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I. Source and Parameters. In recent times much attention has been paid to the sin of slanderous speech (lashon hara). The sin or hurtful/insulting speech, while an equally insidious transgression, does not seem to garner quite as much attention. It can be easy to overlook the damage caused by hurtful speech, especially as we are eager to write off our own violations as “just a joke” (see Pele Yo’eitz Erech Ona’ah who asserts that such “jokesters” will certainly be punished). The Mishnah Berurah (343:3) lists both lashon hara and hurtful speech amongst the sins that one must train children to refrain from, starting at the youngest ages. The Mishnah Berurah laments how sins of speech tend to become habitual in our youth and are very hard to rectify later in life. While we are familiar with legal systems that punish crimes of defamation and libel, the torah is unique in that even more minor hurtful comments are legislated against. The requirement to show fellow man respect and to avoid speaking in a hurtful manner is intuitive. Yet, there are many details and examples of the prohibition that are novel. In this essay we will strive to outline the basic sources and laws of hurtful speech.
A. Source. The Torah (Vayikra 25:17) warns “Lo Sonu Ish Es Amiso”, “Do not harass/cheat a member of your nation”. The gemara (Bava Metzia 58b) understands that the reference is not to financial corruption and overcharging (ona’as mammon), but to verbal abuse (ona’as devarim). The gemara explains that verbal abuse is worse than financial wrongdoing in three important ways: 
1. First, monetary crimes are done against a person’s bottom line but not against the person’s body, whereas verbal abuse directly affects the core of the victim’s identity, his sense of self. 
2. Second, money gained through dishonest means can be returned, whereas words can never be taken back. The Shitah M’kubetzes (ad. loc.) explains that even if the perpetrator apologizes at a later date, the words have already left an impact that cannot simply be erased. 
3. Third, the torah specifically warns of the necessity to fear God (“v’Yareisa m’Elokecha”) in the context of verbal abuse, but no such warning appears in the context of monetary abuse. Whether one intends to cause somebody pain through his words is often not readily apparent to other people. Only God is aware of our true intentions. Consequently, a reminder to “fear God” is in order when speaking of verbal abuse. The Maharsha (Chidushei Aggados to Bava Metzia 58b) explains that the gemara considers thief who commits his crime clandestinely to be worse than the thief who steals in broad daylight. While the latter fears nobody, the former exhibits a fear of man while failing to acknowledge the seeing-eye of God. Similarly, Maharsha argues, one who overcharges another person has done a sin that can be recognized by other people, displaying disregard for both man and God, while one who intends to speak in a hurtful way, which cannot easily be detected by other people, exhibits a disregard for God while fearing his fellow man. (One can argue that the comparison to the thief is faulty. In the case of the thief who steals in secret, he is actively trying to avoid the watchful eyes of his fellow man. In the case of the perpetrator of ona’as devarim, he is not purposely avoiding being seen by man. The nature of the sin simply does not lend itself to human recognition). 

4. Finally, the prohibition of causing another person emotional anguish can be violated even without uttering a single word. The term that the mishnah uses to describe the prohibition is “ona’as devarim”, but the torah simply says “lo sonu” (do not harass) which implies that any form of harassment is prohibited. Indeed, the amongst the gemara’s examples of ona’as devarim are cases that do not involve a the perpetrator being verbal. (see also Responsa Az Nidberu VIII:63)
B. Overlap with Other Prohibitions. The sin of saying hurtful words is often violated together with other similar sins. Many examples of ona’as devarim also involve violation of other torah laws and values. The Sefer Hachinuch (#338) explains that ona’as devarim is part of the larger obligation to maintain peaceful relationships and avoid quarreling.  Additionally, Rashi (Vayikra ad. loc.) suggests that offering misleading or bad advice is included in the prohibition of ona’as devarim, even as it is already included in the prohibition of putting a stumbling block in front of a blind man. The Rambam (Hilchos Dei’os 7:5) makes the obvious connection between hurtful words and the sin of lashon hara. Finally, the Sefer Hachinuch (mitzvah 231) understands the prohibition to curse another Jew as part of the prohibition of damage. The Sefer Hachinuch writes that the power of words is such, that our words can actually cause damage to the target of our verbal attacks (see there where he cites the Rambam who disagrees with this assessment). Since speech is what separates man from beast, and connects man spirituality, our words have the ability to affect the world around us in a profound way. Using the skill of speech to speak badly toward others can genuinely cause the victim to become hurt, even if he never hears the words spoken against him.
II. Who and What Is it Prohibited to Insult. 
A. The Rama (Choshen Mishpat 228:1) records two significant limitations on the prohibition to engage in verbal assault: First, the Rama writes that the prohibition is limited to God-fearing people. The Sma (ad. loc.) explains that the torah warns about harassing people “of your nation”, and the gemara understands this as people who are “with you in torah and mitzvos”, but not irreligious people who do not participate in learning torah and performing mitzvos. It is important to note that contemporary poskim limit this leniency to people who are raised to know about the value of a life of torah and mitzvos, but choose to reject it. The vast majority of irreligious Jews, who were not raised in homes with torah values and do not make a conscious choice to reject a torah lifestyle, may not be verbally assaulted (see Responsa Shevet Halevi V:Kuntros Hamitzvos:51)
1. It is interesting to note that this permissive ruling is not cited by the Rambam or the Shulchan Aruch, in spite of it’s appearance in the gemara as an undisputed law. Perhaps the Rambam and Shulchan Aruch understand the gemara that limits the prohibition to somebody who is “with you” as an additional warning to be careful not to insult one’s wife who is literally “with you” and has the most profound impact on your ability to perform torah and mitzvos.
B. The Rama also rules that it is permissible to verbally abuse one who inflicts verbal abuse on himself. This ruling is somewhat puzzling. After all, one would imagine that somebody who suffers from such a low self image that he constantly puts himself down should be treated with a greater degree of sensitivity. The Sma (Choshen Mishpat 228:4) offers three possible explanations for this ruling. First, perhaps the reference is not to one who insults themselves, but one who insults you. A Jew may retaliate when he has been verbally assaulted. The logic to permit retaliation is that the fellow who initiates the assault has demonstrated that he is not “with you in torah and mitzvos”, thereby leaving himself open for a verbal assault. If this approach were correct, it would seem that one may verbally assault anybody who has verbally assaulted another person (not just somebody who has verbally assaulted you). Second, the Sma suggests, that the halacha does indeed refer to somebody who insults themselves. Since it is prohibited for one to put themselves down, one who does so is included in the previous category of a person who does not observe torah and mitzvos. The Sma rejects both of these interpretations in favor of the suggestion that one who inflicts insults on themselves is simply not a normal person. The torah clearly prohibits verbally assaulting “amisecha”, which not only means torah observant people, but people with some degree of basic sanity.
C. Another possible exception to the prohibition of issuing verbal abuse is that of a teacher attempting to motivate a student. The Rambam (Hilchos Talmud Torah 4:5) writes that an overly demanding rebbe is likely to be ineffective. The definition of an overly demanding rebbe is one who berates students who are simply unable to understand the material, either as a result of the depth of the material or the limited intellect of the student. If, however, the students are being lazy and consequently not following the shiur, “he is obligated to get angry at them and humiliate them with words in order to sharpen them”. This approach was fairly common in the yeshivos of Lita where the rebbe would berate students who were not living up to their potential, in an effort to motivate them to achieve at a higher level. The Rambam states that in order to be an effective intimidator a rebbe should avoid eating, drinking, or even laughing in front of his students. Needless to say, the exact nature of the rebbe-talmid relationship will vary based on the backgrounds of the protagonists and social expectations. The leaders in the field of education of each generation are best equipped to determine the precise balance of toughness and patience that a rebbe must show. 
1. The notion that insults may be hurled in the context of trying to motivate greater diligence in torah seems well sourced in the gemara. Amoraim have referred to each other as “brainless” (Yevamos 9a, Menachos 80b), accused each other of making torah statements while “half asleep (Yevamos 24b, Nida 60a amongst others) and have remarked that their colleagues seem to have “never understood a rabbinic teaching” (Eruvin 15a), amongst others. (See, however, Responsa Chavos Yair 152 who denies that the torah would ever look favorably at anything but the most respectful of tones and explains how many seemingly insulting statements that we find in Chazal may actually be complimentary.)
D. The gemara rules that the prohibition of ona’as mammon (overcharging) does not apply to non-Jews. Rav Yeruchem Fishel Perlow (Commentary to Rasag Mitvos Lo Sa’asei 82-83) points out that the mishnah draws a direct link between monetary and verbal harassment (“just as ona’as mammon is prohibited, so is ona’as devarim prohibited”). It therefore stands to reason that if ona’as mammon does not apply to non-Jews, neither does ona’as devarim. It stands to reason, though, that the potential chilul Hashem that can result from speaking to non-Jews in an insensitive way, should give us serious pause before speaking in an unbecoming fashion. (See Berachos 7b for a warning about picking fights with our enemies). The Mishnah Berurah (1:5) also points out that one should never engage in verbal sparring with non-Jews, even those that are hostile toward us, because the negative character traits that result from such undignified speech can have a profound impact on our overall personalities. The Mishnah Berurah adds that we should not even use such negative middos in attempts to defend God and his torah. 
1. It is interesting to note that neither the Rambam nor the Shulchan Aruch mention non-Jews as an exception to the prohibition of verbal abuse. It is possible that the omission is due to the fact that the ruling is obvious, as even the wording of the torah itself suggests that the prohibition only applies to somebody “from your nation”.

E. Minchas Chinuch (231) notes that the prohibition of wishing bad things for people applies even when the target is not an individual person, but an entire community. One would receive lashes for cursing a community the same way he would receive lashes for cursing an individual. In fact, the Rambam (Hilchos Teshuva 4:3) lists the sin of cursing a group of people amongst the sins for which one is unable to effectively repent. Part of the process of repentance for interpersonal sins is to secure the personal forgiveness of the victim. This is impossible when the victims are so numerous that the cannot possible be tracked down.
III. People that Require Extra Sensitivity. The Sefer Hachinuch (#65) writes that the torah requires that we act with more compassion and kindness toward the weakest and most vulnerable members of society. They often cannot stand up for themselves and therefore need some extra help and care. It is in this spirit, that the gemara requires a higher level of sensitivity in the way we speak with several of the more vulnerable members of society. 
A. Wife. The gemara (Bava Metzia 58b-59a) warns that one must be vigilant in assuring that he speak to his wife in a kind way. The gemara seems to give two reasons that a wife warrants extra sensitivity. First, women cry more readily than men do, and God is extremely sensitive to the tears of those who are oppressed (even when the gates of prayer are closed, the gates of tears remain open). The gemara (Kesubos 62b) relates a story of an amora who met an untimely end as a result of his wife’s tears that he had unwittingly caused. Second, an extra effort is required to honor a wife because all blessings that one has in his home are directly attributable to his wife.
1. One possible difference between the two reasons offered by the gemara is whether extra vigilance is required in the way one speaks to women in general or only when speaking to a wife. If the reason relates to the propensity of women to cry when mistreated, it would seem that this level of vigilance is required with all women. If, however, the requirement stems from hakaras hatov that one must feel for the woman that brings blessing into his home it would seem that the requirement relates specifically to one’s wife (as the language of the gemara implies). The Maharal suggests that insensitivity and mistreatment of a wife is far worse than insensitivity toward others because it is natural for a woman to rely on her husband to defend her and to seek out for comfort in difficult times. When the husband is the source of the pain, the wife has nowhere to turn, thereby amplifying her suffering. Indeed, it is said in the name of Rav Chaim Vital that a person’s middos are judged based on how he related to his wife (Mishpetei Hashalom, Ona’as Devarim, He’ara 7). It is interesting to note that the amora who teaches that extra sensitivity is required when dealing with a wife is non other than Rav, who according to the gemara (Kesubos 62b) had a wife who was not very kind to him. Apparently, Rav is teaching that even when one feels that his wife is not treating him with the respect he deserves, he still must be very careful to honor her. This is in stark contrast to normal interpersonal relationships where the Sma (Choshen Mishpat 228:4) suggests that one may respond in kind to somebody who acts in an obnoxious way toward him.
B. Children. The Rambam (Hilchos Dei’os 6:8) writes that the prohibition of speaking harshly to other people applies even when speaking to children. Indeed, if one accepts that it is necessary to exert extra care when speaking with women because they cry more easily, the same should certainly be true when dealing with children who also cry very often. The story is told of a father who reprimanded his son too strongly in an effort to stop the child from playing with something that was muktzah. When the Chazon Ish saw the way that the father dealt with the son, he remarked that the boy may have violated a rabbinic prohibition with his sin, but the father has violated a torah prohibition with the way he spoke to the child.
C. Orphans/Widows. The torah (Shemos 22:21) warns us separately not to persecute an orphan or a widow. While there is a Midrashic dispute whether the prohibition relates to all people (and the orphan and widow are chosen as the most common examples) or specifically to orphans and widows (see Rashi and Gur Aryeh ad loc.), the assumption is that these are the most vulnerable members of society. It is notable that the passuk makes no mention of “your nation” in this context, indicating that the prohibition applies even to orphans and widows that do not lead a torah observant lifestyle.
1. The designation of “orphan” and “widow” is not always easy to define. For instance, one would certainly consider a five year old child who loses his parents to be an orphan. Conversely, one would not consider and eighty year old man who lost a parent to be an orphan. But where in the middle do we draw the line. The Kaf Hachaim (Orach Chaim 156:14) suggests that the designation depends on each individual. Anybody who has lost either parent and still requires an adult presence to guide them and help them is considered an orphan. Once the person has reached a stage in life where he has achieved independence he is not considered an orphan. The Kaf Hachaim adds that by the age of twenty nobody would still be considered an orphan. Similarly the poskim discuss whether a woman whose husband died, but has since remarried, is considered a widow. If the designation stems from the lack of a protector, once she remarries the designation should no longer apply. If, however, an almanah must be treated differently because of the difficulties of her life experience, having subsequently remarried may not change anything.
2. The Yalkut Me’am Loez (Mishpatim pages 800-801) writes that when one sees somebody else persecuting an orphan or a widow, and he does nothing to stop the perpetrator, the torah considers the bystander as if he had perpetrated the crime himself. Additionally, when one persecutes an orphan, it is considered as if he has persecuted two people – the orphan and his deceased parent in the olam ha’emes.

D. Ger. The Torah goes out of it’s way to warn us no less than thirty six times that a ger must be treated with sensitivity. The Chizkuni (ad loc.) points out that the warning is necessary because converts can often make for easy targets. They are no always familiar with Jewish practices and descend from people who are very distant from the Jewish people, both factors that are likely to open them up to ridicule. The Gemara (Bava Metzia 59b) relates the prohibition of harassing a convert with the idea that it is absurd for a blemished person to mock another blemished person on account of his imperfection. After all, the entire Jewish people were once geirim in Mitzrayim, rendering harassment of other geirim completely absurd. The Minchas Chinuch (431) is uncertain what constitutes a convert in this regard. Is it only the original convert or even his children, and perhaps his grandchildren? The Minchas Chinuch concludes that the rules should be patterned after the halachos of yichus as expounded in Shulchan Aruch (Even Ha’Ezer 7:21) which would designate a person as a convert for several generations until at least one parent is a native Jew.
IV. Examples of Ona’as Devarim: The Gemara (Bava Metzia 58b-59a) gives several examples of Ona’as Devarim, some of which one may not have associated with prohibited behavior. We will cite and expound upon each of the examples offered in the gemara, and explore other commong examples found in later sources.
A. Nicknames. The gemara says that three people go down to gehinnom, never to ascend. The list includes one who embarrasses another publicly, and one who refers to his friend by an embarrassing nickname. The gemara distinguishes between these two categories by ruling that even if the victim is used to the name and is no longer insulted by it, one may still not refer to him by the derogatory nickname. This detail requires elaboration, as it would seem that if the person doesn’t mind there should be no prohibition.

1. One may suggest four explanations of the prohibition to give a nickname, and there are obvious halachic ramifications to which explanation we subscribe to:
a. It may be suggested that calling somebody by a nickname involves inherent disrespect. One would never address a distinguished government official by a nickname, even if it were not an objectively insulting name, because it is most dignified to refer to a person by their name. In fact, when people want to project a dignified image they tend to use their complete names. The level of kavod habriyos that Jews are expected to have demands referring to fellow Jews in only the most respectful way. Furthermore, a person who is not referred to by their name becomes disenfranchised from their own sense of uniqueness and individuality.
b. Alternatively, one may argue that referring to somebody by a nickname that he is accustomed to does not affect the “victim” at all, but has a profound effect on the perpetrator in the sense that he grows accustomed to calling people by names, a practice that will inevitably lead to hurting somebody’s feelings. It is also wrong to refer to somebody in a disrespectful manner regardless of whether the person takes offense.
c. Responsa Shraga ha’Meir (VI:62) suggests that referring to somebody by a derogatory nickname even if the person is used to the name is problematic because an onlooker may not be aware of the nickname and would associate negative attributes to the person being called by the name, or suspect the person using the name of wrongdoing.
d. On a deeper level, Rabbi Daniel Feldman writes “A person’s name is his connection to his sense of identity, to his awareness of his own existence as an independent individual. Indeed, the rabbinical sages considered names to be deeply indicative of one’s inner character. R’ Meir gleaned information about hose he met from the meanings of their names, and R’ Yose suffered for failing to do this (Yoma 83b).” (The Right And The Good page 31). The problem of using a label rather than a name is particularly profound when the label is negative. The Mishnah Berurah (84:2) rules that once a room has been designated as a bathroom it may not be used for tefilah, even if it has never been used as a bathroom. A room designated as a bathhouse, on the other hand may be used for tefilah if it has not yet been used as a bathhouse. The implication of the disparity is that the more degrading the designation, the stronger it will stick.
2. Halachic Ramifications. There are various halachic ramifications to which approach one takes to explain the problem with nicknames:
a. A benign or complimentary nickname. Tosafos (Megillah 27b) writes that while it is laudatory behavior to avoid using nicknames altogether, when the nickname has no derogatory connotation, it is halachically permissible to use the nickname. Elsewhere (Ta’anis 20b) Tosafos assume that a complimentary nickname would be permissible. (This would only hold true if one were to accept the middle two reasons suggested above, but not if one were to accept the first and last reasons.) Whether one accepts this leniency may depend on two variant texts of Tosafos (Nedarim 2a) regarding the definition of the term “kinuy”, which the gemara uses to describe a nickname. According to one text the word means a “derogatory” name, whereas the other text suggests that it means a “secondary” name. If kinuy refers to a secondary name it would seem that even a benign nickname would be prohibited to use.
b. Descriptive/Distinguishing Names. The gemara (Menachos 37a) refers to somebody as “R’ Yosi Ha’Chorem”. The rishonim debate the meaning of the title “Ha’Chorem”. Rashi writes that it is a reference to this individual’s unusual nose, while Tosafos suggests that it is a reference to his native land. Tosafos reject Rashi’s approach on the grounds that it would be prohibited to refer to him by a name that refers to a physical abnormality. Rashi may respond that if there are many people by a certain name (e.g. Yosi), a descriptive word to distinguish them from each other is permissible. Similarly the Shitah M’kubetzes (Kesubos 14a) understands the commonly used term “Shinena” to refer to people who had big teeth, which is apparently a physical description and therefore permitted. In fact Responsa Mishnah Binyamin (23) permitted a descriptive nickname for a tall person who had a very common name (though the particular case involved a name that was actually a beracha as his name was Chaim and they wanted to call him “Chaim Aruchim”). Responsa Torah L’Shmah was asked about the permissibility of giving somebody a nickname that called attention to their generously sized nose. He rules that the permissibility of a physically descriptive nickname would depend completely on the time, place and nature of the person being called by the name. If the name is not typically understood to be negative and the person is not particularly sensitive it would be permissible.
c. Intent. Rashi (Bava Metzia ibid.) explains that one who uses a nickname that their friend is used to will not ascend from gehinnom, because “although the person is used to the name… this one had intention to embarrass him”. The implication of Rashi is that the issue is purely one of intent. Indeed, the Shulchan Aruch (Choshen Mishpat 228:5) writes that nicknames are prohibited “if his intention is to embarrass him”. This would fit nicely with the previously cited Rashi that the gemara refers to Rav Yosi Hachorem on account of his unusual countenance. So long as the intention was not to hurt or embarrass Rashi would permit nicknames. In his Responsa Torah L’shmah (421), the Ben Ish Chai writes that the two central concerns are the sensitivity of the subject, and the intent of the user. If either the person is sensitive to the name or the name-caller has malicious intentions, the name calling would be prohibited.
B. Reminding People of Their Past.  The gemara (Bava Metzia ibid.) records the following scenarios amongst the examples of ona’as devarim: telling a ba’al teshuva to recall his previous deeds, telling the child of a convert to recall the deeds of his forefathers and remarking to a convert who is interested in learning torah how unusual it is for the mouth that ate all sorts of disgusting non-kosher items, would come to learn God’s torah. The common theme is that sometimes reminding people of the way that they or their forefathers lived their lives can often be hurtful. It should be noted that the term “ba’al teshuva” in this passage is not limited to people we colloquially refer to as “ba’alei teshuva”, but in fact includes anybody who has done teshuva for a previous sin. The acharonim have several observations on this gemara:
1. Iyun Ya’akov (commentary on the Ein Ya’akov) points out that reminding a ba’al teshuva of his past sins is actually a great compliment! After all, the gemara (Berachos 34b, Sanhedrin 99a) tells us that even great tzadikim do not achieve the lofty status of ba’alei teshuva. Yet, referring to somebody as a ba’al teshuva, thereby reminding him of his past deeds, is prohibited. Iyun Ya’akov explains that the ba’al teshuva will assume that the insinuation of the reminder is that his teshuvah cannot possibly be sufficient for the severity of the sin he has committed.

2. It is also interesting to note that the gemara discuses telling the ba’al teshuva himself of his past deeds and the child of a ger about his parents deeds, but makes no mention of reminding a ger of his own past deeds. The Maharsha (Chidushei Aggados Bava Metzia 58b) explains that reminding a ger of the commitment he has made to join the Jewish people can only be taken in a positive way. A ba’al teshuva had done aveiros in the past, while the ger was permitted to do all that he had done in his past, and still strove for a higher level of connection to God. That is the ultimate compliment. Clearly, though, the Maharsha speaks of a typical case but one must be aware of the particular sensitivities of the convert, and if he is in fact sensitive to such comments, they must be avoided.
C. Playing the Part of Prophet. The gemara (Bava Metzia ibid.) tells us that another form of ona’as devarim is to share opinions on why misfortune befell a person. The gemara identifies the friends of Iyov as having violated this form of ona’as devarim when they speculated that Iyov’s misfortunes are a result of his sin. Although we believe in the concept of reward and punishment, the ways of God are hidden and one should never claim to understand exactly why God has caused trouble for people. Even if one were privy to such information, sharing these thoughts are a terrible form of verbal abuse.

1. The gemara (Berachos 5b) records an episode that seems to contradict this example of ona’as devarim. The gemara records that Rav Huna had a massive supply of wine which spoiled. The rabbis came to visit him and suggested that he try to determine which sin he may have committed to cause God to visit this loss upon him. The rabbis insisted that he must have committed a sin because God is just and would not punish somebody without cause. As it turns out, he discovered that failure to pay proper wages to his sharecropper was the sin responsible for the loss of the wine. Apparently, the rabbis had no hesitations about blaming Rav Huna’s misfortune on a sin that he had committed, seemingly in direct contrast to the gemara in Bava Metzia that considers such suggestions to be a form of ona’as devarim.
2. The Malbim writes that there is no contradiction at all. Tosafos (Berachos ad loc.) suggest that the rabbis only suggested that Rav Huna was being punished for a sin that he had committed because they had specific knowledge of the particular sin. After all, many great people who had never sinned suffer from all sorts of life’s difficulties without any explanation. The Malbim therefore suggests that the gemara only considers speculation about a sin to be ona’as devarim, but suggestions to rectify a known sin are not problematic, and indeed encouraged as part of the mitzvah to give proper tochacha to set a person on the proper path.

D. Shopping without intent to buy. The gemara considers shopping around a store without any intention to make a purchase to be a violation of ona’as devarim. The rishonim suggest two possible reasons for this prohibition. The Meiri explains that in an attempt to explain to the storekeeper why you are not making the purchase, one might say something too the effect of “it’s not worth it”, a seemingly harmless comment that if heard by somebody else in the store would discourage them from buying the item as well. The Rasham adds that the very act of looking around usually involves picking up items to inspect them thereby causing their appearance and condition to deteriorate to the point that others will not be interested in purchasing the item. According to both of these views, the prohibition is not only in raising the storekeeper’s hopes falsely, but in actual monetary damage that the storekeeper may incur as a result of the shopper’s actions. It would seem that if one is genuinely interested in purchasing an item, but wants to shop as many places as possible to make sure he gets a good deal, there is no problem of ona’as devarim. Perhaps the most common example of this type of ona’as devarim is one who has already bought an item from a different store, but inquires about the price in order to determine whether he had gotten a good deal.
E. Giving false leads. The gemara (Bava Metzia ibid.) suggests that telling somebody to look to buy an item at a place where the item is not available for purchase is a form of ona’as devarim. The Kesef Mishnah explains that the storekeeper who does not have the item in stock will be embarrassed when asked about an item that he cannot supply, and the customer will be embarrassed to ask about an item that the store does not sell. It would seem that a very common example of this type of ona’as devarim would be suggesting a shidduch or a job that you know will not come to fruition. Sometimes people justify that the girl/boy is struggling so much with the difficulty of finding appropriate dates or proper employment that the suggestion might life their spirits momentarily, but the falsehood and ultimate hurt of being turned down far outweighs any temporary comfort and joy.
F. Making people wait. The Medrash (Mechilta Shemos 22:21) records that as R’ Shimon and R’ Yishmael were being taken out to be killed, R’ Shimon lamented that he did not understand why he was suffering such a terrible fate. R’ Yishmael asked that perhaps somebody had come to ask a question and R’ Shimon made the person wait while he took a drink or tied his shoe. Causing another person distress, no matter how small, R’ Yishmael suggests, is ample cause for R’ Shimon’s unfortunate demise. It should be noted that this medrash teaches two important lessons. First, that causing somebody to needlessly wait, even a short period of time, is considered ona’as devarim. Second, although the gemara considers it inappropriate to suggest that one is suffering due to specific aveiros that he had done, the prohibition does not seem to be in effect when the victim asks for help in determining which sin has caused him to suffer.

G. Additional Examples. Later poskim, following the basic idea of the examples set forth in the gemara, provide additional common examples of violations of ona’as devarim. The Aruch hashulchan (Choshen Mishpat 228:2) writes that one should not draw attention to another’s physical shortcomings, nor to the shortcomings of someboduy’s family members. It would seem that talk about diets with people who struggle with their weight, talk about haircuts with bald people, and most of all, talk about children with people who are struggling to conceive, would all be examples of violations of ona’as devarim. 

1. Additionally, the Rambam (Mechira 14:14) considers asking somebody about a topic they are ignorant in, to be a violation of ona’as devarim. The Magid Mishnah suggests that the Rambam does not have a source for this example but considers it to logically fit into the category of ona’as devarim. The Ohr Sameach points to a gemara in Bava Basra (81b) as the source for this example of the Rambam. The gemara records that R’ Shimon bar Elyakim asked R’ Elazar about a halacha that had gone unexplained for years. R’ Elazar took offense to the question, assuming that it was an attempt to embarrass him by stumping him on a question that he clearly was not equipped to answer.
V.  Consequences of Ona’as Devarim. There are several examples in shas and poskim of people suffering terrible fates as a result of the violation of ona’as devarim. We will cite some examples:
A. The gemara (Bava Kama 117a) records that upon his arrival in R’ Yochanan’s yeshiva, Rav Kahana first did noot ask any questions. Once he began asking, though, his questions remained largely unanswered. When R’ Yochanan failed to answer several questions, and peered up toward Rav Kahana, R’ Yochanan misinterpreted R’ Kahana’s facial expression to be a smile symbolic of his ability to make R’ Yochanan look foolish. R’ Yochanan’s feeling were hurt, and God immediately caused Rav Kahana to die. Apparently, even the impression of ona’as devarim can be devastating.
B. The gemara (Bava Metzia 33a) reports that Rav Chisda and Rav Huna each spent 40 days fasting as an atonement for inadvertently insulting the other. Apparently the sin was great enough in their view to warrant so many days of fasting.
C. The gemara (Bava Basra 22a) records a dispute amongst several amoraim as to what lead to R’ Ada bar Aba’s death. R’ Dimi suggested that R’ Ada was punished for insulting him about his level of torah knowledge. Rava suggested that he had died on account of disrespect that he had accorded to Rava. Abayei suggested that he had dies on account of the unflattering way that he used to describe Abayei’s shiurim. Although the gemara concludes that none of these insults in fact caused R’ Ada’s death, the implication is that any one of these factors could have warranted a death sentence at the hands of heaven.
D. The Chasam Sofer (V:Choshen Mishpat:176) was asked about a case where a shochet had informed a mohel that his wife had given birth to a baby boy and asked the mohel to perform the circumcision on the shochet’s new son. The mohel, always eager to perform this great mitzvah (apparently the mohel was not slated to be paid for his services), traveled for four hours on the scheduled day to perform the bris. Upon arrival, the mohel discovered that the shochet had played a practical joke on him. The shochet’s wife had in fact given birth to a girl. Everybody present thought it was very funny that the mohel had arrived to perform a bris on what turned out to be a baby girl, but the mohel was embarrassed and had wasted several hours traveling. The Chasam Sofer ruled that the shochet deserved to lose his job over this violation! He could no longer be trusted with the kashrus of meat after displaying such open disregard for the feelings of the mohel.
E. Losing a portion in Olam Haba. One of the more common motivations of people who speak hurtful words is to raise their own self esteem by putting other people down. Rabbi Daniel Feldman records the following story in his sefer, “The Right And The Good”: An oft told tale usually said of R’ Yisrael Salanter describes the rabbi coming upon two children quarreling. The subject of their heated duspute was which of the two boys was the taller. In a final act of desperation, one child pushed the other to the ground, and standing over him proclaimed “There, now I am the taller one!” R’ Yisrael helped the defeated child to his feet and then said to the aggressor, “There was no need to push him to the ground to prove that you were taller - all you had to do was stand on a box”. Of all the forms of ona’as devarim, putting people down as a method of raising yourself up is identified by Chazal as a particularly severe sin. In fact the Talmud Yerushalmi (cited by Rambam Hilchot Dei’ot 6:3) states that one who receives honor through putting his friend down has no portion in the world to come. It is interesting that this sin does not appear on the Talmud Bavli’s list of people who have no portion in the world to come (Sanhedrin 90a). In fact the Talmud Bavli records that R’ Nechunya ben Hakane attributed his long life to avoiding such behavior, implying that it is not a fundamental requirement necessary to retain a portion in the world to come. The simple approach to this issue is that there is a dispute between the Bavli and Yerushalmi whether putting somebody down in the interest of raising yourself warrants losing a portion in the world to come. It may be suggested, however, that there is no dispute. Perhaps the Yerushalmi suggests loss of the world to come only when one commits this sin habitually or intentionally, while the Bavli refers to somebody who never embarrasses others even unintentionally and occasionally as having gone beyond the letter of the law.
VI. Conclusion. In this essay we have attempted to emphasize the scope and severity of the prohibition to use our gift of speech to hurt other people. A major component of the religious personality is the ability to be well liked by our peers. Divisive and hurtful behavior is viewed as a serious flaw in our service of God. Adherence to the principle of speaking nicely to other people is an excellent first step in achieving spiritual success.
