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Eavesdropping
Ohr Fellowships

היזק שמיעה

Yoni and Menashe were talking in the corner of the room about some important matters. They didn’t even 
realize their friend Sruli was sitting right behind them. 

Sruli tried paying no attention to them, but couldn’t help but overhear everything they were saying. He 
quickly understood based on the nature of their conversation that they weren’t interested in him or anyone 
else knowing the details. 

Sruli wasn’t sure if he was allowed to remain where he was sitting. On the one hand, he could hear everything 
about a conversation that wasn’t intended for him. On the other hand, he was just sitting there minding his 
own business, and they should have surveyed the area better. Sruli went over to the Rav to ask what to do in 
future situations like this one.
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Mishna on Bava Basra 2a [1]

Partners (neighbors) who want to build a joint wall in the middle of their field must build it in the middle of both fields 
(taking up equal amount of land from both). A place where the custom is to build either gvil, gazis, kefisin, or leveinin, 
build it according to the custom of the place you’re in. 
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Me’iri, ibid. [2]

That which it says in the Mishnah that everything goes according to the custom of the place you’re in, it’s saying even if 
the custom is to use cheap stuff. You can force your neighbor to use the cheaper stuff if that’s the custom, even if it’s just 
a wall made of reeds. As long as it removes damage cause from seeing the other person. This means as long as there’s 
no airspace to be able to peek through. If the custom is to use material that doesn’t prevent the neighbor from looking 
in, you may force the neighbor to use other material until the ability to peek is in removed. Customs only work when 
removal of damage through looking has been removed....

The Rabbi’s of France say the same thing. The law that comes out from here is that one may not rely on the custom 
if it removes the actual law of allowing someone to peek in. However, once that’s been taken care of, you go after the 
custom, even with the weakest fence possible. We are not concerned for eavesdropping at all. Meaning, even though 
the wall is so thin that voices can make there way through the wall, we don’t care. This is because generally people are 
careful with what they say (and the wall won’t make a difference). 

If it’s a new city without a custom, some say you can force to build an average size wall. I say you cannot force your 
neighbor more than what is the easiest to build, as long as the wall is strong enough to last based on an assessment from 
builders. 
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Shulchan Aruch: Choshen Mishpat 154:3 [3]

A person may not open a window directly into his friends yard. Even if one of the neighbors wants to open the window 
to his house which opens directly into his friends yard, you can stop him. This is because he can see what his friend is 
doing in his yard when he does this. If he opens it, he must close it.  

Rabbi Akiva Eiger, ibid. [4]

It is written in the name of the Mizrachi that I haven’t heard that there’s such a thing as damage from listening to 
someone else.



E AVESDROPPING 6

Pele Yo’eitz on “Sod” (Secret) [5]

A person must be extremely careful not to reveal his friend’s secrets to anyone. Even if someone says tell it to me and I 
won’t tell anyone, don’t say anything. This is because that same friend will end up revealing it to someone else who says 
the same thing, and the end result is everything will be heard. A person should tremble and be scared, and not reveal 
his friends secret. This doesn’t only apply when he told it to you in secrecy, but even if he told you something regularly. 
As long as he didn’t tell you to say it over to other people, don’t reveal it. How many times do we see someone saying 
something to a family member or acquaintance without warning them not to reveal it, they end up revealing it, and 
causing destruction afterwards. Look carefully and see what happened to Rav Shimon bar Yochai after Rav Yehuda ben 
Gerim went and said over their conversation. (Rav Shimon ended up hiding from the Roman government in a cave 
with his son for 13 years).

The medicine for everything is silence. How much degradation, embarrassment, and transgression happen because 
of people who hide behind walls to listen in, or open other people’s mail. It’s written in the replies of the Leket that 
those who seek out the secrets of others violate “don’t be a peddler in your nation.” This is because there’s no difference 
whether he reveals it to others or himself, he’s still peddling. This also leads to destruction, hatred, and fighting. The fire 
of argument (which is easily caused by eavesdropping) has no healing. Therefore, someone who is careful will distance 
himself from all these acts which are abominable to the Almighty.

A Person needs to be someone trusted, 
that covers over what he says, not revealing 
his secrets to everybody. This is because 
modesty is the trait of a scholar. Even when 
it comes to just regular talk, it’s written 
in the book Ben Sirah “many people will 
ask how you’re doing, and reveal your 
secrets to only one in a thousand.” I say you 
shouldn’t even reveal to one person unless 
it’s absolutely necessary (for advice or 
something similar). It’s said do not reveal to 
someone you’re close with that which you 
would conceal from your enemy, unless 
you’ve checked him many times and found 
him to be a true trusted friend. You never 
know, and maybe someone you think is 
your friend might turn into your enemy 
(unless you’ve checked him really well to 
make sure). We should learn how far we 
have to go not to reveal our secrets from 
our forefather Yaakov. It says in the passage 
that Yaakov sent to Rachel and Leah to the 
field with his sheep (when he was plotting 
with them to run away with their family 
from his father in laws house). From here 
we learn that one should not say a secret in 
his house, rather in an open place (where 
no one can hide and listen in). As they say, 
the walls have ears. We find even more than 
this with Rabbeinu Hakadosh (Rav Yehuda 
Hanasi) who would only speak secrets to 
Antoninus through hints, saying the birds 
of the sky carry the voices. Someone who 
guards his mouth and tongue protects 
himself from pain.
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Chashukei Chemed on Bava Basra 4a [6]
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QUESTION: Two people who are speaking amongst themselves - can someone eavesdrop on them? Also may one hide 
a tape recorder in the house of someone he thinks is dangerous to catch him?

ANSWER: It’s in the replies of the Re’em, which is brought by Rabbi Akiva Eiger, that I’ve never heard damage from 
eavesdropping to be considered real damage. It seems there’s no real damage from such a thing.

However, it’s brought in the Meiri in Bava Basra that as long as one removes all damage from seeing their neighbor 
with the wall they build, everything is fine. Even if it’s the lightest of walls, there’s no problem. We don’t worry about 
damaging through eavesdropping due to the thin wall, since most people are careful with what they say. 

It seems from this Meiri there is such a thing as damage from eavesdropping. We just don’t worry about it most of the 
time considering people are generally careful with their speech.

Its written in the replies of the Hilchos Ketanos a question if there’s any credence to what people write on their letter the 
acronym upagi”n, which stands for one who breaks through a fence will be bit by a snake. (This is referring to someone 
who violates a Rabbinic transgression. There was a violation of privacy rule instituted by Rabbeinu Gershom against 
reading other people’s mail). The Hilchos Ketanos answered back that without this whole question there’s already a 
transgression to seek out people’s secrets. You see from this clearly that he holds eavesdropping is forbidden, and one 
who does, violates the transgression of don’t be a peddler in your nation.

It seems that a person also violates the sin of stealing when he eavesdrops. As Rabbeinu Yonah writes, one who damages 
violates “don’t steal” also. One who listens to his friend’s conversation is also damaging him. He also violates stealing 
his thoughts, and “love your friend as yourself.” I think even the Re’em brought earlier doesn’t argue on this point. He 
just holds that someone who has a secret shouldn’t speak it out in his house, and should understand the walls have ears. 
But for sure he holds that if you hear your friend saying something secretive you shouldn’t listen in. Also, there’s no 
question it’s forbidden to use instruments to help eavesdrop. Furthermore, if you end you end up hearing something, 
you can’t go afterwards and repeat it to others. 

However, if you suspect your friend of plotting to damage or rebel against you, it’s allowed to eavesdrop in order to 
remove the potential threat. Similarly, a teacher who wants to listen to what his student is saying in order to teach him 
afterwards the proper way to act, is also permissible.
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DISC L A I M ER:
The views and opinions presented in this sourcesheet should not be taken as halachah l’maaseh.  

Before applying these halachos to real-life situations, one must consult with a competent halachic authority.
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