What Speaking Bespeaks:
Defining Lashon HaRa, Defining Ourselves

Why We Are Scared of Hilchos Lashon HaRa (And Why We Shouldn’t Be)
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Who is the one who desires life? [Who] loves days to see goodness? Guard your tongue from evil and
your lips from speaking deceitfully. Shun evil and do good, seek peace and pursue it.

What Did Miriam Do Wrong?
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Lashon HaRa: (Re)defining the /[ssur
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From Principles to Rules and From Musar to Halakhah: The Hafetz Hayim’s Rulings on Libel and Gossip 8
Dr. Benjamin Brown

Indeed, even if the Jewish thinkers of all generations gave little attention to the theoretical question of the
distinction between halakhah and musar, the living Jewish tradition knew very well how to distinguish
between them...[EJvery bookseller of religious literature knows that the Mishneh Torah, the Turand the Shulhan
Arukh should be placed in the section of halakhic books, while Hovot ha-Levavot, Sha’arei Teshuvah, Orhot
Tzaddikim, Mesillat Yesharim and the like should be placed in the collection of musar books...(p. 191)

The Rif, however, was probably the last major halkhist who viewed the prohibition against libel in this way. If
we rely on the conventional classification of books as halakhic or musar; this subject found its place in the latter.
Indeed, although Maimonides included it in his halakhic code, the Mishneh Torah, and wrote extensively
about its severity, it appears only in a musar context: first as a small part — six paragraphs — in the section
of Hilhot De’ot, which, as demonstrated above, is a musar text, and then again in a small paragraph at the
end of the laws of the impurity of leprosy, the placement of ‘which also implies its musar-theological
character...In contrast to halakhic convention, Maimonides does not present in these sections the exceptions to
the prohibition, except for one...but suffices with the presentation of the prohibition itself, together with words
of reproach on its severity...(pp. 194-5)
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