit,  
as we find (Arakhin 16) that Rabbi Yochanan ben Nuri said: “Many times Akiva was punished at 
my hand, as I would complain about him to Rabban Gamliel when I was aggrieved” – see there -
and this was sincere rebuke, and Rabban Gamliel needed to know,  
and certainly this was also the case regarding Rav Huna and Rav Chiiya bar Rav who told 
Shmuel, that this was because Shmuel needed to know in order to rebuke,  
but all this applies only when someone is autonomously aroused to tell the Rav so that he will 
rebuke the guilty, and not when the Rav decrees on his students that they should tell him if they 
know something negative,  
even if the students are great men, 
and with regard to us, it is implausible to consider that even adults have the sincere intent, and a 
fortiori this is implausible with regard to children. 
 
Igrot Mosheh 4YD:30 
I will first explain what I wrote in 2YD:103, that it is a vile thing for an educator to tell students that 
if anyone knows who did the shameful thing they should tell him, and that it causes them to take 
lashon hara lightly,  
which your honor and companions found difficult, as the motive of the Rav is to have influence on 
the guilty student so that he will not do further shameful things, and it is also reasonable that if the 
guilty student knows that the Rav knows of his deeds, he will cease doing them,  
and you compared this to what Chafetz Chayyim wrote in “Prohibitions of Lashon Hara 4:6”, that 
it is permitted to tell of wrongdoing to people who are more likely to have influence so that they 
can rebuke the wrongdoer. 
Now I wrote there that the permission for the sake of sincere rebuke, as in the story of Rav 
Yochanan ben Nuri on Arakhin 16, who said: “I call Heaven and Earth to testify that Many times 
Akiva was punished at my hand, as I would complain about him to Rabban Shimon ben 
Gamliel”1, and in the story of Rav Huna and Rav Chiyya bar Rav there, where Rav Huna spoke 
the denigration of Chiyya bar Rav in front of Shmuel, applies only when one is autonomously 
aroused to tell the rav so that he will rebuke the wrongdoer, but not when the rav decrees upon 
the students that they must tell him if they know something negative about somebody,  
and as for the concern that if the matter is not brought to light, and they don’t know whom to 
punish, perhaps others will not be concerned about violating the same norm – when he orders 
them to reveal it,  he is as if making light to them the very severe prohibition of lashon hara!   
And in terms of deterring the violation that the student did, he can explain – even without knowing 
who did it, which means that he will not be punished – the severity of the prohibition and its 
intrinsic wrongness.  And even if knowledge of the severity of the prohibition will be ineffective in 
the absence of punishment, it is still not possible to permit the prohibition of lashon hara, as who 
has the temerity to prioritize one prohibition over another. 
 
 
 

                                                
1 The text here differs from the citation in the previous teshuvah 


