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•

[…] the cultural heritage of many nations contains […] 
[examples] of dialogue, which a modern person can learn 
[…] and be inspired by it, seeking solutions and values in […] 
intercultural relations. These examples can also be found in 
the centuries-old history of Poland, which in the Jagiellonian 
dynasty demonstrated […] the richness of coexisting cultures, 
mature conceptualisation of international relations, […] 
pioneering theories in the field of sciences which are nowadays 
defined as humanities and social sciences. Multiculturalism 
and openness in the sphere of intellectual and artistic 
culture, but also the political and economic life that created  
the Jagiellonian epoch, may be an inspiration in the 
understanding of […] the problems of modern Europe.1

1 L. Korporowicz, ‘Jagiellońskie inspiracje dialogu międzykulturowego’, in: L. Korporo-
wicz, P. Plichta (ed.), Mosty nadziei. Jagiellońskie inspiracje dialogu międzykulturowego, 
Kraków 2016, p. 24.

* University of Silesia in Katowice; e-mail: marek.rembierz@gmail.com.
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Every national culture should be open to contact with other 
culture, because only intercultural interactions allow for a full 
understanding of one’s own culture, duty towards it and one’s 
place, thus enabling it to develop and improve.2

The issue of Jagiellonian ideas and their contemporary interpretation 
is taken up in the works of Stefan Swieżawski (1907–2004)3 in different 
theoretical and practical contexts. He tackles the issue by making  
a historical reconnaissance of the intellectual and spiritual legacy from past 
eras; by pointing to the continuity and changeability of ideological bonds; 
when educational postulates are to be formulated and justified – postulates 
intended to be an accurate response to contemporary social challenges. 
The issue of Jagiellonian ideas is the subject of analysis and reconstruction 
in historical and philosophical research conducted by Swieżawski and – 
with reference to these studies – it is considered in his statements in which 
he expresses and promotes social and religious beliefs close to himself, 
while indicating the elements of cultural heritage and intellectual tradition, 
which – as he declares himself – shape his cultural identity and axiological 
preferences.

In the interpretation of Jagiellonian ideas developed by Swieżawski, 

2  J. Nikitorowicz, ‘Edukacja międzykulturowa w kontekście dylematów integracji imi-
grantów w warunkach wielokulturowości’, in: A. Paszko (ed.), Edukacja międzykulturowa  
w Polsce wobec nowych wyzwań, Kraków 2011, p. 13.
3  The achievements of Swieżawski, an outstanding historian of philosophy, especially 
focused on medieval studies. He was a long-time professor of the Catholic University  
of Lublin and co-founder of the ‘Lublin school of philosophy’ who contributed to 
its development especially in the field of methods of practicing history of philosophy,  
an acclaimed intellectual, is presented in the following publications: J. Czerkawski, P. Gut 
(ed.), Stefan Swieżawski. Osoba i dzieło, Lublin 2006; T. Klimski (ed.), Stefan Swieżawski. 
Filozofia i historia filozofii, Warszawa 2008; K. Kamiński, ‘Uprawa intelektu odkrywaniem 
prawdy – stanowisko Stefana Swieżawskiego’, Łódzkie Studia Teologiczne, Vol. 13 (2004), 
pp. 85–94. M. Rembierz, ‘Kształtowanie tożsamości a otwartość na inność. Edukacyjna 
wartość kulturowego pogranicza w rozprawach i wspomnieniach Stefana Swieżawskiego’, 
in: T. Lewowicki, E. Ogrodzka-Mazur, A. Szczurek-Boruta (ed.), Edukacja międzykultu-
rowa w Polsce i na świecie, Katowice 2000, pp. 319–339; idem, 'Realizm metafizyczny jako 
inspiracja myśli pedagogicznej. O refleksji antropologiczno-pedagogicznej Stefana Swie-
żawskiego i jej znaczeniu dla teorii wychowania oraz analiz metapedagogicznych', Polska 
Myśl Pedagogiczna, no. 2 (2016), pp. 135–174.
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these ideas are combined with those of universal human rights (rights of the 
human person, including the rights in the sphere of culture and education), 
ideas of religious openness (especially seeing catholicity as universality) 
and ideas that lie at the heart of ecumenical aspirations, respecting 
cultural pluralism and acquiring the virtue of tolerance, ideas regarding 
shaping appropriate attitudes of participants of intercultural relations 
(especially shaping interreligious and intercultural dialogue skills), ideas 
of education serving the development of humanity (humanitas) and ideas  
of the University (universitas) as an intellectual meeting space and  
a place for a fair debate (discussion), in which the force of one’s arguments 
(critically analysed) counts, and the participants do not use violence  
as a decisive argument, which in the tradition of the Jagiellonian University 
emphatically expresses the formula plus ratio quam vis (more reason than 
strength). Jagiellonian ideas in the interpretation of Swieżawski occur 
as feedback, as they mutually define his other ideas, creating with them 
a system of complementing ideas and values. Thus captured Jagiellonian 
ideas, for which contemporary interpretation is inspired by cultural 
heritage, are not only recognized retrospectively, but also reveal ideological 
and axiological ties with attitudes respecting and realizing specific values 
(sets of values) and encourage the formulation of prospective educational 
and social postulates in the face of current civilization challenges.

Jagiellonian ideas are also presented by Swieżawski in  
a polemical entanglement and tension, especially when the issue concerns  
the axiological foundations of patriotism (education for shaping patriotic 
beliefs and attitudes4) and leading ideas that illuminate the basic meaning 

4  See: E. Ogrodzka-Mazur, ‘[Nie]obecność patriotyzmu w świadomości aksjologicznej 
młodego pokolenia Polaków. «Przesuwanie się horyzontu aksjologicznego» czy kryzys  
w wartościowaniu’, in: J. Nikitorowicz (ed.), Patriotyzm i nacjonalizm. Ku jakiej tożsamo-
ści kulturowej?, Kraków 2013, pp. 106-127; J. Nikitorowicz, ‘Tożsamość – twórczy wysi-
łek ku patriotyzmowi’, in: J. Nikitorowicz (ed.), Patriotyzm i nacjonalizm…, pp. 29-49;  
J. Gajda, ‘Racjonalny patriotyzm jako antidotum skrajnego nacjonalizmu’, in: J. Nikitoro-
wicz (ed.), Patriotyzm i nacjonalizm…, pp. 50-64; L. Dyczewski, ‘Tożsamość i patriotyzm’, 
in: J. Nikitorowicz (ed.), Patriotyzm i nacjonalizm…, pp. 173-189; K. Denek, ‘Patriotyzm’, 
in: idem, Edukacja jutra. Drogowskazy, aksjologia, osobowość, Sosnowiec 2015, pp. 60-
67; J. Kostkiewicz, 'Patriotyzm. O różnorodności jego ujęć teoretycznych i praktycznej 
obecności w pracy wychowawczej zmartwychwstańców przed rokiem 1939', Paedagogia 
Christiana, no. 2 (2017), pp. 109-131; B. Śliwerski, ‘Przyczynek do refleksji na temat wy-
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(understanding) of Polishness. Jagiellonian ideas are then consistently 
presented and defined in the dispute with concepts promoting visions 
different from them: visions of monoculture and a vision of the constant 
defence of a ‘besieged fortress’ are specified in disputes with national or 
religious separation programs (‘spiritual separatism’) and nationalist 
chauvinism. These are not, however, polemical entanglements caused by 
the involvement in the current political events and attempts to temporarily 
play important interests in national or international politics. As for 
political concepts and activities, Swieżawski’s considerations are located in  
the sphere of metapolitical reflection, reflection distanced from  
the immediate tactics of political struggle and ideologies justifying it.  
His reflection is aimed at developing a concept that reveals and illuminates 
above all the values on which one can fund goals of political activities that 
respect the legacy of history and strive to build a better world in some 
measure (in relation to what it was so far).

Jagiellonian ideas present themselves in a specific way in Swieżawski’s 
works if they are juxtaposed with the way in which they are presented by 
other authors, respected in their environments. Although Swieżawski 
approaches Jagiellonian ideas as a historian of philosophical thought, 
focusing his attention mainly on the history of ideas in the fifteenth century5 
(especially social, ethical and religious ideas), nevertheless he considers 
Jagiellonian ideas as an important part of cultural heritage (his own 
intellectual and spiritual heritage), as an element co-shaping his personal 
ideological identity (social and religious identity)6, as ideas connected with 
important anthropological and axiological beliefs. He recalls the sentence 
of Albert of Saxony (1316–1390), professor at the University of Paris and 

chowania patriotycznego’, in: idem, Blog Pedagog, at http://sliwerski-pedagog.blogspot.
com/2016/11/przyczynek-do-refleksji-na-temat.html, 3 September 2017.
5  J. Domański, ‘Myśl filozoficzna XV wieku. S. Swieżawski jako jej historyk’, in: J. Czerkaw-
ski, P. Gut (ed.), Stefan Swieżawski. Osoba i dzieło…, pp. 211–220.
6  When talking about himself, Swieżawski states: I am a Christian, a Catholic practic-
ing scientific work. […] I have tried very hard to make the philosophical reflection, which  
I am and I have always been devoted to, have a very universal character, and thus open  
the windows for approaching the truth, for the fuller truth, which is the supernatural truth, 
expressed by the evangelical message (T. Królak, Kontemplacja i zdradzony świat. Rozmowy 
z prof. Stefanem Swieżawskim, Poznań 1999, pp. 211–212).
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the first rector of the University of Vienna (1365)7 which, in a short form, 
is close to intuitions and views on basic principles – and at the same time 
challenges, dilemmas and difficulties – shaping cultural identity, social 
pluralism and intercultural relations: Omnibus conformari et se ipsum non 
deformare – ‘To adapt to everyone and not to distort oneself ’.8 Jagiellonian 
ideas are primarily interpreted by Swieżawski in such a way that in  
the dimension of individual life (shaping personal interpersonal relations) 
and in the dimension of social life (shaping social processes) they are to 
contribute to the implementation of this high-level recommendation to ‘to 
adapt to everyone, and not to distort oneself ’ as being open to others, but 
not losing one’s own values.

Connecting with in the European and Polish search for the right 
patterns of integration, openness, pluralism and tolerance from the end 
of the 20th century, Swieżawski proposes to focus on – as he judges –  
the ‘age of greatness’ of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in  
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries: We do not need to look for  
the patterns of a real and democratic Europe somewhere far away.  
He expresses the conviction that right now it is worth reaching for  
the inspiration of Jagiellonian ideas: No European nation has such  
a wonderful tradition of tolerance, pluralism and humanism of collective life 
as we, Poles, Lithuanians, Belarusians and Ukrainians. It is enough to turn 

7  See: M. Nawracała-Urban, ‘Albert z Saksonii’, in: M.A. Krąpiec et al. (ed.), Powszechna 
encyklopedia filozofii, Vol. 1, Lublin 2000, pp. 156–157; E. Gilson, Historia filozofii chrze-
ścijańskiej w wiekach średnich, tranasl. S. Zalewski, Warszawa 1987, p. 459.
8  […] today’s Christian confesses, after Saint Paul: «omnibus omnis factus sum» (‘I became 
everything to everyone’), and thus preaches ecumenism. Father Jacek [Woroniecki OP] 
taught us this already, repeating the sentence of Albert of Saxony «Omnibus conformari  
et se ipsum non deformare» as the principle of ecumenism and attitude to all philosophical 
trends. In this saying, there is a call for unheard-of effort (‘Odrodzenie religijne – między 
teokracją a New Age. Z profesorem Stefanem Swieżawskim rozmawiają Karol Tarnowski i 
Stefan Wilkanowicz’, Znak, Vol. 10 (1992), p. 69. […] a beautiful guideline […]: «omnibus 
conformari et se ipsum non deformare» (to adapt to everyone and not to distort oneself). 
Then we do not build ‘spiritual walls’ separating us from others, but – on the contrary – we 
pass bridges towards ‘others’ to get to know them, understand them and find an ground 
for understanding (S. Swieżawski, ‘O właściwe rozumienie tolerancji’, Znak, Vol. 6 (1993),  
p. 6). See: also: S. Swieżawski, ‘O Janie Husie, konsekwencjach Edyktu Mediolańskiego 
opowiada w wywiadzie jeden z najwybitniejszych polskich historyków filozofii i znawców 
dziejów Kościoła rozmawia Paweł Goźliński’, Gazeta Wyborcza, 12 June 1998, at http://
wyborcza.pl/1,75248,139636.html#ixzz3hrDGaHm4, 3 September 2017.
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our eyes to our roots – and from there draw the guidelines to shape our attitude 
in the present times. Good knowledge and understanding of history will allow 
us to be optimistic.9 During the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, Poland 
was an area – as it was said then, of natio on which all gentes10 felt good. 
The concept of the Kraków law school and the ideas of Paweł Włodkowic 
(Latin: Paulus Vladimiri, born 1370 or 1373 in Brudzeń Duży, died in 
1435 in Kraków, graduate of the University of Padua, 1414–1415 rector 
of the Kraków Academy) are a model of similar openness.11 Włodkowic 
emphasized that all the people are our brothers: «Proximi enim nostri sunt 
tam fideles quam infideles inidisticte» (both the faithful and unfaithful are our 
brothers, there is no difference!).12 Swieżawski adds that this is not a return 
to the medieval concept of christianitas, as it had lost its validity because 
it was recognized on the basis of Christian social thought and adopted in  
the official interpretation of Catholic theology that the temporal order 
has an autonomous dimension and it ‘is inherently pluralistic’.13 It should 
be noted that the category interpretation of pluralism and postulates  
of upbringing to pluralism occupy quite a significant and prominent place 

9 S. Swieżawski, ‘Ku pokrzepieniu serc’ (first edition: Tygodnik Powszechny 40 (1992),  
in: idem, Dobro i tajemnica, Warszawa 1995, pp. 199.
10  ‘Stare wady polskiej inteligencji katolickiej. Z profesorem Stefanem Swieżawskim roz-
mawia Zbigniew Nosowski’, Więź, no. 2 (1998) p. 65. Swieżawski also states in a way pro-
voking reflection and discussion of Jagiellonian ideas: I find the vision of Jagiellonian Po-
land, which is much more European than all the European patterns we are offering today, 
still current. […] Thanks to the Jagiellonian tradition, we have a much better European tra-
dition than almost all other European nations […]. Unfortunately, today we lack patriotism 
with a vision. Ibid.
11  See: B. Szlachta, ‘Uwagi o dwóch problemach znajdowanych w nauczaniu Pawła Włod-
kowica, rektora Akademii Krakowskiej’, in: L. Korporowicz, P. Plichta (ed.), Mosty na-
dziei…, pp. 59–68; M. Płotka, ‘Uprawnieniowe prawo naturalne i jego zakres w filozofii 
Pawła Włodkowica’, Studia Philosophiae Christianae, Vol. 51, no. 1 (2015), pp. 123–140; 
E.A. Wesołowska, Paweł Włodkowic – współczesne znaczenie poglądów i dokonań,  
Toruń 1997; L. Ehrlich, ‘Przedmowa’, in: idem (ed.), Pisma wybrane Pawła Włodkowica,  
Vol. I, Warszawa 1968, pp. X–LXIX.
12 S. Swieżawski, ‘Etos polityczny Polski Jagiellonów’, in: idem, Dobro i tajemnica,  
Warszawa 1995, p. 174.
13 ‘Z profesorem Stefanem Swieżawskim… o znakach czasu’, in: K. Janowska,  
P. Mucharski, Rozmowy na koniec wieku, Kraków 1997, p. 87.
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in Swieżawski’s considerations; the issue of pluralism and education to 
pluralism is also an element of his reflections on Jagiellonian ideas.

In general, the concept of Jagiellonian ideas proposed by Swieżawski 
will be close to the position presented by Leszek Korporowicz, presenting 
Jagiellonian ideas as current inspiration for intercultural dialogue of today: 
The Jagiellonian dynasty’s heritage appears to be extremely rich in inspiring 
contemporary thoughts and practices that from this perspective cease to 
be unique. The richness of cultural diversity does not necessarily mean 
dysfunction; old academic disputes do not lose their depth, if we can save 
them from the reductionism of functional paradigms of the sciences, from 
marginalization through ignorance. Jagiellonian values found in the distant 
history of Europe may prove to be a living example of social sensitivity and 
the ability to enter into cultural interactions; the extended cooperation space 
that is created today not only by Central Europe but by the globalizing world 
[…]. These inspirations are worth reading not without some critical self-
examination and reflective distance, but with the attitude of commitment, 
respect for one’s own history and teachings present in it.14

The approach to interpretation and development of Jagiellonian 
ideas proposed by Swieżawski, situated in the context of currently 
promoted models of shaping cultural identity that takes into account (in 
a favourable way) pluralism and shaping desired attitudes of participants 
in intercultural relations, also requires taking into account the on-going 
discussions in which the topic of Jagiellonian ideas is undertaken in many 
different ways. These ideas are still ‘hot’, arousing discussions and polemics. 
Their supporters and advocates are in dispute with their more or less radical 
critics15. The ‘hot’ character of these ideas makes the presented arguments 

14  L. Korporowicz, ‘Jagiellońskie inspiracje…’, p. 34. See: L. Korporowicz, ‘Komunikacja 
międzykulturowa w perspektywie praw kulturowych’, Annales Universitatis Paedagogicae 
Cracoviensis. Studia Sociologica, Vol. 2 (2015), pp. 18–35.
15 One of the contemporary critics of the Jagiellonian ideas, Jan Sowa, states: Fanta-
sies, such as the dream of Jagiellonian Poland, of our mission, our historical role (D. Kot,  
A. Puchejda, J. Sowa, S. Twardoch, ‘Nie wracajcie do sarmatyzmu! Debata o Polsce  
ejdetycznej’, Pressje, Vol. 28 (2012), p. 258). In another text he shares a presumption and  
a warning: […] it is not inconceivable that if the Jagiellonians were clever in pursuing Pi-
asts’ pro-Western policy, the fate of the First Polish Republic would have been different. 
Anyway, it could not have gone worse, because this creation, incorporating Jagiellonian 
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filled with emotions. What’s more, these ideas involve evaluations and 
axiological beliefs of the participants in the on-going debate. These ideas 
are multithreaded and occur in different variants, which means that 
many threads (sometimes divergent) are also present in the discussion, 
and when discussers (imperceptibly) begin to talk at cross purposes,  
the conversation may to some extent turn out to be only a verbal dispute. 
Thus, it is even more worthwhile approaching and considering in  
the systematic form Swieżawski’s quite coherent views of Jagiellonian ideas 
in order to understand better other positions regarding them16.

ideas, was permanently erased from the map. Every Jagiellonian patriot should thor-
oughly rethink this fact (J. Sowa, ‘Cała prawda o «idei jagiellońskiej»’, Focus Historia,  
Vol. 12 (2013), at http://www.focus.pl/artykul/cala-prawda-o-quotidei-jagiellonskiejquot,  
3 September 2017.
16  It is all the more worth to note and to better understand other positions regarding Jagi-
ellonian ideas, as it happens that these ideas function as if hidden – as one of the sources 
of inspiration – in the background of someone’s research regarding humanistic and so-
cial issues. As Janina Kostkiewicz points out in her elaboration of Andrzej Niesiołowski’s 
(1899–1945) social, axiological and pedagogical views, his views and ideas could also be 
in some way derived from Jagiellonian ideas, in particular from the ideas of Paweł Włod-
kowic. Professor Kazimierz Tymieniecki (1887–1968), Polish medievalist historian, set  
the subject of Niesiołowski’s master’s thesis on the doctrine of Paweł Włodkowic (the archive 
has a small note with the subject and annotation ‘subject for Niesiołowski’). J. Kostkiewicz, 
‘Wprowadzenie. Zarys pedagogiki ogólnej Andrzeja Niesiołowskiego - o koncepcji i jej 
rękopisie powstałym w niemieckich oflagach’, in: A. Niesiołowski, Zarys pedagogiki ogól-
nej. Rękopisy z oflagu, J. Kostkiewicz (ed.), Kraków 2017, p. 22; see: D. Jagielska, J. Kost-
kiewicz, Pedagogika humanizmu społecznego Andrzeja Niesiołowskiego, Kraków 2015); 
Master’s thesis ‘The Doctrines of Paweł Włodkowic set against the background of Polish-Teu-
tonic disputes’, Andrzej Niesiołowski defended in 1923 [at the Poznań University] (Ibid.,  
p. 16). See. K. Tymieniecki, ‘Moralność w stosunkach między państwami w poglądach  
P. Włodkowica’, Przegląd Historyczny, vol. 22 (1919–1920), pp. 1-27; A. Niesiołowski, ‘Tes-
tament Pawła Włodkowica (W pięćsetlecie śmierci pierwszego ideologa i myśliciela katol-
ickiego Polski)’, Verbum, no. 4 (1935), pp 771-807; idem, ‘P. Włodkowic i jego doktryny na 
tle epoki’, Przegląd Powszechny, vol. 52 (1935), no. 4, pp 153-170. Niesiołowski pointed out 
the insufficient remembrance of Włodkowic’s work: Almost unnoticed in Poland passed the 
five hundredth anniversary of the death of our first political thinker and the most ambitious 
member of the Jagiellonian University in the first period of its existence, Paweł Włodkowic 
of Brudzeń. Slowly, however, this personage begins to regain its position in our eyes, a posi-
tion among the contemporaries it once occupied. (Idem, Paweł Włodkowic na tle dyskusji 
politycznych w XV wieku, Warszawa 1938, p. 7). At the same time, he strongly stressed  
the importance of Włodkowic’s achievements in the sphere of ideas and law: The German-
ic principle of strength and war subordination is opposed by Włodkowic’s ideology – pro-
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Interpretation and promotion of Jagiellonian ideas in Swieżawski’s work
In synthetic attempts to capture what is particularly important and valuable 
in the overall output of Swieżawski, experts in his works note a significant 
role of the interpretation and promotion of Jagiellonian ideas.

Jerzy Turowicz (1912–1999), a long-time friend of Swieżawski 
from the time of joint activity in the Odrodzenie Academic Catholic Youth 
Association17 (i.e. from the end of the 1920s), notes that the statements 
by Swieżawski, in which he addresses various aspects of the identity and 
mission of the Church, constitute the best expression of what is today 
known as the «Conciliar Catholicism» […] which moves from the defensive 
and confrontational position to the position of dialogue and tolerance.18 
The characteristics of the Church primarily emphasized by Swieżawski, 
are community, easement and openness. Turowicz emphasizes that in 
considering the matter […] of the Church, Christian thought and culture, 
Stefan Swieżawski does not confine himself […] in the confessional circle, but 
he sees these problems against the background of socio-political, historical 

claiming love as the highest value, and tolerance as the principle of co-existence based not on 
coercion, but on freedom. […] Above of all, however, Włodkowic rejects the principle that 
the end justifies the means – whereas, what’s characteristic – this time against the customs 
of the time – he does not invoke any authority, but puts his thesis clearly as his own opinion. 
If Włodkowic, in his universalism and in his initial attitude towards heretics, is still a fully 
medieval man, but his ideology of tolerance and the dawning notion of international law 
make him a thoroughly modern man who by centuries overtook the West’s intellectual and 
moral development. Research on Włodkowice is not completed yet. As they progress, the 
first political thinker of Poland appears here […], as one of those who with their thinking 
were able to draw great development lines of their nation (A. Niesiołowski, ‘P. Włodkowic  
i jego doktryny…’, pp. 170–171). In the context of these facts from Niesiołowski’s scientific 
biography and his intellectual quests, Kostkiewicz shares his the observation: Niesiołows-
ki’s works in a specific sense show attempts to refer and follow in the footsteps of this great 
humanist of the fifteenth century, after which many of the most important values could be 
not so much as discovered for Europe, but […] reminded (J. Kostkiewicz, ‘Wprowadzenie...’, 
p. 22). This commentary also prompts to formulate the question of a more general nature, 
how many Polish scientists (and to what extent) were in various ways influenced by Jagi-
ellonian ideas, among them in particular Włodkowic’s ideas, which, on some occasion, 
became the object of at least minor interests?
17  See: also (among others) K. Turowski, ‘Odrodzenie’. Historia Stowarzyszenia Katolickiej 
Młodzieży Akademickiej, Warszawa 1987.
18 J. Turowicz, ‘Intelektualista katolicki’, Kwartalnik Filozoficzny, Vol. 1 (1997), p. 102 (also 
in: idem, ‘Intelektualista katolicki [Stefan Swieżawski]’, in: idem, Pisma wybrane, Vol. 2,  
A. Mateja (ed.), Kraków 2013).
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or contemporary context. This is testified by studies on the political ethos 
of the Poland of Jagiellonians.19 J. Turowicz adds: I feel the need to say it 
with complete certainty: Stefan Swieżawski is the most outstanding Catholic 
intellectual in Poland today.20

In the posthumous memoir ‘Stefan Swieżawski (10 February 1907–
19 May 2005) – ad memoriam’, Jacek Jadacki also points to the vision of 
Jagiellonian Poland as one of the distinctive elements in his intellectual 
heritage: He exerted a huge influence on the views of Catholic circles 
associated with such magazines as «Tygodnik Powszechny» and «Znak» in 
Kraków, as well as «Więź» in Warsaw. In these milieus he popularised […] 
‘open’ Catholicism – a manifestation of Swieżawski’s ‘open’ attitude were 
his efforts with the highest church authorities for the official rehabilitation  
of Jan Hus) – and the vision of the Jagiellonian Poland, understood as the area  
of harmonious coexistence of people of different cultures.21

Swieżawski directs attention to the vision of the Jagiellonian 
Poland in connection with hiss research on various ideas and concepts  
of the fifteenth century, while making the transition between a retrospective 
and a prospective approach, i.e. learning about history and learning how 
to act today: In my studies I was most interested in […] the conflict within 
the Church as an institution being a dominant, culture-creating factor 
in European history. In the fifteenth century, there was a clear conflict in  
the Church between absolutist and theocratic and democratic tendencies, as 
well as conciliarism. Conciliarism occurred then in an extreme form and was 
unacceptable for the Church, thus the absolutist and theocratic tendencies 
prevailed. This caused splits – the departure of the Czech, the English 
and German Protestant countries. The bastion of democratic tendencies,  
the bastion of conciliarism was the University of Kraków; this free spirit  
of conciliarism, the spirit of democracy, federation, pluralism, and tolerance 
was implanted in the intellectual elites of the Jagiellonian Poland and 
implemented in the Polish-Lithuanian-Ruthenian state. […] This is the model 
of Europe, the right formula that lies in the European spirit: not a group  

19  Idem, Intelektualista katolicki…, pp. 102–103.
20  Ibid., p. 103.
21  J. Jadacki, ‘Stefan Swieżawski (10 II 1907–19 V 2005) – ad memoriam’, Rocznik Towarzy-
stwa Naukowego Warszawskiego, Vol. 67 (2004), p. 9.
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of countries separated from each other and ossified in themselves, but a great 
program of the federation. Europe of the future could be such a big federation. 
This line should be maintained and developed. A return to old times means 
not so much a return to the medieval ‘christianitas’, to ‘Respublica christiana’ 
that was typically confessional, but to a federation, tolerant, in the spirit  
of ‘humanisme intégral’ of Maritain.22 This statement by Swieżawski shows 
how strong his understanding of Jagiellonian ideas is connected with other 
ideas.

Jagiellonian values and ideas in shaping cultural and religious identity 
– ideological affinity of the views of John Paul II and Stefan Swieżawski 
Considering Swieżawski’s position on Jagiellonian ideas one can better 
understand the well-known and quite often cited – also as an opinion 
of a moral authority of the Polish society23 – statement of John Paul II 
(1920–2005) on Jagiellonian ideas and the plurality of Polish culture 
contained in the book Memory and Identity. Conversations are at the 
turn of millennia (a book in which the Pope makes a summary of many 
years of his philosophical and theological research on religion, culture, 
Polishness and – above all – on moral values and dignity of the human 
person). Historically, Polishness has a very interesting evolution behind it, 
says John Paul II – and adds: No other nationality in Europe has probably 
undergone such an evolution.24 Paying attention to the role and cultural 
heritage of the Jagiellonian era, John Paul II expresses his convictions 
about the value of the Polish experience of pluralism and the formation  
of intercultural relations in the conditions of multiculturalism: Polishness is 
essentially pluralism and multiplicity, not narrowness and closure. It seems, 
however, that this «Jagiellonian» dimension of Polishness which has been 

22  S. Swieżawski, ‘Europejczyk XXI wieku’, Znak, Vol. 3 (1995), p. 52. It was Jacques Marit-
ain who in a sense was the first to make the thesis that the Latin era of ‘christianitas’ has end-
ed. He understood this as the end of the era in which Christian fundamentalism dominates. 
‘Początek drogi. Z prof. Stefanem Swieżawskim rozmawiają Janusz Poniewierski i Karol 
Tarnowski’, Znak, Vol. 5 (1999), p. 5.
23  See: J. Mariański, ‘Johannes Paul II. als moralische Autorität in der polnischen  
Gesellschaft [Pope John Paul II as Moral Authority in Polish Society]’, The Person  
and the Challenges, Vol. 2, no. 1 (2012), pp. 21–50.
24  Jan Paweł II, Pamięć i tożsamość. Rozmowy na przełomie tysiącleci, Kraków 2005, p. 297.



JAGIELLONIAN IDEAS...

356

mentioned, has ceased to be something obvious in our times.25 Plurality and 
pluralism, not narrowness and closure, according to John Paul II should 
be the binding vision of Polishness. Values coupled with multiplicity and 
openness, however, must be assimilated in our own existential and moral 
experience, so that the Jagiellonian dimension of Polishness, indicated  
as a model, should not be lost. The recognition that the Polishness is 
properly understood is ‘plurality and pluralism, not narrowness and closure’ 
determines the axiological principles of shaping beliefs and attitudes 
in interpersonal relations in the complex situation of multiculturalism. 
Considering the interpretation of Polishness promoted by John Paul II in 
the context of Jagiellonian ideas, Alfred Marek Wierzbicki draws attention 
to the shift of accents in the religious categories co-defining the sense  
of Polishness towards openness to ecumenism and interreligious dialogue: 
By living the ethos of the Jagiellonian Polishness, the Polish Pope overcomes 
narrow understanding of Polishness and Polish patriotism, which found its 
expression in the stereotype of a Catholic Pole, spread by the […] currents  
of nationalist thought. It should be emphasized, however, that this significant 
revaluation of the sense of Polishness and patriotism of John Paul II is not 
conducted in terms of political thinking, but this kind of thinking is overcome 
by seeing the nation in religious terms. The integration of a positive assessment 
of patriotism with ecumenist approach and the spirit of interreligious dialogue 
allows man to learn fuller truth about others.26 Such an interpretation  

25  Ibid. See: A.M. Wierzbicki, Polska Jana Pawła II, Lublin 2011. In another part of his 
argument, John Paul II states: The 17th century, especially its second part, reveals some signs 
of crisis both in politics – internal and international – as well as in religious life. […] If Poles 
were at fault in something against Europe and the European spirit, they were at fault because 
they allowed the destruction of the magnificent heritage of the fifteenth and sixteenth cen-
turies. See: also M. Rembierz, 'Polskie doświadczenie wielokulturowości w interpretacji 
Jana Pawła II jako inspiracja dla edukacji międzykulturowej', Edukacja Międzykulturowa,  
no. 2 (2013), pp. 57-94.
26  Idem, ‘Papież, który żył Polską. Jana Pawła II interpretacja polskości’, in: idem, Pol-
ska Jana Pawła II…, p. 38; the author adds: The merit of John Paul II is cleansing of 
patriotism from the entanglement into nationalist ideologies grown on the grounds  
of non-religious and even anti-Christian thinking, an entanglement that […] led to political 
instrumentalisation of religious beliefs. Ibid. See: E. Ogrodzka-Mazur, ‘Społeczne naucza-
nie Jana Pawła II a miłość, prawda i tolerancja w wychowaniu młodzieży z pogranicza’, 
in: T. Lewowicki, A. Różańska, U. Klajmon (ed.), Kwestie wyznaniowe w społecznościach 
wielokulturowych, Cieszyn 2002, pp. 225–263.
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of Polishness and Jagiellonian ideas also has an anthropological dimension, 
because it draws attention to what can connect with people each other, 
although at the same time they also retain their own cultural and religious 
identities.

By adopting a point of view of history of ideas, exploring the 
history of intellectual culture and processes of exchange of ideas, one 
can hypothesize that one of the significant and direct inspirations for  
the expressive formulation of the papal thought that Polishness is in fact 
pluralism and not narrowness and closure. It seems, however, that this 
‘Jagiellonian’ dimension of Polishness, […] has ceased to be, of course, 
something obvious in our times, may have been – a somewhat bitter – 
comment on Jagiellonian ideas being in danger, contained in the letter  
of Swieżawski to John Paul II (dated: Warsaw, 3 October 1990): More 
and more often we hear from people who are deeply religious and deeply 
devoted to the Church that this climate of ‘triumphalist and rich clericalism’ 
has become so repulsive that it is sometimes difficult to refrain from deep 
dislike and criticism. In Poland, there is also in addition an ever-increasing 
nationalist element. It is profoundly sad, how often the great tradition of our 
«Jagiellonian» patriotism – open, pluralistic and tolerant – is disappearing 
in favour of narrow, selfish, chauvinist attitudes. Contrary to what one 
says and writes, one must state that many «Catholic Poles» have strong 
anti-Semitic views, as well as hidden distrust towards Germans, Russians, 
Ukrainians, Czechs, etc. A large part of the clergy and the Episcopate is not 
free of such attitudes.27 These strongly articulated remarks, postulates, 
reservations and warnings of Swieżawski, which are formulated against  
the Polish Church, are one of the clear traces of him interpreting Jagiellonian 
ideas in the friendly and long-term exchange of ideas with John Paul II.

In response to the above-mentioned letter, Pope John Paul II engaged 
in a critical reflection: Venerable and Dear Stefan, Professor, Jubilarate and 
Friend! God bless you for the letter […]. Apart from the wishes for myself, it 
contains the ‘examination of conscience’ of the post-conciliar Church (and 
society) of AD 1990. I will try to make this ‘examination of conscience’ reach 
the addressees (I believe that it refers above all to the addressees!).28 As part 

27  A. Fedorowicz, T. Fedorowicz, S. Swieżawski, K. Wojtyła, Pełny wymiar. Listy przyjaciół, 
A. Dobrowolski (ed.), Tarnów 2002, p. 23.
28  Ibid.
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of this examination of conscience, there is also an approach to the cultural 
heritage of the Jagiellonian ideas and ‘Jagiellonian’ patriotism – open, 
pluralistic and tolerant, which is disappearing in favour of narrow, selfish, 
chauvinist attitudes.29

In the next letter, dated ‘Warsaw, 1 November 1991’ Swieżawski, 
turning to John Paul II, continues his reflection on Polish Catholicism: 
We have a lot of authentic values, but I am afraid that those who inform 
you about our situation, see our society in a manner which is too one-sided, 
and are drunk with the illusory conviction that the Church in Poland can 
and should be a model for other local Churches.30 He shares his anxiety 
that instead of a poor and ministerial Church, trends tend to emerge from  
the hierarchy and church institutions, stressing the importance of ‘richness  
of resources’ […] and an authoritarian attitude of the clergy. Many hierarchs 
and parish priests show preference for nationalist orientation (being ‘Polish-

29  Some readers of Swieżawski’s texts claim that his criticism is too strong and one-sid-
ed. It is worth quoting the reflections that Fr. Wiesław Mering made, writing about  
the book by Tomasz Królak Kontemplacja i zdradzony świat. Rozmowy z prof. Stefan 
Swieżawskim (Poznań 1999): I admit that what moved me most in the book were issues 
connected with the Church. Professor talks about them very often. With the deepest convic-
tion, he lists three features of the Church: community – i.e. «neither favouring the laity and 
rejecting clergy, or vice versa»; easement – that is, finally, rejection of the Constantinian era 
in the Church; openness – and therefore the search for agreement instead of differences and 
ecumenical orientation, which is strongly emphasized and realized by John Paul II. The val-
ues discussed here connect with the thesis that the Polish Church is still far from completing 
the teaching of the Second Vatican Council. Presumably there will be critics of such a case, 
but it should give them some food for thought that John Paul II directed the same suggestions 
to Polish bishops during last year’s visit ‘Ad Limina’. Some bishops also speak in a similar 
vein. The strength of the Church, Swieżawski believes, there is not the number of worshipers 
gathering in our temples, but fidelity to the Gospel, being its witness. If we remember that ev-
ery baptized person is a living part of the Church, we know what needs to be changed and im-
proved in the Church: we must be faithful to the Gospel, poverty, community, easement and 
openness. I am sure that the Church needs a critical (meaning, ultimately, a real!) self-percep-
tion; such a vision of the Church is allowed by identifying with it, or perhaps, as Paul VI said, 
loving it. Professor Swieżawski’s comments leave no doubt as to how much he cares about  
the Church and its sanctity! – W. Mering, ‘Każdy czyn ma wpływ na cały wszechświat…’, 
Rec. Tomasz Królak, Kontemplacja i zdradzony świat. Rozmowy z prof. Stefanem Swieżaw-
skim, Mateusz.pl, at http://www.mateusz.pl/czytelnia/wm-tk-kzd.htm, 3 September 2017.
30 A. Fedorowicz et al., Pełny wymiar…, p. 326.
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Catholic’). […] signs of barbaric anti-Semitism etc. appear again and again.31 
Noting that this undesirable situation makes him sad, Swieżawski justifies 
his critical remarks by the fact that what makes him sad is contrary not 
only to the vision of the Church drawn by «Lumen gentium», but also with  
the entire great tradition of Jagiellonian Poland. There is the characteristic for 
Swieżawski juxtaposing and linking of the main ideas of the ecclesiological 
revival of the Second Vatican Council (which is expressed, inter alia, 
in the conciliar Constitution Lumen gentium) with the Jagiellonian 
ideas. Swieżawski develops and strengthens the idea of the connection 
between the idea of conciliar renewal and the Jagiellonian ideas, which he 
specifically updates and describes as ‘Jagiellonian-Solidarity ideas’: Youth 
is […] ready to follow this conciliar and «Jagiellonian-Solidarity» way, but 
the formation of the clergy (often nationalist and clerical) prevents this.32 
The confrontation of two differently oriented formations: the consistently 
promoted by Swieżawski ‘Jagiellonian-Solidarity’ conciliar formation 
with – often contradictory – ‘national-clerical’ formation, points to some  
of the pressing challenges for pedagogical theory and practice in the field  
of religious education and the related area of civic education.

In the letter dated ‘The Vatican, November 17, 1991’, John Paul II 
referred to the issues discussed in Swieżawski’s letter: Venerable and Dear 
Stefan! How happy I was about the letter – not only because of your wishes, 
but also because of […] the ‘problem’ that you tackle. […] we live in a period 
that is a time of new concern for Poland and for the Church. […] we have 
a new challenge ahead of us. I think many people realize that.33 The Pope 
also invokes the situational context, thus referring to the Jagiellonian 
heritage: I am writing these words an hour after the canonization of Father 
Rafał Kalinowski in the basilica of Saint Peter’s. Both presidents of Poland 
and Lithuania took part – as well as many pilgrims from the East. God be 
praised.34 When reading these words now, it should be taken into account 

31 Ibid.
32 He also draws attention to the effects of improper formation in some church educational 
institutions: There are, for example, more and more cases of seminarians leaving seminars 
discouraged because they are not able to find what they are looking for: evangelical wisdom, 
simplicity, poverty and service (ibid., p. 327).
33 Ibid., p. 329.
34 Ibid.
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that they were recorded in the ‘time of hope’, because that was the time  
of the changes that followed immediately after 1989.

In the subsequent exchange of thoughts by mail, in a letter dated  
‘14 X [19]93’, Swieżawski connects the issues and ideas close to him with 
issues related to the ideas undertaken by the Pope John Paul II: One  
of the topics that is very dear to me is the matter of the reception of Vaticanum 
II and the new evangelization. We are so happy about these bridges  
of understanding and the deep ecumenism that you build so vigorously on all 
continents.35 Referring to the building of ‘bridges of understanding and deep 
ecumenism’, Swieżawski again recommends his scientific achievements 
to his friend, because he recognizes that he can be helpful in effectively 
implementing the papal mission: I was thinking that two last volumes of study 
on the philosophy of the fifteenth century: «At the source of modern ethics» 
and «Long-term ecclesiology» could serve you, Holy Father, as (philosophical-
historical) tools. It is about the origin of the […] imbalance between  
the freedom of the individual human conscience and the imperturbability  
of objective natural and revealed truth – as well as the tendencies growing 
over the centuries that nullify ecumenism and cause splits and stiffening.36 
These studies on the ethical, social and ecclesiological thought of the 
fifteenth century are also included in the analysis of the Jagiellonian ideas.

Continuing the epistolary dialogue, Pope John Paul II (in a letter 
dated ‘The Vatican, October 31, 1993’) continues the exchange of thoughts 
about contemporary hopes, challenges and threats, and about the possibility 
and need to learn how to deal with them on the basis of the lessons given 
by the insightful and continually renowned history: Dear Stefan! Professor 
and Friend! I am truly moved by your last letter. The writing itself shows 
the writer’s enormous effort (‘It is harder to write because of my weakening 
eyesight’). It is easy to […] recognize that – although the eyes are weak, your 
love of the Church is not weakening. Love is always a concern for what one 
loves. I recognize this concern in what you write, Dear Professor – about  

35 Ibid., p. 335.
36 Later in the letter on behalf of his wife and himself, Swieżawski again draws attention 
to the burning issues of proper religious formation: We have frequent contact with young 
people. It worries them – and me too – that in many church institutions the model of a rich 
and powerful church is rooted (ibid.).
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the internal threats in the Church: about the temptation of ‘resources  
of richness’ […], about the departure from the conciliar heritage… A reference 
to the philosophy of the fifteenth century is most timely. […] I will return to 
the last two volumes (ethics and ecclesiology).37 In the context of reflection on 
events and the history of ideas in the fifteenth century, there is also the case 
of Jan Hus, which, partly inspired by John Paul II, Swieżawski undertook 
in the dimension of widening the public debate, and not only an academic 
debate conducted in a narrow circles, exposing the relevance of some  
of the threads of the Church’s vision present in Hus’s treatises, and pointing 
out serious errors of some of church hierarchy and church theologians in 
the fifteenth century.

In subsequent letters Swieżawski warns against the destruction  
of the Polish experience of intercultural relations and their proper 
formation, of which Jagiellonian ideas are considered to be a particularly 
valuable manifestation, not shying away from the criticism of current 
political trends: I see the immense danger of the church authorities’ alliance 
with the right, because this is similar to […] the covenant of the Church with 
the throne! We know well how deplorable […] the effects of such covenants 
are. I am also concerned about the political and cultural model of Poland 
forged by right-wing circles. It is a cross between Sienkiewicz’s and Counter-
Reformist ideals. And yet, it is not the 17th century and Sarmatism, but  
the Jagiellonian model of Poland that should inspire us. This is the testament 
of the Kraków law school from the 15th century and the sanctity of Queen 
Jadwiga’s life. I fight for this Jagiellonian ideal of Poland as much as I can, but 
this is what the ex-communists and the extreme right are fighting against in 
a common formation (Warsaw, June 6, 1995).38 This letter clearly outlines 
the ideological and political – as well as religious – clash of aspirations 
developing and concretizing Jagiellonian ideas with the aspirations  
of those who follow the Sarmatian ideals of Sienkiewicz. A definite claim 
I am fighting for the Jagiellonian ideals of Poland emphasizes Swieżawski’s 
conviction and determination to support the realization of these values, 
which are fused with Jagiellonian ideas.

The passages quoted and considered above from the previously 

37  Ibid., pp. 336–337.
38  Ibid., pp. 345–346.
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unknown private correspondence show how intense the exchange of ideas 
and how strong the ideological bond between John Paul II and Swieżawski 
was. Getting to know the documentation of the epistolary dialogue allows 
to ascertain how strongly both its participants shared the beliefs and 
feelings about the Jagiellonian ideas, which Swieżawski first expressed 
in the letter: How often the countries, how often the great tradition of our 
[Jagiellonian] patriotism – open, pluralistic and tolerant – disappears for  
the sake of narrow, selfish, chauvinist attitudes, and then in a book translated 
into many languages, John Paul II wrote that Polishness essentially means 
pluralism and multiplicity, not narrowness and closure. It seems, however, 
that this «Jagiellonian» dimension of Polishness has ceased to be something 
obvious in our times.39 You can even say that the contribution of Swieżawski 
to preserving and strengthening the Jagiellonian ideas as part of John Paul 
II’s personal convictions and as an inspiration to reflect on present times, is 
also an important contribution to the Polish heritage of ideas and current 
interpretations of this heritage. At least for this reason, Swieżawski’s 
approach to Jagiellonian ideas deserves interest from social researchers and 
historians of ideas.

Interpretation of Jagiellonian ideas in the context of historiosophical 
vision and axiology of history
Swieżawski interprets Jagiellonian ideas by developing a historiosophical 
vision and axiology of history. I agree, he declares, with Maritain’s 
historiosophy […] that in history tares and wheat grow evenly – besides, tares 
and wheat are mixed up in each of us. […] we pay more attention to tares, 
because what is the most valuable is deeply hidden, or it does not immediately 
strike our eyes.40 Interpreting the Jagiellonian ideas, Swieżawski associates 
them with what is valuable and most valuable, and which often remains 
hidden and disappears from view. Therefore, the important culture-
generating task rests on history and historians who, studying the past 
times are supposed to support orientation in rather opaque present times 
and support the opening of the future prospects. It is very important – 
Swieżawski states – to be able to find yourself in a specific temporal-spatial 

39  Jan Paweł II, Pamięć i tożsamość…, p. 297.
40  ‘Z profesorem Stefanem Swieżawskim… o znakach czasu…’, p. 91.
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situation, understand the requirements of the moment, try to read the signs  
of the times, penetrate into the meaning of evolution and changes that 
are taking place, and not only be subjected to catastrophism and spiritual 
negation, not to be afraid of crises, but creatively and positively adjust to  
the present and future. Achieving such an attitude is impossible for today’s 
man without an in-depth knowledge of history.41 This also applies to research 
and interpretation of Jagiellonian ideas.

Finding the sources of Jagiellonian ideas and outlining, in  
the context of the historiosophical vision, the historical background  
of the formation and concrete formulation of these ideas, Swieżawski on 
the one hand indicates the intensifying processes of social transformations 
at the end of the Middle Ages, and on the other, the importance of personal 
fate and decisions of Queen Jadwiga who perceived, as a sort of her act  
of martyrdom, an act that funds what is considered particularly valuable in 
the Jagiellonian era: In the late Middle Ages, the world opens up, Europeans 
begin to see non-Christians, and understand that there are many of them, 
and that Christianity itself is already divided. […] It is clear then that  
the vision of the European community must include the possibility  
of integrating others: Jews, Muslims, […] Christians of other religions. 
There arises the need to build a new ideal of unity – and at its roots […] 
there is martyrdom, not the martyrdom sensu stricto, but still the sacrifice  
of the young Jadwiga of Anjou. Jadwiga laid everything, all her life, love, 
feelings of a young woman, on the altar of a great idea, from which grew  
the concept of Polish tolerance and a wonderful – again badly implemented, 
but wonderful – ideal of federal state of the Commonwealth of Many 
Nations.42 In the axiology of history it is assumed that some resignation 
from other goods is necessary in order to choose greater good, and sacrifice 
is necessary in order to realize what is precious.

Developing the historiosophical vision and axiology of history 
Swieżawski combines and confronts two models: the model referred 
to as ‘Sarmatian’ and the Jagiellonian model. These two models apply to  
the whole of social life, and in particular to the Catholic Church, because 

41  S. Swieżawski, ‘Rola historii filozofii w formacji umysłowej’, in: idem, Człowiek i tajem-
nica, Kraków 1978, p. 69.
42  Idem, ‘Święci czasów przełomu’, Apokryf, no. 11, in: Tygodnik Powszechny, no. 25 
(1997), at http://www.tygodnik.com.pl/apokryf/11/swiezawski.html, 3 September 2017.
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[in] Poland there was a specific historical situation in which the Church 
functioned for centuries. It is strongly rooted in the political life of the nation.43 
In the practice of social and ecclesial life, the model described as ‘Sarmatian’ 
seems to dominate: Our patterns, both political and ecclesiastical, are 
marked by the mentality of the Counter-Reformation – defence and struggle. 
This is a Sarmatian Church – that’s what I call it for my own use.44 However, 
Swieżawski, due to axiological reasons, has different preferences: I prefer 
the Jagiellonian model, or the Catholicism of Włodkowic and his school, or 
Queen Jadwiga – stretching bridges towards Orthodoxy, towards the East.  
The great struggle between Włodkowic and the Teutonic Knights at the Council 
of Constance, in which the method of converting pagans was concerned, was 
ultimately a struggle for the recognition of natural law, the recognition that 
these people have the right to live regardless of their religion. It was a huge 
novelty then. This model of Catholicism has enabled the coexistence of many 
religions, many nations, many cultures.45 The Jagiellonian model opens 
towards meeting different cultures and shaping intercultural relations.

The sources and development of Jagiellonian ideas in  
the approach proposed by Swieżawski are connected with the functioning  
of an open academic debate at the Kraków Academy. This relationship with  
the Academy concerns – first of all – the idea of conciliarism opposed to  
the claims of absolutism: The historical significance of the Jagiellonian 
University and its Faculty of Theology, which now celebrates its 600th 
anniversary, comes from the fact that it was like a breeding ground for  
a political ideal that would later be recognized by Erasmus of Rotterdam  
as his own. Polish tolerance and the federal concept of the Commonwealth 
of Many Nations was rooted in the University. This was because the Kraków 
university was – along with the Sorbonne – the strongest bastion of what 
is called conciliarism in the history of the Church. Conciliarism sometimes 
took extreme forms, but basically it was a healthy tendency. It aimed at  
the papal authority to be exercised together with the Council and not  
as an individual, absolute authority.46 At the same time, despite  

43  ‘Z profesorem Stefanem Swieżawskim… o znakach czasu…’, p. 89.
44  Ibid.
45  Ibid.
46  S. Swieżawski, ‘Święci czasów przełomu…’.
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the appearances of the conciliarists’ defeat, their effort […] has not been 
wasted. Thanks to it, people began to See: that the mission of the Church does 
not have to depend on shaping the political order of this world. That there are 
different views in the world, and they are not hostile or wrong, but they bring 
many values that can enrich our lives. That it is worth having a dialogue.47 
Here the university practice of an open debate is present – where there are 
different views and various arguments are put forward.

The connection between Jagiellonian ideas and the Academy is 
related – secondly – to the concepts and practices of respecting the rights  
of those who have different beliefs about religious faith and, more generally, 
the sphere of (often endangered) human rights: It is very likely that the ideas 
preached by the Kraków school of law taught at the Council in Konstanz and 
whose spokesperson was […] Paweł Włodkowic, spread throughout Europe 
and reached the University of Salamanca, from where a whole hundred 
years later came a whole team of like-minded people operating in the newly 
discovered America. The fight against the Spanish conquistadors, who were 
the equivalent of the Teutonic Knights, the fight against converting by force, 
was an idea that came out of Poland, from Kraków. If you speak about 
[…] about the beatification of Bartolome Las Casas, the main protagonist  
of the Indian defense in South America, then it is a continuation of the 
trend begun in the early fifteenth century at the Jagiellonian University.48 
Developing his historiosophical vision and axiology of history Swieżawski 
will formulate arguments for the relationship between legal ideas 
represented by Paweł Włodkowic and the ideas of Bartolome Las Casas.

However, in history there are moments of elation, when free thought 
rises high and there are also moments of its deep collapse. At the end  
of the Middle Ages ‘Christianitas’ […] chose Thomism for its ideology. […] 
it became a set of directives that allegedly ensured that one is in possession  
of the truth.49 This act of spiritual and political power has nullified freedom 
of thought. It was forgotten that spiritual life can flourish only in freedom. 
Any transformation of philosophy or theology into ideology is a fundamental 
distortion, because it is subjecting the truth to practical requirements, namely 

47  Idem, ‘O Janie Husie…’.
48  Idem, ‘Święci czasów przełomu…’.
49  Idem, Święty Tomasz na nowo. Wykłady w Laskach, Kraków 1983, pp. 23–34.
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political ones.50 Subordination of knowledge and its acquisition to practical 
and ideological goals enslaves scientific cognition and in the dimension 
of social life hinders and even annihilates the pursuit of those values that 
University should serve.

By opting for the freedom of science that seeks to find the truth, 
Swieżawski definitely states: There is one objective truth, but there are many 
paths leading to it, because the aspect of philosophical cognition follows from 
the human nature. Hence the pluralism of philosophy which a historian  
of philosophy must recognize as the expression of a normally functioning 
human cognition in the field of philosophical issues.51 Honestly practiced 
philosophy teaches pluralism. In the sphere of intellectual (cognitive) 
activity and in the sphere of spiritual (religious) life, seeking to discover 
the basic unity, one should recognize the irreducible value of pluralism: 
True unity […] is achieved only… by the flare of multiplicity and diversity, 
spreading its wealth only in a climate of freedom, honesty and mutual trust. 
Uniformity kills true and deep unity.52 The tension between unity and 
diversity enlivens and dynamises cognition, more broadly – revives and 
dynamises intellectual and spiritual life. Jagiellonian ideas were also to 
express this desirable tension between unity and diversity.

Referring to his own experience of education and socialization, 
which took place in a culturally and religiously diverse environment, 
Swieżawski is inclined to believe that diversity should be as wide as possible. 
We must learn to live in pluralism – every day, and not only on special 
occasions. I remember with emotion my school years, where my colleagues 
were Jews, Greek Catholics, etc., there was nothing that was identical – and 
no one was surprised.53 Jagiellonian ideas remind us that one should learn 
to live in pluralism, because the human world is and should be in many 
respects a diverse world.

50 Idem, ‘Panorama wieku XV (a lecture in French at the University of Geneva  
on 1 VI 1986)’, transl. M. Stokowska, in: idem, Istnienie i tajemnica, Lublin 1993,  
pp. 140–141.
51 Idem, ‘Etos historyka filozofii’, in: idem, Istnienie i tajemnica…, p. 254.
52 Idem, ‘Jedność uniformizmu czy zjednoczenie w różnorodności’, in: idem, Człowiek  
i tajemnica, p. 94.
53  ‘Dlaczego kocham Kościół? Z prof. Stefanem Swieżawskim rozmawiają Janusz Ponie-
wierski i Karol Tarnowski’, Znak, Vol. 5 (2001), p. 100.
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Jagiellonian ideas and the search for the principles of tolerance
The value that legal solutions postulated by Paweł Włodkowic have for 
the shaping of attitude and ethos of tolerance is stressed by Swieżawski: 
Apparently, the Polish tolerant attitude in the religious sphere was well 
marked. Just like no one (even an emperor!) has the right to convert anyone 
by force under his power, the very idea of imposing faith onto someone 
with violence is in the opinion of Włodkowic the work of Satan, not Christ 
[…] According to Włodkowic, the same principles apply to Jews. He wrote:  
«Et Judeai maxime tolerandi sunt, quia per eorum codices veritatem  
et fidem nostram probamus… (We are to bear the Jews too with the greatest 
patience, because through their ‘holy’ books we confirm the truth and our 
faith…)».54 The words maxime tolerandi sunt and referring to the common 
roots are – as Swieżawski notes – something different on the ideological 
map of Europe, because then an extremely intolerant and murderous view 
was promoted that ‘Jews must be converted by force, even under the threat 
of torture and death’. Swieżawski points to the ideological link between 
the postulates of Włodkowic and that of the law school in Salamanca.  
He considers the ideas of the Kraków school as precursors to the postulates 
of Francis Vitoria and Bartolome Las Casas, who defended human rights 
(humanity) of Indians against Spaniards, who treated them like animals. 
In the vision of the history of Europe, which Swieżawski, Kraków and 
Salamanca offer, today’s ideals of Europeanness, openness and tolerance 
form one trend: Seemingly marginal matters: a campaign of the Polish 
delegation at the Council of Constance in defense of pagans and schismatics 
and Spanish theoreticians’ struggle for the rights of Indians devastated 
by conquistadors were fundamental to the spiritual destiny of Europe.55  
The openness to others pattern lies also in the location of Zamość –  
at its bases having an ideally original vision of tolerance – along with  
the innovative undertakings in the sphere of education accompanying 
this act. The ideas and attitudes that make up the model of Europeanness, 
developed in the conditions of multicultural Poland, are to be clearly expressed  
by the words of Erasmus of Rotterdam: Polonia mea est. On the other hand, 
the unreflective assimilation of Sienkiewicz’s vision of Poland is – according 

54  S. Swieżawski, ‘Etos polityczny…’, p. 181.
55  Idem.
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to Swieżawski – ‘horrible’: They are full of contempt and hatred for other 
nations, others close to us, the neighbouring cultures and religions. Living 
these ideals, we will never become an open, tolerant, ecumenical people.56

The extremes of political and religious attitudes are charcterised 
with with one-sidedness, schematic simplifications and prejudices, 
and absolutization of arbitrarily chosen values; they falsify the image  
of the axiologically rich reality, which is full of differences. In Swieżawski’s 
opinion, extreme ideologies are blind because they do not allow perceiving 
cultural wealth and developing a natural – as Swieżawski believes – attitude 
of openness.

The manifestations of intolerance towards other faiths and nations 
in his own broadly understood denominational and national environment 
are strongly condemned by Swieżawski. He quotes attempts to oppose  
the nationalistic mood in the first half of the twentieth century in Lviv, 
which were important for the formation of his views. These attempts were 
made in the community of people associated with the ‘Odrodzenie’ Catholic 
religious and social movement. Swieżawski highlights the foundations  
of the ideological conflict with the Wszechpolacy (All-Poles) organization: 
‘Odrodzenie’ had a clearly national character, but of a completely different 
colour than the Wszechpolacy.57 The opposition to the ideology and actions 
of the Wszechpolacy resulted primarily from their erroneous valuation  
of reality: they overturn the hierarchy of values, and they subordinate religion 
and good of the Church to the good of the nation, proclaiming the Roman 
principle: ‘Salus reipublicae suprem lex esto’.58 In Swieżawski’s eyes, in their 
ideology and practice the organisation relativize, instrumentalize and 
radically subordinate the divine element to the imperial one. Ideologies 
and institutions that sacralize, absolutize and totalize the scope of ‘what is 
imperial’ remain in the open disagreement, among others, with Christian 
personalism, giving primacy to the human person.

56  ‘Określanie tożsamości Kościoła. Ze Stefanem Swieżawskim rozmawiają Anna Karoń
-Ostrowska i Józef Majewski’, in: Z. Nosowski (ed.), Dzieci soboru zdają pytania. Rozmowy 
o Soborze Watykańskim II, introd. T. Pieronek, Warszawa 1996, p. 29 (the book is a col-
lection of 20 interviews inspired by the Second Vatican Council documents, including:  
Bishop Jan Chrapek, Stanisława Grabska, Wacław Hryniewicz OMI, Jan Andrzej  
Kłoczowski OP, Jacek Salij OP, Father Józef Tischner, Bishop Józef Życiński).
57  S. Swieżawski, Wielki przełom 1907–1945, Lublin 1989, p. 151.
58  Ibid.
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In Swieżawski’s opinion, such an approach ‘inevitably leads to 
national totalitarianism’ and also ‘contradicts’ the most wonderful of our 
traditions – tolerance and the federal Commonwealth of the three nations: 
Poland, Lithuania and Ruthenia’59. The tolerant, centuries-long tradition  
of the Commonwealth of many nations is contrasted with the aspirations  
of nationalist totalitarianism, using the role of religion for their own 
purposes. The clearly shown hierarchy of values requires respect for  
the autonomy of the Church and preservation of sovereignty of religion in 
the face of extreme national aspirations.

The practice of tolerance, as Swieżawski taught it, does not boil 
down to carrying out an ideological project, but attempts to respond 
to specific challenges. Tolerance is not meant to strive to blur the real 
differences and limits, to strive to refrain from distinguishing between 
differences in values. The vision of tolerance, advocated by Swieżawski, 
evokes metaphysical foundations: the diversity of reality requires that man 
should observe the principles of properly understood tolerance. However, 
it is not to be treated as an absolute idea guiding his behaviour. Tolerance is 
one of many elements of the whole diverse body of virtues (spiritual skills), 
which should be shaped by man in himself. One cannot stop at showing 
tolerance only. Having such a virtue is meant to support the attitude  
of intelligent openness to others, affirmation of their ‘otherness’ and creative 
assimilation of otherness.

The attitude of tolerance is – according to Swieżawski – conditioned 
by the ethical abilities of being with people and their different traditions. 
In order to practice tolerance, the ability to meet otherness as well as 
axiological and intellectual openness to otherness is especially required 
from a human being. In the essay ‘For a proper understanding of tolerance’ 
Swieżawski succinctly captures the way he understood tolerance:

First of all, tolerance is not only about views but about people who 
take these views.60 The basic starting point for practicing tolerance is respect 
for the other person. The personalist foundations of tolerance are visible 
here: a firm focus on the well-being of the person and recognition of their 
dignity.

59  Ibid.
60 Idem, ‘O właściwe rozumienie tolerancji’, Znak, Vol. 6, (1993), p. 4.
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Secondly: Tolerance if it is wrongly absolutized as a superior 
virtue, it turns out to be a destructive force in individual and social life.  
For tolerance to be a virtue that builds the desired interpersonal relationships, 
it must be fed by other spiritual abilities, or virtues that help us to fully affirm 
the otherness of our fellow men.61 Practicing tolerance requires working out 
a whole ‘body of virtues’: bravery and courage, moderation and justice.

Thirdly: The theory and practice of tolerance should be based on 
the acceptance of certain ontological beliefs as to the pluralistic character 
of reality, which is the environment of human life in which the human 
being actively participates. The idea and attitude of tolerance are founded 
on the metaphysical and axiological belief that all reality is characterized by 
astonishing diversity, and the human world is differentiated by the various 
categories of otherness.62 If a man loses the ability to be metaphysically 
astonished with the diversity of reality, if he does not shape the axiological 
sensitivity and openness to otherness, then it is difficult to expect that he 
will show the correct attitude of tolerance. And this is just a starting point: 
Everyone should not only notice these different kinds of ‘otherness’, but he is 
also morally obliged to practically accept the rights of these ‘others’.63

 Fourth – a warning to distinguish tolerance from its appearances: 
if our acceptance of ‘others’ does not differ from the egoistically planned 
coexistence of tightly separated and self-centered ‘small worlds’ – then such 
tolerance as the fruit of defeat and pride of the intellect and trampling on  
the demands of justice and love is pseudo-tolerance and a caricature  
of authentic tolerance.64

After presenting the general understanding of tolerance recognized 
as proper, also as a task in upbringing and self-education, Swieżawski 
again returns to the interpretation of Jagiellonian ideas worked out by 
him, to strengthen arguments for tolerance with reference to the history 
of ideas and historical experience: Włodkowic, the main representative 
of the opinions prevailing at the beginning of the fifteenth century  

61 Ibid., p. 5.
62 Ibid.
63 Ibid.
64  Ibid., p. 6.
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at the University of Kraków, wrote many statements that clearly demonstrate 
his tolerant and pluralist views. According to Włodkowic: those other than 
Catholics – non-Christians […] and ‘other’ Christians (Orthodox ones) must 
be treated as people having the right to their own possessions, to their own 
customs and religions. […] in a country whose inhabitants are so diverse, 
Catholics must arrange living together in a dignified way. Włodkowic clearly 
uses the following terms here: ‘liberaliter’ (honestly) and ‘amicabiliter’ 
(friendly). People […] who propagate conversion by force, […] and who call 
themselves Christians, are hypocrites, and hypocrites, writes Włodkowic to 
Cardinal Zbigniew Oleśnicki, are much worse than heretics and schismatics! 
People of other religions are under the direct protection of God himself, and 
Jews are not allowed to be persecuted […], because they are also depositaries  
of books of the Old Testament, which are holy both for them and for 
Christians.65 Promoting Jagiellonian ideas, Swieżawski also recalls  
the conviction that Erasmus saw the powerful Jagiellonian state as an island […] 
of an open and tolerant spirit, surrounded and threatened by the rising waves 
of dynastic ambitions and fratricidal religious wars.66 This way of showing the 
moral values of tolerance and models of its implementation in the context  
of Jagiellonian ideas is a historical frame that closes the argument about 
the contemporary ‘burning’ need to properly shape the virtue of tolerance.

Final remarks
The interpretation of the Jagiellonian ideas proposed by Swieżawski 
opens the space for an open discussion on how to actualize the values 
indicated by Jagiellonian ideas in the present times and how to avoid 
the undesirable consequences of the attempts to implement socially 
destructive multiple utopias, which they do not respect the basic rights  
of the person and community.67

65  Ibid., p. 7.
66  Ibid., p. 8. […] in this amazing pluralistic melting pot, which the great Jagiellonian power 
was, not only Polish culture developed wonderfully, but also other people than indigenous 
Poles could participate in it. […] the tolerant principles prevailing in this state allowed Jewish 
culture to create its powerful centres in the territory of the Commonwealth of many nations 
(Ibid.).
67  See: K. Olbrycht, ‘Pedagogiczne konsekwencje personalistycznego ujmowania kultury 
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Jagiellonian ideas – especially in this form given by Swieżawski – are 

na progu XXI wieku’, in: D. Kubinowski (ed.), Kultura współczesna a wychowanie człowie-
ka, Lublin 2006, pp. 79–88; P. Dancák, ‘Communio personarum a európska integrácia’, in: 
idem (ed.), Sapienciálny charakter antropológie Jána Pavla II. v kontexte európskej integrácie. 
Zborník z vedeckého seminára s medzinárodnou účasťou, Prešov 2006, pp. 112–127; idem, 
Personalistický rozmer vo filozofii 20. storočia, Prešovská univerzita v Prešove, Prešov 2009. 
In an e-mail discussion on this text, Zbigniew Osiński (a historian conducting research in 
the field of recent Polish history and historical education) formulated a series of questions 
worthy of citation, which may stimulate further discussion on the current significance  
of Jagiellonian ideas (among others in the interpretation proposed by Swieżawski):  
1. Are Jagiellonian ideas, openness to other cultures and religions, intercultural interac-
tions, tolerance, universalism of human rights, a legacy of the Jagiellonian Commonwealth,  
or rather of few educated magnate and bourgeois elites? Were these ideas included in  
the system of views and attitudes of all or most of the various national, religious and social 
groups in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth? Was the Commonwealth a community  
of nations or elites? Did the Jagiellonian ideas have a real influence on political, intellectual 
and economic life as well as on the culture of the Jagiellonian Commonwealth? Have they 
proven themselves in the practice of the state and society that were diversified legally, eco-
nomically, religiously and culturally? Is it therefore justified to believe that «No European 
nation has such a wonderful tradition of tolerance, pluralism and humanism of a collective 
life like we, Poles, Lithuanians, Belarusians, and Ukrainians. It is enough to turn our eyes 
to our roots - and from there draw the guidelines to shape our attitude in the present. Good 
knowledge and understanding of history will allow us to be optimistic»? 2. Can Jagiello-
nian ideas create the foundations of patriotism, other than that identified with strong group 
identification, interest of one’s own community, monoculturalism and nationalism, both in  
a multicultural and culturally and nationally homogeneous state? Is Jagiellonian patriotism 
something more than the patriotism of the elites and can it be something more in the world  
of sharp political and economic rivalry? 3. Is the coexistence, in one state, of communities 
recognizing Jagiellonian ideas, openness to other cultures and religions, intercultural inter-
actions, tolerance, universalism of human rights as something positive possible, as the basis 
for the organization of social life with closed societies, hostile to other nations and religions? 
4. Is it possible to ‘adjust to everyone else and not to distort oneself ’, when we live in a single 
country with a closed community that does not want to fit in with others and even despises 
others? Can you be open towards those who are closed? Is it possible to give up to distinct 
between ‘our own’ and ‘strangers’, relying on ‘our own’ and supporting ‘our own’ when dealing 
with social groups that divide people into ‘our own’ and ‘strangers’ with all the consequences 
of this division? 5. Should we respect the rights of those who do not respect our rights? Should 
we accept or tolerate ideas, that assume lack of acceptance or tolerance for our culture?  
Is freedom also due to the enemies of freedom? And the last question, but probably the 
most important - Do old ideas fit into a completely different world (technically, technolog-
ically, politically, economically, legally, etc.) than the one in which they were formed? Can  
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inspiring, among others, for intercultural education to deal with cultural 
heritage responsibly and creatively, which is subjected to common, critical 
reflection, in order along with valuable tradition, not to accept uncritically 
nor repeat mistakes that may be perceived in the distant and closer past, 
errors that negatively affect the present and are an active threat to the future.

Considering the progressive identity exclusion in a multicultural 
situation intensified by relativism and recommendations of political 
correctness, Jerzy Nikitorowicz criticises ideological multiculturalism 
which has been promoted form many years: Instead of connecting people, 
it separates and segregates them, causing antagonisms and conflicts, 
destroying the foundations of a multicultural society […]. The ideology  
of multiculturalism, eager for opening to other cultures, proclaiming tolerance 
and constantly speaking about dialogue, actually does not implement opening, 
tolerance or dialogue. Common good and human values are increasingly 
replacing group interests when one starts dogmatically guarding one’s 
own rights, liberties and lifestyles.68 The interpretation of the Jagiellonian 
ideas proposed by Swieżawski allows to recognize the ideological traps 
of multiculturalism, but encourages developing intercultural education, 
which is not without its doubts and dilemmas, and has difficult tasks related 
to shaping the need to ‘go out into the borderland’, extracting the tradition of 
cultural pluralism of the Polish culture, cultivating common cultural heritage, 
perceiving and interpreting otherness as interesting and motivating to develop 
and cooperate.69 This task – as Stefan Swieżawski also testifies – is still worth 
taking and remains constantly valid.

the Jagiellonian tradition be a recipe for the effects of the latest migration, globalization and 
neo-liberalism - that is, for growing nationalism and closure?
68 J. Nikitorowicz, Wykluczanie tożsamościowe w kreującym się społeczeństwie wielokultu-
rowym wyzwaniem dla edukacji międzykulturowej – konteksty relatywizmu i poprawności 
politycznej, in: T. Lewowicki, A. Szczurek-Boruta, J. Suchodolska (ed.), Pedagogika mię-
dzykulturowa wobec wykluczenia społecznego i edukacyjnego, Toruń 2011, p. 22.
69 Idem, Pogranicze, tożsamość, edukacja międzykulturowa, Białystok 2001,  
p. 169. See: M. Rembierz,  'Uczenie się pluralizmu i kształtowanie tożsamości religijnej w 
kontekście kulturowych i światopoglądowych odmienności – między tradycyjnym zróż-
nicowaniem a współczesnym pluralizmem', Politeja, vol. 46 (2017), pp. 191-237.

•
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