
 1 
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th
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Naked life, self-transcendence, enemy love and peace for the city 

For the last twenty years I have been co-director of a small Christian-based charity 

assisting individuals and organisations navigating social and structural change. We 

mainly do this by offering professional coaching skills and undertaking applied 

academic research. In this context we have become increasingly aware of what may 

be regarded as a positive post-liberal tendency across the various spheres to move 

away from merely solving problems and correcting dysfunctions towards more pre-

emptive and transformative interventions into the deep structural roots of the socio-

political system. This is no small ambition but rather implies a task of epoch making 

change. This paper is a response to this perceived trend. Examples from our own work 

can be found in our current collaboration with the North Lancashire NHS in its 

attempts to shift the public focus from a culture of treating the sick to one of 

promoting health and well-being and in the applied research we are currently 

undertaking in positive psychology where the emphasis is on the shift from 

ameliorating dysfunction to identifying interventions that activate mental health. The 

same trend is also obvious in our collaboration with the Richardson Institute for Peace 

Studies in promoting the politics of positive peace rather than exclusively focusing on 

the resolution of existing conflicts.  The current emphasis on new political space and 

the burgeoning re-emergence of political theology can be viewed as a corollary of 

these innovations, as is the contemporary phenomenon of urban practitioners 

connecting temporarily or permanently to rural locations, desert fathers’ style, in 

order to find the space and time for reflection and research beyond urban boundaries. 
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Our own charity relocated from Camden Town in Central London to Silverdale on the 

Lancashire-Cumbria borders of Morecambe Bay out of a response to the felt need to 

provide a location for learning retreats and research and has a steady stream of 

practitioners from across the various occupational spheres of city life coming together 

to study and reflect. This paper, while the inadequacies are mine, is the outcome of 

many such dialogisms. 

 

The paper is consciously interdisciplinary in its exploration of the possibilities 

emanating from a complementary reading of work done on naked life, self-

transcendence, and enemy love for an innovative configuration of the self for the city. 

The aim is for a newly operational manifestation of the self able to act as the initiator 

of serious socio-political intervention and change. Briefly put, a self able to recognise 

and break free from the biopolitical economy of which it is both fuel and product, a 

self empowered to give itself as a resource for the common good, and finally a self 

able to embrace the intentional or accidental enmity of those whose attitudes and 

activities are other to the perceived good of this self and the rest of humanity. We 

begin with a brief evaluation of three key proposals made by Paulo Virno in his 

Grammar of the Multitude.
1
 Firstly, his re-introduction of the Spinozan concept of the 

multitude as a preferred figure for the many, over against the more familiar Hobbesian 

choice of the people.
2
 Secondly, his exegesis of Marx’s idea of the social individual as 

the basic component of the multitude
3
 and thirdly, his accompanying configuration of 

individual naked life or immaterial labour at the heart of biopower as the potential 

                                                 
1
 Paulo Virno. A Grammar of the Multitude. Cambridge, Massachusetts and London, 

England: MIT Press, 2004. 
2
 Ibid., 21. 

3
 Ibid., 80. 
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power of the multitude.
4
 Given that our modern liberal state is constituted by an 

essentially unequal trajectory of power and money, it is hardly surprising that while 

able to ameliorate sickness or partly resolve violent conflict, it is inherently unable to 

sustain the deep structural excavations and transformations now necessary to a culture 

of health and wellbeing, or the politics of positive peace. In this context Virno’s 

recognition that “the people” as a description of the many is so dependent on and 

necessary to the western nation state that it has lost the capacity for deep structural 

intervention and should be replaced with “the multitude” makes good sense.
5
  

 

As Virno sees it, “the people” and “the state” are a response to fear and the need for 

security,
6
 and as such are dependent on and subservient to the genealogy of 

hierarchical political configurations of sovereignty that have preceded them. The 

multitude, in contrast, is a response to the vulnerability and dangerousness, the sense 

of “no longer being at home”,
7
 that with the benefit of hindsight we can see re-

emerging and increasing from 2008 onwards as the western nation state’s dependency 

on the partnership of power and money is increasingly being shaken. The individual 

in this context is the agent for change. As Virno puts it “the radical transformation of 

the present state of things consists in bestowing maximum prominence and maximum 

value on the existence of every single member of the species.”
8
 He argues that the 

summation of the whole of human life into immaterial labour has resulted in a 

potential power that could be the means to reactivate the individuated multitude to 

disobey, defect from or exit the current system,
9
  that is to say a self able to recognise 

                                                 
4
 Ibid., 81-83. 

5
 Ibid., 21-23. 

6
 Ibid., 25. 

7
 Ibid., 34. 

8
 Ibid., 80. 

9
 Ibid., 69-70. 
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and break free from the biopolitical economy of which it is both fuel and product. 

However it remains unclear how this disobedience, defection and exit will be 

motivated or achieved. For while the hybridization of knowledge that Virno regards 

as the new consciousness of the multitude includes an ethical dimension, it cannot, for 

Virno, include a moral one. As he puts it, “"ethical," let us note, and not "moral"; in 

question here are common practices, usages and customs, not the dimension of the 

must-be.”
10

  

 

In our post-secular era this fear of the must-be can now be called into question. As I 

have attempted to show elsewhere the elephant in the room throughout modernity has 

been transcendence, a quality that has consistently, albeit understandably, been 

confused with the domination of power and money since its historical western 

subsumption by sovereignty.
11

 This confusion has made toxic all thought of moral 

imperatives, as they are necessarily associated with hierarchical domination and 

control. Our postmodern, post-secular, post-Christendom moment now makes 

possible the apprehension of forms of transcendence free from sovereign power. 

There is both need and opportunity to add a positive transcendence to Virno’s 

analysis. With that in place we can hope to connect the potential power of the 

multitude to imperatives from beyond Virno’s immanent materialist perspective. 

However, for all that we are now in a post-secular, or as Graham Ward would claim, 

post-material culture, respect for our secular friends indicates that we cannot simply 

re-introduce divine transcendence. We need a midway point, a standpoint that helps 

reluctant secularists beyond the confines of immanentist positions without insistence 

on ontological transcendence. It is inherently Christian to have this provision if love is 

                                                 
10

 Ibid., 47-49. 
11

 See Roger Haydon Mitchell. Church, Gospel and Empire: How the Politics of Sovereignty 

Impregnated the West. Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock, 2011,. 
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not to insist on its own way and if the ecclesia is to exist for the family of humanity 

and not for itself.  

 

For this common transcendence we can look to Viktor Frankl and Abraham Maslow’s 

mid-twentieth century prescient counter-modern configuration of the liberal self 

beyond self-actualisation for its capacity to escape reductionist evolutionary 

approaches to human development, towards what they term self-transcendence. On 

the basis of this, postmodern psychology is now increasingly configuring valid 

positive interventions into human behaviour for the promotion of positive mental 

health.
12

 Frankl was somewhat marginalised for his challenge to Freud’s emphasis on 

homeostasis as the end goal of human activity by insisting that self-transcendence is 

the essence of existence. As he states “Man lives by ideals and values. Human 

existence is not authentic unless it is lived in terms of self-transcendence.”
13

 Maslow 

on the other hand is acknowledged as one of the most important psychologists of the 

modern age. His hierarchy of needs culminating in self-actualisation is a foundational 

tool in the practice of psychology.
14

 However the conventional description of this 

hierarchy stops short of his later work from which it is now clear that he added self-

transcendence as a motivational step beyond self-actualisation.
15

 Mark Koltko-Rivera 

has done much to overcome the initial reluctance of psychology to acknowledge this 

development in Maslow. He clearly exposes the distinction between the earlier model 

that “positions the highest form of human development at the level of the well-

                                                 
12

 See for example Ralph L. Piedmont. “Does Spirituality represent the Sixth Factor of Personality? 

Spiritual Transcendence and the Five-Factor Model” in Journal of Personality 67.6, December 1999. 
13

 Viktor E. Frankl. “Self Transcendence as a Human Phenomenon.” 1966, 97. <needs more detail> 
14

 No space in this brief paper to argue either that his hierarchy is chronological not in order of 

importance, or whether it is best understood as a circle of equally important needs. But not 

unexpectedly I question any supposed hierarchy of importance. 
15

 See Mark E. Koltko-Rivera. “Rediscovering the Later Version of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs: 

Self-Transcendence and Opportunities for Theory, Research and Unification” in Review of General 

Psychology 2006, Vol. 10, No. 4, 302-317. 
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adjusted, differentiated, and fulfilled individual self or ego” and the later model 

“which places the highest form of human development at a transpersonal level, where 

the self or ego and its needs are transcended.”
16

 This second model makes the fulness 

of human development “motivational self-transcendence,”
17

 a self empowered to give 

itself as a resource for the common good.  

 

But this is still not enough for the world of real or perceived otherness that 

characterises the contemporary city. This is a world where we daily encounter those 

who willingly, involuntarily or even accidentally present themselves as the enemies of 

ourselves and the common good of the multitude. Unless we can find the means to 

extend the common good to include our enemies, then there will be no peace for the 

city. Here is to be found, I suggest, the real political role and character of discipleship, 

the politics of Jesus, the telos of the church if only we can grasp it. It is to proceed, 

without insistence, into the chasm that enmity opens up, the space originally occupied 

by the cross of Jesus, the politics of enemy love.  This I suggest can be described as a 

fulness of self–transcendence that emanates from the increasing de-violencing of the 

scripture and the atonement that comes with the end of Christendom. Brad Jersak and 

Michael Hardin’s compendium of non-violent atonement theology Stricken By God? 

(2007) showed how comprehensive and ecumenical this approach was fast 

becoming.
18

 But now we can begin to speak in terms of a developing contemporary 

theology of enemy love.  Keith Hebden,  who is a significant current resource to the 

Occupy movement, offers an excellent exegesis of Romans 12 and 13 that exposes 

them as “the clearest primitive commentary on the Sermon on the Mount,” where he 

                                                 
16

 Ibid., 306. 
17

 Ibid., 307. 
18

 Brad Jersak and Michael Hardin eds. Stricken By God? Grand Rapids, Michigan/ Cambridge UK: 

William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2007. 
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concludes that “although Paul seems to be urging compliance with the Romans when 

he writes that they are ‘the servant of God to execute wrath on the wrong doer,’ (Rom 

13:5), he is really trying to help his readers understand love of enemy in the face of 

state terror.”
19

 Derek Flood in his excellent chapter “A practical Guide to Enemy 

Love” in Disarming Scripture (2014) states “if the core teaching of Jesus is rooted in 

enemy love then a major role of the interpretative task is to work out how to apply 

this in our time.”
20

 I have tried to do something like this in the initial chapters of 

Discovering Kenarchy that I co-edited last year with my friend and colleague Julie 

Tomlin Arram.
21

  

 

We need more resources of this kind, and you may well know of some that I do not. 

What is for sure is that resources like these will at least mean that we can begin to 

recover the ground lost by the political apologists of the western system such as Carl 

Schmidt who defines its undergirding sovereignty in terms of the friend/enemy 

distinction and his specious contention that Jesus never intended us to include 

enemies of the state in the category of enemy love. Such resources will hopefully 

complement those post-secular thinkers like Alain Badiou in his partly wonderful 

little book In Praise of Love who questions whether a politics of love is ever 

meaningful
22

 and Simon Critchley who suggests that abandoning the utopian impulse 

is to imprison ourselves within the world as it is and to give up all hope, however 

slight, of discovering a world that might yet be.
23
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