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Lévinas and The Seventy Nations

Orietta OMBROSI

Department of Philosophy, Sapienza Universita di Roma

Abstract

In this text, I propose to explore the limits or the limitless
boundaries of this expression — the seventy nations — used by
Emmanuel Lévinas (and the Doctors of the Talmud to whom Lévinas
refers), to see whether this phrase may be universally understood and
universally extended. 1 therefore contemplate the possibility of
extending and translating the “difficult universality” (In the Time of
the Nations, p. 113) of a human fraternity, renewed and inspired by the
“humanism of the other”. I suspect it is important to ask how Lévinas
can, in his own thinking, reconcile the tension between the
universality of this “humanism” and the singularity of the biblical (or
Hebrew) message which, in some way constitutes, its foundation.
Through a close reading of In the Time of the Nations, 1 consider the
relationship between the singularity of the source of this message
elaborated by Lévinas, and the universality of a philosophical
proposition which thinks of this very universality as equally difficult

and necessary and extends it to the seventy nations. In addition, I
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ponder the singular-universal and Judaism-Humanity relationships as
thought of by Lévinas, and their possible translation, but also (a little
more complicatedly) their specific universality, since 1 see a
contamination here, or even a “dilation” that infringes the limits of
election and revelation (which are meant for a single people) in order
to open itself up to a dimension that is universal and concerns all
humanity. For the singular vocation of Israel — election to
responsibility — constitutes, in the words of Lévinas, “the premisses of
the human miracle” (In the Time of the Nations, p. 3). But how is this

possible and conceivable?
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