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The Bolyai University was the Hungarian half of the current Babes-Bolyai Univer­
sity in Cluj/Kolozsvár, Transylvania. It was an independent Hungarian University 
until its merger with the Babes University in 1959. This merged institution is one of 
the most important centers of higher education in present-day Romania. However, it 
has a past that can be traced back to the 16th century within the context of the inde­
pendent Transylvania of John Sigismund and Stephen Báthory. It later evolved into 
a Habsburg institution, then a Hungarian and a Romanian University. Finally, dur­
ing World War II it operated as two separate institutions with Hungarian and Roma­
nian faculties respectively. The two were merged by the Gheorghiu-Dej communist 
government in 1959. Ever since, Hungarian minority intellectuals have called for 
the restoration of the independent Bolyai University. The current paper focuses on 
the independent Bolyai University between 1944 and 1959. It reflects on its role as 
the premier institution for the recruitment and training of the Hungarian minority's 
cultural and educational elite. The paper links the fate of this institution to the com­
munist transformation of Romania and its consequences for the Hungarians of 
Transylvania. 

Keywords: Bolyai University, Babes-Bolyai University, Cluj, Kolozsvár, Transyl­
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1956 

Since the overthrow of the Nicolae Ceausescu dictatorship of Romania in De­
cember 1989, a constant refrain of the Hungarian minority in that country has 
been the re-establishment of an independent Hungarian language University in 
Cluj/Kolozsvár.1 After decades of Romanian assimilationist pressure, the leaders 
of the Hungarian minority, including their most important organization, the 
RMDSZ (Hungarian Democratic Federation of Romania), see the guarantee of 
their survival as a national community mainly in the establishment of some form 
of autonomy (political-territorial, cultural, or personal) within the Romanian state 
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and in the re-establishment of their own institution of higher education along the 
pattern that existed between 1944 and 1959. 

The present study will focus on the Bolyai University and its role in providing 
leadership and direction to the ca. 1.5 million Hungarian national community of 
Romania. The Bolyai University was an important institution which provided in­
struction for a generation of leaders. It was a research center that also documented 
the past and the present (to the end of the 1950s) of the Hungarians in Romania, 
particularly in the region of Transylvania. As such, to what extent did it contribute 
to "elite" education in Romania, and what was its influence on tolerance and 
peaceful co-existence between the majority Romanian and the minority Hungar­
ian populations? 

The answer to this question is important, because the University was de­
stroyed, merged with the Romanian Babes University, in 1959 with the argument 
that it had become a stronghold of nationalist parochialism and separatism and 
thereby an obstacle to the effective integration and assimilation of Hungarians 
into Romanian life and society. Ipso facto the University also held back the minor­
ity from social progress and the task of building Socialism in Romania, 

Was this really the case? Had the Bolyai University really become the obstacle 
to progress and inter-ethnic, inter-nationality peace? To answer this question we 
will reflect on the history of the Bolyai University in relation to the institution's 
relations with its host city Cluj (Kolozsvár, Klausenburg) and to the service role it 
was to have for the peoples of historical Transylvania as well as Hungary and 
Romania respectively. 

Background 

The fate of the Bolyai University reflects in a microcosm the fate of Transylva-
nian Hungarians as a whole. Thus, in tenus of emotional and general psychologi­
cal effects, its fate parallels Romanian-Hungarian relations from the end of the 
Second World War to the end of the 1950s. However, if we are to analyze these re­
lations with minimum distortion, it is important first to summarize the history of 
formal higher education in Cluj (Kolozsvár), from its beginnings to the end of the 
Second World War. The first attempt to organize an institution of higher educa­
tion in Kolozsvár is tied to the rule of János Zsigmond (John Sigismund). In 1565 
the Transylvanian Diet accepted a plan for the establishment of a college. How­
ever, the unstable political conditions and the religious tensions between the ma­
jor denominations kept the plan from being realized until 1581. (János Zsigmond 
was Unitarian.) In that year István Báthory (Catholic) opened a college under Je­
suit direction. Its academic rank was officially recognized by Pope Gregory XIII 
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the following year. It evolved out of monastic roots and instruction was provided 
in Latin by Hungarian, German, and Polish Jesuits." 

When the Catholic Báthory family was replaced by Calvinist rulers, the role of 
the college was eclipsed by a Protestant College established at Gyulafehérvár 
(Alba lulia) in 1622 by Gábor Bethlen. This lasted until the Tatar incursion of 
1658, when the institution's library was destroyed in the fighting. Thus, it was 
only in 1693 that a third attempt succeeded in establishing a college at Kolozsvár, 
this time with a strengthened curriculum in the natural sciences. It underwent ma­
jor reorganization under Maria Theresa in 1773 when Pope Clement XIV dis­
solved the Jesuit order. By 1776 the Piarist fathers were responsible for instruc­
tion and the institution acquired the title "Universitas". However, the rule of the 
"enlightened" monarch Joseph II reduced the role of this institution by making 
German the language of instruction in 1781 and re-classifying it as a Lyceum in 
1784. Thus, we can say that from 1784 to 1872 college and university instruction 
was non-existent in Transylvania. In this time period intellectual life was guided 
primarily by scientific and cultural associations. 

The immediate forerunner of the present Babes-Bolyai institution was estab­
lished in 1872 after the Compromise of 1867 and the "union of the two Hungarian 
homelands". The Hungarian Parliament established it with the XIX and XX laws 
passed in 1872. It was named the University of Francis Joseph I in 1881.4 Instruc­
tion at this institution was in Hungarian, with German and Romanian language 
and literature taught in one department for each. In 1872 it had 258 students, a 
number that grew to 2,570 by the 1918-1919 academic year. At this time 83% of 
the student body was Hungarian.5 

On May 12, 1919 Romanian troops occupied the University and named a Ro­
manian professor as the new provost. In the fall of 1919 a Romanian University 
replaced the Hungarian institution and it was renamed the University of King 
Ferdinand I. Hungarian language and literature was now taught solely in one de­
partment, as was German. The language of instruction became Romanian. By the 
end of the 1919-1920 academic year it had 2,552 students with a student body that 
was mainly Romanian. The Hungarians were not allowed to organize their own 
University. Thus, Hungarian intellectual life was restricted primarily to scientific 
and cultural associations and their activities.6 

The Second World War and the Vienna Award of 1940 changed all this. With 
the return of Northern Transylvania to Hungary in August ofthat year, it was pos­
sible to re-establish a Hungarian University in Kolozsvár. From 1940 to 1944 
Transylvania acquired two universities. In Kolozsvár the University of Francis 
Joseph I was re-established with Hungarian language instruction, reoccupying the 
buildings it had had to vacate in 1919. Now the Romanian University of King 
Ferdinand I had to relocate to Sibiu (Nagyszeben, Hermannstadt) in Southern 
Transylvania.7 This dualism lasted until 1944, when Romania switched sides on 
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August 23rd and joined the Allies in fighting Germany and the remnants of the 
Axis Powers. 

Soviet and Romanian military advances into Northern Transylvania did not 
bring this dualism to an end immediately. In fact only after the 1956 Hungarian 
Revolution did the Romanian leadership decide to move against Hungarian Uni­
versity-level instruction. During the last days of the Second World War the Hun­
garian University survived for a number of reasons. The most important reasons 
were: One, the Hungarian instructional staff did not flee and delayed the evacua­
tion of University facilities until it was too late; two, the Romanian Maniu 
Guardists carried out atrocities against Hungarian civilians, which convinced the 
Soviet authorities not to let the Romanians reoccupy Northern Transylvania until 
hostilities ceased; and three, because Soviet occupation authorities wanted to 
avoid disruption of services in their sector of occupation. This enabled the Hun­
garian university to continue functioning during the 1944-1945 academic year.8 

Cluj/Kolozsvár/Klausenburg 

The Bolyai University was a direct successor to the Hungarian University that 
was re-established in Kolozsvár after the Second Vienna Award in 1940. While 
Northern Transylvania was part of Hungary it operated in that city until the end of 
the war, and was officially transformed into the Bolyai University only in 1946.9 

At this time the city was still predominantly Hungarian. In fact, the city continued 
to have a Hungarian majority to the very moment when the Bolyai University was 
absorbed by the Babes University. 

Parallel to this "merger" of the two institutions the city of Cluj was itself under­
going a process of Romanianization. From the 1910 population census, when 
Hungarians still constituted 83.4% of the population and Romanians only 12.3%, 
the nationality profile was systematically changed to 50.3% and 48.2% by 1956 
and 22.7% and 75.6 by 1992. (See Table 1 on the "nationality profile" of the city.) 
In part this reduction of the Hungarian ratio was planned and implemented by 
both the Romanian leadership of the interwar years and the Communist leadership 
after the Second World War. Cluj was targeted for this Romanianization because 
it was a symbol of the Hungarian presence in Transylvania. The university was 
seen as a major instrument of Romanianization. Already in the interwar period 
Romanian professors, administrators, and students moved in large numbers into 
the city.I0 It provided the new Romanian administrators of the city, county and re­
gion with an important base of support and became the institutional core of the 
Romanian effort to transform the nationality profile of the city. 

The effort to make Cluj the center of Romanianization was evident in the re­
duction of the educational opportunities for the Hungarian population. ' ' They 
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Table I. Population of Cluj/Kolozsvár by Nationality, 1880-1992 

census total no. of no. of no. of others* % of % of % of % of 
year Hunga- Roman- Ger- Hunga- Roman- Ger- others 

nans íans mans nans íans mans 

1880 29,923 22,761 3,855 1,423 1,884 76.1 12.9 4.8 6.2 
1890 32,736 27,514 6,039 1,336 660 84.0 9.9 4.1 2.0 
1900 49,295 40,845 6,039 1,784 627 82.9 12.3 3.6 1.2 
1910 60,808 50,704 7,562 1,676 866 83.4 12.4 2.8 1.4 
1920 83,542 41,583 28,274 2,073 11,612 49.8 33.8 2.5 13.8 
1930 100,844 54,776 34,836 2,702 8,530 54.2 34.5 2.7 8.4 
1941 110,956 97,698 10,029 1,825 1,404 88.0 9.0 1.7 1.2 
1956 154,723 77,839 74,628 1,115 1,141 50.3 48.2 0.7 0.7 
1966 185,663 76,934 104,914 n.a. 3,815 41.4 56.5 n.a. 2.0 

1977 262,853 86,215 173,003 n.a. 3,635 32.7 65.8 n.a. 1.3 
1992 328,602 74,871 248,572 n.a. 5,159 22.7 75.6 n.a. 1.5 

Based on "Statistical Studies on the Last Hundred Years in Central Europe", Mid-European Cen­
ter, New York, 1968; Árpád E. Varga, Fejezetek a jelenkori Erdély népesedéstörténetéböl. Buda­
pest: Püski, 1998,262-263. 

were left only with the possibility of attending the Romanian-language Ferdinand 
I. University, but not in proportion to their numbers in the overall population, 
much less in the population of Cluj. (See Table 2 for the nationality profile of the 
Ferdinand I. University of Cluj from 1919 to 1939.) 

Table 2. The Hungarian Student Body of the Romanian Ferdinand I. University of Cluj 

Academic Total number number of % of Hun; 
Year of students Hungarian students students of stu 

1919-20 3793 n.a. n.a. 
1921-22 2447 32 1.3 
1923-24 1967 n.a. n.a. 
1925-26 2357 n.a. n.a. 
1927-28 2741 n.a. n.a. 
1929-30 3757 753 20.2 
1931-32 4124 935 22.6 
1933-34 4072 1127 27.6 
1935-36 3690 753 20.4 
1937-38 3155 566 17.9 
1938-39 4094 553 13.5 

Based on Erdély magyar egyeteme. Kolozsvár: Az Erdélyi Tudományos Intézet kiadása, 1941, 
332. 
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Political Transformation 

The Soviet occupation of Northern Transylvania lasted from October 1944 to 
March 1945. On March 6th of 1945 the Petru Groza administration came to 
power, assuring the Soviet Union of a friendly government in Bucharest.12 On 
April 11th and 12th a delegation representing the Romanian University of Sibiu 
came to Cluj to discuss the future of the University facilities. By May 29th a for­
mal decision had been rendered to move the Romanian University back to Cluj. At 
the same time a new charter was issued creating a separate Hungarian University. 
However, the Romanian University would get all the facilities in Cluj and the 
Hungarian University would have to make do with whatever other facilities could 
be found, including the buildings of a girl's high school and a reformatory. There 
were no buildings that would be adequate for the Medical College.13 

Still, the Hungarian University was not abolished. It officially became the 
Universitatea Bolyai din Cluj (The Bolyai University of Cluj) in 1946. It survived 
because it was in the interest of the Petru Groza administration to placate the Hun­
garian minority. In this way he could assure their support for his administration. 
At the same time it was useful to demonstrate to the outside world that Romania 
was pursuing a tolerant policy toward its minorities. The negotiations in Paris 
leading to the Peace Treaty were concerned in part with the future fate of Northern 
Transylvania.I4 Would it remain part of Romania or would part of it be returned to 
Hungary? Apparently the retention of the Bolyai University was a convincing ar­
gument, used by Foreign Minister Tatarescu, to allow Romania to retain all of 
Transylvania. 

Unfortunately the Bolyai University did not last long following the signing of 
the Paris Peace Treaty. Within a decade it was divided, reduced and finally by 
1959 absorbed by the Romanian Babes University. This process was carried out in 
a series of campaigns that culminated in the institution's Romanianization. 

As we mentioned above, the actual Romanianization of the Bolyai University 
followed (or led) in some cases the overall pattern of Romanianization in Transyl­
vania. The process went through a series of phases, including the immediate 
post-war period until the abdication of King Michael (1944-1947), the Stalinist 
consolidation of Pauker-Luka-Gheorghiu-Dej (1948-1951), the purging of the 
Party's "foreign" cadres (1952-1956) and the Gheorghiu-Dej era of Romanian 
"national" re-assertion (1957-1965). 

One could argue that Romania under both Gheorghiu-Dej and Ceausescu per­
fected the "salami tactics" system of Mátyás Rákosi, at least in the way in which it 
systematically undermined Hungarian instruction at the University level. As we 
have shown above, the nationality policy of the 1944-1947 years corresponded 
primarily to Romania's desire to retain all of Transylvania. With this in mind all 
kinds of temporary concessions were made to the minorities. The nationality pol-
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icy also responded to Soviet hegemóniái demands to assure that a communist gov­
ernment would come to power in Romania. Playing on the insecurities of the mi­
norities helped the Communists to power. This required concessions such as the 
"Nationality Statute" and the protection of minority-language institutions, includ­
ing the Bolyai University.15 

The relative enlightenment in minority-majority relations was also due to two 
other factors. One was the role of Petru Groza, the other was the over-representa­
tion of the minorities in the Party organization at higher levels of the hierarchy. At 
least this was the case in 1946-1947, and also to a more limited extent from 1947 
to 1952. While Groza was influential in policymaking, the minorities fared much 
better. His outlook was colored by tolerance for diversity and respect for the cul­
tural contributions of all nationalities. In relation to the Bolyai University this was 
clearly demonstrated by his support in 1945 of the retention of thirty instructors 
who had Hungarian rather than Romanian citizenship prior to 1940.16 However, 
as Groza lost his influence and the Party apparatchiks around Gheorghiu-Dcj 
gained influence, he was less able to stem the tide of Romanian ethnocentrism. 

The most dramatic development having long-range effects on the position of 
the country's ethnic minorities and on the resurgence of nationalism was the rapid 
growth of the Party following the seizure of power. This growth, particularly in 
the years up to 1948, drastically altered its ethnic make-up. It relegated the ethnic 
minority Party members, who in the past composed the bulk of the Rumanian 
Communist Party (RCP), to a secondary position as Party ranks were swelled by 
ethnic Romanians who had seen the "handwriting on the wall".I7 

This rapid post-war growth of the Party was the first major step toward its "na­
tionalization". After 1948, however, the RCP stabilized its membership and car­
ried out purges among elements it regarded as "unhealthy". Even these purges, 
however, caused greatest damage not in the ranks of the newly recruited ethnic 
Romanians, but in the ranks of the veteran ethnic minority Communists.18 Thus, 
both the growth and the purges of the Party contributed to the strengthening of the 
ethnic Romanian sectors of the RCP. The most recent increases in Party member­
ship under Ceausescu further accentuated this trend.19 The regime's search for 
popularity among the masses led to lowering its standards for membership. This 
enabled many tojóin who were ignorant of, if not hostile to the tenets of "proletar­
ian internationalism" and the traditional policies of "minority tolerance" which 
had prevailed prior to this rapid growth in Party membership. This change took 
place on all levels of the Party hierarchy, from the Politburo down to the local cell 
organizations. This change brought about a real "nationalization" of the Party 
along ethnic Romanian lines.20 

The changed complexion of the leadership in the Romanian power-structure 
set the stage for the "salami tactics" that characterized the Romanianization of all 
aspects of minority life. This process of planned corrosion began almost at the 
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moment that the regime issued the charter for the Bolyai University's right to ex­
ist. It could be argued, perhaps, that this first stage was not a consequence of Party 
planning, but the result of the passive resistance of the Romanian academicians 
who did not want to see a Hungarian University in Cluj. The most direct result of 
this resistance is that the University buildings were not shared. Because the Hun­
garians had to move out they could not find facilities large enough to house their 
institution. This forced them to divide the institution, leaving the legal, humani­
ties, and social science sections in Cluj, while the Medical and Pharmaceutical 
sections moved to Tîrgu-Mures.21 This initial forced division of the University 
was made official in 1948 when the Medical and Pharmaceutical college was 
made independent of the Bolyai University by political decree.22 

Parallel to this development, the university-level instruction of the institution 
was also undermined. Under the pretext of paying greater heed to ideological 
commitments, the instructors who did not have Romanian citizenship prior to 
1940, were now terminated by non-renewal of their contracts. This meant that 
some of the most well-known scholars could no longer teach at the Bolyai Univer­
sity. A similar process of "weeding" or "purging" also took its toll among the 
Hungarian instructors with Romanian citizenship. Some of the finest instructors 
were charged with being "clerical reactionaries". While most were purged in this 
fashion during the early 1950s, some had already suffered termination as early as 
1947.23 

It is true that the instructors of the Romanian Babes University also suffered 
during these Stalinist purges. However, a close comparison of the effects of these 
purges shows that the damage done to the Bolyai University was much more se­
vere. It disrupted continuity of instruction and undermined the quality of educa­
tion. It also instilled a constant sense of insecurity among the students, not just in 
terms of their personal existence, but in terms of the survival of the Bolyai Univer­
sity. This was accentuated by the recruitment of "politically reliable" replace­
ments who were not competent in the areas or courses they were supposed to 
teach.24 

The Impact of the 1956 Revolution 

Of all the Hungarian minorities in East Central Europe, the Transylvanian 
Hungarians were perhaps most adversely affected by the 1956 Revolution, both 
immediately and in the long run.25 Until 1956-1958, they had had an extensive 
network of cultural and educational institutions. From this time onward these in­
stitutions and associated opportunities became the target of cutbacks, outright ab­
olition, or gradual erosion. For the Transylvanian Hungarians, 1956 was the be-
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ginning of extensive discrimination and even repression based on their national 
origin and sense of solidarity with the Hungarians of Hungary. 

During the next two years the Romanian leadership undertook a systematic 
propaganda campaign to discredit the Revolution and its Transylvanian sympa­
thizers. The Revolution was presented as a throwback to the "Horthyist", "Fas­
cist" past that would have become a threat to the territorial integrity of Romania.26 

Again, the mood that was activated related more to the knee-jerk reactions of the 
Little Entente than to the quest for "socialist solidarity". This campaign came to a 
head a week before the first anniversary of the Hungarian Revolution, when the 
Party held a meeting of intellectuals at Cluj.27 At this meeting the Hungarian intel­
lectuals, headed by Lajos Jordáky, engaged in self-criticism of their behavior dur­
ing the previous October. They admitted having succumbed to nationalism and 
having sympathized with the actions of Imre Nagy and other leaders of the "coun­
terrevolution".28 In effect, this meeting documented the "nationalism" and "isola­
tionism" of the Transylvanian Hungarians even at the highest levels. 

The Romanian leaders began to move against this threat of "nationalism" at the 
first opportunity. The withdrawal of Soviet troops from Romania in the Summer 
of 1958 meant that the last impediment to Romanian nationalist revival had been 
removed.29 Gheorghiu-Dej and his faction of the leadership immediately set about 
dismantling the Hungarians' remaining cultural institutions. The first major blow 
was aimed at the Bolyai University, which was merged with the Romanian Babes 
University.30 

Actually, the merger of the two institutions was already contemplated before 
the Hungarian Revolution of 1956.3 ' However, the uprising provided it with a pre­
text which would enable the Party leaders to speed up the process of "unification". 
During the 1955-1956 academic year visits by important party leaders to Cluj and 
the Bolyai University, hinted that the Romanian leadership was thinking of "alter­
native options". Leonte Rautu of the Executive Committee and Miron Constanti-
nescu visited with the University's administrators raising questions about the 
placement of graduates and the "excessive" time devoted to Hungarian literature 
in the curriculum.32 Also, during the summer of 1956 steps were taken to termi­
nate the instruction of history in Hungarian. Although the University was able to 
stall implementation of this, it was not able to avoid the Party's directives to hold 
round table discussions with administrators and instructors from the Romanian 
Babes University, which became regular weekly occurrences at the Continental 
Hotel'.33 

After the Revolution in Hungary broke out in October 1956, everything 
speeded up.34 Under trumped-up charges of sympathizing with the Revolution 
they fired a number of instructors in the Social Studies fields (Géza Saszet, Edit 
Keszi Harmat, etc.) and arrested a group of students in the history department. 
Then a brief lull followed until March, 1958, when more arrests and trials took 
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place. The Dobai-Komáromi trial was followed by the arrest of talented young 
University instructors, including Gyula David, Elemér Lakó and János Varró. 
They were accused of counter-revolutionary agitation for having visited the 
graves of the poets Sándor Reményik and Jenő Dsida during October, 1956, sing­
ing and reciting their poems. The well known professor Lajos Jordáky was also ar­
rested at this time as well as many students in the Department of Hungarian Stud-

35 

ies. 
Then a meeting of the Bolyai student body was called, at which representatives 

of the Young Communist League from Bucharest also participated. Provocative 
questions were asked of the students, and emotions ran high. Eight students were 
arrested and one of them was given a twelve-year prison sentence. A few days 
later the University was visited by Virgil Trofin, the Central Committee member 
with responsibility for youth affairs. For "weakness and indecisiveness" he had 
both the Dean (András Bodor) and Assistant Dean (Zoltán Náhlik) removed from 
their positions.36 

The next step was to go public with the "Hungarian problem". This took place 
on February 18-22, 1959 at the Bucharest Conference of the Romanian Student 
Association.37 A high-powered government delegation was present at the meeting 
including General Secretary of the Party Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej and Athanasie 
Joja, the Minister of Education. Gheorghiu-Dej denounced "isolationism" and 
said that steps must be taken to eradicate the remnants of "national antagonisms". 
This could only be achieved by bringing all students of all nationalities together in 
one institution where they can build Socialism together as a united and patriotic 
people. All the people who spoke up favored the unification of universities and 
schools. Minister of Education Joja added that even beyond the classroom, it is 
important to give students a sense of national unity via common dormitories and 
other common activities. 

Merger/Absorption 

On February 23rd the Administration of the Bolyai University called a meeting 
of the University Council. The Rector presided and stated that the Assistant Rec­
tor would make a statement that could not be discussed or questioned. The Assis­
tant Rector then stated that the Party and the Ministry of Education had decided -
on the basis of the demands of students from both universities - to unite the two 
universities of Cluj. Pandemonium broke out in the chamber, but the Rector re­
fused to allow anyone to speak. He simply concluded the meeting by saying that 
this decision is in the best interest of all concerned, it will allow for teaching of all 
courses in Hungarian as well as Romanian and at half the cost because it will re­
duce administrative and other forms of duplication. He also called on everyone to 
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support the Party and Government decision with their active participation in the 
scheduled unification meetings.39 

These meetings began on February 26 and continued until March 5th almost in 
marathon fashion. The objective of these meetings was to build public support for 
the Party's decision and to isolate those who were opposed to it. For this reason 
the Party sent many of its influential leaders to these "public sessions", including 
Nicolae Ceausescu, a member of the Presidium, the Minister of Education Joja, 
Ion Iliescu, the president of the Romanian Student Federation (he has also been 
elected twice as President of post-communist Romania), and many others. Speak­
ers followed one another in a steady stream applauding the Party's decision to 
"merge" the two universities. In this atmosphere only three members of the Bolyai 
staff dared to speak up against the unification: Edgár Balogh, István Nagy and 
László Szabédi.40 

The public meetings were then used to bring pressure on those who were still 
hesitant or noncommital about this decision. Nicolae Ceausescu personally 
guided the intimidating of the individuals who opposed the decision. He ha­
rangued those present by saying that no one should live under the illusion that a 
Swiss model was applicable to Romania. No such "medieval" model was accept­
able in sovereign Romania, where there was no room for Ghettos, and the "isola­
tion of nationalities". In Romania there was room only for one culture, a culture 
devoted to the construction of Socialism.41 

László Szabédi was picked out for particular pressure, because of his stature in 
the community and at the University. He did not break! When called by Ceau­
sescu to present his own views, he presented them in Hungarian as his colleague 
Lajos Nagy translated them into Romanian. Ceausescu was livid and publicly cas­
tigated him. During subsequent evenings Szabédi was called in for questioning by 
the Securitate. This harassment convinced him that he could not alter the decision, 
but he refused to become a party to it. He committed suicide. On May 5th the As­
sistant Rector Zoltán Csendes and his wife also followed his example.42 

"Unification" in this psychological sense, was then followed by joint commit­
tee discussions between the two universities for the actual implementation of this 
decision. While the "charter" of the Bolyai University was never annulled, no le­
gal document was drawn up to define the rights and obligations of the two institu­
tions in the newly created "Babes-Bolyai University". In this way no one could be 
held accountable for the non-fulfillment of obligations. However, the joint com­
mittees did hammer out the future academic program in terms of language use in 
the classroom. Already in this "compromise" it became apparent that the Bolyai 
faculty and students would henceforth play second fiddle to the Babes faculty and 
student body. Of all courses offered at the new unified institution, 137 would be 
offered in Romanian, while only 43 would be in Hungarian. In some areas Hun-
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garian was totally excluded (law and economics) while in others it was reduced to 
a few insignificant sections, that were totally eliminated by the middle of the 
1980s.43 Only in the pedagogical section did Hungarian instruction survive for 
Hungarian literature and Hungarian language by the time of Ceausescu's over­
throw in December, 1989. 

The fate of lower-level educational institutions followed the same pattern; they 
were not eliminated outright, but made subordinate parts of Romanian-language 
grade schools or high schools and subjected to administrative restrictions that un­
dercut their status and standards. These considerations led many Hungarian stu­
dents to take their classes in Romanian rather than in their mother tongue.44 Thus, 
after 1958, the educational system became an unabashed instrument of Ro-
manianization. 

Parallelization of Form and Content 

The most pronounced feature of minority education in Transylvania has been 
the appearance of "parallelization". Though parallelization had always played a 
part earlier, it became particularly important after 1956.45 "Parallelization" means 
the setting-up of Romanian language classes parallel with the existing minority 
language classes. This is done even in areas where there are no Romanian students 
to attend them. The primary purpose is to induce minority students to leave their 
own schools and classes to attend the schools and classes of the majority national­
ity. This policy reduced, in the long-run, the existence of the nationality schools. 
What happened is that one minority school after another closed because there 
were supposedly not enough pupils to attend them.46 The real reason, however, 
was that the parallel schools and sections existed to absorb the students of the mi­
nority schools, after they had been pressured into deserting the latter.47 

Parallelization has affected all levels of education, not excepting universities 
and higher institutions. In fact, it is on the level of higher education that this policy 
most clearly revealed the attempt to "Romanianize" and to assimilate. While pro­
letarian internationalism lasted, the Hungarian minority had not only its own inde­
pendent Bolyai University at Cluj, but its Medical and Pharmaceutical Institute in 
Tîrgu-Mures (Marosvásárhely), and a Hungarian section in the Petru Groza Agri­
cultural Institute and at the Gh. Dima Conservatory also at Cluj.48 All four were 
"parallelized". As we have seen the Bolyai University was the first to meet this 
fate. This was followed by the reduction (i.e., absorption) of the Hungarian sec­
tion of both the Petru Groza Agricultural Institute and the Hungarian Medi­
cal-Pharmaceutical Institute at Tîrgu Mures in 1962. From that date all higher ed­
ucation for Hungarians was restricted to Romanian institutions, and to the few re-
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maining Hungarian sections, which still maintained a precarious existence within 
such Romanian facilities.49 

The Romanianizing effects of parallelization can be seen in the academic pub­
lishing activity of the Babes-Bolyai University. While Nicolae Ceausescu and 
lesser party leaders have denied that Romanianization existed,50 a brief analysis of 
the official academic journals of the Babes-Bolyai University indicates just the 
opposite. 

Before the Babes and the Bolyai Universities were merged, in 1958 their 
learned journals were published in Romanian and Hungarian respectively.51 After 
the merger, the academic publications still appeared in both languages, but now 
the Romanian and Hungarian studies appeared together rather than in separate 
journals. In most cases each of these studies was followed by a brief summary of 
its contents in the other language.52 However, with the passage of time (less than 
seven years) the Hungarian language studies were almost completely elimi­
nated.53 

As a perusal of these studies indicates, Hungarian scholars now published their 
studies mainly in Romanian.54 This tendency was not a "natural process". It was a 
consequence of both faculty and editorial pressure.55 Perhaps an even more telling 
indicator is the "format" of these academic journals. In the years immediately af­
ter the merger, the journals were truly bilingual in appearance as well as content. 
The "table of contents" in each journal listed the articles according to the language 
in which they were written. The Hungarian article listings were even followed by 
Romanian translations.56 Titles, such as "contents", appeared in both languages. 
At first even the name of the place (Cluj-Kolozsvár) of publication, was provided 
in both languages. But, this was not to last. By 1959, the place of publication was 
listed only in Romanian.57 In some journals even the bilingual designation for 
"contents" (Sumar-Tartalom) was replaced with the Romanian "Sumar".58 While 
this may seem trivial, it indicates that the "national form" was being eliminated 
for Transylvanian Hungarians in the University's life. 

A substantive analysis of these articles also indicates that the "socialist con­
tent" of higher learning, was falling more and more within a national Romanian, 
rather than an international Communist mold. This, of course, is discernable only 
in studies which fall within the Social Sciences. A comparison of the pre-merger 
academic journal, appearing in Hungarian, with its post-1958 successors, reveals 
that the earlier studies were often concerned with local Transylvanian problems 
and Hungarian cultural matters.59 The later studies, on the other hand, have been 
concerned more with the problems, culture and history of Romania as a whole.60 

The parallelization of the Bolyai University with the Babes University has had 
other consequences as well. The two most dramatic results have been the 
Romanianization of the teaching staff and the student body of the combined insti­
tution. Louis Takács, who was the provost of the Bolyai University at the time of 



174 ANDREW LUDANYI 

its merger, wrote a memorandum fifteen years later, to document the conse­
quences of the merger. In this memorandum he pointed out that in the hiring prac­
tices of the new combined (parallelized) University whenever an opening oc­
curred, in almost every instance it was filled by a Romanian instructor.61 George 
Schöpflin provides an excellent summary table on the consequences of this pro­
cess (see Table 3). 

Table 3. Nationality Breakdown of the Academic Staff of Certain Departments of the 
Babes-Bolyai University at Cluj 

newly appointed staff 
1958-1959 1976-1977 1958-1977 

chemistry Romanians 45 63 31 
Hungarians 36 14 1 

law Romanians 18 23 8 
Hungarians 15 4 1 

economics Romanians 23 76 n.a. 
Hungarians 15 19 n.a. 

physics Romanians n.a. 92 n.a. 
Hungarians n.a. 19 n.a. 

mathematics Romanians 31 51 30 
Hungarians 19 14 3 

biology Romanians n.a. 112 n.a. 
Hungarians n.a. 24 n.a. 

history and Romanians 29 20 Nil 
philosophy Hungarians 14 7 Nil 

Source: Adapted from data in the memorandum by Lajos Takács, 1977, in samizdat. 

In the process of Romanianizing the staff of the merged institution, the oppor­
tunities for Hungarian instruction were automatically reduced. Although initially, 
at the time of the merger - and subsequently reinforced by a party resolution of 
1971 - certain subjects were to be presented also in the Hungarian language. 
These included philosophy, history, economics, psychology, mathematics, phys­
ics, chemistry, botany, zoology, geography, medicine and pharmacy. As George 
Schöpflin pointed out, this meant that Hungarian university graduates were 
largely restricted to medicine and teaching as career options.62 These observations 
are also reinforced by the overall reduction of the Hungarian-language instruc­
tional staff. (See Table 4 on the "Instructional Personnel of the Babes-Bolyai Uni­
versity".) 

In terms of overall enrollment Schöpflin provides a number of other insights 
based on the Takács memorandum. During the last year (1957-1958) before the 
merger "the total number of Hungarian undergraduates following full-time 
courses in Romania was about 5,500. Of these 4,082 were studying... [in] the 
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Table 4. Instructional Personnel at Babes-Bolyai University According to Nationality* 

1958--59 1970--71 1977--78 1980--81 
instructors number % number % number % number % 
Total number 675 100 819 100 777 100 772 100 

Romanians 385 55.5 564 68.9 586 75.4 601 77.8 
All minorities n.a. n.a. 255 31.1 191 24.6 171 22.2 

Hungarians 272 41.4 194 23.7 148 19.1 139 18.0 
Other minorities n.a. n.a. 61 7.4 43 5.5 32 4.2 

* Based on,4 romániai magyar főiskolai oktatás: Múlt, jelen, jövő. Cluj/Kolozsvár: Jelenlét Alkotó 
Társaság, 1990,29. 

Hungarian language". Hungarian students constituted 10.75 percent of all un­
dergraduates in that year. By 1974-1975 their share of students had declined to 
5.7 percent of the undergraduate population which had, on the other hand, grown 
to more than double of what it had been two decades before.64 For all practical 
purposes the elimination of the autonomous Bolyai University has eliminated 
Hungarian language instruction at the college/university levels. 

The consequences of this were more drastic in light of employment opportuni­
ties after graduation. Hungarian graduates were discouraged from finding em­
ployment in Hungarian inhabited parts of Romania. They were pressured to look 
for employment outside of Transylvania in the Regat ("Old" Kingdom, i.e., 
Moldavia and Wallachia).65 This was particularly the case if the individual was 
highly trained or educated and therefore would occupy a leading position. The 
purpose of this restriction was twofold: First to disperse the Hungarian minority 
as much as possible, and second, to deprive those Hungarians of their leaders who 
were still concentrated in specific areas. Both of these objectives were much eas­
ier to achieve once the Babes-Bolyai University was completely Romanianized. 

Long-term Consequences 

After the overthrow of the Ceausescu dictatorship in Romania, the Hungarian 
minority finally had the opportunity to reorganize itself to defend its human and 
minority rights. In this struggle Hungarians brought into being their own political 
party called RMDSZ (UDMR), in English translation: the Democratic Federation 
of Hungarians in Romania. This organization became a very important compo­
nent of the Romanian political system, first as a member of the opposition during 
the first Iliescu administration, then as part of the governing coalition during the 
Constantinescu administration, and most recently as a part-time critic, part-time 
reluctant partner, of the second Iliescu and the Traian Basescu administrations. 
This same Hungarian political party/interest group, also sponsored an important 
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self-assessment of the Hungarian minority, by compiling and editing a "Who's 
Who" of the Hungarian inhabitants of Romania. This "Who's Who" is an invalu­
able storehouse of information on the Hungarian "elite" in present-day Roma-

• 66 

ma. 
The "Who's Who" was dated 1997, but the research for it was completed on 

October 1, 1996. It's a compilation that is based on six thousand biographical 
sketches culled from 35 thousand forms that were sent out to and distributed 
among community leaders and church institutions as well as public officials and 
educational establishments.67 These six thousand individuals represent a good 
cross-section of the Hungarian elite in present-day Romania. It is a compilation 
that profiles the active cultural, religious, economic, educational and political 
leadership of close to 1.5 million minority inhabitants in Romania. 

On the basis of a content analysis of this volume, with the assistance of my 
most faithful research associate - my wife - I have been able to pinpoint how 
many individuals in this sample are graduates, or former students, of the Bolyai 
and Babes-Bolyai University respectively. 

The analysis leads to a number of important conclusions: first, that this elite 
was drawn in large part from among the students of the Bolyai University; second, 
that their publications and leadership represents an important segment of the Hun­
garian elite in Romania, and third that they have been in the forefront of demo­
cratic changes in the new post-Ceausescu Romania. Of the six thousand individu­
als listed in the "Who's Who" almost 25% were either students or employees of 
the Bolyai and the Babes-Bolyai Universities respectively. 

Although it is difficult to separate these graduates and faculty members from 
the rest of society, we can tell a lot about their impact on Romanian society 
through their contributions to the over-all culture and the public debate that has 
surrounded minority-majority relations in contemporary Romania. 

Conclusion 

The history of the Bolyai University demonstrates that a minority nationality 
educational institution is an indispensable instrument for elite and leadership 
training. This history also reveals that the nationalism of the majority power-
structure, at least in Romania after 1956, viewed this institution as a possible 
threat to its control of society. Hence, it moved to weaken and to eliminate the "in­
dependent" Hungarian University by merging it with the Romanian Babes Uni­
versity. As the foregoing data indicates this resulted in absorption, and the 
Romanianization of university education. 

In retrospect it is difficult to assess the linkage of the Bolyai University for 
inter-ethnic/inter-nationality relations without an analysis of its curriculum and 
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the values and beliefs of its graduates. In the preliminary discussions leading to 
the absorption of the Bolyai University, Leonte Rautu had indicated that too much 
emphasis was given to Hungarian literature in the curriculum. As the subsequent 
"unification meetings" also demonstrated, the Romanian leadership wanted to 
eliminate the Bolyai University as a "refuge of reactionary thinking, isolationism 
and ghetto parochialism". It contended, that this was a threat to progress and So­
cialism. In actuality the Bolyai University was viewed by Ceausescu and the party 
elite as an obstacle to their own hidden agenda: the "homogenization" of the uni­
tary Romanian nation. Did the Bolyai University really constitute a threat to the 
Romanian nation? Was it actually as narrow-minded as its narrow-minded 
destroyers claimed? 

Unfortunately this research has not been able to compare the content of history 
lessons and their instruction at the two institutions. The only concrete items that 
reflect the thinking of these two institutions is their published instructional mate­
rials and/or the research and publications of their respective teaching personnel. 
From the published evidence - and there is plenty of it - the content analysis of 
works written by the graduates and instructors of the Bolyai University reflect a 
desire for peaceful co-existence and mutual tolerance. Unfortunately the reverse 
is not the case if one reads the published works of the leading academicians, like 
Stefan Pascu, of the Babes-Bolyai University. However, such a detailed analysis 
awaits the work of future scholars. 
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