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Ion I. MoÞa, a law student, became 
leader of the Petru Maior Student Cen-
ter in Cluj under extraordinary circum-
stances even for an “ad hoc” or “provi-
sional” mandate, as his certainly was. 
The event occurred on 30 April 1923, 
when the student organization was 
faced with an unprecedented situation: 
it had not one, but two leaders! One of 
them had been elected, but had mean-
while resigned. His name was George 
Alexa and his attendance at the festive 
event celebrated in the Aula Magna, in 
the presence of the heir to the throne, 
Prince Carol, had been a makeshift 
solution to the leadership crisis.1 The 
other, Ion I. Moþa, had proclaimed 
himself “ad-hoc chairman of the meet-
ing” during an assembly of the Center’s 
members that endorsed the radicaliza-
tion of the student movement.2 The 
“old” chairman was strongly opposed 
to the “new” path the students had 
chosen to take.3 Consequently, like 
revolutions that devour their own chil-
dren, the nationalist youth disposed, 
that academic year, of yet another of 
the Petru Maior Center’s leaders.4 
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The contentious issue was whether students should return to class (or not) 
after months of disputes with the university authorities and the government. 
Would they accept proposals that only partially met the demands they had been 
pressing since the very beginning of their protests or would they carry on with 
their strike until their sorest grievance, concerning the numerus clausus, was an-
swered? The students chose the course of action that Moþa himself preferred. He 
informed the rector about it two days later: “complete solidarity with the other 
universities,” “total abstention from classes and preventing the Jews (the Jewish 
students) from entering the University or any of its premises.”5

However, this decision, coupled with the violent unrest that broke out at the 
University on the evening of 28 April (on the eve of Prince Carol’s arrival in Cluj), 
was not at all to the liking of the institution’s leaders, who would not budge an 
inch. Meeting in “plenary session” on 2 May, the professors decided “to continue 
classes even if the police were needed to restore order.”6 The Senate, meeting the 
next day (3 May), decided to expel the most dangerous agitators. The recently 
elected “ad-hoc” chairman of the Petru Maior Center, Ion I. Moþa was among 
them.7 It was an entirely new and unprecedented situation. The University and 
the entire city of Cluj were under curfew.8 The provisional leader of the students 
was expelled. He could have shared the fate of his colleagues, as described in the 
students’ official publication:

most of the seven students who had been expelled were escorted to the police station. 
On Friday evening, they were transported to Apahida railway station in a lorry. A 
train arrived and, after a sumptuous three-hour dinner with the agents, sergeants 
and sentries, each of the students, guarded by an agent and a police officer, was sent 
back to his native village or town and handed over to the local authorities, to be keet 
under surveillance.9 

Moþa was not one of those students. He remained in Cluj, sheltered by “some 
friends.”10 Quite a stormy debut as the Student Center’s chairman!

Between the day of the “election” and the day of his expulsion, Moþa made 
time for a quick committee meeting, which he convened at his home.11 He in-
formed his colleagues that “in yesterday’s plenary session” he had been elected 
“ad-hoc chairman of the ongoing meeting only,” “so, without further delay, 
we must proceed to the election of the new chairman.”12 However, there was 
neither time nor room for that. The situation was far from calm, and in the up-
coming months, despite the holiday, the leaders of the committee of the Petru 
Maior Center had very busy agendas.

The dormitories were closed down on 15 May because the Senate no lon-
ger wanted to “saddle the public with the burden of bearing the maintenance 
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costs for those who, despite all the advice given to them, had continued for six 
months to receive accommodation without fulfilling any of their obligations” 
as students.13 A petition submitted by the Student Center, requesting that this 
measure be rescinded, was dismissed: it was considered “unwarranted,” “on ac-
count that it was signed by a person who does not have the status of a student.”14 
In other words, it was deemed that someone who was no longer a student could 
not act as a representative of the Student Center. Without any name being men-
tioned, it was clear that the reference was to the “ad hoc” elected chairman. The 
message, in any case, reached its intended addressee. Over the next period, until 
the beginning of September, Moþa no longer signed any petition to the univer-
sity administration, precisely to avoid rendering it null and void. Such requests 
were henceforth signed by the other two committee members, Pascu (usually 
with the phrase “on the chairman’s behalf”) and Ionescu (secretary-general of 
the Center).15 Emil Pascu was chairman of the Student Association of the Fac-
ulty of Law. By signing the petitions in this fashion, he showed that he had no 
intention of usurping Moþa’s leadership. The latter’s authority was not recog-
nized by the university officials, but that was not the case within the student or-
ganization. In other circumstances, for instance, in his rich correspondence with 
third parties, Moþa had no qualms to introduce himself as chairman of the Cen-
ter, having quickly relinquished his more tentative self-descriptions as “ad-hoc 
chairman of the ongoing meeting only” and as “provisional chairman,” a sign 
that he was feeling very comfortable with his role. He had no second thoughts 
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that he might be interfering with the democratic process (the need for elections) 
and was firmly committed to the revolutionary ideals (the need for action).

Moþa did, however, make an exception, in that he put his signature on a 
document submitted to the rector. He wrote to him to dismiss the rumor that 
the attack on the rector’s home (gunshots had been fired) had been perpetrated 
by students. He “strongly condemned” such acts, which “could only have been 
committed by individuals who did not act in the students’ best interests and 
simply wished to compromise them.”16 If, however, it turned out that students 
had been involved in the attack, the Committee would exclude them from the 
student association.

The violent episode that took place outside the home of Rector Iacob Iaco-
bovici on the evening of 22 May shows how badly things had deteriorated in 
the few months since the conflict broke out. The unrest, which had clear anti-
Semitic undertones (Jews should only dissect Jewish cadavers, the numerus clau-
sus) and was accompanied by numerous social demands (dormitories, canteens, 
laboratories, books in Romanian), had paralyzed the entire academic year at the 
new Romanian university, severely undermining the famous solidarity between 
students and professors. The university authority was preparing to put an end 
to that situation in which an entire academic year had been wasted. “As for the 
total waste of an academic year at a time when Romania is facing a lack of people 
with higher levels of education, it seems to us that this very much resembles the 
situation of a ploughman losing whole bushels of wheat he has sown in the field 
. . . Thanks to this precious sacrifice, the harvest of tomorrow may bring a boun-
tiful reward.”17 According to the new chairman of the Petru Maior Center, that 
was the very point of sacrificing an academic year. As for the harvest that sprung 
from the seeds sown back then, he was not mistaken. It’s just that this had less 
and less to do with education, and more and more with something else that was 
looming on the horizon: the dawn of a new nationalism. A radical nationalism, 
as Moþa himself called it, in which the enemies were to be ruthlessly identified 
and treated, regardless of whether they came from outside or inside the country: 
“Kikes, Hungarian tycoons, Romanians with a rotten heart.”18

Under these circumstances, the activity of the Petru Maior Center neither 
subsided, nor ceased despite the upcoming holiday. On 23 May, having gath-
ered for a meeting on “Mr. Moþa’s premises”19 (that is, at his house), the mem-
bers of the committee learned the news brought by the chairman following 
his delegation to Bucharest. The objectives of the “summer battles” and the 
“strategy for the autumn” were set. Nothing was to be shut down, nothing was 
to be suspended during the long summer holidays. The fight would continue. 
Two new projects were brought to the attention of the comrades. One of them 
concerned the “Directions and Principles of National Culture,” an organization 
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with an uncertain status at that point, which was to develop in the territory 
(counties, villages) and help underprivileged students to pursue their studies. It 
also envisaged a “Suprauniversity Council,” composed of professors who “will 
openly join us in our fight against the Jews.”20 For now, it was a dim foreshad-
owing of their future political plans, but it would materialize before long, albeit 
under a different name. The other work topic proposed by Moþa concerned a 
closer, more pressing issue, already known to the student body: a congress in 
August. Its venue was not yet specified, but over the next few weeks, arrange-
ments were made to organize it in Cluj, even though the previous one had also 
been held there, or perhaps for that very reason. The university center in Cluj 
had organized the first Student Congress in Romania in the autumn of 192021 
and it was there that the new student movement emerged two years later. The 
goals of the impending Congress had not yet been defined, but “a commission 
consisting of Messrs. Pascu, Mocanu, Vernichescu, and Moþa” was to determine 
“its thematic structure.”22

Only during the next committee meeting, held on 10 July, could a date for 
the Congress (20 August) and a well-defined topic be set. Moþa came up with 
the following synopsis: protests against the new regulations; avoiding to make 
a commitment as regards the autumn semester; showing the doctrinal positions 
of our movement; never giving up on the numerus clausus; bring up material 
and political issues; proposing a unitary organization for all the students in the 
country; discussing every aspect of the Jewish question.23 An almost complete 
political platform, with a new priority at the top of the agenda: the rejection of 
the Operational Regulations, which no longer tolerated the “national struggle,” 
admitting only “sports, scientific and cultural activities within the university.”24

The new topics and old failures fueled the juvenile struggle waged by these 
students and, with utmost intensity, by their self-proclaimed leader, Ion I. 
Moþa. Preparations for the congress that was to be held in Cluj drove him into 
a frenzy, almost to the point of paroxysm. He wrote letters across the continent, 
to universities in Vienna, Berlin, Paris, Rome, Oxford, etc., asking for details 
about their internal regulations, “in order to prepare a comparative study be-
tween those European regulations and the new Romanian regulations.”25 He 
sent requests to institutions that could have helped him organize the congress 
and whose support he needed: the National Theatre, railways, banks, the City 
Hall, the headquarters of the Cluj Garrison, a stamp factory, which he asked 
“to make us a stamp with the text ‘The Central Bureau for Organizing the 
General Student Congress, Cluj 1923’.”26 As he informed his colleague in Bu-
charest (“Dear Râpeanu, the Delegation of all the centers—except for yours—
has agreed to hold the Congress on 20 August”), that the Central Bureau “will 
prepare everything.” It would be tasked 



transsilvanica • 95

to make lists of the students who had confirmed their participation in the Con-
gress, obtain funds from the Ministry, discounted ticket fares from the Romanian 
Railways, open the dormitories, book the Hall of the National Theatre in Cluj and 
other matters that will be brought to your attention by our Central Bureau. We 
will send, without any delay, letters to the 150 most important (Romanian) banks 
in the country asking for funds, so you won’t have to do this for now . . . I’ll be in 
Bucharest in 10 days’ time at the latest, so we’ll discuss the more pressing issues then.

(It was a way of saying to him: we’ll do everything, so all you have to do is join 
us.) He informed him about the important guest speakers who would participate 
in the public meetings (unlike those to which only student representatives would 
have access): Goga, Cãtuneanu, Amos Frâncu, Cuza, Paulescu etc. He added that 
“by the time of the Congress, I will have published my book Protocolul Înþelep þi lor 
Sionului [Protocols of the Elders of Zion].”27

There was still something to do for those in Bucharest: tidy up their own 
backyard, because not everyone in the management structures there had reacted 
properly. “You will still have to settle the Nazarie & Co. issue and get your hands 
on the minutes of the 1920 Congress.” He also had a personal, “heartfelt” request: 
“for the moral preparation of the congress, 
in our ‘Speech,’ you will write an edito-
rial that will sweep everyone off their feet, 
won’t you? I would surely write it, with 
great pleasure, but having run completely 
out of time, my hands are tied.”28 At long 
last, he admitted, for once, that he was un-
able to cope with the workload...

This hyperactive, involved Moþa, a jack 
of all trades, had already insinuated him-
self in the activity of other student centers 
in the country. He “coordinated” them 
with a view to ensuring the success of the 
congress that was ostensibly to be held in 
Cluj, in order to further centralize the tac-
tics and objectives of the student move-
ment for the autumn. As he himself had 
stated earlier, his aim was to discuss at the 
congress the “proposal for a unitary orga-
nization of the students in the country.”29

While he had some reservations about 
those in charge of the student center in 
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Bucharest (at least towards some), he had nothing but sympathy and courtesy 
for the young people in Iaşi. Among them he had found quasi-identical ideas 
and feelings. He showed them a more personal face, confiding in them in almost 
lyrical terms. He talked to them not only about the organizational, decision-
making role of the congress, but also about its expiatory purpose. There they 
could “bare our souls, rethink our attitude and if possible, restore our full soli-
darity.” And he went on to say that 

I am writing and speaking to you [Grigorescu] but, in fact, I’m addressing your 
entire leadership committee. Oh, and please tell the brothers in Iaşi that, we, the 
committee in Cluj, are all so anxious to save the honor of our association, the life of 
the movement and that of the Nation, just like our colleagues in Moldova, so tried 
in battles: we will not, therefore, be party to a shameful compromise. We have so far 
held our heads up high and untainted. We will neither bow our heads, nor stoop to 
any defiling attempt.30 

The summer reunion “we believe would bring joy to us all, as well as other 
major benefits. It will be a meeting of those who, spiritually, were and are one 
block.”31 The personal acquaintance and direct relationship between those lead-
ers was highlighted as decisive for strengthening the unity of action.

The stylistic register and ideological content of Moþa’s thinking (at that time) 
is also illustrated by an excerpt from a text he sent to his colleagues at the Aca-
demic Society in Berlin, which had emboldened the Student Center in Cluj. They 
were thanked and reassured of the brotherly love 

of all the students in Cluj, with the promise that we will do our duty to the very end, 
to the last remaining ounce of energy in our bodies and souls, so often tormented 
and lashed by those who should be our loving and understanding parents. We ask 
you, gentlemen, to receive the warm wishes of the pure-hearted and self-confident 
students, hopeful for the destiny of their nation. Brushing away the sweat beads 
gathering on their foreheads as they are relentlessly pursuing their goals, they will 
gaze, for a brief moment, with love at you, before setting off again for the summit, 
where they will find either Golgotha or victory.32 

Notwithstanding the style that might seem antiquated today and the rather pa-
thetic tone, what we can see here are topics and phrases that were to become 
more frequent in future articles related to the ideological stance of the political 
movement that Moþa and his colleagues would found: duty, identification with 
the suffering of Christ, ordeals and repression, the failure of the older generation 
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of parents and professors to understand them, as well as the purity of the youth 
and their sacrifice for the nation.

Despite all the remarkable organizational effort, despite all the intellectual en-
ergy spent in dozens of pages of draft texts, the expected congress never took place 
in Cluj. Although the rector’s office had allegedly approved hosting it in the city 
in a letter dated 5 July 192333—a surprising fact considering the way the academic 
year had ended—the other authorities dismissed the idea. Instead of the envisaged 
student congress, a congress of the delegates was to be held in Iaşi, in approxi-
mately the same time frame (22–25 August). “Ten members of the Committee” 
in Cluj were preparing to go to Iaşi, “considering that the travel expenses for a 
return trip, third class, would amount to 2,500 lei.”34 Moþa was convinced that 
the Congress in Iaşi “will very successfully manage to reorganize the students.”35

In spite of the complications with the authorities, who tried to prevent the 
occupation of the university and forced the congress participants to change their 
venue every single day,36 the meeting in Iaşi truly opened a few new possible 
pathways for the student movement. The first and most obvious contribution to 
the students’ “reorganization” was owed to the emergence of a strong centraliz-
ing and even authoritarian trend. “There will be only one Center in a university 
town, so as not to break down the power of the Romanian students.” Moreover, 
“the student Center cannot, under any circumstance, accept Jewish members.” 
As for “the centers remaining in a minority on an issue decided by the delegates’ 
committee, they shall have to comply with decisions taken by a majority of 
votes.”37 In other words, they were no longer entitled to their own decision in 
case their opinions diverged from those of the majority!

The day of 10 December 1922 (when students from all over the country 
showed their solidarity) became a “student holiday,” to be marked each year 
by “a suspension of classes and any other activities in universities.” In addition 
to participating in an official celebration, the students also received a festive 
uniform for the occasions “when the students will present themselves as a cor-
poration”: “the Romanian national costume from each individual county.” For 
days “in which ordinary clothes are worn, the student badge with the letters 
S. C. (Christian Student), with the tricolor and a cross, is hereby declared as 
official.”38 The badge could be withdrawn from those who proved to be un-
worthy of wearing it. The student movement was celebrating itself and its mem-
bers could now identify themselves by external, recognizable signs; they clearly 
formed a distinct body.

Compared to such novelties, the rejection of the new university regulations, 
the resumption of passive resistance in the autumn (refusal to attend classes, take 
exams and turn in papers) and the request for legislation to be passed on the nu-
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merus clausus were already predictable, familiar things. To ensure the efficiency of 
the movement’s leadership, as many delegates’ congresses as possible were to be 
held. Delegates had gradually been turning into a decision-making superstructure 
that guided and led the national student movement. A list of the signatories of the 
delegates’ release39 gives us a glimpse into the foundations on which the future 
organization known as the Legion of the Archangel Michael was to be built. Still, 
there were a few more steps to go before they would get there.

Having returned from Iaşi, Moþa gave a “brief overview” of what had been 
discussed there before his colleagues in the committee of the Petru Maior Center. 
Telling them that they would find more details in the communiqué that would 
be published in the newspapers, he also revealed to them information that they 
would otherwise have been unable to come across. For example, the informa-
tion, shrouded in secrecy, that “it has been decided that we should actively fight 
against the government and all our enemies.”40 On that occasion, Moþa made a 
rather suspicious statement: “Our committee will lead the students for as long 
as they obey and carry out our orders.” The continuing phrase—“which they 
themselves dictated to us”—was crossed out, corrected by a hand other than the 
one that had taken down the minutes, and replaced with: “in order for the man-
date entrusted to us to succeed.” The intervention suggests that the person who 
had read the document felt that something was off. Indeed, the representatives 
of the students (at least some of them!) tended to turn into their commanders, 
expecting total obedience from them. A quasi-identical phrasing can be found 
at the beginning of a long list of names (dated Cluj, 30 April 1923, the day of 
Moþa’s self-appointment as leader: “We, the undersigned students, members of 
the Petru Maior Student Center in Cluj, hereby pledge our word that we will 
obey at any time and in any circumstance the decisions reached by the Petru Maior 
Student Center in Cluj and that we will follow them to the letter, and that we are 
in solidarity with all the students in the country” (emphasis ours).41 Slowly but 
surely, the democratic logic was being unfairly dislodged by an authoritarian 
one. However, this was not a safe bet and some members dared to confront the 
leader, as shown by an incident recorded at the same meeting on 1 September.

Speaking about the need to collaborate with a local (Cluj) newspaper in or-
der to secure a few columns that would advocate the student cause, Ionescu, 
secretary-general of the Center, asked to be present at the discussion with the 
director of that publication. Moreover, having accurately remembered that the 
students of Cluj used to have their own gazette, he asked: “What about the 
Dacia Nouã newspaper? Mr. Moþa answers that the whole matter of the news-
paper is recorded in the archives.”42 Still, Ionescu’s curiosity did not stop there, 
because he wanted to find out what had happened with the postcards issued by 
the Center or with the brochure entitled “The Demographic Situation of Ro-
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mania,” all marketed “by students through the Center.”43 Moþa answered, just as 
evasively as before, that he was the manager of those funds and that some money 
(10,000–15,000 lei) was still to be collected from the students.

The timing was remarkable. Ionescu pointed out that Moþa was bound by a 
custom that had survived in the Center: namely, the chairman himself could be 
held accountable. He also shed light on a different side of Moþa’s personality: his 
entrepreneurial talent. As he had already demonstrated, Moþa could not only sac-
rifice himself for the cause, but also make money for it. Besides the organizational 
and intellectual skills he had placed in the service of the Center, he also had exper-
tise, acquired in the family, in another field: the use of printing with its twofold 
aims, as a source of information and as a source of income. Along with the nation-
alist44 and religious education that the young man had received from his father, 
the Orthodox priest Ioan Moþa, and which informed his own writings, he had also 
inherited the skill of using images and printed words in the pursuit of an ideal.45 

Newspaper articles, posters, manifestos, petitions to the authorities, post-
cards, leaflets and book translations (like the famous Protocols of the Elders of 
Zion) benefited from Moþa’s literary talent and entrepreneurship, coupled with 
an outstanding compulsion to work. This was proved by the dozens of pages he 
wrote, now included in the archive of the Petru Maior Center. That he was per-
fectly aware of the twofold value of printing is made clear by his report on the 
management of the series of postcards entitled “Romanians, Help!” He stated 
that “this operation was well-received, I gather, because, on the one hand, these 
5,000 postcards made very good propaganda for our national cause, and on the 
other hand, we can see that the Center had (or will have, after all the arrears are 
collected) a profit of about 12,000 lei.”46 D. B. Vasiliu’s leaflet had also brought 
net returns of 2,010 lei.47 These were just two examples of the fundraising orga-
nized for the Student Center during that academic year (donations for the poor 
students, for those expelled from dormitories, for the sick, etc.). An academic 
year in which students, through their representatives, often portrayed them-
selves as an imperiled category, outraged, oppressed and forsaken by the careless 
authorities, but helped by the more compassionate pillars of society, from uni-
versity professors to opera singers, from doctors and lawyers to bankers. 

Ionescu’s interpellation was effective. Moþa would thereafter regularly report 
on activities that he had previously kept under strict control. But it also turned 
like a boomerang on Ionescu himself. At the end of the month in which he had 
asked the questions, the secretary-general would also receive a more personal 
answer. In an unknown committee of three, Moþa dismissed him on the grounds 
of his “gossip.” Moreover, much like a sovereign, Moþa rejected his defense in 
the committee meeting of the Center, when Ionescu claimed that his position 
as secretary-general had been taken away without cause for blame. Moþa, both 
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prosecutor and judge at the trial, “considers Mr. Ionescu’s defense as unfound-
ed.”48 A summary execution, an unforgiving leader.

At the same meeting, in late September, Moþa informed his colleagues that 
the previous meetings of the delegates organized in Iaşi and Bucharest had been 
very effective: some of the editors of Cuvântul studenþesc (The voice of the stu-
dents), who were found to be “unbefitting our movement,” had been removed 
and there had been “purges” in the Student Committee of Bucharest.49 The 
strategy, based on meetings of delegates (decided in the August congress), had 
worked. On that occasion, Moþa made the announcement that there was an 
upcoming action that would help sort things out: “the next assault we will be 
making this fall will bring us either victory or honorable defeat.”50 

The whole agitation over the summer and Moþa’s mandate as chairman of the 
Petru Maior Center were to bear fruit. The honor and integrity of the movement, 
so often invoked, would be restored by a miraculous, mysterious maneuver.

A simple handwritten receipt, like the countless51 ones previously signed by 
Moþa (who was both a very efficient fundraiser and a lavish spender), contained 
terms that suggested the use of the amount of “4,000 (four thousand) lei for a 
5 (five)-member delegation to Iaşi and Bucharest in the interest of certain su-
preme goals of the national student movement. The delegation will last about 
10 (ten) days—Cluj, 2 October 1923, Ion I. Moþa, Chairman of the Center.”52

The frequent meetings with 
the representatives of Iaşi, his vigil 
and meditations together with Co-
dreanu on Rarãu Mountain, had 
helped Moþa to find a solution to 
the crisis. Moþa phrased it as fol-
lows: “let’s end the movement on 
a beautiful note, by sacrificing our-
selves, but also by felling all those 
whom we will find guilty of having 
betrayed the Romanian interests.”53 
The plot they had planned targeted 
ministers, rabbis, bankers, journal-
ists; Romanian traitors and Jews, in 
this order. It was not carried out, 
because several members of the 
group, selected from among the 
students from Cluj, Iaşi and Bucha-
rest, were arrested on the evening 
of 8 October 1923.54
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Together with his comrades, Moþa made the newspaper headlines, which 
appended to his name the prestigious title of “chairman of the Petru Maior 
Student Center.” His mystical-ethical crisis did not end with his incarceration at 
Vãcãreşti prison. During the ensuing trial, in March 1924, he fired several shots 
at the man he had identified as the group’s traitor, Aurel Vernichescu, his col-
league from Cluj. The battle to regain student honor had reached its final stage.

q
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Abstract
Ion I. Moþa: An Atypical Leader of the Petru Maior Student Center in Cluj

The paper is intended to shed some light on the personality and actions of Ion I. Moþa, a law 
student who, amid the massive unrest that gripped Romania’s universities in the year 1923, man-
aged to become the (unelected) leader of the Cluj student center. In this capacity, he devoted 
considerable energy to the efforts meant to mobilize and radicalize the students, coordinate their 
activities across the entire country, secure funding for the movement, and force the authorities to 
concede to their demands.
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