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Abstract
The legal understanding of personhood is dynamic and evolves through the ages. This paper shows
how a contemporary shift, under the influence of, inter alia, the law of the European Union, provides
an unexpected excursion into the past, reminiscent as it is of some pre-modern approaches, thus
showing deep-rooted conflicts between how the Union operates and the classical ideology of demos,
democracy and citizenship. The fact that this is undoubtedly inadvertent does not alter the outcomes of
this process. The new individualism, which the EU tacitly promotes with all its accidental
cosmopolitanism is presented here as neo-mediaevalism. The core distinction at the heart of such legal
paradigm of personhood is between the free and unfree; the core moral value is the precise
apportionment of liberty among the persons in accordance with their legally recognisable chance and
circumstance. This paradigm of personhood, which is essentially private, not public in nature, almost
became extinct in contemporary world with the advent of democracy, equality, and the status of
citizenship based on the citizen/foreigner distinction. This is what the EU now happens to be reviving.
As a result, equality is not treated as a value — not even as a starting presumption; — community does
not build on the idea of sovereignty and submission; and liberty is detached from the political realm
and does not imply collective self-determination.
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I. Introduction: the usefulness of amusing tales
The most crucial paradigm shift in the last millennium’s law of personhood brilliantly documented by
Keechang Kim, reached the very core of understanding of equality, liberty and community.1
Personhood moved from the realm of private to public law, as the core border of personhood drifted
from free/unfree to citizen/foreigner, this change bringing with it the necessity of a presumption of
equality, thus removing the long-dominant moral ideal of inequality from its pedestal, and the idea of
liberty through submission to the sovereign. In its place came political community, which later became
one of the core elements of democracy. The EU is very affective in seriously undermining, if not
undoing this ages-old development, as this chapter will demonstrate.
The mediaeval paradigm shift behind what still officially informs our approach to personhood
in law was distilled in all clarity in the famous Calvin case,2 where the Law Lords, for the first time in
history, connected allegiance with natural law, as opposed to simply the law of the land, thus
mandating equal protection of the law extending, by virtue of such allegiance, to all the subjects of the
King: ‘the law is equal and favoureth not’.3 They thereby allowed a Scot born under James Stuart, the
first King of both England and Scotland, to inherit property in England as if he were an Englishman. 4
Allegiance amounted to a totally new kind of bond compared with the Roman and early-mediaeval
understandings of personhood and shows how much the presumptions of what it means to be a person
in the eyes of the law have changed from the Roman law on personal status and the evolution of its
vestiges in the Middle Ages to the seventeenth century understanding. The change marked a fullblown revolution at three levels: liberty, equality and the nature of legal status, marking the
beginnings, however rudimentary, of the modern understanding of belonging and the construction of
personhood in the eyes of the law.5
This contribution uses this shift in legal understanding to extrapolate the possibility of a farreaching change which is one of the capacities of the law, seeking parallels in the key legal elements
of constructing mediaeval personhood and the concept of citizenship in the European Union (EU)
today.6 What we shall see is that a number of crucial presumptions concerning the legal position of a
person in law, taken by the Member States of the EU as a given, are past their prime, as they do not
fully — not at all in fact — overlap with the law as applied, as it mutated under the influence of the
EU, reshaped by the Union either directly or indirectly.7 Moreover, such assumptions are potentially
responsible for a distorted — if not misleading — picture of personhood in European law both at the
supranational and at the national levels. The analogy with mediaeval developments will help us keep
an eye on the crucial discrepancies between the law as declared and the law as applied. A mediaeval
analogy helps to illuminate an understanding of how the contemporary European legal system
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approaches the human being as a person and a citizen.8 This chapter claims that there is a notable neomediaeval turn in the legal framing of personhood in the EU, which can be traced to the same key
features of the idea of a person in law that was altered in the era of the Calvin judgment: liberty,
equality and community: all what being a ‘person’ in law is about.
This sketch does not aspire to provide a full analogy between the mediaeval and the
contemporary transformations of the understanding of personhood in law in Europe. Any such analogy
would in all likelihood be profoundly misplaced at countless levels if taken literally. Yet, the
illustration employed herein will make abundantly clear that we are far removed, in the Union of the
beginning of the twenty-first century, from an understanding of citizenship which still rhetorically
marks all the legal systems of the EU Member States and are used to legitimise the established
organisation of power at the Member State and, consequently, also at the supranational level. The
creation and the operation of the Union alongside a whole array of other factors, including the global
rise of the human rights ideology9 and of the culture of justification as opposed to that of authority,10
are responsible for the rise of accidental cosmopolitanism,11 in Alexander Somek’s insightful
understanding. This triad brings about a radical revision in how the three core elements of personhood
in law operate in Europe today. Neo-mediaevalism is thus not a result of a (nostalgic) turn to the
remote past, but, rather, a hopeful construction of a future that moves away from an array of
fundamental understandings coded into the legal-political framing of reality which dethroned the
classical mediaeval approaches around half a millenium ago.
Not merely a rondo, the story this chapter retells is rather a rondo with a variation in form,
while its substance is about an incidental trend towards a departure from what seemed an innovation
half a millennium ago and what is, officially, the basis for understanding citizenship and statehood in
contemporary world. The task of this contribution is not to judge, but to document, showing how the
legal understanding of personhood has been severely altered; first, under the influence of sovereignty
and Christian soteriology, culminating in a total shift of paradigm of personhood in law in the
sixteenth century and, secondly, how a contemporary shift in understanding, under the influence of,
inter alia, the law of the European Union, provides an unexpected excursion into the past, reminiscent
as it is of some pre-modern understandings, thus showing deep-rooted conflicts between how the
Union operates and the classical ideology of citizenship.12
The chapter proceeds as follows. The section that follows describes the mediaeval
transformation of personhood: the rise of a public law-inspired sovereignist model of the person
marked by equality before the law and liberty for all subjects through the formation of a political
community and submission to the sovereign by means of allegiance, which opened the age of
modernity — not yet democracy-inspired back then — in the reading of personhood in law (section
II). This model of personhood, building on equality before the law intertwined with a submission to
the sovereign, is then traced into the future, up to its prestigious placement at the centre of the core
national constitutional understandings of the ‘self’ by European states which have offered their
‘peoples’ to the Union13 (section III). This is done only to then remind the reader of the reality of the
legal-political functioning of personhood in the Union today — whatever the justifications or the
standard practices used to interpret the tensions away. It is perhaps amusing to see in this context that
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the new individualism with all its accidental cosmopolitanism could actually be presented —
legitimately I claim — as neo-mediaevalism. The key elements of both seem to be overlapping: in
practice, equality is not treated as a value — not even as a starting presumption — community does
not build on the idea of sovereignty and submission, and liberty is detached from the political realm
and does not imply collective self-determination (section IV). The conclusion draws some lessons
from the legal evolution of the understanding of personhood in Europe. It notes, especially, that
officially the paradigm still has not changed: the constitutions cling to sovereignist understandings and
are ripe with solemn proclamations, while the practice of how the law operates could not be more
different. This practice does not find reflection — or does not find a reflection yet — in how the law of
personhood in Europe is officially constructed.
II. Mediaevalism and the change of the paradigm of personhood in law
Although citizenship is traced to Aristotle in the popular imagination,14 as well as to the Romans,15 it
would be more correct, with the reference to those remote times, to speak of personhood in law tout
court. While the law definitely applied to and was shaped by an array of persons, citizenship in the
modern understanding — either pre- or post-Marshallian16 — would be extremely difficult to apply to
that context for a number of reasons. One of the main ones among these is that personhood in law up
to the crucial turn which culminated more or less with the Calvin case in 1608 — what is sometimes
referred to as ‘citizenship’ in the textbooks — was mostly private, not public in nature.17 Although
Aristotle conceived of the citizen as — very approximately — a rightful holder of office18 and
although all the way through Roman and mediaeval periods the possession of a certain legal status
could imply the exercise of public functions, the paradigmatic border marking the confines of the legal
status was based on a fundamentally different consideration, compared with the idea of citizenship —
either with or without office — today.
The key legal status-determining distinction, at the core of the understanding of personhood
until well into the middle ages, was whether one was free or unfree.19 So, if citizenship is defined
following Brubaker as an ‘instrument and object of closure’20 — in that it outlines the confines of the
group keeping the ‘other’ out, while also defining such a group by formulating the rules on joining or
leaving it — the crucial border between the ‘ins’ and the ‘outs’ is now a separation between foreigners
and those who have a local status of citizenship: both according to a public law understanding, of
course. The foreigner is the enemy.21 Such a dichotomy was not in place in the past and did not mark
the core attributes of personhood in law until the late middle ages.22 The crucial border between the
‘ins’ and the ‘outs’, which is the defining feature of personhood in law, lay in the realm of private law
and denoted whether one was ‘free’ or ‘unfree’.23
It goes without saying that there were plenty of locals and foreigners in this world at any
period of its historical development, yet, as Kim convincingly demonstrates, this distinction was
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inconsequential for the most part, with regard to the legal construction of the law of personhood.24
Indeed, while people belonged to guilds, towns, parishes and countries, the distinction between ‘us’
and ‘them’ arose all the time without amounting, however, to the key paradigm of the legal approach
to personhood. In the medieval period, citizenship was by definition multi-layered, without affecting,
however, its dominant universally accepted understanding.25 So, while the details concerning what
being free and unfree implied were changing gradually, from slaves to serfs, from Aristotelian
citizens26 to the libertini,27 the core distinction driving the understanding of what it means to be a
person in the eyes of the law clearly stayed unaltered for hundreds of years: you are either free or
unfree, with a corresponding gradation of duties and entitlements. It is crucial in this context to
understand that the misconception that a slave or a serf is not a person in a world marked by such a
division, implying that only the ‘free’ would enjoy a ‘true’ personhood in law is unhelpful and does
not correspond to reality.28 There were simply two different types of persons in law: the free and the
unfree, like there are now citizens and foreigners. It is this paradigmatic opposition that mattered,
shaping the core importance of each of the two components. Being a slave would not mean,
necessarily, not holding an important office,29 just as being free would not make you King. It is the
logic behind determining which line of separation is crucial in the eyes of the law that is important for
us.
This distinction defining the legal approach to the person came with a law-supported
worldview which is evidently very different from our own.30 The crucial differences were two. They
were interrelated and equally important. The first concerned the understanding of equality and the
second concerned the understanding of liberty. Each of the two by analogy with the core free/unfree
distinction in the pre-modern law on personhood has no direct parallel to our contemporary
understanding of law and society — at least not officially, as we will see.
Liberty was a private-law concept, like the main paradigm of personhood based on private
law: born a serf one is unfree and bound to one’s lord and his land. Once freed, one moves up a rank
compared to one’s serf parents, but one’s liberty is still very different from that of the lord, translating
into a radically different set of rights, privileges and entitlements, detailing whom one can sue, whom
one can marry. The whole history of the gradual emergence of statehood and collective freedoms,
which started in Europe with the cities, could legitimately be presented as a story of reinventing the
private-law meaning of liberty in public law terms.31 The paradigmatic change in the understanding of
liberty had to do with the emergence of the notion of sovereignty, backed by theology, responsible for
sowing the seeds of the world of ideas, which we still inhabit today, however changed and differently
presented is its actual form.32 For liberty, to quote once again from the brilliant study by Kim, ‘legal
debate … would shift its focus from the question of “doing” to the question of “being”’.33 To do
versus to be. ‘Doing’ is quite clear in this respect. As a serf, one can work the land, accompany one’s
master to war and beget new serfs. One’s liberty is defined by the precise legal position of one’s
private legal status of subjugation or freedom. A continuum of liberty thus existed: different categories
of persons, finding themselves in different contexts of subjugation or domination would be free to do
different things. One of the key tasks of the law, then, was ensuring justice through clarity and
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precision in the apportionment of liberty, ‘legal inequality [being] the essential attribute of the
Classical notion of justice’.34
This view of freedom is rendered obsolete once liberty turns into a yes or no question and
ceases being a matter of making precise the degree of entitlement in each particular case.35 Such a
change happened under the influence of the idea of sovereignty and Christian soteriology ‘by a close
analogy to spiritual liberation’.36 If one can be saved, one is free and this freedom is ensured through
one’s allegiance to the sovereign through the law of nature which is also responsible for making him
King under the same God that (if one behaves) will open, for the chosen, the doors of heaven. One’s
subjugation to his law and sovereignty, which is, as we learnt from Calvin, of itself based on natural
law, is thus essential for one’s liberty. There is no place for gradations in this straightforward system.
Keechang Kim’s illustration of the shift in the understanding of liberty through the discussion
of Bodin’s criticism of Aristotle makes this shift crystal clear.37 Bodin, wrongly presuming that
personhood in the law of his times had the same meaning and structure as in the times of Aristotle,
criticised the latter for failing to make a distinction, while approaching the notion of citizenship,
between, on the one hand, those who owe allegiance to the sovereign38 — whom we now would brand
as ‘citizens’ since ultimately it does not matter who the sovereign one is bound to respect actually is: a
large lady, a parliament, or ‘the people’39 — and, on the other hand, all others. Only the former can
enjoy true liberty, it was argued, and this liberty — paradoxically as it sounds — was gained precisely
through the act of submission. Since in Bodin’s time the defining borderline determining the essence
of personhood in law moved from ‘free/unfree’ to, essentially ‘a local/a foreigner’, understood as
‘under this King/under some other King’, liberty became an attribute of belonging — submission — to
a particular sovereign (actually construed through the territoriality of the realm) and lost the preceding
dominant meaning of freedom ‘to do’. Once liberty came to mean submission and, in return, the
reception of protection from the sovereign, all those who submit are equally graced by law,
undermining the previously established gradation of liberty. This also reflected the key idea of
Christian soteriology well: either one will be saved or not. Noone was only saved a little bit.
The new meaning of liberty defined through a yes or no question brought about a total
reshaping of thinking about equality. In the legal paradigm of personhood based on the private legal
relationship defined by one’s freedom or unfreedom, equality could not be of any moral value, since
such a moral value would delegitimise not only the key division on which the paradigm rested, but
also the understanding of liberty as a gradual apportionment of the freedom ‘to do’. Consequently,
inequality, rather than equality used to be the moral ideal, emphasising the importance to apportion
liberty precisely as the level of freedom of each individual stipulated.40 This understanding is all but
strange. There is overwhelming agreement in the legal-philosophical literature that equality, as such, is
a choice which polities make rather than any ‘natural’ way of approaching the organisation of humans
living together, which would be the most ideologically charged way to ‘explain’ equality by appeals to
nature — more or less what Lord Coke did in Calvin.41 Sir Isaiah Berlin, with his characteristic clarity,
claimed that the moral reasons behind the presumption of equality — rather than instrumental
considerations — will not and cannot be found, since ‘like all human ends [equality] itself cannot be

34
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defended or justified’.42 It is thus ‘neither more nor less “natural” or “rational” that any other
constituent of [such ends]’.43
Sir Isaiah’s was not a political argument about equality’s worth44 or a claim about its
necessity.45 Rather, it was the acknowledgement of the fact that, in philosophy both equality and
inequality seem to be rather thinly framed, amounting to mere societal choices, beliefs.46 In this sense,
‘it is difficult to see what is meant by considering it either rational or non-rational’, continues Sir
Isaiah.47 The currently dominant approach — that equality is a good thing (at least better than
inequality48) — goes back to the shift in the law on personhood in the late middle ages, when the idea
of sovereignty and allegiance de facto shaped a requirement of equality before the law among all those
whose liberty is guaranteed, as we have seen, through submission to their sovereign master sanctioned
by the God their sovereign master opted to declare that he believed in.
Importantly, the new equality as a legal ideal was not supposed to extend to those who are not
bound by the same sovereign: allegiance played a key role in this process, creating the harshest
principle of exclusion — discrimination on the basis of nationality49 — which still holds true in the
majority of countries around the world, to outrageously inequitable results,50 treated as unproblematic
by lawyers and political theorists alike. All in all, everyone is now free and equal, as long as everyone
is under the same sovereign. Modern theorists would re-name submission as membership of the
political community,51 which does not alter the essence of the crucial boundary drawn in the realm of
the law of personhood. The division is the same: those under this sovereign versus those under some
other sovereign, or no sovereign at all (as defined by our law52). Foreigners in their foreign lands are,
of course, usually not taken into account at all, their possible claims amounting to nothing. 53
Excluding them is presented as a good thing, indeed, an indispensable thing, since it protects the
political community, read ‘the sovereign’, democracy requiring closure.54 At the same time, the
political community is responsible for equality in the current understanding of the word — assuming
every person’s equal worth: the circular reasoning is strong yet did not scare away Walzer and too
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many others to be named.55 The easiest is, of course, to pretend that there is only one bounded political
community inhabiting this universe, existing in a vacuum with no neighbours: the world of TH
Marshall and John Rawls. Our world is so different, that ignoring its crucial multiplicity is the fatal sin
of omission virtually impossible to forgive. Forgiven or not, this thinking, conceptually endebted to
Bodin’s criticism of Aristotle, is so much engrained and accepted as a universal norm that whatever
happens to the foreigner does not enter our moral universe.56 It is not surprising, thus, that in the
contemporary political community the foreigner has taken the legitimate place of the mediaeval serf
and Aristotelian slave, as the discussion above demonstrates: the free/unfree duality came to be
replaced by citizen/foreigner duality at the heart of the legal understanding of personhood.
The shift from free/unfree to local/foreigner as the most crucial legal denominators of
personhood was thus of a truly paradigmatic nature, changing our — or our ancestors’ —
understanding of equality, liberty and the nature of community. The excluded and fenced out group
has changed, just as the nature of the legal bond determining each persons’ status and entitlements:
from private law the person meandered into public law.
The European Union is now, at least in part, rowing back on this important late-mediaeval
shift. Not that foreigners are treated better than usual — they are not — the bulk of citizens is treated
differently through subjection to additional requirements before the presumption of inequality can be
reversed, thus qualifying them as free and reaffirming their membership of the community as well as
their worthiness of protection by law. The EU has de facto introduced the mediaeval understanding of
liberty as a continuum between the entitlements of different relatively strictly policed categories of
persons, while also shifting the borderline between those who are ‘in’ and those who are ‘out’: it now
runs through the body of citizens both at the national and at the supranational level.
III. The official EU story today: the law of as if
The official story line presents the EU as very closely resembling its own Member States in terms of
all the key principles and values, which are said to be shared between the two levels of the law as
reflected, for instance, in Article 2 TEU (Treaty on European Union).57 Further perusal of the Treaties
and the case-law of the Court of Justice of the European Union (ECJ) read in the light of a textbookfriendly self-image of the Union reveals that EU law unquestionably builds, inter alia, on the ideas of
equality, liberty, democracy58 and boasts the legal definition of personhood through a clear separation
between ‘us’ and ‘them’, ie between citizens and foreigners.59 Indeed, the ECJ built on the promise of
the treaties in Part II TFEU (Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union) and Article 9 TEU and
turned EU citizenship into a ‘fundamental status of the nationals of the Member States’.60 Even if

55
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someone is not convinced as to how exactly this happened methodologically,61 this is the law.62 This
new citizenship, which is a more or less well-articulated legal status by now63 — never mind its ius
tractum conferral, dependent on the nationalities of the Member States64 — comes with a powerful
package of rights reserved for the citizens — not aliens, ie third country nationals in the supranational
context of EU law — and also builds on a powerful promise of equality and non-discrimination among
all the holders of this legal status. It is thus derivative at the level of individual articulation through its
dependence on the nationalities of the Member States, but autonomous at the level of its day-to-day
operation, through the dependence on the Union as a supranational provider of rights.65 Equality seems
to be one of the cornerstones of the status: the list of the prohibited grounds of discrimination is truly
comprehensive,66 and the articulation of the day-to-day application of the non-discrimination
provisions of primary and secondary law is growing.67
Important in this respect is that alongside a number of well-known prohibited grounds of
discrimination traceable to the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the principles of nondiscrimination in the national constitutions of the Member States, Union law also refers to the
principle of non-discrimination on the basis of nationality,68 which became one of the beacons of
European integration from its earliest days.69 This principle, although it seems natural to the majority
of the students and practitioners of EU law, is in fact radically innovative and has only one major
parallel in history, outside of the classical federal context,70 which also happens to be a truly idealistic
one71 — the attempt of the revolutionary Assemblée nationale framing the notion of Frenchness in preNapoleonic France, to prohibit nationality discrimination.72 The prohibition did not work out back then
and the radical distinction between locals and foreigners was not in fact questioned either in the
French context afterwards or elsewhere in Europe, thus demonstrating faithfulness to the trend which
emerged around the time when Calvin was decided. Moreover, the idea of the nation came to be
rooted in the distinction between the citizens and foreigners, reinforcing the principle of inequality
between the holders of different nationalities, owing allegiance to different sovereigns, or, in
contemporary language, once again, belonging to different political communities:73 even dual
nationality would not routinely be tolerated until very recent times to ensure that the purity of the
separation is not violated.74
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Given the promise of the prohibition of discrimination on the basis of nationality, the EU
could thus depart from the core duality marking the dominant legal paradigm of personhood in
contemporary law, but it did not. The core distinction holds at the supranational level — the level at
which EU citizenship is granted and operates. Non-discrimination on the basis of nationality is almost
a tautology if applied within the confines of one status of personhood in law — however atypical this
status might seem — thus without cutting across different statuses. In fact, such a proclamation only
increases the sharpness of the distinction between citizens and foreigners so familiar from the
transformation described above in that non-EU citizens are not included within the scope of the
promised supranational law’s ‘innovation’. It appears, therefore, that the comparison with what the
Assemblée nationale did at the end of the eighteenth century is unwarranted: EU citizenship is not a
liberation from the idea of nationality.75 Rather, it is a superimposed nationality of a different level,
which seemingly follows exactly the same key logic of exclusion as the one marking the operation of
the citizenships of the Member States at the national level. The task of modern citizenship being to
exclude and to justify exclusion internally and externally, the national and EU levels of the law fulfill
this task following precisely the same blueprint and using the same criterion of exclusion, thus being
logically indistinguishable in this regard.
In the beginning of the internal market there was probably more room for idealism: European
law on personhood resulting in the strict separation between EU citizens and third country nationals
observable today is at least partly judge-made. From the very beginning the treaties spoke about
‘workers of the Member States’76 without pointing to the fact that those who were to enjoy this status
under (then) EEC law were supposed to hold a particular nationality.77 It goes without saying that the
inclusion of nationality into the definition of a worker78 is profoundly problematic in the internal
market where a number of national economies rely on guest-workers’ labour, as was the case when
nationality came to be regarded as an essential connection between the status of a worker and the
rights that workers would enjoy under the supranational law of the EEC.79
The Court has definitely played a crucial role in preventing the EU’s possible departure from
the exclusionary patterns of the classical post-Calvin personhood paradigm, which takes the
distinction between citizens and foreigners as an almost presumed factor of great importance. So
engrained was this vision that the treaties did not even need to mention nationality with regard to the
workers’ free movement regime80 — as they did in the context of the free movement of services, for
instance.81 The distinction between citizens and foreigners was deemed to be there anyway. 82 This
traditionalism and dogmatic approach to the scope ratione personae of EEC law resulted in the
exclusion of all the workers holding a non-EU nationality from relying on EU-level rights, thus
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making the rights-side of the internal market mostly invisible for this large group.83 In other words, the
ECJ effectively reinforced the grip of the ‘band of citizen-tyrants’84 ruling over their ‘guests’ who
work for them.
Non-discrimination on the basis of nationality came to be interpreted in exactly the same way
as the scope of the then Community ‘worker’ status even if the provision establishing the nondiscrimination principle does not itself limit its scope to any particular set of nationalities, confined to
the ‘scope of the Treaties’85 instead.86 In this sense, the EEC could mark a departure from the citizenforeigner paradigm from the outset giving all the workers legally employed in the Member States
supranational-level rights in the internal market, but it did not — at least not on the face of it and
certainly not in the name of broadening the application of equality, as will be explained in more detail
in the next part. As a consequence — and this was fully confirmed by the Treaty of Maastricht through
making a connection between the Member State nationality of every person and her European
citizenship87 — EU law on personhood seems to be a faithful continuation of the ages-old tradition
building the notion of the person in law on the distinction between the foreigner and the citizen: no
innovation there, submissions from the scholars88 and EU organs89 notwithstanding. Once again, one
should not be misled by the manner through which Article 18 TFEU functions today: once EU
citizenship is regarded as having graduated into a meaningful legal status, Member State nationalities
in their totality virtually completely disappear under its umbrella: within the scope ratione materiae of
EU law they cease to exist in the eyes of the supranational legal system90 beyond their function of
triggering the acquisition by their holders of a status of EU citizenship, which happens automatically
through the direct effect of the relevant Treaty provisions.91 The same can seemingly be said about
what is thought of equality and liberty — only EU citizens are fully included, equal and free, all the
‘lacking demos’92 and democratic deficit aspects of the story pointing to the EU’s natural limitations93
as a proclaimed constitutional system94 notwithstanding.

83
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All in all, even though the EU is not a state and boasts a somewhat atypical system of
structures of democratic governance, when scrutinised from the point of view of the Member States at
least, the citizenship it has created is in full conformity with the key modern assumption that the core
distinction in the law of personhood lies between citizens and foreigners. In this sense, even though
EU citizenship is, for obvious reasons, radically different from the nationalities of the Member States,
it is much more dull and lacking in novelty, than optimists would assume. 95 Indeed, broadly speaking
at least, it is a federal citizenship like any other.96 Consequently, instead of innovating, what it does is
merely replicate the Member States’ nationalities on a different scale. The chief added value of the
supranational status is, then, in the fact that this replication is not complete and does not involve
coercive molding of togetherness — demos-building.97 Consequently, the supranational status could be
presented as more just and less authoritarian: a modern take on what a national citizenship ideal could
be, should coercion and nationalism be excluded from it, replaced by a respect for multiplicity98 and a
rights-based, as opposed to a duties-based, self-justification.99 The EU idea of freedom is thus not
based on submission to a sovereign in the vein of Bodin,100 even if the sovereign is actually the very
people, the demos itself,101 democracy implying, following Gibney’s apt characterisation, ‘the meshing
of two ideas: that rights matter and that demos rules’.102
EU citizenship emerges as overwhelmingly traditional in terms of the key form of exclusion it
advocates and, simultaneously, extremely innovative — if not potentially destructive from the point of
view of traditional democratic theory — in terms of implicitly denying the necessity of a political
community. This is what it tacitly advocates through the promotion of liberation from ‘suffocating
bonds’: a well-known problem addressed in a broader context by a number of writers.103 Given that
this ‘problem’ is a natural consequence of a new role individualism seems to play in the framing of
community while coercive togetherness is more and more difficult to justify,104 it actually appears that
EU citizenship is not innovative at all on this second plane either: an ordinary replication of ordinary
and expected features of any standard approach to nationality difficult to justify in this changing
world.105
In other words, given that the literature bemoaning institutionalised individualism’s effects on
the ideology of demos and nationhood seems to teach the same lesson when applied to the
supranational106 and to the national level107 — including outside of the context of the Union108 — the
core paradigm of understanding of personhood is the same in the Member States and in the EU as a
whole: while demos as a starting point of liberty at the complex intersection of sovereignty,
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submission and democracy, is under attack and increasingly difficult to justify, let alone to forge, the
abyss between citizens and non-citizens is at least as important and relevant now as it used to be
before. Crucially, this applies equally at both levels of the law in the EU. This sameness is achieved by
drawing the boundary of exclusion in exactly the same manner in the EU as the Member States do it:
third country nationals are out of the picture unless they settle long-term and are on track to acquire
the really meaningful status of citizenship,109 and rights as well as, crucially, equality, are distributed
between the supranational citizens, thus marking out the confines of the community of persons with
regard to which EU citizenship serves as an instrument of closure in the vein of Brubaker’s thinking.
This story is not the whole truth, however: once the actual operation of EU citizenship is
scrutinised, a somewhat different — partly pre-Calvin picture of personhood in European law
emerges, bringing an array of problems undermining this coherent worldview at both the national and
the supranational levels of the law.
IV. EU’s quasi neo-mediaevalism: the law as is
An inattentive observer will be satisfied with the story of personhood in EU law retold above. At a
conceptual level, EU citizenship emerges as a largely thoughtless if not haphazard replication,110
where the ambitious scale of the model cannot hide the key deficiencies of the replicated originals.
Yet, once we start looking below the surface of EU Treaties and case-law it becomes clear, almost
immediately, that what we are actually dealing with is a somewhat more complex story than the one of
replication presented above. The story is also potentially far more problematic. In fact, the approach to
personhood in law which we find in the EU seems to be radically different from what we find at the
level of the Member States. Moreover, the Member States’ nationalities — usually presented as a
model and the source of derivation of the status are also seriously affected by this difference.
The established paradigm of personhood in public law which the EU seemingly follows
implies a strict separation between foreigners and citizens accompanied by a strong imperative of
equality before the law in dealing with those in possession of the citizenship status, accompanied by
the idea of liberty through sovereignty and submission – a criterion which, in its latest emanation is
equated with democracy, the sovereign being the people. Since the people is a complex construction
by definition,111 it is impossible, it seems, to reproach the EU by advancing claims that the official
story is untenable since there is ‘no EU demos’: demoi come and go112 and could flourish or die in
correlation with authority within given boundaries, something that the EU unquestionably enjoys.113
Indeed, a demoi approach could solve this problem, rhetorically at least,114 allowing the EU to emerge
as a republic, for instance.115 ‘Democracy talk’ usually disregards the instrumentalist nature of the
Union, which operates in the realm of pre-set goals, turning democracy into a game of means, not
ends, in Gareth Davies’ insightful analysis.116 Could this approach turn the citizens into a means to an
end? A democracy of means is the most reliable way to remove the core of the legal political system
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from the realm of potential democratic contestation:117 precisely the opposite of what democracy
normally stands for. There is a difference between taking one’s destiny into one’s own hands and
taking the construction of the Internal Market into one’s own hands of course.118 Demoicracy, solving
the demos problem for ‘European democracy’ is about the latter. This unquestionably corrupts EU
law, unaccustomed to restraints,119 even if based on delegated authority. Presenting the EU in a
democratic vein thus is a powerful ideological tool120 to remove any democratic contestation from the
framing of the very core of its exercise, potentially leading to injustice.121 This reality, which is always
in the shadow of the official story the textbooks rehearse, has profound implications on the actual
framing of personhood in EU law.
An alternative approach to finding problems and solving them would be rooted in a totally
different kind of literature and based on a totally different attention to detail in presenting the EU’s
day-to-day. Alexander Somek’s accidental cosmopolitanism could offer a useful starting point in this
regard.122 It is descriptive in the most positive sense of the word, it does not construct castles in the sky
in contrast to the most popular literature that fly the banners of demoicracy and legal pluralism.123
Instead, it opts against interpreting away the difficulties a democracy perspective faces, the promise in
the treaties notwithstanding.124 Stretched to the extremes, the story emanating from this descriptive
understanding is that demos and democracy cannot possibly be necessary for freedom, in its
contemporary highly individualistic understanding, since as Davies has demonstrated, it is now the
liberation from the effects of legitimate democratic outcomes — as opposed to submission in the name
of freedom — that is gradually becoming an element of ‘citizenship’.125 As mentioned above, rather
than an EU-specific story, this seems to be yet another illustration of the general trend outlined, inter
alia, by Alain Badiou and Slavoj Žižek.126
This is where neo-mediaevalism enters the stage: the EU is the only functioning legal system
in the world that is not merely paralysed — at least to some extent — by this (let us crudely call it
‘new’) liberty’s function, which frustrates the system’s ability to choose what is good and how to do it
together and what is not acceptable and how to fight it together, even if this generates very high costs
for some.127 The EU’s core effect seems to reinforce this new understanding, by imposing serious
limits on the operation of the legal-political systems of the Member States. The EU thus emerges as
structurally anti-demos in that it denies the promise of equality and offers a shield against legitimate
collective action in the name of reaching its goals, like the construction of the internal market, which
are removed from the realm of democratic contestation.
The EU’s official story does not hold, not because there is no demos and there is democratic
deficit. Rather than the difficulties with the subjective perceptions of European ‘peoplehood’ or the
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objectively vacant place left in the system of EU law for the people of Europe,128 it appears we are
now observing a shift in law away from equating freedom with democracy, through the medium of
national unity and the double submission of the individual, which the two require: fitting the mould of
the nation and accepting democratic outcomes which are (very often) contrary to one’s interests. The
very starting point is that the EU is, by law, by its very design, the denial of demos-like unity among
the people which would be legally consequential in the core fields of regulation. In this sense it is like
any other federation. Reconciling the EU and the demoi, thus, is difficult, if not impossible. How can
this be?
Once we take a closer look at how EU law actually operates, it seems to be premised on the
need to apportion liberty on the basis of persons’ actions, wealth and life-styles, not their submission
to the sovereign (or collective self-determination), ie the status of citizenship, as the classical postCalvin approach would require. Belonging to the ‘non-existent’ European demos or the national-level
demoi will not help at all, since the EU instead of favouring equality before the law, offers its law
precisely as a tool against submission (read: collective self-determination) — the one which used to
imply liberation, remember? — to those who do not feel like being treated like their peers in the
national systems. This includes the deserters from both facets of the grand submission narrative: those
who dislike the idea of being part of the nation, its demos, and those who dislike the outcomes of the
fully legitimate operation of such a nation’s democracy. The EU thus by definition cannot offer voice
on the core issues,129 since its goals are pre-set.130 What it does, instead, is offer exit but also to those
who are still within their polity: exit without exiting, as it were. Such a fictitious exit is only possible
since it is policed through the supranational level of the law; the offer of this exit emerges as the EU’s
strategy of taming the Member States — their humiliation, after all, is the EU’s constitutional tactic, in
Davies’ memorable phrasing.131 This turns the demoi, tenable fictions, which are perceptible and alive,
as it were, but also necessarily fictitious by definition — the imagined communities — into untenable
fictions in their own land, with far-reaching effects for national democracy, which are still to be
experienced in full.
In other words, while the core of the modern understanding of personhood in law is the
reading of liberty as a yes or no question, as explained in the first part, this is not the understanding
that EU law promotes. It is only at the level of proclamations that EU citizenship, as such, is about
freedom and the enjoyment of rights. The law tells us that ‘EU citizens shall enjoy the rights …
provided for in the Treaties’.132 Once the actual enjoyment of rights is scrutinised, an important
correction arises, which profoundly alters the legal meaning of personhood in Europe, bringing it
closer to the mediaeval ideal of a strict apportionment of what different people within the same society
and under the same authority can do depending on their level of personal freedom, ascribed by law
while taking subtle differences in their individual legal statuses into account. Asking who enjoys the
crucial European-level rights is not merely a rhetorical question, as it would be, for instance, in the
post-Calvin union of England and Scotland. The traditional answer is ‘the one who owes allegiance’ to
the sovereign, ie holds the status of a subject in this monarchy or is a citizen in this democracy, should
we project several centuries — the one who is bound by the law to the equal extent as all the coparticipants in the same national project. Belonging to a Volk with the honour it brings could be
presented as an extreme version of this reasoning,133 which also knows a (more popular) strictly civic
emanation, as embodied in the fourteenth amendment, for instance.
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Such an answer is never, and cannot possibly be, formulated in terms of ‘falling within the
scope of the law’,134 which, in the EU, often stands for ‘send us your CV with a photo and we will see’
(whether you enjoy any citizenship rights, that is). Criticism of this situation on logical and technical
grounds is abundant and poignant.135 Little attention has been paid to how this state of affairs alters the
essence of European constitutionalism. Personalisation and individualisation of the scope of the law is
a tragedy which several generations of EU lawyers saw unfolding,136 which was only made possible
through the obscure complexity of the rules and a total removal of the EU from democratic control of
its aims, as discussed above. Moreover, the overwhelming importance of the economic activity
advanced137 in the supranational context — precisely the things the EU wants to see on your CV —
ensures that this individualisation is almost entirely private, rather than public in nature, yet, its
function in the EU is precisely to frame the boundary of public law. The core of your EU citizenship
— including the essence of your rights — now depends on your employer — from a cross-border
MacDonald’s to HSBC — as much as on your Member State. This being said, this is definitely the
new order rather than sheer anarchy — it is this ‘being order’ that makes EU’s neo-mediaevalism so
effective and so frightening.
It goes without saying that ‘the scope of the law’ answer is a logical impossibility, in a legal
system reasoning from consequences.138 It is not to criticise the Court, which tries admirably to infuse
the questionable design of the EU with at least a modicum of logical coherence.139 Rather,
personalising the relationship between the person and the law, this neo-mediaevalism ceases to live up
to the ideal of generality in the law’s application to all, assumes that the status of citizenship can be
disregarded by the public authority the belonging to which this very status is there to signify. We are
all aware of the justifications, including respect of the Member States’ sovereignty and so forth.140 It is
crucial to ensure, however, that the discussion of the justifications of the current situation does not
obscure an analysis of the law Europeans now have to live under, either as demos or as demoi, which
they are unable to change, because this is how the EU works as a republic. Let us look at our law,
which is quite simple.
The law’s construction — both at the national and at the EU level, as sides of the same coin —
implies that the principle of equality before the law is missing. Like under feudalism, inequality claims
the place as the key moral ideal: it is the just separation between those who by virtue of their actions,
occupations, wealth or other factors, acquire a claim to a larger portion of legal protection — let us
call it freedom — than their peers holding the same legal status.
In fact, the same state of affairs could be restated in a slightly more radical fashion than this. It
is common knowledge, of course, that equality is an instrument in the hands of the law, a belief,141
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rather than a philosophically sound principle.142 This belief unites contemporary societies, however,
since it seems to be corresponding particularly well to the starting position of thinking about the
person — the citizen — and the law: equality of all (at least of all those holding the status) in the eyes
of the authority granting the status of legal attachment to the community. In other words, equality
becomes the starting presumption of thinking about the relationship between the persons in every
given legal system. In the EU, this starting presumption function of equality is nowhere to be found:
quite on the contrary, the presumption is differentiation, unless ‘falling within the scope of the law’ is
demonstrated.
The legal system is built in such a way that the majority of those who acquired the legal status
of attachment to it will never be in the position to be rich enough, economically active enough, or
simply lucky enough to be graced by the application to them of the promise of equality. 143 The
presumption of inequality, in their particular case, will never be rebutted and will shape the law they
know, the rights in the Union, which they enjoy and the limits of opportunity they face, thus shaping
their lives. Equality being the core element of personhood in law, those not capable to enter the scope
of equality are de facto excluded from citizenship. They are on the other side of the in/out divide.
Approached from the national level, however, the picture is probably even more problematic:
all those lucky enough to qualify for the EU-level rebuttal of the presumption of inequality frequently
end-up carved out from the national demos commanding a legitimate legal claim to their allegiance,
liberated from the application of the outcomes of the democratic process at the national level to them
and thus breaking up the idealistic story all the national constitutions are so eager to tell. Once there is
no presumption of equality at the supranational level, it obviously cannot hold at the national level
either, when both levels of the law claim the same persons as their citizens.144
Should this presentation of the operation of EU law be correct, the Union is very effective in
pursuing justice understood as a mediaeval apportionment of privileges best suited to a particular
situation of each person, while the presumption is against equality before the law and the idea of
freedom understood through democracy and equality before the law could not be more antagonistic to
what EU law is about. Where EU justice is about apportioning privilege based on the factors having no
relation to the legal status held by individuals, equality becomes an impossibility, since the idea is not
limited to the scope of a particular legal system as such a legal system defines it. Rather, equality is
about ensuring that all those possessing a legal status of attachment to the sovereign are always put on
the equal footing vis-à-vis the law. Unlike in the middle ages — and since the times of Calvin at least
— ‘the law favoureth not’. Importantly, this is not how EU law approaches the idea justice, since
equality does not even serve the function of the starting presumption, as we have seen. To the
contrary, in the EU the law will favour and promote the interests of some groups of citizens and
downgrade and ignore the interests of others based on a highly flexible idea of the ‘scope of the law’,
which has nothing to do at all with the status as such and is thus a rhetorical method to disown some of
the citizens while furthering the interests of others in a legal context where equality is still on the
books, even if it does not function as a starting presumption or, for that matter, as a principle of law.145
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Equality, thus, is not guaranteed even at the most basic level,146 ie the level of uniform application of
the rules to a given status, which seriously undermines the formal legal relevance of the latter.147
The picture will not be complete before the reasons behind excluding lives from the scope of
the law are touched upon. This has been done in the literature on a number of occasions in great detail.
Salvation was an idea unifying and demanding equality at the time Calvin was decided. Soteriology
was the leading field that had a direct impact on law. Those who submit to wrong Gods and
neighbouring sovereigns will not be saved. The EU-embraced soteriology is different. Only those who
move — actually or potentially — across the eradicated (by definition of such market) borders of the
internal market, obtain access to the tools, within the EU’s system of legal truth — to build on Jack
Balkin148 — to reverse the presumption of inequality applied to them by default by EU law. While the
stated aim is well-known and consists in contributing to the cause of building a strong internal
market,149 while the aim was once logical, it makes little sense now. To avoid one’s family’s ruin one
has to take a bus across a non-existent border,150 since historically — before citizenship that is —
moving across borders could legitimately imply economic activity benefiting us all. To cut the long
story short, the reasons for exclusion are purely ideological and self-contained, inexplicable logically.
The ideologies packed into the exclusionary reasoning are engrained in the system of supranational
law to such a degree that they are non-negotiable and cannot be contested democratically. No bus
ticket or a clear willingness on the part of the judges to believe that you might possibly buy one in the
future — and the presumption of inequality will not be reversed.
V. Conclusion
This chapter has argued that the approach to personhood in law in the contemporary European Union
is both typical and atypical. To start with the typical — EU citizenship resembles much more than not
a most ordinary nationality of any random contemporary state, thus being much less innovative and
unique, than what many scholars have claimed. Crucially, the core paradigm of personhood in law
seems to be — in the EU’s self-image — building on the ‘golden standard’ of the Member States and
the key distinction between the foreigners and the citizens. The mediaeval parallel drawn in this
chapter helped us uncover the pre-modern paradigm of personhood in law, the one which does not
know Bodinean sovereignty, allegiance and, by extension, democracy and opposes the idea of
equality. The core distinction at the heart of such legal paradigm of personhood is between the free
and unfree; the core moral value — the precise apportionment of liberty among the persons in
accordance with their legally recognisable chance and circumstance. This paradigm of personhood,
which is private, not public in nature, almost became extinct with the advent of democracy, equality,
and the status of citizenship based on the citizen/foreigner distinction is what the EU is now forcefully
reviving. The fact that this is undoubtedly inadvertent does not alter the outcomes of this process. In
EU law as it stands borders of presumed inequality run through societies, the starting assumption in
the law of personhood is that of the desirability of the apportionment of liberty. Lastly, collective selfdetermination en par with the submission to the sovereign is frowned upon in an atmosphere where
democratic contestation of ends, which the legal system is striving to achieve is both de jure and de
facto impossible. Due to this neo-mediaevalism, the EU’s approach to personhood is actually much
146
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more atypical than many scholars have claimed. Through the developments described above the EU is
drifting in a dangerous direction of extinguishing the classical ideas of self-determination and human
worth in public law tout court.
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