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 FeAtuRe ARtiLCe 
mANiPuLAtioN oF the mAsses
Providing inaccurate information for a cause.
By: rav ariel ovadia

With over 1.5 billion users worldwide, facebook has become a place that 
people flock to for real-time news and information. last year, a study by the 
Pew research center found that 63 percent of facebook’s users considered 
the service a news source. Yet, after a long set of interviews, journalists have 
recently exposed that the social network had intentionally suppressed articles 
from conservative news sources from being featured on the site’s “trending” news list – a resource which claims 
to indicate the most popular news articles of the day. 

While facebook scrambled to respond to these accusations of political bias, asserting that it follows rigorous 
guidelines to ensure consistency and neutrality; a serious backlash — from both conservative and liberal critics 
— erupted.

In this article we will inquire what the Halacha would be in such a scenario: can one manipulate or hide 
information for a purpose he deems to be beneficial for the recipient? how about for the sake of peace or other 
Mitzvos?

GeNeiVAs dA’As – “steALiNG oNe’s miNd”
Misleading someone is referred to as “stealing” in numerous instances in Tanach. for example, when Yaakov 
fled the oppression of lavan’s home, lavan accused him of “stealing” him. similarly, when the Navi tells of 
how avshalom – Dovid haMelech’s rebellious son – slowly built the support of the masses against his father 
by deceiving them, he is charged with “stealing” the hearts of Am Yisrael. Based on this verse, the Tosefta states 
that the primary form of theft is the “theft” of another’s mind (by means of deception) which is likened to the 
“deception” of heaven.

there is a debate amongst the Rishonim whether Geneivas Da’as is a torah or a rabbinic prohibition. the 
opinion of the S’mag and Yere’im is that it is a torah prohibition, derived from the verse in VaYikra: “ובונגת אל 
 Do not steal, nor deny…” others maintain that it is a rabbinic prohibition. some distinguish“ – ”’וג ושחכת אלו
between deceit in monetary matters, which is forbidden from the torah, and deceit in other matters which is a 
rabbinic prohibition.

PRACtiCAL APPLiCAtioNs
the Gemara in Chullin details the practical applications of this prohibition. the Gemara states that one may 
not deceive jews or non-jews alike. the Gemara’s examples of deception include selling a non-jew non-kosher 
meat under the pretense that it is kosher (leading the non-jew to think the jew was extra gracious with him), 
pleading with a friend to attend your event when you know they anyways cannot make it, and similar scenarios.

there are also various examples of deceit in the course of business, detailed in Bava Metzia, such as propping 
the appearance of an old item so that it should look new, or dying a slave’s beard black so that he should appear 
young (rav Moshe feinstein זצ”ל and others rule that it is nevertheless permissible to dye one’s own beard for 
the purpose of being hired – if one is certain that he is capable of performing the job properly). the Shulchan 
Aruch cites all of these examples as the Halacha. 

one notable exception to this rule is when one’s friend should understand on their own what the truth is, i.e. 
accepted business practices, social courtesy norms and the like (the many details involving the classification of 
various business practices as Geneivas Da’as are beyond the scope of this article).
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deCeiViNG FoR A Good CAuse
the Poskim discuss various scenarios in which – for a good cause – it would be permitted to deceive one’s 
friend. the Shulchan Aruch HaRav rules that one may deceive a friend it brings them respect. the Knesses 
HaGedola quotes those who permit to deceive one’s friend in order to end animosity between them. one can 
bring a proof to this from Chazal’s praise of Aharon HaKohen who would appease the two sides of a fight by 
telling each side that the other wishes to rectify the relationship.

furthermore, the Pele Yoetz writes that it is permitted to deceive someone in order to prevent them from 
transgressing an Aveira or in order to save a potential fraud victim. It seems evident from many places in the 
Talmud that it would be permitted also so that the deceived will fulfill a Mitzva, however, it may be that this 
is limited only to a Mitzva of the deceived not the deceiver. It would seem obvious that this would only be 
permitted as a last resort.

CoNCLusioN
In the case of facebook’s misrepresentation of their news service, it would seem that even if they would do so 
for a real important cause, there should be no need for them to claim their news are an accurate representation 
of what the public is actually interested in. they could have instead promoted issues they deemed important, as 
news organizations do routinely. Perhaps, once this manipulation was exposed, it would now be permitted for 
all to make unfounded claims about their new sources, as people already assume there may be some bias behind 
most news services, and thus the laws of Geneivas Da’as would not apply..
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