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THE OPENING of the new academic
year took place at the end of October
1923 and could not disregard what
had happened previously at the Uni-
versity of Cluj and around it. The cer-
emony, which had once been an oc-
casion for festive assessments and ex-
hortations to new achievements, now
had to remind the attendees of the
serious disturbances that had marked
the previous year. In the speeches they
gave on that occasion, the former and
current rectors referred, each in their
own way, to the recent university ex-
periences.

Although he had faced some of
the most difficult moments as a result
of the manifestation of the students’
youthful zeal, the former rector, Iacob
Tacobovici, displayed a remarkable abi-
lity to use generalizing statements, com-
pletely avoiding personal notes or mor-
alizing attitudes. Speaking about what
had happened during his term in of-
fice, the renowned doctor and profes-
sor placed the events in the broader
framework of the process of national
construction following the Union:
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The youth, with their characteristic élan and impetuosity, wanted this constructive
creation to come to fruition as fist as possible, but it would have been fital to embark
on unknown or very difficult roads.!

Moreover, he was tempted to see the manifestations of the youth as the symp-
tom of a more general condition: “The sudden growth of the country has caused
an acute crisis.” A remarkable sociological observation, this statement outlines
not only the intellectual, but also the human profile of the author. The former
rector did not publicly quarrel with his recalcitrant students,® but was capable
of performing a deeper and better analysis of the facts by contextualizing them.
This was, of course, a nonconformist observation, but one that was all the more
valuable in the postwar environment, in which temptations to mimetically cel-
ebrate the fulfillment of the national ideal rarely gave way to analytical thinking.
The union had come not only as a glorious apotheosis, “bathed in the blood of
heroes” and fulfilling the “dream of ages,” but also as a huge concrete task to
solve so many economic, social, ethno-cultural disparities, etc. The University of
Cluj was a place that highlighted these problems even more acutely.

Nicolae Banescu, the new rector, a Byzantinologist and a professor at the
Faculty of Letters and Philosophy, did not hesitate to call the previous academic
year a year of crises, a year that had been out of the ordinary compared to the
previous ones, a year in which the university had functioned according to a con-
vention that was well understood by its members:

Our university started from the beginning as a vather cobesive body and, thanks to
the precious collaboration of its component elements, its powers have increased from
one year to the next.

By contrast, the previous year had broken “the unity of fruitful action.” The
University of Cluj was in danger of failing to carry out the great cultural-nation-
al project in Transylvania, paradoxically not because of external factors, of “en-
emies from outside,” but because of too much youthful nationalism, expressed
with growing vehemence here. The new rector resumed his pedagogical exhor-
tations, which had been reiterated so many times:

The youth should be trained not in noisy stevile assemblies, not through conspiracies
and vevolutionary parodies, but quietly, in study rooms, which we would like to be
as full of students as possible, in the company of libvary books, those secvet counselors
of wisdom.®

Due to the holiday, the resumption of school had become a cause for concern.
Would the new Romanian university in Cluj be able to return to the good path
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inaugurated just four years before? Or would it be derailed again, the following
year, by youthful intransigence? The stakes of its good functioning were high,
regardless of the political angle from which it was viewed. Its prestige and im-
portance outweighed the obvious political disputes that never failed to break
out. “Let’s take a grateful look at the four years of work of those who, together,
make up the University,” as the opposition newspaper urged, while also men-
tioning the difficult postwar circumstances in which the university had been
built so quickly and so successfully. Its scientific work and remarkable contribu-
tion to the “Romanianization of the spirit” were so obvious that a comparison
“between what has been and what stands before us today fills us with justified
confidence.” All that was left was for the young generation to understand the
moment, to moderate its spirit of independence in favor of intergenerational
collaboration. Hopes and exhortations were voiced, but fears were still lurking
in their shadow.
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scholars. He was, at that time, imprisoned at Vaciresti, following his participa-
tion in the plot that targeted several leaders of the Jewish community and several
Romanian ministers considered “traitors.”

Even more important for the student association was the recovery of the
Petru Maior Student Center, with everything it entailed: tradition, fame, and
resources. A new memorandum to the rector tried to persuade him to reconsider
a decision that had had “disastrous eftects in terms of both moral and material
losses.”!® Without the verbal and conceptual virulence of the similar petition
previously written by Mota (in which terms such as “illegal,” “fatal,” “unjust”
were used to describe the university’s action against the Center), the new memo-
randum also considered the act to be questionable (“open to many and varied
refutations”).!!

Moreover, the opportunity was seized to apologize for the “vigorous ideal-
ist movement,” “which last year included thousands of Romanian students, in
whom only the holy love of nation and homeland burned,” a love that was so
little understood by “our leaders and politicians, who could not or did not try
their best to understand the spirit of the times.”’> What was supposed to be a
plea to the relevant authorities increasingly proved to be a manifesto, a protest.
The memorandum also attacked the “Regulation concerning Order and Disci-
pline in the University,” “vulnerable to criticism in its entirety or in general and
condemnable for the multitude of penalties,” since the Romanian students in
Cluyj, as well as in the whole country, “had not been consulted at all” when it had
been drafted.!®* Those who were theoretically asked for something (help, guid-
ance, approval) practically received a devastating criticism. They were directly
reprimanded, while the final appeal was to “the soul” (theirs and “ours”):

Through our voice, the students of Cluj ask you to give them the possibility to hold o

plenary session, so that their soul may be made known to everyone as soon as possible.
Convinced that our just wishes will vesonate in the souls of your Lovdships, we ask
the Rector to veceive the assurance of our highest vespect.'*

The signatories presented themselves as presidents and first representatives of
all student organizations in Cluj. At their head was Emil Pascu, who, as vice
president, provided a kind of interim leadership of the student organization.
The text was also endorsed by older members of the former committee of the
Petru Maior Center, such as Victor Suiaga or Gheorghe Ionescu, but also by
new members: Felician Zaciu (from the Faculty of Law), Ioan Siroiu (from the
Faculty of Medicine), Ion Muntean, Valer Moldovan etc.

It may be assumed that such a memorandum did not make a good impres-
sion on Rector Nicolae Binescu. According to one of those sent to personally
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Lucian Blaga Central University Library of Cluj-Napoca,
Petru Maior coll., Ms. 5993, doc. 14/3 Dec. 1923.

present him with the students’ request, “The rector categorically refused this
meeting, saying that he did not want to hear about the existence of the Petru
Maior Center, and that he would accept a meeting when the news was better.”'®
His counter-proposal concerning the end of the current committee’s mandate
was for the latter to draft their report on the basis of the necessary documents
that could be picked up from the Center’s headquarters, and to submit it to the
university secretariat, which would then send it over to the rector “who will
surely absolve them.”!¢

The decision to suspend the functioning of the former committee was thus in
the hands of the rector, and setting up a new committee was out of the question.
The glorious time of the formation of the governing body of the Petru Maior
Society by submitting candidacies that were subsequently validated in general
elections (with the participation of a large number of students) seemed to have
passed. The members of the Center—who were asking for a plenary meeting
to renew their mandates—had not gone through what had been an ordinary
election process until February 1923. As they wrote to Ioan Mota in Origtie, in
mid-December 1923, they had come to operate “undercover”:

We wish to inform you that, since our center is no longer operational, we are en-
countering difficulties in cashing the stipends, as our committee can only function
clandestinely."”

(Mota’s father had asked them for information on the status of the receipts for
several types of works he had done at the “Libertatea” printing house, from the
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Romanian translation of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, to printed pamphlets
about the Congress in Iasi or the dissolution of the Center.)

The rector tried everything in his power to separate the name Petru Maior
from the “current student movement” and to oust this movement from the
university. He no longer wanted a prestigious name to be associated with an
increasingly problematic activity. On the other hand, the university aimed to
protect its usual activity (teaching) from the intrusion of an increasingly politi-
cized and troublesome organization. In short: he simply wanted the university
to work! As one of the participants (by the name of Buta) explained at a “private
meeting” held on 3 December:

1 believe that the vector is simply demanding the vemoval of the movement firom the
University . . . The student movement is linked to the Center and the rector fears
that the student movement may vesume its activity avound the Center in the way
it was conducted last year.'s

The Senate meeting held on 14 December 1923 reinforced this perception:

Regarding the Student Center, it will be called the Cluj Student Center in the
future. The old Petru Maior academic society will no longer be confused with the
Student Center, but will vesume its past activity, without involving the students. It
will be a simple academic or cultural society.*®

Student activity outside the university did not take long to appear. 10 December
marked one year since the beginning of the movement at the national level, and
the students of Cluj were preparing to celebrate the moment, complying with
the decisions of the Congress of Delegates in Iasi, which had begun the process
of canonizing the movement (or, in secular terms, of sanctifying it):

In memory of 10 December 1922, when the Romanian students fought for the
first time throughout the country to defend the nation from the danger of alien-
ation and disintegration, and when the delegates of the national movement of all
Romanian students met in Bucharest for the first time, taking the first important
step in our holy strugyle, this day is declaved a student holiday. The presidents of
the Centers will make suve that university classes and activities ave suspended every
year on this date.*

Of course, the students in Cluj knew that their revolt had started almost two
weeks earlier (27-28 November), but they had generously accepted the anniver-
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sary to be held on a date of national significance and greater importance. The suc-
cess of the movement was due to the solidarity expressed throughout the country,
and a regional overtone was not desirable here. At the already mentioned “private
meeting” (the one that took place on 3 December), the scenario of the day had
already been outlined: “A memorial for the students killed in the war, a beautiful
demonstration, and then a meeting to highlight the significance of this day.”*

As can be seen from the program of events, the first anniversary of the stu-
dent movement actually combined the activity at the university with that outside
it. The removal of the “movement” from the university, desired by the rector,
was a simple desideratum as long as this very celebration began with the “sus-
pension of classes and activities.” External (outdoor) activities included street
demonstrations and student gatherings, as well as a religious service. Now part
of the set of options for the students in Cluj, religious service was already avail-
able to the students in Iasi. It would become, in time, an unavoidable ritual,
which proved the unification of the “movement’s” means of expression.

On the eve of the anniversary, the students in Cluj received an additional
gift: the conference delivered by the poet and politician Octavian Goga at the
National Theater. He had supported the student cause in press articles. Now he
did it in a festive setting, in the presence of a large audience and in a doctrinal
setting. The conference was entitled “The National Idea” and made a connection
with the past. According to Goga, the current young generation was creating a
work similar to the one the poet himself had carried out more than two decades
before, during his own student days, when he had struggled with the gloomy
and hostile atmosphere of Budapest. It was then that the foundations had been
laid for the Luceafiirul (The Evening Star) magazine and for the generational
success of 1918. Now, through the youth movement, achievements of the same
great desideratum could be seen: the national idea. In it were placed the hopes of
the present dominated by the foreign press, by a painting?? and literature? that
lacked “national specificity.” It was an opportunity for Goga to display his own
doctrinal options in the field of art and society and to propel the student move-
ment into the realm of ideas (in fact, ideologies!): “Your inspiration is from the
normal work of our past, you are the national idea in marching progress, the
new goal for tomorrow.”** The national idea had found not only a new form of
expression, but also a new personification.

The conference had echoes in the local press, eager to convey the core mes-
sages: “Students represent the national idea in marching progress,” and “their
movement is a prologue to the constructive work of tomorrow.”” These are
formulas meant to be imprinted in the public perception and to ensure their col-
lective validation. But, above all, they are phrases that caught on: the national
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Aniversarea inceputului migcé-
rilor studentegti
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Patria, 12 Dec. 1923, p. 2.

idea, the young generation, the march
(movement) made up the new triad of
social dynamism. What the students
were doing was valuable and looked
turther towards a brighter future.
How could one not appreciate them?
As for the image that personified the
national idea in marching progress, it
had, of course, the endorsement of a
poet; a poet who proved to be knowl-
edgeable of the contemporary political
trends, those that capitalized on the
triumphant dynamics of the march.
This was also an opportunity for the
newspaper that supported the govern-
ment to attack the opposition, more
precisely the “national party,” the
only one that had not attended the big
demonstration at the National The-
ater: that is, the party that “puts itself
above public sentiment” and lacks the
“national idea” (!)?® Ironically, such
an accusation was brought against the
party that had long represented the na-
tional ideology of the Romanians in
Transylvania. The very content of the
national idea seemed to be changing.

The student demonstration that took place the next day (Monday, 10 De-
cember) was also seen somewhat differently by the opposing political camps.
A divine service, a speech in front of the National Theater (delivered by the
student Botez), a peaceful demonstration in the streets, patriotic songs, were all
without problems for the newspaper Infiitiren (The Brotherhood).?” The news-
paper Patrin (The Country) viewed the events through a different lens:

In the morminyg, large groups of students gathered in front of the dormitory, from
where they walked in files to the church, wheve a divine sevvice was officiated. The
students then went in large numbers, through Univii Square and Regina Maria
Street, to the fiont of the Theater, where several students had to speak. However,
havdly had the student Botez started talking when the police prefect, Mr. Popovicin
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stated that he would not allow any more speeches, as the meeting had not been ap-
proved. There was a great deal of agyitation. All the students shouted, got upset and
threatened with a huge scandal. The assembly could not continue and the students
decided to withdvaw to the University.?®

The offensive of the Patrin would intensify in the coming days. Seeking to take
advantage of the moment by amplifying it, it used these events as a good op-
portunity to attack the government and... defend the student body.

The youth, who were aware of their purpose, would have manifested in silence . . .
The Liberal government has once again taken on the role of bullfighter, hurting
and shaking the innocent bull . . . We cannot approve of the violent demonstrations,
but at the same time we will not approve of equally violent reprisals.”

The next day’s editorial gloomily announced: “We are on the verge of another
lost year for Romanian education,” and for this “the students are not to blame,”
as the blame “falls on the government, which has waged a policy of complicity
throughout the whole student movement.”*

Ironically, as had once been the case with the press endorsing the Liber-
als—which soon received violent blows after chanting similar odes to the stu-
dents—the turn of Patria would soon come. The much touted but improbable
solidarity of the press guild was to be put to the test in Cluj during the same
month (December 1923). The newspaper Patria was to organize the first gen-
eral Congress of the Romanian press in the capital of Transylvania. Prepared as
an event of utmost importance, the congress would also see the participation
of newspapers that did not support the “student movement.” This was enough
to cause manifestations of extreme violence, which simply prevented the event
from taking place and besmirched the reputation of the city: Cluyj, a city of stu-
dent devastations.3!

More than a year had passed since the beginning of the student movement,
and some of its characteristics continued to manifest themselves. The students
seemed determined to continue their struggle, and the university authorities
were trying their best to save the academic year by ousting the movement from
the university. The initial student program was increasingly converted, with the
help of various ideological friends, into a new nationalism. Sensing or just infer-
ring the potential significance of the process, political actors (parties, personali-
ties, media, etc.) positioned themselves in relation to this topic, in the (some-
times vain) hope of securing their own advantage.

Q
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Abstract
A New Academic Year (1923-1924): A New Year of “Student Movements” in Cluj

The paper presents the events that accompanied the start of the 1923-1924 academic year at
Cluj University, in the aftermath of the violent student unrest of the previous year. The students
seemed determined to continue their struggle, and the university authorities did their best to save
the academic year by ousting the movement from the university. The initial student program was
increasingly converted, with the help of various ideological friends, into a new nationalism. Refer-
ence is also made to the manner in which various parties, public personalities, or media outlets
positioned themselves in relation to this topic.
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