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Multidimensionality of the Category of Action in  
15th century Kraków Practicism

•

The concept of ‘action’ has undergone a radical transformation in recent 
years with respect to its classical Aristotelian understanding. What does it 
mean to ‘act’ today? Is ‘action’ synonymous with ‘behaviour’? Does ‘acting’ 
mean taking on continuous activity? Is the value of action exhausted 
in the action itself? Is the value of action contained in its effectiveness,  
as pragmatists suggest? Is the truth about man included in the sum  
of his actions, as behaviourists claim? Similar questions and doubts have 
accompanied humanity for centuries, and today, in an era of economic, 
migration, climate change and political crisis, they are of particular 
importance. Is action, activity, taking action – both on the macro and micro-
scale – a remedy for today’s crises? If so, how should they be understood?

Similar dilemmas accompanied philosophers, intellectuals and 
people of the culture of the Jagiellonian era, in particular, masters of the 
Jagiellonian University, who as part of their academic activity, laid out 
the main routes of political, as well as civic, individual or even moral 
and spiritual action. It seems to be worthwhile revisiting the heritage  
of Cracovian philosophy once again, which may offer alternative answers to 
the problems of contemporary humanity in relation to today’s intellectual 
currents.

* Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński University in Warsaw; e-mail: magdalenaplotka@gmail.com.
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Therefore, the purpose of this article is to define what essentially 
was meant by ‘action’ in Cracovian practicism – the philosophical trend 
that prevailed at the Jagiellonian University in the 15th century. Practicism 
as an intellectual and philosophical current had a profound and significant 
impact on Poland’s political and social shape in the Jagiellonian era. 
What was action for Cracovian intellectuals in the 15th century? Why 
was it important to act? In what area of life was it necessary to take 
action: the social, political, or personal sphere? How did action result 
from knowledge? The answers to these questions outline the basic issues  
of this article and will allow a deeper insight into the unity of Polish culture 
during the Jagiellonian dynasty. This unity was contained, in the author’s 
view, in the continuity between academic practice and the realisation  
of its postulates in the social and political arena. As it turns out, the ‘bridge’  
of this continuity was ‘virtue in action’ (especially in the views of Wawrzyniec 
of Racibórz), i.e., individual personal practices for the formation of virtue.

The term ‘practicism’ in the historical perspective refers  
to the convictions of a group of scholars of the University of Kraków 
operating since the founding of the university in 1364,1 throughout the 
15th and early 16th century. In this context, both the masters from the early 
period of the existence of the University practised practicism2 (such as 
Mateusz of Kraków or Stanisław of Skarbimierz), as well as philosophers 
from the beginning of the 16th century representing humanistic philosophy 
(e.g. Jan of Stobnica).

In the systematic perspective, the term ‘practicism’ is characterized 
by a set of views of authors with different intellectual profiles and 
interests. It concerns diverse views, phenomena and directions, because –  
as Swieżawski rightly points out – a practical attitude is marked by authors 
with very different intellectual profiles, for example Mateusz from Kraków 
(his practicality is probably of Platonic-Augustinian origin), Jan of Dąbrówka 
(who represents practicism and uses it in the presentation of history as  

1 The foundation of the University of Kraków was approved on September 1, 1364  
by the bull of Pope Urban V. M. Markowski, Uniwersytet Krakowski w kontekście środ- 
kowoeuropejskim późnego średniowiecza i wczesnej nowożytności, Olecko 2005, p. 48.
2 J. Domański, ‘Swoistość i uniwersalizm polskiej myśli średniowiecznej’, in: idem 
(ed.), 700 lat myśli polskiej. Filozofia i myśl społeczna XIII–XV wieku, Warszawa 1978,  
pp. 27–28; W. Seńko, ‘Mathieu de Cracovie et son oeuvre De praxi Romanae curiae’,  
Mediaevalia Philosophica Polonorum, no. 16 (1971), p. 39.
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a source of moral examples) or Grzegorz of Sanok (professing political and 
eudemonist practicism).3 While in historical terms practicism includes  
a certain period of the history of Polish medieval philosophy, in systematic 
terms it includes all those elements of Cracovian philosophy in which the 
problem of action appears. The duality of perspectives – the historical 
and systematic perspective – and the diversity of positions and views  
of Cracovian practitioners themselves does not make the term ‘practicism’ 
refer to any compact or homogeneous theory that the Kraków milieu 
developed. Thus, practicism is not a coherent philosophical theory 
developed by the Cracovian masters, but rather a useful term describing 
the philosophical views and attitudes of Polish academics of the late Middle 
Ages.

The multitudes of perspectives from which historians of Polish 
philosophy examine Cracovian practicism have given rise to a variety  
of its proposed definitions, interpretations and understandings. However, 
although it is a nuanced and multifaceted current of thought, the common 
ground of its various types is the category of ‘action’. It is therefore 
worth looking at its individual interpretations, and then gathering its 
basic definitions identified by researchers in order to be able to make  
a preliminary outline of the field.
 The article consists of four parts. The first of them will deal with  
the introduction of the relationship between the category of action and 
Cracovian practicism. In part two, the relation of science and politics 
in the 15th century will be discussed and the article will try to provide  
the answer to the question of how university was supposed to serve the state 
and society. Part three will present civic actions on the social and political 
level, while the fourth part will present individual actions of people which 
shape their virtues.

Action in Cracovian practicism: an introduction
In the view of historians of Polish philosophy, Cracovian practicism is 
a direction which (1) narrows the pool of philosophical interests to the 
practical fields of philosophy (J. Rebeta4); (2) ascribes value to ‘good’ and 

3 S. Swieżawski, U źródeł etyki nowożytnej. Filozofia moralna w Europie w XV wieku, 
Kraków 1987, p. 47.
4 J. Rebeta, Komentarz Pawła z Worczyna do ‘Etyki Nikomachejskiej’ Arystotelesa from 1424. 
Zarys problematyki filozoficzno-społecznej, Wrocław–Warszawa 1970, p. 7.
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‘truth’, ‘virtue’ and ‘cognition’ (J. Domański5); (3) presents the view that 
action is the most important anthropological category (S. Swieżawski6);  
(4) proposes a thesis on the active and dynamic nature of man  
(S. Swieżawski7); (5) is based on voluntarism (J.B. Korolec8); (6) is more 
focused on man and his life rather than being, which results in less 
interest in metaphysical issues, or even the absence of metaphysical issues  
(J.B. Korolec9, Włodek10, Czerkawski11); (7) is utilitarian (Wąsik12);  
(8) puts vita activa and action over vita contemplativa and contemplation 
(J. Domański13, S. Swieżawski14); (9) includes the political and diplomatic 
activity of Paweł Włodkowic (P. Czartoryski15); (10) is a metaphysical 
proposition (J. Domański16).

5  J. Domański, ‘Scholastyczne’ i ‘humanistyczne’ pojęcie filozofii, Kęty 2005, p. 137; idem, 
Scholastyka i początki humanizmu w myśli polskiej XV wieku, Warszawa 2011, pp. 227-228, 
241–274.
6 S. Swieżawski, U źródeł etyki…, p. 45.
7 Ibid., p. 50.
8 J.B. Korolec, ‘Praktycyzm piętnastowiecznej etyki krakowskiej’, in: idem, Wolność, cno-
ta, praxis. Studia dziejów filozofii, (ed.) M. Olszewski, D. Zygmuntowicz, Warszawa 2006,  
p. 187.
9  Ibid.
10 Z. Włodek, Dzieje filozofii średniowiecznej w Polsce, Vol. III: Filozofia bytu, Wrocław  
et al. 1977, pp. 180–181.
11 J. Czerkawski, Humanizm i scholastyka. Studia z dziejów kultury filozoficznej w Polsce  
w XVI i XVII wieku, Lublin 1992, p. 87.
12 W. Wąsik, Historia filozofii polskiej, Vol. I: Scholastyka, renesans, oświecenie, Warszawa 
1958, pp. 107–108. For the sake of clarity, it should be stated that by saying that Cracovian 
practical philosophy is utilitarian, Polish scholars did not, of course, have in mind the 
seventeenth-century philosophical current, according to which a morally good action is 
the one that leads to the greatest benefit of the individual or society. Charging Cracovian 
practicism with utilitarianism rather refers to the fact that Cracovian masters gave up 
selfless philosophical research and practised only that which results in measurable benefit 
(especially social benefit).
13 J. Domański, Scholastyka i początki humanizmu w myśli polskiej XV wieku, Warszawa 
2011, pp. 242–243.
14  S. Swieżawski, U źródeł etyki…, p. 45.
15  P. Czartoryski, Wczesna recepcja ‘Polityki’ Arystotelesa na Uniwersytecie Krakowskim, 
Wrocław et al. 1963, p. 37.
16  J. Domański, ‘Swoistość i uniwersalizm…’, p. 25. For more on the meaning of Cracovian 
practicism, see: M. Płotka, Filozofia jako praktyka. Myśl krakowskiego praktycyzmu w XV  
i XVI wieku, Warszawa 2016, pp. 16–23. 
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On the basis of the above-described state of research, Kraków 
pragmatism can be broadly defined as an intellectual current consisting  
of many threads and aspects. Historians of Polish philosophy generally 
agree on the basic features of this current; they unanimously state that 
Cracovian practicism values practical sciences more than those which are 
theoretical, proclaims greater value of action than contemplation, puts vita 
activa over vita contemplativa, insists on political activity, puts virtue and 
good over cognition and truth, etc. From definitions of the current proposed 
by researchers, the following image emerges: Cracovian practicism deals 
with broadly understood action, i.e. ethical conduct, political activity,  
the description of metaphysical human condition (as part of activism) 
and the way of human life (vita activa). However, researchers disagree  
on the amount of the metaphysical in practicism and, as a consequence, 
their opinion of practicism as a whole.17

From knowledge to action: conservatio civitas
It seems that the most characteristic feature of Cracovian practicism as 
a whole was granting superiority to practical areas over those which are 
theoretical. One of the arguments supporting such a stance was formulated 
by Paweł of Worczyn. He perceived mathematics and ethics as representative 
disciplines of theoretical and practical sciences. He argued that studying 
ethics is more valuable as this area, in contrast to speculative mathematics, 
has practical implications such as moral conduct, which mathematics is 
not able to present or teach. Mikołaj Gelasinus asks a rhetorical question 
in a similar vein: ‘What benefit to nations and their citizens is carried by 
reflections on the subject of nature?’ He admits that theoretical reflection 
on the subject of nature may bring knowledge, but this knowledge is 

17 Views of Polish researchers on the relationship between Cracovian practicism and meta-
physics may be classified starting from the weakest and ending with those which are most 
radical. Swieżawski, for instance, is of the opinion that practicism is a metaphysical pro-
posal alternative to Aristotelianism. Włodek believes that the insistence on practical areas 
of philosophy has led to decreased interest in metaphysics. Czerniawski favours a stronger 
view – he believes that a signum specificum of practicist trends is the essence of metaphys-
ics. Czartoryski takes the most radical stance, whereby he sees practicism as identical with 
utilitarianism.
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absolutely useless.18

Paweł of Worczyn’s view on the value of science depending on its 
practical consequences had been present in the Polish school since the 
beginning of its existence, the roots of the practical character of Cracovian 
science, and especially philosophy, being most often seen in the founding 
acts of the university, which in this case specified the legal and political 
character of the university and the practical interests of Cracovian 
masters. Although one of the reasons why the Polish monarch, Kazimierz 
the Great, established a university was his wish to ‘increase the prestige 
of his kingdom’ and ‘enable his subjects to acquire university education 
in the country’, the main motivation of the king was the need to educate 
an elite of academics (mainly lawyers) ready to work for the benefit  
of Poland. Kazimierz was primarily interested in creating the faculty of law, 
which was listed as the first one in the founding charter of the university. 
This is evidenced by the number of the planned departments: for legal 
studies seven departments were planned and only two for liberal arts.19 
As Markowski recalls, ‘the united kingdom of Poland needed notaries 
and officials in state administration and lawyers for diplomatic service.’20 
According to Domański, such an extensive law department was to meet 
the needs arising both from the king’s foreign policy (negotiations with the 
Teutonic Order concerning the northern and western disputed territories), 
and internal politics characterized by a desire to consolidate the state, for 
which one of the most important tools was unification of the law.21 For 
these reasons, Kazimierz’s university was called the ‘University of Law’.22

18  Hoc exponit Buridanus sic, quod demonstrationes mathematicae non sunt per causam 
moralem bec demonstrant, quod hoc sit melius vel peius. Aliter sic exponitur, quod mathe-
maticus non docet homines velle vel bene facere moraliter. Paulus de Worczin, ‘Quaestiones 
super tres libros De anima’, ed. J. Rebeta, in: Materiały i studia Zakładu Historii Filozofii 
Starozytnej i Średniowiecznej, Vol. 10, Series A: Materiały do historii filozofii średniowiec-
zne w Polsce, Wrocław et al. 1969, p. 52. J. Czerkawski, Humanizm…, p. 23.
19 J. Domański, Scholastyka…, p. 27.
20 M. Markowski, Uniwersytet Krakowski…, pp. 43–44.
21 J. Domański, Z. Ogonowski, L. Szczucki, Zarys dziejów filozofii w Polsce. Wieki XIII–
XVII, (ed.) Z. Ogonowski, Warszawa 1989, p. 27.
22 M. Markowski, Uniwersytet Krakowski…, p. 46. For the importance of the department  
of law for the Jagiellonian University, see: K. Morawski, Historia Uniwersytetu Jagiel-
lońskiego, Vol. I: Średnie wieki i Odrodzenie. Z wstępem o uniwersytecie Kazimierza Wiel-
kiego, Kraków 1900, pp. 239–252; M. Markowski, Uniwersytet Krakowski…, p. 43–44. 
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Although the Kraków University actually satisfied the ‘intellectual 
needs of the nation’23 and thanks to the university, according to Markowski, 
the Crown of the Kingdom of Poland entered […] into the European 
university family and together with it created the history of higher education,24  
the circumstances of the founding of the university prove that the 
intentions behind it were to pursue non-scientific objectives connected 
with the internal organization of the state and international politics, rather 
than willingness to devote oneself to selfless academic inquiry. Bartłomiej  
of Jasło mentions the above in one of his speeches, seeing the main value  
of studying in that it introduces one to the art of governance and provides 
one with political skills. He reminds Jagiełło that he himself needs enlightened 
people to govern the state25: Whoever wants to govern anyone, must first 
subordinate his senses to reason and cannot ignore the seven liberated arts, 
the best ways to learn philosophy.26 Bartłomiej sees philosophy as a necessary 
skill in politics: the purpose of studying artes liberales is, in his opinion, 
the acquisition of skills of governance. He also highlights the benefits for 
poorer subjects that result from the renewal of the university, stating that 
those who suffer from cruel subjugation because of their ignorance; thanks 
to the proximity of the university, they could easily acquire knowledge 
and be freed from the yoke of serfdom, and they could themselves become 
masters and superiors of others.27 Bartłomiej’s argument is well illustrated 
by the tendency in Kraków to connect scientific activity … with the affairs  
of the state-forming community which has been the focus of the long-term 
thinking and writing of Polish academics.28

Equally great was the need for learned lawyers. And while the imperial or papal notaries were 
increasingly appearing in the country, though the royal chancellery had people acquainted 
with law and the work was done, the demand for lawyers was still great. K. Morawski, His-
toria…, p. 18.
23 M. Markowski, Uniwersytet Krakowski…, p. 45.
24 Ibid., p. 51.
25 Z. Kozłowska-Budkowa, ‘Odnowienie jagiellońskie Uniwersytetu Krakowskiego’, in:  
K. Lepszy (ed.), Dzieje Uniwersytetu Jagiellońskiego w latach 1364–1764, Kraków 1964, p. 
37–38, cyt. from: J. Domański, ‘Swoistość i uniwersalizm…’, p. 8.
26  M. Kowalczyk, ‘Mowy uniwersyteckie Bartłomieja z Jasła’, Biuletyn Biblioteki Jagiel-
lońskiej, vol. 1–2 (1964), p. 25.
27  Bartłomiej z Jasła, ‘Pierwsza mowa z okazji odnowienia uczelni’, in: E. Jung-Palczewska  
(ed.), Prima verba. Krakowskie mowy uniwersyteckie, Łódź 2000, pp. 21–23.
28 J. Domański, ‘Swoistość i uniwersalizm…’, p. 10.
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A similar goal, namely caring for the social body, guides the law29.  
It is also a key discipline for Stanisław of Skarbimierz, who says that ‘because 
of the form in which it acts, should be regarded as divine.’30 Domański 
points out that law for the Cracovian preacher rises to the rank of ‘almost 
universal knowledge’.31 Stanisław emphasizes in particular the role of canon 
law, which is the most versatile field because it combines Roman (civil) law 
and theology:32 Civil law deals primarily with secular government, theology 
predominantly with the soul, and canon law may once deal with secular 
things and then those which are spiritual. In addition, theology serves here  
as the head, the civil law – the legs, while canon laws are like hands.33 There 
is an interesting relationship here between canon law and theology, as 
if canon and secular issues fall within the scope of canon law, theology 
becomes essentially superfluous. The metaphors present in the sermon show  
the functions of law. Stanisław, comparing both kinds of laws to hands and 
feet, seems to emphasize their active role. He places much hope in the law, 
to which he attributes the task of broad and multi-dimensional renewal  
of the state. It is therefore necessary to agree with Domański’s opinion that 
this priority granted to law takes into account the same social and national 
functions of science for which Kazimierz’s University was founded.34

The benefits of practicing the liberal sciences are neatly enumerated 
by Stanisław, and these are: ‘multiplying the honours of the Church and  
the Kingdom of Poland’, ‘enriching the body’, ‘ennobling the soul’, ‘glorifying 
the majesty of the King’, ‘decorating the whole community’, and being  
the ‘gold of wisdom’, ‘silver of speech’, ‘salt of prudence’, ‘amber of justice’, 
‘lead of temperance’ and ‘seed of valour’.35 What is important is that he 
does not mention the pursuit of truth or desire for knowledge among them, 
while for Aristotle these would be most innate and natural.36

29 Juliusz Domański draws attention to the parallel between medicine and the law  
in Stanisław’s speech, see: J. Domański, ‘Swoistość i uniwersalizm…’, p. 10.
30  Stanisław ze Skarbimierza, ‘Pochwała Uniwersytetu na nowo ufundowanego’, in:  
J. Domański (ed.), 700 lat myśli polskiej..., p. 79.
31  J. Domański, ‘Swoistość i uniwersalizm…’, p. 9.
32  J. Rebeta, Komentarz Pawła z Worczyna..., p. 54.
33  Stanisław ze Skarbimierza, ‘Pochwała Uniwersytetu...’, p. 80.
34  J. Domański, ‘Swoistość i uniwersalizm…’, p. 10.
35  Stanisław ze Skarbimierza, ‘Pochwała Uniwersytetu...’, p. 80.
36 Arystoteles, ‘Metafizyka’, 980a, in: idem, Dzieła wszystkie, Vol. 2, transl. K. Leśniak, 
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A similar disregard for the cognitive goals of study is present in 
the speeches of Bartłomiej of Jasło. He lists three types of students: those 
who learn for wealth, those who learn for vain notoriety and those who,  
by studying, want to become good people.37 Although Stanislaw  
of Skarbimierz had nothing against the pursuit of fame, he encouraged 
the study of canon law, arguing that this science ‘teaches one a profession 
capable of giving fame to those who pursue it.’38 Bartłomiej has a positive 
opinion only regarding the last group of students and claims that the only 
valuable goal of studying is ‘to improve oneself.’39 Although perfecting 
oneself is a noble pursuit, it seems to be a secondary rather than a primary 
purpose of practicing science. Bartłomiej sees them as practical purposes, 
being a proponent of a similar sense of practicism in science, as Paweł  
of Worczyn. They both see the value of learning in the moral benefits that 
it brings, with Paweł emphasizing the role of moral action in the world, 
arguing that it is better to give money to the poor than to philosophize,40 
while Bartłomiej stresses the role of shaping one’s character.41

Like Paweł, Bartłomiej of Jasło affirms the practical aims of the 
sciences, but also goes one step further – he negates the value of theoretical 
research. While the condemnation of the pursuit of fame and wealth may 
be understood, as well as the acceptance of the desire to improve oneself 
through knowledge, a negative perception of knowledge for its own sake 
is completely incomprehensible.42 However, Bartłomiej of Jasło attributes 
the same value to the three goals of studying (intencio finis) – the desire for 
fame, wealth and selfless knowledge – expressing a strong disapproval for 

Warszawa 2003, p. 615.
37  M. Kowalczyk, ‘Mowy uniwersyteckie Bartłomieja z Jasła’, p. 30.
38 J. Domański, ‘Swoistość i uniwersalizm…’, p. 10.
39 M. Kowalczyk, ‘Mowy uniwersyteckie...’, p. 30.
40 Melius est paupere ditare quam philosophari. Paulus de Worczin, Quaestiones super tres 
libros ‘De anima’…, p. 58.
41 Paweł of Worczyn writes of ‘moral conduct’ (bene facere moraliter) and Bartłomiej of 
Jasło about ‘improvement’. The difference between them lies in distinguishing between 
external actions in the world and the formation of an inner moral attitude. The attitudes 
represented by Paweł of Worczyn and Bartłomiej of Jasło can be described as character-
istic of two types of practicism described by Juliusz Domański – those which are external 
and internal. More detailed discussion of these two is provided later in this paper.
42  M. Kowalczyk, ‘Mowy uniwersyteckie...’, p. 24. 
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all of them.
The lack of respect for theoretical intellectual activity and related 

matters may mark the dark side of Cracovian practicism. One of the later 
Cracovian masters, Stanisław of Dąbrówka, was of the opinion that ‘the 
best thing is to do good’43 and proposed to explain the anti-theoretical 
attitude of Polish science. In his view, Poles as a nation are more suited to 
action (to fighting, for example) than to thinking: Aristotle, on the other 
hand, says that the people of the North are best suited for war – for example 
Poles – because they are courageous, but not very intelligent.44 His view on 
the unreasonable nature of Poles was presented in the context of general 
considerations on the justification for waging war through political power, 
i.e. by ‘the rulers of everything’.45 This variant of Cracovian practicismin 
which a sharp reformulation of the opposition between knowledge and 
action occurs appears in darker colours, even more so since its doctrinal 
and ideological context is quite clear.46

Although, as Domański rightly points out, the phrase ‘the function 
of science in the service of the state’47 does not appear in the speeches  
of Kraków’s professors at the opening of the university, it is impossible to 
resist the impression that the function of conservatio civitas was a programme 
goal of the studies offered in Kraków. The fact that ‘theoretical science has 
become … a source from which materials have been taken to defend the 
interests of the Polish state’ has already been mentioned by Konstanty 
Michalski.48 In his most significant49 speeches Stanisław clearly expresses 
the concern for the state and the common good50 to which the whole  
of university knowledge should be subordinated. The affirmation of 
practical sciences (Paweł of Worczyn) occurs in parallel with the disapproval 

43 Stanisław z Dąbrówki, ‘Traktat na temat nowo kreowanych władców’, in: J. Domański 
(ed.), 700 lat myśli polskiej…, p. 284.
44 Ibid., p. 290.
45 Ibid., p. 283.
46 Ibid., p. 27.
47 J. Domański, ‘Swoistość i uniwersalizm…’, p. 9.
48 K. Michalski, ‘Prądy filozoficzno-teologiczne na Uniwersytecie Jagiellońskim w pier-
wszej dobie jego istnienia’, in: idem, Filozofia wieków średnich, Kraków 1997, p. 113.
49  J. Domański, ‘Swoistość i uniwersalizm…’, p. 9.
50 See: Stanisław ze Skarbimierza, ‘Mowa o powinności poszanowania wspólnego dobra'’  
in: idem, Mowy wybrane o mądrości, (ed.) M. Korolko, transl. B. Chmielowska,  
Kraków 2000.
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of the selfless pursuit of knowledge (Bartłomiej of Jasło). While these 
elaborate speeches show the political benefits of medicine, theology51 or 
even meteorology,52 the law is still pointed out as being the most important 
academic discipline.

Socio-political action in external practicism
The demands formulated at the academic level, concerning the practice 
of science transformed into a service of the state and society have been 
further clarified within the framework of the so-called ‘external practicism’. 
This was the kind of practicism that emphasizes the importance of action 
in the world and action directed towards the outside. Within this trend, 
‘expansive activity’,53 which aims at transforming the world, seems to be the 
supreme human good. External practicism is broadly defined by Domański 
as ‘creative practice’; as a current, which […] seeks examples that confirm 
the greatness and dignity of man … beyond the limits of his internal moral 
perfection … it tries to transform the external world for its own benefit54 Its 
purpose is to develop virtues, but such virtues through which an active 
human being will contribute to changing the world. In external practicism 
virtue is important, ‘but’, as Szymon Marycjusz of Pilzno wrote – not 
that which is silent and passive, which is pure contemplation, but one that 
looks at the purpose of actions and creates the honest and pleasant effects  
of philosophy, because all praise of philosophy consists of action55; virtue, 

51  Z. Włodek, ‘Krakowski komentarz z XV wieku do Sentencji Piotra Lombarda. W po-
szukiwaniu tendencji doktrynalnych na wydziale teologicznym Uniwersytetu Krakows-
kiego w XV wieku’, Studia Mediewistyczne, vol. 9 (1968), p. 133.
52  In the university milieu of Kraków, where practicism was particularly lively in the first half 
of the fifteenth century, practical aspects of some of the branches of natural philosophy were 
also pointed out. One of the most prominent supporters of Kraków’s fifteenth-century prag-
matism, Paweł of Worczyn, mentioning the theoretical benefits of meteorology, pointed out 
at the same time to its practical usefulness. In his view, the results of contemporary meteorol-
ogy were used to select the ‘best’ days for important life activities, anticipating earthquakes, 
hail and heavy rains, and even settling political matters. M. Markowski, Filozofia przyrody  
w drugiej połowie XV wieku, Wrocław et al. 1983, Seria: Dzieje filozofii średniowiecznej  
w Polsce, Vol. 10, p. 36.
53  See: K. Bochenek, Filozofia człowieka w kontekście piętnastowiecznych krakowskich dys-
kusji antropologicznych (ciało-dusza), Rzeszów 2008, pp. 21–23.
54  J. Domański, Scholastyka…, p. 43.
55  Szymon Marycjusz z Pilzna, O szkołach czyli akademiach ksiąg dwoje, transl. and ed.  
A. Danysz, preface H. Barycz, Wrocław 1955, pp. 59–60.
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which results in ‘civic happiness’, active happiness, which is, according to Jan  
of Stobnica, ‘the consequence of the active practice of moral virtues’.56

On the one hand, external practicism embraces man as engaged in 
socio-political affairs and, on the other, sees him as a factor creating not 
only a state around him, but also the world, and thus nature. Accordingly, 
two varieties of this trend, namely political and non-political, may be 
distinguished in Kraków. The first one emphasizes the themes of life in  
a state and contributing to the common good, civic and political activity.57 
This trend may be observed primarily in Kraków University comments 
on Aristotle’s Politics.58 In the initial issues, the commentators, advocating 
political studies, particularly praised its social benefits and pointed out its 
pragmatic aspect. Studying politics leads to the acquisition of skills that 
can later be used in action; in addition, this is a large-scale activity, because 
it concerns the management of the state community. The ideal of political 
action could be found in the person of the ruler, of whom Stanisław  
of Dąbrówka writes: The ruler is the best among the numerous and very 
noble, and is characterised by a multitude of actions. […] What is the best is 
most desirable, and the best thing is to act well.59 The knowledge contained 
in Politics was a condition of good governance – as Czartoryski recalls, 
discussing the importance of Kraków political philosophy.60 Therefore,  
the theme of political action as the highest level of human activity is 
constantly present in comments from Kraków, creating the framework  
of what Domański describes as ‘civic practice’.61

In the second type of Cracovian external practicism, it is non-
political action in the world which is emphasized, such as the praise  

56 Jan ze Stobnicy, ‘Komentarz do Leonarda Bruniego Wprowadzenia w filozofię moralną’, 
in: J. Domański (ed.), 700 lat myśli polskiej…, p. 493.
57  The interest in political philosophy in Kraków stemmed from both the mental cur-
rents that dominated in the University and the fact that the social role of the university, and 
perhaps even the explicit requirements of its founders and carers, set such tasks before it.  
P. Czartoryski, Wczesna recepcja…, p. 37.
58 Czartoryski chooses as the subject of his deliberations the so-called ‘Kraków’s introduc-
tion to Politics’, which consists of political writings preserved in manuscripts BJ 513 and 
BJ 502. Later they were merged with the Codex of Wawrzyniec of Racibórz BJ 675 and in 
this form they survived until the sixteenth century. See: ibid. p. 46.
59 Stanisław z Dąbrówki, ‘Traktat na temat…’, p. 284.
60 P. Czartoryski, Wczesna recepcja…, p. 122.
61 External practicism is also often regarded as identical with civic practicism. See: J. 
Domański, Scholastyka …, p. 213.



JAGIELLONIAN IDEAS...

141

of military life by Stanisław of Dąbrówka or the praise of work as expressed 
by Jan of Ludzisko. Moreover, a more general reflection of Cracovian 
philosophers on acting in the world and assuming an active attitude 
may be included in the non-political type of external practicism. Such 
reflections may be found in the comments of Paweł of Worczyn, who writes 
that activity is the necessary condition for protecting the common good 
(salvandum commune bonum) and in the sermons of an anonymous author 
(BJ 513) whose philosophical considerations aim at showing the role and 
the importance of activity on the metaphysical and cosmic plane.62

In Kraków’s external practicism it is possible to distinguish its 
political interpretation (connected with political activity), that which is 
non-political (accentuating other than political activity), and that which 
is most general, comprising an attempt at a philosophical justification of 
action and emphasizing its importance to man and the world.

Virtue in the internal practicism
Internal practicism was one of the less popular kinds of practicism in the 
fifteenth and sixteenth-century Kraków. In fact, it was rather marginal.  
The academic atmosphere was conducive to this trend, as the emphasis 
was laid more on the praise of active life rather than on the glorification of 
inner self-improvement. Moral improvement as an action directed towards 
the interior of man, seeing value in the actions where one’s soul (the will 
and intellect) was too closely related to contemplative and theoretical life 
in order for the Cracovian masters, whose attitude was strongly pragmatic, 
to make internal practicism the main goal of their scientific interests or 
life aspirations. Nevertheless, internal practicism was present in Kraków; 
indeed, it is possible to identify such masters who, with greater or lesser 
enthusiasm, paid homage to the idea of   internal practicism and appreciated 
the merit of inner virtue. An example may be the thought of Henryk 

62 Stanisław z Dąbrówki, ‘Traktat na temat…’, pp. 21–23. Jan z Ludziska, ‘Mowa pochwalna 
na część filozofii’, in: J. Domański (ed.), 700 lat myśli polskiej…, pp. 265–266. Nihil est, 
quod simpliciter dicendo melius esset habentis homines esse speculativos quam prac-
ticos, sed in certo casu et certis circumstantiis quandoque fallit, quia si omnes homines 
essent speculativi per argumentationes communitates et politicae, quia quis vellit pis-
tare et sic de aliis, et ergo ad salvandum commune bonum expediencius est aliquos esse 
practicos et aliquos speculativos. Paulus de Worczin, Quaestiones super tres libros ‘De 
anima’…, p. 59. Czartoryski draws attention to the obvious allusions of the author of the 
Sermons to ‘Platonian and Augustinian direction’ and quotations from Liber de causis. See: 
P. Czartoryski, Wczesna recepcja…, p. 101, ref. 8.
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Bitterfeld, who identified ‘inner labour’ (labor interior) with effort to 
subjugate passionate tendencies of man and attaining virtue.63 Henryk also 
assumed that internal effort precedes actual external action and is external 
action’s condition.64 In its other variation, internal practicism may found 
in the writings of Bartłomiej from Jasło, who emphasizes the acquisition  
of virtue as the main benefit of studying.65

Among the representatives of Kraków internal practicism there is 
also Stanisław of Skarbimierz and Wawrzyniec of Racibórz, although their 
attitudes towards it are different. The first of these, inspired by the subject 
of contemptas mundi and under the influence of St. Augustine’s thoughts, 
emphasized the practical significance of wisdom that leads to God.  
The second of these was known as the Cracovian founder of the ‘voluntarist 
conception of contemplation,’66 saying that contemplation and thinking 
belong to the sphere of praxis. The differences between these two proposals 
are significant. Stanisław’s approach emphasizes the importance of the 
kind of knowledge which results in virtue and leads to God. That is why 
Domański rightly describes his concept as ‘ethical practicism’67 The concept 
of Wawrzyniec of Racibórz is, however, devoid of the ‘ethical element’; it 
focuses more on clarifying what ‘inner action’ is, its relation to ‘external 
action’, and justification why internal acts (such as contemplation) should 
be understood as actions.

One of the reasons why Stanisław of Skarbimierz touches upon 
the Augustinian problem of man turning inwards, towards his own soul68 
is contempt for the world.69 Stanislaw devoted one of his sermons to 

63 […] ille labor sit interior et exterior pro tempore, interior ad regulandum passiones animi, 
immo ex decymo ‘Ethicorum’ ostenditur […]. Henricus Bitterfeld de Brega OP, Tractatus 
de vita contemplativa et activa, (ed.) B. Mazur, W. Seńko, R. Tatarzyński, Warszawa 2003,  
p. 144.
64 Prius ergo activum laborat interius, post hoc exterius. Ibid.
65 M. Kowalczyk, ‘Mowy uniwersyteckie...’, p. 30.
66 P. Czartoryski, Wczesna recepcja…, p. 10.
67 J. Domański, ‘Scholastyczne...’ Kęty 2005, pp. 21–23.
68 […] in interiore homine habitat veritas. Św. Augustyn, ‘O prawdziwej wierze’, in: idem, 
Dialogi filozoficzne, transl. J. Ptaszyński, Kraków 1999, p. 788.
69 According to Bochenek, one of the reasons for the emergence of reflection on the ne-
cessity of man’s efforts for self-improvement and growth in virtue is the subject pop-
ular in the Kraków milieu – contemptus mundi: Outstanding writers and preachers  
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this subject, which was popular in Kraków and known as De contemptu 
mundi.70 He encourages contempt for this world, comparing it to ‘an 
enormous sea of reptiles’.71 He carefully mentions all the imperfections  
of this world, proclaiming in his apocalyptic vision its end, which will 
occur with the coming of Antichrist.72 He therefore warns against the 
bodily temptations of the world,73 claiming that ‘the wicked spirit cannot 
be filled with pious feelings.’74 Interestingly, he also warns against acquiring 
knowledge. The strongly anti-theoretical tone of his sermons manifests 
itself in statements that undermine the values of knowledge as such: ‘he 
who broadens knowledge, broadens sorrows,’75 or ‘Knowledge does not 
ennoble or embellish those who fill themselves with it, but causes lament.’76 
Stanislaw likewise compares the suffering of a knowledgeable man with 
the suffering of a woman in labour.77 This knowledge is contrasted with 
the wisdom of God, coming from God’s enlightenment and grace;78  
the wisdom that sends consolation.

of the period reach to ‘De contemptu mundi’ by Lotariis, and the motif of almost Manichaean 
contempt for the world is not rare here at all. In the general opinion of the period, the life of 
the flesh and satisfaction thereof are strongly opposed to truly Christian life, and man can 
only be fascinated with God through asceticism, directing his activity towards greater spiri-
tual perfection. K. Bochenek, Filozofia człowieka…, p. 243.
70 Stanisław ze Skarbimierza, Sermones, Vol. II, transl. B. Chmielowska, Warszawa 1979, 
pp. 21–23.
71 In hoc tamen mari magno et spatioso, in quo reptilia […]. Stanisław ze Skarbimierza,  
‘De contemptu mundi’, in: idem, Sermones…, p. 287.
72 Et ideo vaticiniis iam usque ad fastidium repleti sumus de antichristi adventu,  
de signis iudicii, de destructione religionum, de persecutione ecclesiae et variis mundi pres-
suris, quibus etiam viri graves et devoti plus, quam oportuit, creduli exstiterunt. Ibid., p. 290.
73 Ecce namque, si Apostolus post ieiunia nuditatem, post laboras et carceres in semetipsum 
reversus exclamat: [Infelix ego, quis me liberabit de morte corporis huius]; tantus et talis! 
Quis, quaeso, erit a temptationibus immunis?. Ibid., p. 289.
74 […] spiritus malignus non possit affectum devotionis infundere. Ibid.
75 Qui addit scientiam, addit et dolorem. Ibid., p. 286.
76 […] scientia nec extollit, nec superbientes, quos replerit, sed lamentantes facit. Ibid.,  
p. 286.
77 […] quis habeat scientiam, quasi parturiens ingemiscit. Ibid.
78 Illustrata quippe lumine scientae vel gratiae aut sapientiae Dei anima ad multa cogitanda 
se levat et et dilatato corde iam hoc, iam aliud videt, et alia ex ratione colligit, alia ex spi-
rituali illuminatione intelligit, alia ex revelatione divina vel angelica discitatato corde iam 
hoc, iam aliud videt, et alia ex ratione colligit, alia ex spirituali illuminatione intelligit, alia  
ex revelatione divina vel angelica discit. Ibid., p. 287.
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Stanislaw sees a remedy for the ‘suffering of the spirit’ in turning 
away from the world and turning to God. This cannot happen otherwise 
than by turning towards one’s own soul, as the human soul is the proper 
field of divine action in man. According to Stanisław, the Holy Spirit 
energizes the mind for the right and just action, reveals to man what is 
hidden, inspires, enlightens the mind, shows things in their proper form, 
and even discovers facing man.79 God can speak to man by sending him 
visions, may speak to him directly or in a dream, the author of Sermones 
sapientales writes, referring to various biblical examples.80

The issue of contempt for the world, which occurs in Stanisław 
of Skarbimierz’s writings, consists of several threads. Firstly, it is firmly 
embedded in theological contexts; firstly, the soul should to turn to God 
to find comfort there. Secondly, one should turn away from the world 
because both the world itself and one’s knowledge of it cause suffering 
(doubt, hesitation, uncertainty, etc.). The problem of uncertainty  
of knowledge comes from St. Augustine, who condemned ‘vain curiosity,’ 
and examining the world just for the sake of knowledge was considered 
by him an unnecessary human movement towards the world.81 Stanisław 
additionally pointed to suffering – a negative emotional component – which 
accompanies the knowledge of the res naturae. The way to be free from 
suffering is to gain God’s wisdom, which brings consolation and sweetness. 
These two themes, strongly emphasized in Stanisław’s sermons, are not yet 
the core of ‘internal practicism’ in the philosophy of the Cracovian master. 
This lies in the third motive, namely the practical meaning of wisdom. Let 
us note that the reason why man facing the choice between the knowledge 
of the temporal world and God’s knowledge should choose the other that 
man is morally built only by ‘enlightenment by grace.’ On the one hand, 
'wisdom consists of obedience to God, and stupidity on ‘establishing for 

79 Spiritus sanctus inspirat menti, quid in factis propriis vel alienis agere vel facere debe-
at, vel cum eis futura vel absentia, seu abscondita revelat; et sic prophetans inspiravit. Alio 
modo non spiritualiter de isto agendo vel faciendo inspirat, sed generaliter ad plura videnda  
et cognoscenda mentem illustrat ostendendo sibi, quid secundum veritatis iudicium sit meli-
us vel non melius. Ibid., ‘De contemptu mundi…’, p. 292.
80 Sic etiam revelatio fit quandoque per vocem, ut beatis apostolis Petro, Iacobo, ubi vox 
de nube dixit: [Hic est filius meus], vel Samueli, cui primus sermo Dei factus est in Silo. 
Aliquando vero revelatio fit per somnum, velut Ioseph, cui apparuit angelus in somnis,  
ut acciperet Mariam et puerum […]. Ibid., p. 291.
81 Św. Augustyn, ‘O wielkości duszy’, (II 19, 33), in: idem, Dialogi filozoficzne…, p. 371.
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oneself the law contrary to God’s law’82 while, on the other hand, wisdom 
is above all a practical virtue. Thanks to wisdom, one may learn not only 
the truth about things but understand ‘what to do, what or how to speak 
and what to avoid. Thanks to wisdom one can distinguish good from evil, 
just from unjust.’83 What is more, moral perfection is not only the result of 
wisdom, but also its basis and condition. Stanisław mentions the threefold 
basis of wisdom, namely: strong faith, an honest life, and true penance.84 
However, the truest wisdom is love.85

Another example of Kraków internal practicism is the proposal 
of Wawrzyniec of Racibórz, a scholar known for his political activity,  
a Cracovian advocate of conciliatory ideas.86 Wawrzyniec expresses his 
views in his commentary on Aristotle’s Politics (BJ 675). As mentioned, 
he is credited with the ‘voluntary concept of contemplation,’87 according 
to which contemplation is firstly an act, and secondly, is an example of the 
most perfect action and a model of action in general.

His views are presented in the initial commentary to Politics in 
which he contemplates the nature of politics and governance, and also 
reflects on the political and social nature of man. He argues that politics 
is essentially about ‘how to act and how to live well in a society.’88 Politics 
is thus primarily concerned with human activity; it sets standards 
of conduct and practical principles for the whole of society (in tali 
communitate). Governance is a particular type of political action according 
to Wawrzyniec. However, in order to better define what managing a state 
or a larger community is, Wawrzyniec proposes to consider this action on 
a micro-scale. In other words, the answer to the question of what governs 

82 […] sicut oboedire Deo et legi suae est sapientia, ita non oboedire et se legi divinae op-
ponere ac legem sibi contra legem Dei velle vel facere, est non parva stultitia. Stanisław  
ze Skarbimierza, Wybrane mowy…, p. 38.
83 Ibid., p. 39.
84 Tria igitur considero, in quibus consistit vera scientia, per quam itur ad contemplandam 
faciem sapientiae Dei summi, videlicet: recta fides et bona vita, et si quis peccaverit, poeni-
tentia vera. Ibid., p. 144.
85 Vera quippe sapientia est Deum ex toto corde ex tota anima et ex totis viribus diligere. 
Ibid., p. 38.
86 K. Morawski, Historia …, pp. 21–23.
87 P. Czartoryski, Wczesna recepcja…, p. 10.
88 […] quid sit agendum et quo modo sit recte vivendum in tali communitate, BJ 675, in:  
P. Czartoryski, Wczesna recepcja…, p. 18.
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the state (i.e. governance in case of a community) requires a consideration 
of how man manages himself (self-governance). Wawrzyniec argues that  
On the basis of his nature, man is the master of his actions,89 in order to 
show the natural tendency of man to manage himself and others. This 
tendency flows from his skill of self-determination. It is also a cornerstone 
of his approach to political action and the legitimacy of political power.  
The key stage in the argumentation of Wawrzyniec, which makes him a part  
of internal practicist thought, is the comparison of two types of government, 
namely: political action as a macro-management; and self-management as 
micro-management. Wawrzyniec argues that the second type of government 
is realised in contemplation, as it is an ‘absolute act.’ Contemplative life – 
argues the Cracovian philosopher – is more perfect than that which is active 
as happiness lies in action and not in action with respect to another [human 
being – Author’s comment], as in the case of commanding or ruling, but is 
included in absolute action.90 One must agree with Czartoryski, according 
to whom contemplation in Wawrzyniec’s view of is an ‘absolute act’ as man 
has full power over himself. Compared to contemplation from which man 
in the most perfect manner is the master of his own actions, exercising 
political power is less effective, less perfect and more limited because it 
applies to other people.91 Contemplation is, in the view of Wawrzyniec  
of Racibórz, the primary active state and the highest type of activity, 
because it is the most free. Contemplation is not absolute from action, but 
has action as the active [principle – Author’s comment],92 Wawrzyniec adds. 
Therefore, governing a state and a number of other political activities are 
secondary to contemplation. Contemplation, which is an ‘absolute action,’ 
is also the most perfect action, that which is freest and a pattern or model 
for all other types of action.

If ‘internal practicism’ is defined as the transfer of activity from the 
external world (the world of politics) to the internal state of theoretical life 
(contemplation), then the position of Wawrzyniec of Racibórz is its fullest 
expression. It is also the most radical, as ‘perfect action’ consists not only  

89 […] in principiis sue proprie nature, […] [homo] est dominus suum operacionum. Ibid.
90 Vita contemplativa est melior active, patet quia felicitas consistit in operacione,  
et non in operacione que est ad alterum, ut est ducari vel principari, igitur consistit in opera-
cione absoluta. Ibid., p. 10.
91 Ibid.
92 Contemplativa non est absoluta ab accione, sed habet accionem sicut et activa. Ibid.
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of building one’s own interior through moral improvement (the acquisition 
of virtue), but it is accomplished in contemplation by its very nature.  
The ‘internalism’ of Wawrzyniec’s practicism consists of identifying action 
with contemplation (the field of thought). Therefore, Czartoryski’s view  
of the Cracovian master’s stance as ‘a voluntarist concept of contemplation’ 
may be misleading; Wawrzyniec does not associate action with will, which 
means that he does not include action into the scope of the volitional 
authority of man, but he is much more radical – he identifies action with  
a contemplative life. 
 Cracovian internal practicism is present in the comments on 
Aristotle (by Wawrzyniec of Racibórz), sermons (by the anonymous author 
of BJ 513 and Stanisław of Skarbimierz), as well as philosophical treatises 
(Henryk Bitterfeld). It has various sources: on the one hand this includes 
the popular Kraków theme of contemptas mundi whose roots go back to 
St. Augustine’s philosophy – Augustine believed that the only knowledge 
useful for man is the knowledge of what leads to God, and thus guarantees 
eternal salvation and happiness93; and, on the other hand, the neo-Platonic 
thought which inspired Cracovian scholars to develop the question of 
contemplation as ‘inner action,’ an action that is of an absolute character.

Internal practicism in the first variant, represented by Stanisław 
of Skarbimierz, is called by Domański ‘self-creationism’ – here man 
transforms himself, by attaching importance to practical wisdom, 
achieves moral perfection and, in the end, becomes closer to God.94 
Internal practicism in the second variant, namely that developed by 
Wawrzyniec of Racibórz, shifts emphasis from the ethical dimension of 
‘internal actions’ to their metaphysical dimension. The difference between  
the concept of the internal practicism of Stanisław and Wawrzyniec is,  
de facto, the difference in the questions that both Kraków scholars seem to 
pose: while Stanisław wonders about the role of a specific kind of inner action, 
namely, the acquisition of practical wisdom, Wawrzyniec asks for such  
a definition of action which would also involve contemplation. In this sense, 
the internality of practicism in Stanisław’s concept is narrower than the 
broad views of Wawrzyniec. Stanisław distinguishes moral improvement as 
a kind and an example of inner activity (in this sense his approach is closer 

93 Św. Augustyn, Wyznania, V. 4, (ed.) Z. Kubiak, Warszawa 1992, p. 125.
94 See: J. Domański, ‘Scholatystyczne’…, p. 297.
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to Aristotelian praxis95). Wawrzyniec, in turn, starts with an indication  
of such qualities of action, which allow even contemplation to be included 
among them. Although both approaches to internal pragmatism underline 
the importance of internal action, the first emphasizes the ethical 
nature of ‘internalized activities.’96 The other, in turn, tries to determine  
the characteristics of internal action as such.

Conclusion
On the basis of the above considerations, it may be concluded that  
the philosophical category of ‘action’ in Cracovian practice was understood 
broadly and multi-dimensionally – as the service of the state or conservatio 
civitas resulting from academic education; as engaging in social and 
political affairs in external practicism; and as a moral and contemplative 
internal practice of man in internal practicism. Despite this significant 
diversity, however, there is a certain continuity between the various 
aspects of ‘action’ and it is possible to point to a three-step mechanism for  
the relationship between knowledge, action and good, namely: (1)  
a university provided knowledge that was meant primarily to answer  
the question ‘what to do?’ ‘how to act?’; (2) then, in the framework  
of the concept of external practicism, both the motivation and justification 
for concrete real actions in the world were found, and within this trend, 
action was taken to ensure political, social and individual well-being; (3) and, 
 in the context of internal practicism, personal virtues of mind and character 
(moral virtues, and the wisdom and prudence acquired through contemplative 
practices) were to guarantee a more effective implementation of knowledge 
in action. Knowledge (1) was realised in action (2) through virtue (3); and 
thus, internal practicism functions in the above-mentioned division as  
a mediator connecting general knowledge with individual action and, on 
the other hand, as a controlling mechanism to ensure knowledge is always 
transformed into action in the light of good and wisdom.

Can the above considerations – one of the strongest expressions  
of the Jagiellonian ideas – become an inspiration today in the theoretical and 
conceptual spheres in the theatre of contemporary challenges? Cracovian 
practicism, as presented above, would require a careful accumulation  
of knowledge to be used in action, but in such a way that this action preserves 

95 Ibid., p. 298.
96 Domański calls internal practicism ‘internalized practicism’.
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•

the dimension of virtue and is mediated by it. In this way, the dimension  
of wisdom is preserved, both on an individual and on the universal, namely 
social, national and global level.
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