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Can You Rate a Human Being? 
R’ Jesse Paikin | rabbijesse@sixthandi.org 

 
 
With service-based apps like Uber and Instacart, the ratings customers give to workers can have a direct 
impact on worker's livelihood and employment. Given questions of socio-economic status, 
quality customer service, and workers' rights, we’ll examine sources that might inform a consumer's ethical 
and/or halakhic responsibilities in a ratings-based gig economy, and grapple with the question of what it 
means to give a low rating to another person. 
 
 
 
 

I. The Implications of Rating 
 

That Four-Star Rating You Left Could Cost Your Uber Driver Her Job, Caroline O'Donovan,  
(BuzzFeed News, 11 April 2017) 
 
“The rating system works like this: You start off as a five-star driver,” Don, a San Francisco Lyft driver 
told BuzzFeed News. “If you drop below a 4.6, then your career becomes a question. Uber or Lyft will 
reach out to you and let you know that you are on review probation. And if you continue to drop, then 
you're going to lose your job. They'll deactivate you.” … 
 
Both data and anecdotes suggest five-star rating systems are subjective, prone to bias, and generally 
confusing, yet labor marketplaces continue to ask customers to choose from one to five stars to 
determine who’s good at their job and who isn’t. 

 
 
 
 

How bad Uber ratings affect drivers' careers and why you shouldn't be scared to report bad 
behavior, Marissa Miller (MIC, 1 December 2019) 
 
Uber drivers make an average of $15.97 per ride, while Lyft drivers make an average of $11.48 per 
ride; both companies offer employees chances to earn more during surge pricing times and bonus 
weeks. Nearly all bonus opportunities include minimum rating requirements to qualify, however, 
and so combined with the fact that bad ratings can potentially lead to suspensions — which could affect 
drivers' ability to support their families and weaken their future job prospects — it's no wonder drivers 
care deeply about their scores. 
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II. Rating as Lashon Hara 
 

Drash on Beha’alotcha 5760, Rabbi Mordechai Kamenetzky  
 
My grandfather, Reb Yaakov Kamenetzky told the story of the Chafetz Chaim and another Rabbi who 
were traveling together in Poland. As guests at an inn, they were served a fitting meal. Upon finishing 
their supper, the proprietress inquired about the quality of the service and the food. 
 
“Excellent,” replied the Chafetz Chaim. The other rabbi nodded in agreement and then said as an 
afterthought, “the soup could use a bit more salt.” 
 
The Chafetz Chaim turned white. The moment the hostess left the table he turned to his travel partner. 
“What have you done? All my life I have tried to avoid lashon harah and now I regret this entire trip!” 
“But what did I say?” pleaded the other Rabbi. "All I mentioned is that the soup needed a bit of salt. 
Otherwise I was as complimentary as you!” 
 
“Don't you understand? There is a poor Jewish widow that is the cook. Right now the owner will 
complain to the cook who may deny that she did not salt the soup, then there may be a fight. The 
widow may lose her job! And if you don't believe me, come to the kitchen and see what is happening!”  
 
True to his prediction they entered the kitchen and saw the hostess admonishing the cook. Only the 
intervention and continued compliments of the rabbis calmed the ire of the hostess and the cook 
retained her position. 
 
The Torah teaches us an important lesson in considering about whom we speak. Some of us worry 
about speaking about Hashem's servants. But the Torah clearly chastises those who speak against 
Moses, even if he were not “my servant!” Everyone has a capacity in life and deserves the utmost 
regard no matter how high or low they are on the social scale.  

 
• Is the concern here against lashon hara more about cultivating an abstract character trait 

(i.e. something more about ourselves), or about concrete implications (i.e. something 

more about damaging other people)? 

• Does this potential distinction between self and other have an impact on how you think 

about reviewing people? What motivates you more? Do you have a sense of what 

motivates others? 

 

• What about the user experience? Does the concern with lashon hara leave room for 

valid constructive feedback? 

• What might the long-term implications be from being motivated by lashon hara? E.g. 

what if you don’t say anything, and the situation gets worse as a result? 
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Numbers 12:1-8 
  

ֹלֲה הָ֔והְי רֶּ֣בִּד ֙הֶׁשֹמְּב־�ַא קַ֤רֲה ּו֗רְמֹאּיַו  ]2[׃חָֽקָל תיִׁ֖שֻכ הָּׁ֥שִא־יִּֽכ חָ֑קָל רֶׁ֣שֲא תיִׁ֖שֻּכַה הָּׁ֥שִאָה תֹו֛דֹא־לַע הֶׁ֔שֹמְּב ֙ןֹרֲהַאְו ֤םָיְרִמ רֵּ֨בַדְּתַו [1]  א֖
ֹּיַו ]4[ ׃הָֽמָדֲאָה יֵ֥נְּפ־לַע רֶׁ֖שֲא םָ֔דָאָֽה ֙לֹּכִמ דֹ֑אְמ ]ויָ֣נָע[ ונע הֶׁ֖שֹמ ׁשיִ֥אָהְו ]3[ ׃הָֽוהְי עַ֖מְׁשִּיַו רֵּ֑בִד ּונָּ֣ב־םַּג ־לֶֽאְו הֶׁ֤שֹמ־לֶא םֹ֗אְתִּפ הָ֜והְי רֶמא֨
 םָ֔יְרִמּו ןֹ֣רֲהַא ֙אָרְקִּיַו לֶהֹ֑אָה חַתֶּ֣פ דֹ֖מֲעַּי ַֽו ןָ֔נָע דּוּ֣מַעְּב ֙הָוהְי דֶר ֵּ֤יַו ]5[ ׃םָּֽתְׁשָלְׁש ּו֖אְצֵּיַו דֵ֑עֹומ לֶהֹ֣א־לֶא םֶ֖כְּתְׁשָלְׁש ּו֥אְצ םָ֔יְרִמ־לֶאְו ֙ןֹרֲהַא
ֹּיַו ]6[ ׃םֶֽהיֵנְׁש ּו֖אְצֵּיַו ־לָכְּב הֶׁ֑שֹמ יִּ֣דְבַע ןֵ֖כ־ֹאל ]7[ ׃ֹוּֽב־רֶּבַדֲא םֹו֖לֲחַּב עָּ֔דַוְתֶא ויָ֣לֵא ֙הָאְרַּמַּב הָ֗והְי םֶ֔כֲאיִ֣בְנ ֙הֶיְהִֽי־םִא יָ֑רָבְד אָ֣נ־ּועְמִׁש רֶמא֖
ֹלְו ֙הֶאְרַמּו ֹוּ֗ב־רֶּבַדֲא הֶּ֞פ־לֶא הֶּ֣פ ]8[ ׃אּוֽה ןָ֥מֱאֶנ יִ֖תיֵּב ֹל ַ֙עּוּ֙דַמּו טיִּ֑בַי הָ֖והְי תַ֥נֻמְתּו תֹ֔דיִחְב א֣   ׃הֶֽׁשֹמְב יִּ֥דְבַעְּב רֵּ֖בַדְל םֶ֔תאֵרְי א֣

 
[1] Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Cushite woman he had married: “He married 
a Cushite woman!” [2] They said, “Has the LORD spoken only through Moses? Has He not spoken 
through us as well?” The LORD heard it. [3] Now Moses was a very humble man, more so than any 
other man on earth. [4] Suddenly the LORD called to Moses, Aaron, and Miriam, “Come out, you three, 
to the Tent of Meeting.” So the three of them went out. [5] The LORD came down in a pillar of cloud, 
stopped at the entrance of the Tent, and called out, “Aaron and Miriam!” The two of them came 
forward; [6] and He said, “Hear these My words: When a prophet of the LORD arises among you, I 
make Myself known to him in a vision, I speak with him in a dream. [7] Not so with My servant Moses; 
he is trusted throughout My household. [8] With him I speak mouth to mouth, plainly and not in riddles, 
and he beholds the likeness of the LORD. Why, then, were you not afraid of speaking against My 
servant Moses!?” 

 
 

Rashi ad loc 
 

 םֶתיִיֱה יאַדְּכ יִּדְבַע ֹוניֵא ּוּלִפֲא הֶׁשֹמְּב ,הֶׁשֹמ ֹוניֵאֶׁש ִּפ"ַעַא יִּדְבַעְּב — הֶׁשֹמְב יִּדְבַעְּב אָּלֶא ,הֶׁשֹמ יִּדְבַעְּב רֵמֹוא ֹוניֵא .השמב ידבעב
 — ויָׂשֲעַמְּב ריִּכַמ יִניֵא ּורְמֹאּת םִאְו ,םָּנִח ֹובֲהֹוא �ֶלֶּמַה ןיֵא רַמֹול םֶכָל הָיָהְו ,�ֶלֶמ �ֶלֶמ דֶבֶעְו ,יִּדְבַע אּוהֶׁש ןֵּכֶׁש לָכְו ,ויָנָּפִמ אֹוריִל
 הָנֹוׁשאִרָה ןִמ הָׁשָק ֹוז

 
השמב ידבעב  “(Why, then, were you not afraid of speaking) against my servant, against Moses!?” 

 
It does not state “against My servant Moses,” but “against My servant, against Moses”, which 
suggests: Why were you not afraid to speak against My servant, even if he was not Moses; and why 
were you not afraid to speak against Moses, even if he were not My servant? In either of these cases 
you ought to have feared him! 
 
How much the more ought you to be afraid to speak against him (Moses), being also My servant - the 
servant of a king is a king himself! You should have said: The King does not love him without reason! 
 
But if you reply that I am not cognizant of his doings (i.e. that I love him though he does not deserve it, 
since I am not aware of his treatment of his wife) — then this statement is even worse than your 
previous one. (Midrash Tanchuma, Tzav 13; cf. Sifrei Bamidbar 103). 

 
• Rashi’s commentary warns against slandering Moses either in his role as a servant, or by 

virtue of his just being a human being. 

• What is the difference between these two distinctions? Aside from solving the linguistic 

peculiarity, why do we need both of them to understand this text? 

• Does this suggest a model for where we should ultimately direct our complaints? 
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Chofetz Chayim’s Seven Conditions Before Speaking Lashon Hara 
 

1. The speaker must have witnessed the incident themselves (hearsay must be verified) 
2. The speaker should reflect thoroughly, not hastily concluding that the action in question is truly 

a violation according to halacha.  
3. The speaker should first approach the transgressor privately, and rebuke them gently, because 

perhaps this can have an impact and inspire the person to improve their ways. If the 
transgressor does not listen, then the speaker should alert the public of the individual’s guilt. 

4. The description of the transgression should not be exaggerated 
5. The speaker must have pure intentions (toelet, lit. “purpose”) 
6. If the purpose of speaking the Lashon Hara (e.g. causing the sinner to repent, warning the 

community to stay away from such activity) can be achieved in another way rather than 
speaking Lashon Hara, it is forbidden to speak Lashon Hara.  

7. By speaking Lashon Hara, the transgressor should not be caused more damage than would be 
appropriate as determined by a Beit Din reviewing the case. (An example would be if a thief 
would be obligated to repay the victim $100, but Lashon Hara caused him damages of $500). 

 
Some poskim require only three – #4: accuracy; #5: toelet, #6: no other way 
Chazon Ish only requires one - #5: toelet 

 
• Do any of these factors speak more strongly to you as being relevant to our question? 
• Is reducing this list to three, or only one impact your understanding of when it is 

appropriate to speak negatively of someone? 
 

Mishlei 11:2 
 

ֹבָּיַו ןֹודָ֭ז־אָּֽב   ׃הָֽמְכָח םיִ֥עּונְצ־תֶאְֽו ןֹו֑לָק א֣
 
When arrogance appears disgrace follows, but wisdom is with those who are tz’nuim (JPS: unassuming). 

 
 

Rav Wolbe on Chumash, Parashas Tzav (Alei Shur II, 594), Rabbi Yitzchok Caplan 
 
Rabbeinu Yonah explains that tzeniyus is a virtue attributed to the wise, “for they hear and listen, and 
they do not desire to reveal what lies in their hearts”; they do not feel compelled to reveal everything 
they have seen and heard. This quality allows them to live a life of penimiyus, since they have created 
for themselves a world that is not dependent on the opinions and desires of others… 
 
We live in the internet generation, where anything and everything is recorded and posted for the world 
to see. People have a hard time keeping things to themselves. Creating a relationship with Hashem 
means that one is cognizant of His presence in his life; something inaccessible to a person who 
perceives the world superficially. 

 
• Does the focus on spirituality here adequately address the realities of our current 

service-based economy?  
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III. Not Rating as G’neivat Da’at / Rating as Protecting Against Damages 
 

Rambam, Mishneh Torah Hilchot Mechira | Laws of Sales 18:1 
 

 ׁשֵּיֶׁש ַעֵדֹוי הָיָה .הֶז רָבָדְּב םיִוָׁש לֵאָרְׂשִי דָחֶאְו םיִבָכֹוּכ דֵבֹוע דָחֶאְו .םָּתְעַּד תֶא בֹנְגִל ֹוא רָּכְמִמּו חָּקִמְּב םָדָא יֵנְּב תֶא תֹוּמַרְל רּוסָא
 .רּוסָא םיִרָבְדִּב תֹוּיִרְּבַה תַעַּד בֹנְגִל ּוּלִפֲאַו .ַחֵקֹוּלַל ֹועיִדֹוי םּומ ֹורָּכְמִמְּב

 
It is forbidden to deceive people in business dealings, as well as by false pretenses; non-Jews and Jews 
are all alike in this respect. If one is aware of a defect in the article he is selling, he must let the 
purchaser know about it. It is forbidden to cheat people even by the use of mere words. 

 
Shulkhan Arukh Choshen Mishpat 228:6 
 

 רוכמי אל ם"וכע אוה םא ףא חקולל ועידוהל ךירצ וחקמב םומ שי םא ןוגכ םתעד בונגל וא רכממו חקמב םדא ינב תומרל רוסא
 .תקזחב הליבנ רשב ול

  
It is forbidden to deceive a person in purchasing or selling, or engage in g’neivat da’at, for example: if 
there is some type of deficiency in the purchase, this information needs to be provided to the purchaser. 
Even if the customer is a non-Jew one could not, for example, sell a n’veilah (a type of non-kosher 
meat) under the premise that it has had kosher slaughter. 

 
Rambam Hilchot Chovel u’Mazik | Laws of Injury and Damages 8:11 
 

 .ֹורְסָאְל רּוסָא דיִחָי רַעַצ יֵנְּפִמ לָבֲא .ֹוסְנָקְלּו ֹורְסָאְלּו ֹותֹוּכַהְל ם''ּוּכַע דַיְּב ֹורְסָמְל רָּתֻמ ןָרֲעַצְמּו רּוּבִּצַל רֵצֵּמַה לָּכ ןֵכְו
 
Similarly, one who causes difficulty and irritation to the community may be handed over to gentiles to 
be beaten, imprisoned and fined. It is, however, forbidden to hand over to gentiles a person for causing 
irritation to one individual. 

 
Rema on Choshen Mishpat 388:12 
 

 רחא ןיאש רמול ורסמל ןילוכי חיגשמ וניא םאו השעי אלש וב ןירתמ םיבר קיזיש שוחל שיו המודכו םיפויזב קסועש ימ 
 … דבל הז אלא וב קסעתמ

 
Regarding someone who engages in forgeries and the like and there is a concern that he damages the 
public – we warn him not to do so, and if he does not listen, it is permitted to turn him in, (saying that 
no one else is engaged in such [misconduct] except for him alone). 

 
• How do these sources navigate the question of who is responsible for an accurate 

description of products/services? 

• For each, does responsibility lie with the seller, or more broadly within the community? 

• The rating system is designed to bridge the individual-communal gap. Is the rating 

average a “communal decision“? 

• Under what circumstances made it be permissible to cause material damage (loss of 

wages or loss of job) as a result of someone’s rating? 
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IV. Bal Talin and the “Employee, Contractor, User, Manager” Problem 
 

The rating game: How Uber and its peers turned us into horrible bosses, Josh Dzieza 
(Verge, 28 October 2015) 
  
Are workers their own bosses, as the companies often claim, or is the platform their boss, policing their 
work through algorithms and rules? But there’s a third party that’s often glossed over: the customer. 
The rating systems used by these companies have turned customers into unwitting and sometimes 
unwittingly ruthless middle managers, more efficient than any boss a company could hope to hire… 
 
In March, when Judge Edward Chen denied Uber’s motion for summary judgement on the California 
drivers’ class action suit, he seized on the idea that ratings aren’t just a customer feedback tool — 
they represent a new level of monitoring, far more pervasive than any watchful boss. Customer 
ratings, Chen wrote, give Uber an “arguably tremendous amount of control over the ‘manner 
and means’ of its drivers’ performance.” Quoting from Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, he 
wrote that a “state of conscious and permanent visibility assures the automatic functioning of power.” 

 
 

Jewish Employee-Employer Relations, R’ Jill Jacobs 
 
Jewish law differentiates between two categories of workers: the po’el, the type of worker… who is 
paid by the hour or by the day; and the kablan, a contractor paid for finishing a specific project. The 
kablan is generally described as a skilled worker, such as a carpenter, a repair person or an artisan. This 
person is less dependent on day-to-day wages than a poel and has greater leverage with the employer. 
A kablan whose employer refuses to pay, or pays too little can simply hold on to the item s/he has been 
hired to make or fix. Therefore, most of the laws protecting workers focus on the category of the poel, 
who is at the mercy of the employer. 

 
 
 

Bava Metzia 110b-111a 
 

 ותלועפ ןיאש יפל הזו .ןרכש אלש יפל הז ןילת לב םושמ ןירבוע ןיא ןהינש םילעופ יל רוכש אצ וריבחל רמואה ר"ת
  .ולצא

 
The Sages taught: Concerning one who says to another: Go out and hire workers for me, both of them 
do not violate the prohibition of delaying (payment of wages). This one, (the employer), is exempt 
because they did not hire them , and that one, (the middleman), is exempt because his work is 
not performed for him. 

 
• Bal Talin does not map out onto our scenario 1:1. However, what might we learn from 

the notions that (a) the type of labour one is performing, and (b) the nature of the 
relationship between the labourer and the beneficiary have an impact on our halachic 
obligations? 
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Bava Metzia 112a 
 

 .רזוח רמא הברו רזוח וניא רמא תשש בר רזוח וניא וא רזוח והל איעביא :רבוע וניא ינחלוש לצאו ינונח לצא והחמה
 רבוע וניא יאמ רמא תשש ברו רדה רדהימ אה רבע אלד אוה רבעמ וילע רבוע וניא ינתקדמ הל אנימא אנמ הבר רמא
 …ןילת לב םושמ רבוע ןיא וא ןילת לב םושמ וילע רבוע תונלבק תשש ברמ הינימ ועב .רובעל תרותב וניא

 
 ותילט ןתונה היל אעייסמ אמינ .ינחלוש לצאו ינונח לצא והחמהש םתה רבוע וניא אינתהו רבוע תשש בר והל רמא
 המח וילע העקששמ םויה יצחב ול הנתנ ןילת לב םושמ רבוע וניא םימי הרשע דעו ןאכמ 'יפא ועידוהו הרמג ןמואל
 .ןילת לב םושמ רבוע

If the one who owes the money transferred his payment by leaving instructions with a 
storekeeper or with a money changer to pay him, he does not transgress the prohibitions. A 
dilemma was raised before the Sages: If the storekeeper or money changer neglected to pay the wages, 
may the laborer return to the employer and claim his money from him, or may he not return, as the 
storekeeper or money changer is now his exclusive address for complaints? Rav Sheshet says he may 
not return, and Rabba says he may return. 

Rabba said: From where do I state my opinion? From the fact that the mishna teaches: He does not 
transgress the prohibition, from which it may be inferred: He does not transgress the 
prohibition, but the laborer may still return to him to collect his wages. And Rav Sheshet said: What is 
the meaning of the ruling that he does not transgress the prohibition? It means that he is not included in 
the category of transgressing, as his transfer of the payment exempts him from all responsibility.  

The Sages inquired of Rav Sheshet: If the laborer worked as a contractor, who is paid for a completed 
job rather than by the hour, does the employer violate the prohibition of delaying payment of 
wages or does he not violate the prohibition of delaying payment of wages… 

Rav Sheshet said to them: He does violate the prohibition. They asked Rav Sheshet: But isn’t it 
taught in a baraita that a contractor does not violate the prohibition? Rav Sheshet replied: There it is 
referring to a case where he transferred the wages to a storekeeper or to a money changer. 

Let us say that the following baraita supports the opinion of Rav Sheshet: With regard to one who gave 
his garment to a craftsman, and the craftsman concluded the work and notified the owner that the work 
was complete, even if the owner delays paying the craftsman from now until ten days henceforth, he 
does not violate the prohibition of delaying the payment of wages. If the craftsman gave the garment to 
him at midday, then once the sun has set and the owner has not paid him, the owner does 
violate the prohibition of delaying the payment of wages. 

 
• Can you – through your actions / non-actions – cause a financial loss to a worker? 
• Can causing someone to be fired count as “withholding payment”? 
• Might your status in relationship to the worker influence that answer? i.e.: 

o Does it matter if that person is an employee or a contractor? 
o Does it matter if you are the manager / the middle-person / the user? 

• Who should the worker hold accountable for their own rights? 
• How might the debate between R’ Sheshet and Rabba map out to our scenario? 
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Bal Talin – Timely Payment of Wages, Rabbi Doniel Neustadt  
 
Does bal talin include monies owed to service contractors as well?  
Payment for work contracted by the job is also included in this commandment. Thus, when an item is 
taken in for repair or cleaning, etc., or if a plumber or an electrician comes into one’s home for a 
specific job, payment must be made “on the day” that the item is picked up or the job completed 
(Choshen Mishpat 339:6). However, when contracting for a job in which the raw materials belong to 
the worker [as in the case of a builder], these laws do not apply. In this case, we view the relationship 
between them as one of a buyer and a seller, not as one of an employee and his employer (Ketzot ha-
Choshen, C.M. 339:3; Aruch ha-Shulchan, C.M. 339:7; Netiv ha-Chesed 10:4).  
 
Are all forms of payment considered “payment” vis-à-vis the halachos of bal talin?  
An employer cannot force his worker to accept compensation other than cash (Shach, C.M. 336:4. See 
also Pischei Teshuvah, H.M. 336:1). 

 
 

V. Are Uber & Lyft in a Different Category? 
 
 

Yitzchok Yaakov Weiss, Minchat Yitzchak 8:148 
(Translation adapted from Rabbi Nechemya Taylor, Torah Mitzion) 
 
If one parks their car in a way that endangers pedestrians; or on the sidewalk which forces pedestrians 
to walk in the street which is meant for cars and is dangerous for pedestrians; or if a person drives 
dangerously such as speeding or in a wild way that they would not be able to stop quick enough; or 
even if they have something in itheir authority that is dangerous – it is permitted to tell the police in 
order to protect the public due to “Do not put blood in your home.” 
 
And as explained in the Rambam (Hilchot Rotzeach Ushmirat Hanefesh 11) and in the Shulchan 
Aruch, (Choshen Mishpat 427:8), learn there that: “(Regarding) all obstacles that may be life-
threatening it is a positive commandment to remove, guard against, and warn against any life-
threatening obstacle, as it says ‘Take utmost care and guard yourself scrupulously’ and if one did not 
remove it, and left the dangerous obstacles in place, he has violated a positive commandment and 
transgressed the negative commandment ‘Do not put blood’.” 

 
• Are we violating anything by not reporting, in such cases? 
• This reflects a larger question: what do our ratings actually reflect? Is it about customer 

service? About appeasing our own emotions? Or about a commitment to a larger value 

(e.g. Public Safety)? 

• How might the sources we’ve explored thus far defined the contours of this definition? 
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VI. Questions for Going Forward 
 

• Can/should you rate, even if it is true? 

• Are there scenarios where you have an obligation to rate? 

• Does your motivation in answering these questions come more from (a) a sense of 

personal ethical character development, or (b) an understanding of how our texts 

compel us to act ethically in relationship to those with whom we engage in business? 

• How do you understand the nature of the work (po’el vs. kablam), and does that 

influence your sense of responsibility? 

• How do you understand the nature of your role (user vs. middle person vs. manager), 

and does that influence your sense of responsibility? 

 
 

 


