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Introduction

Zsigmond Gyalui Torda is one of the important figures of that generation which, in the second half of the sixteenth century, set into motion the late-humanist period of Hungarian intellectual history. Many details of his intellectual development are known to us: after completing his elementary studies in Weißenburg (Gyulafehérvár), he studied first at the University of Krakow from 1534 to 1539, and then at the University of Wittenberg from 1539 to 1544.
His Wittenberg years exerted a decisive influence on his later biography, for there he not only became personally acquainted with Philip Melanchthon, but also entered into a lifelong friendship with the Praeceptor Germaniae—as the surviving correspondence between the two men abundantly demonstrates. There are sources which suggest that Melanchthon would have gladly retained Gyalui at the university as a colleague after the completion of his studies; nevertheless, the young Hungarian intellectual returned home.
From 1545, Gyalui was employed as tutor to the three sons of Ferenc Révai, lord lieutenant of Turóc County and royal pro-palatine. In this position he accompanied the three noble youths to Padua, where they intended to study at the renowned university. Gyalui returned to Hungary in 1550; once, in 1551, he is mentioned as a teacher at the lyceum in Prešov. The first document attesting to the preparation of his later economic career dates from 1553. In the 1550s and 1560s, he worked as a member of the Hungarian Chamber and, for a short time, of the Zipser Chamber.
My lecture wishes to contribute something concerning the period in Padua. According to the hypothesis of previous research, Gyalui broadened his knowledge there by studying medicine and law. In any case, in the autumn of 1549 he delivered two public speeches before the audience of the University of Padua, which he had published a year later. The speeches treat explicitly moral-philosophical themes: the first oration investigates the question of happiness, while the second attempts to formulate answers to the question of whether the fundamental moral values exist by nature or are merely given according to fluctuating human opinions.
In my lecture I will attempt an analysis and contextualization of Gyalui’s second speech.

Reconstruction

The title of Gyalui’s second speech is: A Question: Do the Fundamental Moral Values Exist by Nature or by Opinion? In the introduction, the problem is reformulated: “whether an eternal and unchangeable judgment concerning the just and the honorable is implanted in the intellect, or the opposite?” A further question relates to whether the fundamental moral values, as objects of the eternal and immutable judgment of the human mind, are in agreement with human nature: “Further, whether the just and fundamental moral values correspond to the nature of man, and whether their opposites resist this nature?” The other branch of the original question makes moral values dependent on mere opinions and detaches them from human nature. Referring to experience, Gyalui diagnoses the variability of human customs and holds customs, rather than human nature, responsible for the existence of the fundamental moral values. Gyalui points out that objective laws—such as the keeping of promises and agreements, or the duty to return deposited goods—lose their validity in the course of time and according to changing utility. Although these well-known examples derive from the first book of Plato’s Republic, the temporalizing context in which they are transformed into their opposites according to the principle of utility must have been found by Gyalui in Cicero.
Gyalui illustrates the standpoint of relativism through the argument of the sophist Thrasymachus in the first book of Plato’s Republic, and he clarifies the relativistic thesis on the basis of the famous example of the ring of Gyges.
In contrast, the positive argument for immutable and objective moral values rests on the fact that man is capable of recognizing them as such. God created the human soul as immortal; the immortality of the soul guarantees that the values it recognizes are just or unjust for eternity. The infallibility of the immortal soul with regard to the moral distinction between the just and the unjust in its judgment is conditioned by the prior objectivity of the moral values. Gyalui formulates this objectivist premise with theological overtones:

At the beginning, the eternal spirit of almighty God separated the just from the unjust, the right from the evil, at a great distance from each other, and completely divided their natures. This commanding and prohibiting eternal law, which governs the universe, is nothing other than God’s spirit, which rationally forbids and compels everything, and which existed before all ages, before any written laws, and before any society was ever established.

We shall return later to the first sentence of this passage. The second sentence is once again dominated by Ciceronian elements: there exists an eternal law, identical with the reason of the prohibiting and compelling divine spirit, which governs the universe through commands and prohibitions, and which existed even before the historical emergence of positive legal systems. The assertion of the classical thesis of the eternal moral law also implies that the knowledge of the moral law includes the element of normativity. The distinction between good and evil belongs to the competence of reason, and there is no other source for commands and prohibitions than the intellectual distinction of values. In other words:
We are not trained into it, but created for it; we are not instructed in it, but inwardly penetrated by it; we do not learn, hear, or read it, but we grasp, express, and derive it from nature itself. In the spirit of Cicero’s speech Pro Milone, Gyalui claims that the fundamental moral values are accessible through natural knowledge and are expressed and applied in a natural way. Thus, the capacity for moral distinction proves to be an anthropological constant. The judgment of reason remains unchanged, as do the rules of right and wrong; and these rules are nothing other than common sense (recta ratio): the highest law, embedded in human nature, which prescribes to us what is to be done and forbids the opposite. From this source all virtues stem; from here law and equality before the law take their origin.


Melanchthon

The idea that the objectivity of the discrimen honestorum et turpium (distinction between what is honorable and base) has a theistic origin forms an inherent part of Philipp Melanchthon’s various works. In scholarship, Melanchthon is considered one of the most important figures of that stage in the natural-law tradition of the early modern period which anticipated later debates before the epoch-making publication of Hugo Grotius’s On the Law of War and Peace (Paris 1625).
At the core of Melanchthon’s theory of society lies the conviction that although inward, individual morality can rely solely on faith and Christian revelation—and for this reason moral philosophy as such is impossible—nonetheless, certain philosophical principles can be established with regard to outward actions in society, on the basis of man’s natural capacity for knowledge. Melanchthon summarized his theory of these insights, which concern external actions and are accessible to natural reason, in his repeatedly edited Epitome of Moral Philosophy (Philosophiae moralis epitome).
In the chapter What is Virtue in the first book of the Epitome, it is affirmed that “there are certain insights implanted in the [human] mind in a divine manner, which make a distinction between what is fundamentally right and wrong” (discernentes honesta & turpia). The intellect directs the will on the basis of these insights; Melanchthon calls this intellectual governance of the will “virtue.”
The theistic origin of the original moral distinction is described in the chapter First Division of Law (Prima divisio iuris), during the discussion of the difference between natural and positive law. Melanchthon defines natural law as “natural insights concerning morality”, which are “practical principles and such conclusions as necessarily follow from the principles in a correct manner.” The Praeceptor Germaniae is convinced that “the Decalogue most appropriately shows what these insights are.” At the heart of the philosophical definition of natural law lies a kind of analogical reasoning: from his knowledge of God, the human mind infers that God must also be a certain spiritual entity. When one recognizes that there is a certain order of insights, that the distinction between right and wrong exists in the human mind, then one thinks that such a nature could not have arisen by chance. By analogy to the human mind, one presupposes that God too distinguished the just from the unjust and the fundamentally right values from the wrong ones.
In his works on natural philosophy, Melanchthon states that the capacity for an original distinction of moral values cannot in any way be explained by the physical structure of the brain. For reasons of time, I will refrain here from a detailed analysis of the parallel lines of thought in Melanchthon and Gyalui. The two proceed similarly in their classification of laws, which makes possible a deduction of social norms from higher principles. At the lowest level of this schema, however, there are deviations from natural law, which Gyalui interprets through human inclination. In a possible conflict situation between natural law and positive prescriptions, people tend to obey the temporary social laws rather than follow the impulse of rational-natural justice of divine origin, choosing instead to obey the drive of the subordinate sensory faculty of knowledge.
According to Gyalui, however, the reference to the lower cognitive faculty cannot offer a sufficient explanation for human weakness, whereby man abandons the observance of the fundamental moral distinction. His alternative explanatory model is based on the influence of original sin upon the human mind. Thus there is a double anthropology in the background of the moral-philosophical dilemmas. Man is characterized normatively not only by the fundamental moral faculty of distinction of divine origin, but also by the fatal consequences of original sin. Although philosophy is capable of treating a priori values and the historical plurality of values within a unified and rational spectrum, the conflict—only partially resolvable by philosophy—between the two worlds of values receives a theological explanation through the doctrine of original sin.


Epilogue

In 1598, Antonio Riccoboni (1541–1599) published his work on the history of the University of Padua. Riccoboni not only describes with striking vividness the world of rivalries among the teaching staff—already marked by conflicts in the sixteenth century—but also publishes long lists of names of the ordinary and extraordinary professors, as well as the associated assistants (explicatores) of the various disciplines. The explicatores listed there usually carried out their teaching activities for a shorter period—typically only for a year. Among the lecturers in moral philosophy in the year 1548 appears the name Sigismundus Gelous Pannonius. Riccoboni’s laconic remark, according to which Gyalui also officially taught moral philosophy at the University of Padua, is confirmed by a manuscript register from the early seventeenth century, which has been preserved in the university archives.
Riccoboni’s reference and the manuscript register provide us with further insights. Since in Padua the professors were not paid by the university but by the city, the lists of professors contain precise data on payments. Next to Gyalui’s name stands “1 November 1548” and “15 florins”—that is, the date and the amount of payment. According to Riccoboni’s information, ordinary professors at the beginning of their teaching careers earned about 150–200 florins, even if they were only employed as second or third professors of their respective chairs—primarily in law and natural philosophy. From this data one may conclude that Gyalui’s assignment referred solely to the two public speeches, which he published the following year.
For the overall picture, it is also worth noting that in the sixteenth century, moral philosophy at the University of Padua appeared at a professional level only from 1562 onwards, with the beginning of lectures by Francesco Robortello (1516–1567). Gyalui’s activity therefore still belongs to the period when the university covered the field of moral philosophy only by commissioning lecturers.
In contrast to Florence, where moral philosophy had held strong positions since the fifteenth century, the University of Padua primarily offered training in natural philosophy and law, alongside the traditional theological and metaphysical studies. The first signs of the rise of moral philosophy can be observed in the 1550s. It may be considered highly characteristic that when Robortello, as professor of rhetoric, published his commentary on Aristotle’s Politics, he also edited Francesco Filelfo’s (1398–1481) Five Books on Moral Discipline (De morali disciplina libri quinque) in the same volume. The first edition of Filelfo’s moral-philosophical reflections from the fifteenth century attests to the influence of the republican-ethical tradition at the birth of established moral philosophy teaching in Padua.
If, however, we consider the importation of republican thought from Florence to Padua by Robortello, Gyalui’s natural-law attempt appears as a foreign body in Padua. The dynamics of a natural law conditioned by divine voluntarism could be adapted neither to the intersubjective constitution of values of a republican kind, nor to the pedagogical aspects of the renewal of Aristotelian logic. Gyalui’s speeches must therefore have made a rather strange impression upon his listeners; the turbulence in his audience, which Gyalui himself reported, proved that his orations constructed a unique constellation of Melanchthon in Padua.
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