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Academic centralization in Romania
until World War II:
Forging an elite university in the capital
city of Bucharest and the reactions of the
competing University of Iasi

Leonidas Rados

Abstract

This paper presents, on the one hand, the attempts
made by the Romanian central authorities starting
with the second half of the nineteenth century to trans-
form the University of Bucharest (founded in 1864)
into a favoured, elite one for the Romanians living in
the country or abroad, in a context of centralizing ten-
dencies, and, on the other hand, the rather anaemic re-
actions of the competing university. As the higher edu-
cation institutions were funded from an always
insufficient budget, this special attention meant at the
same time depriving the first Romanian university, the
University of Iasi (founded in 1860), of the necessary
funds for an appropriate functioning. The separation
made between the two universities and the underfund-
ing of the one in lasi violated not only the legislation,
but also the negotiations made with a view to the
achievement of the Union (1859) of the two Romanian
medieval states, Moldavia and Walachia, and to the
creation of Romania; these negotiations had stipulated
on the establishment of the new state’s capital at Bu-
charest but also, in order to balance the situation, the
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strengthening of the cultural and educational institu-
tions of Tasi.

Key words: Academic centralization, Elite/minor uni-
versities, University of Bucharest, University of Iasi,
Inequitable funding

Introduction

Though it could not stand comparison with the western and central
European benchmark universities, the University of the capital city
of Bucharest became, in just a few decades after its establishment
(1864), an elite university for the Romanians living home or abroad.
But that special attention the institution enjoyed in the context of
some policies of centralization, disturbed the already fragile aca-
demic institutional equilibrium of the country, because the compet-
ing university of Iasi (at the same time the first Romanian university,
created in 1860), was now underfunded and put on the back burner;
this process started in the seventh decade of the nineteenth century
and went on all through the interwar period.

The paper has three main objectives. First, to investigate the
concrete domestic conditions in which the University of Bucharest
became an elite university and, implicitly, the university of choice
when it came to public budget. Second, to reveal the mechanisms
by which it was possible to overlook the University of Iasi, though
it was not only against the legal principle of the equality of treat-
ment, but also against the political agreements that provided the
city of Iasi with a greater cultural and educational role, in order to
actually offset the fact that the capital was established to Bucharest
in 1862. Finally, to show the reactions of the milieu of Iasi to the fi-
nancial/legal inequities and the extent to which these reaction man-
aged to slow down or to stop the mentioned process.

The decision-makers of that time did not have cither the resourc-
es or the will to develop the two universities to the same extent,
though the extra money for the university of Bucharest came from
the higher education budget, so it should have been, theoretically,
evenly distributed. This process by which the University from the
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capital city grew stronger and stronger and the one of Iasi, implic-
itly, became increasingly weaker took place gradually, over decades,
and was favoured by the lack of an adequate, powerful and oppor-
tune reaction from the intellectual elite of the city of Iasi.

The biased treatment the University of Bucharest enjoyed, ex-
plained by the necessity to get quickly closer to the elite universities
from the European capitals, did not obey either the spirit or the let-
ter of the law, which was treating the two institutions fairly. This
differentiation was actually totally against the spirit in which the
negotiations and agreements were made between the elites of Mol-
davia and those of Wallachia when targeting the 1859 Union and
the making of Romania. On the contrary, these agreements had in-
cluded the idea of strengthening the cultural role of Iasi, the old
capital of Moldavia, in reward for the economic, social, political
and symbolic losses resulted from the establishment of the new
state’s capital city in Bucharest; but these agreements were quickly
ignored and violated by the central decision-makers.

The legislation provided the University of lasi with competences
and authority in the field of education (the organization of the bac-
calaureate, of the competitions for the occupation of teaching posi-
tions, etc.) in the north of the country (Moldavia), while the Uni-
versity of Bucharest had the same responsibilities in the south
(Walachia); also, both universities were reserved an equal number
of scholarships for the students of Letters and Sciences, which were
less attractive faculties than Law or Medicine, and where the future
teachers necessary for public education were going to come from.
This dual organization at a theoretical level, treating both institu-
tions in an equal manner, would be left behind quite soon in prac-
tice, by an excessive centralization (including that of education)
and, as already mentioned, by paying special attention to the Uni-
versity of Bucharest.

Compared to the misdemeanours of the central administration,
favouring the University of the capital, the public reactions of the
academia and of the intellectual milicu of Iasi, even if they were not
absent, came out rather late and timidly. One reason for that was
that this centralising policy in the field of higher education was in-
filtrated progressively, by small steps, especially due to the vote in
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the Parliament for the establishment of new priority chairs at the
University of Bucharest; after each such episode of differential treat-
ment, the academics of Iasi hoped it was the last one and the Centre
would balance their policies in the future. But the main reason of
their reserve was related to the fear of being blamed for absence of
patriotism, for lack of “love for the nation”, for endangering the
1859 Unification, for separatist propaganda. In the interwar period
there were cases of academics from Iasi who were too opinionated
about the excessive centralization in the field of education and cul-
ture, and that was a reason for them to come to the attention of
central bureaucracy.

The Romanian society’s modernization process and the
establishment of the universities of Iasi (1860) and Bucha-
rest (1864)

In the mid-nineteenth century the Romanians pass through a pro-
cess of modernization, a very interesting one, at least for the fact
that its promoters are youth coming from the social/political elite,
who played against their own interest: they were not supposed to be
interested in change, as this could endanger their social positions.
In spite of the social interests and sometimes even against their own
families, this generation of young people educated especially in
France (Paris), but also in Germany, young men that the society
called “bonjourists” (because of their French fashion dressing and
conduct habits), pushed the Romanian society forward, closer to
the Western one, like no other generation ever had.

It is equally true that the internal and international political con-
text gave a new impetus, a sudden current of optimism regarding
the future evolution of the Romanian society. With the French sup-
port of Napoleon III and due to the double election, in January
1859, of Prince Alexandru Ioan Cuza, the elective assemblies from
Tasi and Bucharest made the unification of the two Romanian states,
Moldavia and Walachia at that time under the Ottoman suzerainty
and under the protectorate of the Great Powers.

Prince Alexandru Ioan Cuza, a former student in Paris, was an
acknowledged Francophile and a faithful adept of the application
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of the French model in Romania. Among other things, he wanted
the Romanian young men willing to study abroad to go exclusively
to Paris, where they were supposed to be hosted in a special insti-
tute, established and funded by the Romanian state; closely super-
vised over their studies, these young people were then going, upon
their return home, to implement in the Romanian society the French
values and models, as close to the original as possible, and thus to
contribute in a decisive manner to Romania’s transformation and
modernization'.

Furthermore, things had started to change fundamentally before
1859, and the increasingly pronounced promotion of a meritocratic
social paradigm encouraged the access to higher education. The au-
thorities in the Union period took over and amplified a current that
had existed before as well, i.e. granting stipends to worthy young
men in order to study abroad. This policy reached its climax just
when the two universities were established and the training of spe-
cialists capable to teach the “lights of sciences” was attempted.®

One of the results of this struggle for modernization and for the
imitation, in terms of form and of essence, of the West, was the
emergence of the institution of the university, first in Iasi in 1860,
then in Bucharest, in 1864. It is interesting that in the Romanian
cultural milieu the concept of University missed almost completely
from public debate. The debate started quite suddenly and it got
materialized in just a few months, in the autumn of 1860, by the es-
tablishment of the University of Iasi. The 1860 process could also
be considered an exotic one, deprived of local traditions and of
clear public support, sprinkled with tragic-comical episodes; such
an episode was that whose main character was Professor Nicolae
Tonescu, a fierce critic, in the written media, of the idea to establish

1. For more details about the Romanian students abroad in the period when the Ro-
manian universities were founded, about their roles in modernization and about the
project of Prince Cuza, see Leonidas Rados 2010 and 2or11.

2. Some of these young men, future university professors at Iasi or at Bucharest,
were initiated during their studies in different secret, masonic societies, which can
partially explain their determination and coherence in certain social, political and
intellectual projects. See Sturdza 1973, although not all of his conclusions are ac-
ceptable.
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a University and who, shortly after, was in the list of the Universi-
ty’s first professors (and the only one without an adequate academic
degree).

In the Romanian area, a more popular form was the academy
(combining secondary studies with a kind of higher studies), devel-
oped on the pattern of the Greek high schools that had been estab-
lished in Bucharest and Iasi under the Phanariot regime and under
the Greek influence, called Princely Academies®. Until the appear-
ance of the two universities, in Iasi had functioned Academia
Mihdileana [Michaelian Academy], and in Bucharest Academia Sf.
Sava [St Sabbas Academy], where both secondary and higher
courses were taught, the latter in faculties such as Law and Philoso-
phy.

In a recent study, Florea Ioncioaia analyses theoretically the is-
suc of the university’s origins, as a new institution in the Romanian
public area and particularly of the University of Iasi, remarking that
the effort of the 1860 founders “could seem today a romantic myth,
given its voluntarist, courageous, hazardous even, character, and at
any rate broken away from the imaginary of the time”. Furthermore,
he notices that the meaning of the term “university” differed from
one founder to the other, though the German concept, mainly char-
acterized by autonomy, seems to have eventually won".

In fact, the authorities opted for a certain French orientation in
organizing the universities, while the teaching staff preferred the
German model. What resulted from it was a rather ineffective hy-
brid product at the beginning; consequently, the professors of Iasi
were in open conflict with the government in the very first years af-
ter the establishment of the University, thus endangering the credi-
bility and even the existence of the institution. Furthermore, the
public debates of the time included numerous such references to the
Franco-German influences and to the combined and less functional
nature of Romanian higher education.

Leaving behind the exoticism of the 1860 moment, the establish-
ment of the university had a well-known reason in that period,

3. See the brilliant work of Camariano-Cioran 1974.
4. Toncioaia 2010, p. 14.
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FIGURE I: The first building of the University of Iasi (1860). Image from the
second half of the 1gth century.

which was forgotten or ignored by the historians of the university to
a great extent. It was obviously not a whim of Prime Minister Mi-
hail Kogilniceanu, a very influential intellectual and politician, and
even less one of Prince Alexandru Ioan Cuza; and it was not an ac-
cidental fact in the logic of the modernization process either.

The founding gesture finds its explanation in the 1859 Unifica-
tion of the two Romanian principalities, a moment when it became
clear for the elite that the city of Iasi, old capital of Moldavia, had
to renounce its privileged status. In 1862 indeed, the new state of
Romania established its capital at Bucharest, a city with a better
geo-strategic position, which had been by then the capital of Wala-
chia, while the historic path of the city of lasi, which was losing its
political (and implicitly its economic, social, symbolic/sentimental)
role, got abruptly modified. That is why some of the intellectuals
and of the politicians thought about a kind of “specialization” of
the two cities, an idea that was tacitly or publicly approved by the
contemporaries. As Bucharest became the political and economic
capital of the new state, Iasi was supposed to turn into a capital of
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schools, of culture, of higher and special studies. The establishment
of the University of Iasi was part of this philosophy of compensa-
tions.

Kogalniceanu, one of the architects of the 1859 Union and the
“little co-founder” of the University of Iasi, as he liked to speak
about himself, remembered two decades later the efforts of the local
elite to identify correct forms of compensation, explaining the gen-
esis of the institution by the very paradigm of damage control and
of the apparently difficult future:

“Instead of the princely palace, let us raise the palace of science, in-
stead of the prince, let us place intelligence, instead of great adminis-
trative, financial, military authorities that have to be transferred let us
place the high school, the faculties; instead of the government of Tasi
let us raise the University of Iasi™.

Naturally, this dualism that provided the city of Iasi with an accen-
tuated cultural/academic role proved to be utopian, considering
that the adopted political model was a strongly centralized one.
Furthermore, by centralization an attempt was made to unify the
traditions in the two Romanian medieval states, to erase the old dif-
ferences and to build a unitary state, inhabited by a modern nation,
built up on European values.

In the autumn of 1860 the University of Iasi was indeed created,
but in the first years it lived a tormented life, because of an institu-
tional blockage and of the lack of communication with the Ministry
of Public Education. And, as the budget was made by the govern-
ment of Bucharest and approved by the Parliament of Bucharest,
the demands for new chairs, meant to update and to improve the
curricula, were most of the times blocked “because of lack of funds”.

In this complicated climate, the cultural and political milieu of
the capital city, which was hesitating anyway, from the very begin-
ning, about the establishment of a university in Iasi, wanted its own
university that could illustrate the centralist policy in the field of
public education as well. And they had it, as in 1864 the University

5. Kogalniceanu 1877, p. 6.
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of Bucharest was founded, ratified then, in the same year, by the
new Law of Public Education®.

The list of the Romanian universities, state universities each and
every one, funded from the central budget, was completed after
1919, when Romania obtained territories such as Transylvania and
North Bukovina, with the universities of Cluj (initially a Hungarian
one) and Chernivtsi (initially a German one).

Forms of inequity and reactions of the academic milieu of
Tasi

Not long after the creation of the University of Bucharest, the one
of Tasi became a provincial university, and the one in the capital city,
ipso facto, became a central, elite university for the Romanians living
in the country or abroad. In fact, it was naive to believe that the
bureaucrats in the new capital could accept the idea of equal treat-
ment for the two universities or that in the long term they would
apply that political project (a utopia, in the context of a centralized
state) to create a two-headed structure meant to calm down the
sceptics about the Union of the two Romanian Principalities: Bu-
charest as a political and economic centre, lasi as a centre of culture,
education and science.

On the one hand, the city of Iasi decayed rather quickly in the
second half of the nineteenth century; it became a province, and
this could be seen in the academic life as well. On the other hand,
with the last resources, though economically weakened, Iasi contin-
ued to represent, for at least several decades, Romania’s most fertile
cultural pole; however, it fed on past realities. Here was founded, in
the 1860s, a famous literary society called “Junimea”, which played
a significant role in the crystallization and polishing of the Roma-
nian culture; famous literary names performed here, such as the
“national” poet Mihai Eminescu, the story teller Ion Creangs, to-

6. Art. 294 announced that “there are 4 types of faculties: philosophy and letters, law,
medicine and physical, mathematical and natural sciences”, while art. 295 that “More
faculties being established in a place shall form a university”. See the 1864 Law of
Public Education, in Ministerul Instructiunei Publice si al Cultelor 1go1, p. 24.
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FIGURE 2: The University of Bucharest. Image from the beginning of the 20th
century.

gether with scholars from the field of sciences. It is equally true that
the future was predictable: Bucharest attracted the intellectual elite
like a magnet, and at some point the latter chose the capital over the
city of Iasi.

In 1864 the real problems actually started for the first modern
university of Romania, the University of Iasi. A term for compari-
son was emerging, which had not existed before, while the budget
meant for higher education had to be now shared so that two insti-
tutions could be fed, not only one; hence, the lack of resources.
Compared to the University of lasi, the one of Bucharest was grant-
ed, at a fast pace, more chairs in order to complete the number of
specializations, a numerous teaching staff was hired, and abundant
funds were received for the acquisition of books for the library, for
laboratory equipment, for reparations, etc. In order to explain the
deviations from the spirit and the letter of the law, the first argu-
ment was that the capital city of Romania cannot compete with
other European capitals without a university, given that all Euro-
pean capitals, from Paris, Berlin, Vienna to Turin (then Rome) and
Athens had such an institution.

Furthermore, the very reality, the deep, objective one, supported
the development of the University of Bucharest. Especially after the
establishment here of the capital city for the unified state, a dynam-
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was postponed because of the lack of founding until 1879, almost
two decades after the establishment of the University.

It is true that at Iasi had also functioned a Faculty of Theology,
but this one was dissolved by the law of 1864, which limited the
number of faculties to the four above’. Furthermore, ignoring the
legislation, in the middle of the ninth decade of the nineteenth cen-
tury, at the University of Bucharest was organized a Faculty of The-
ology attended by several dozens of students. It is interesting that
the Faculty had from the beginning temporary professors, paid
from the budget of the ministry, but a Regulation only appeared in
1888, and the official inclusion in the academic body of the Univer-
sity was made by means of a special law only in 18go. Therefore,
while the Faculty of Theology of Iasi was dissolved immediately af-
ter the publication of the 1864 Law in the Official Gazette, that of Bu-
charest was established actually against the legislation in force at
that time.

As the main form of discrimination of the University of Iasi was
the vote for chairs at the University of Bucharest, the reactions were
at the beginning very weak. Several situations of that kind were nec-
essary in order for the inhabitants of Iasi to accept the idea that
things were going to a wrong and uneven direction. An interesting
case occurred in 1877, when V.A. Urechia, former professor of the
University of lasi, then starting with 1864 of the University of Bu-
charest (and future Minister of Education in 1881-1882) put forward
in the Deputies Assembly the creation of three new chairs for the
University of Bucharest, dedicated to some personalities of the
Acadimia (Bogdan Petriceicu Hasdeu, Alexandru Odobescu, Titu
Maiorescu), invoking the necessity to get closer to the level of the
faculties from the “civilized states”. He was interrupted by a voice in
the room, probably that of an intellectual from Iasi, who summa-
rised an increasingly frequent reality: “only in Bucharest, not in
Iasi”. V.A. Urechia’s reply was symptomatic for the subsequent evo-
lution of things: “there is no doubt the next year” will be the turn of
the University of Iasi. George Marzescu, Professor of Law in Iasi
(just like others, he would transfer to Bucharest by the end of his

7. About the foundation and the dissolving of this Faculty, see Rados 2012.
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career) asked then for an equivalent measure for Iasi. Urechia’s
proposition was adopted with applauses, and that of Marzescu did
not get the votes®, a situation resembling other situations from the
past and which would repeat in the future.

With the inequitable funding, a chain reaction started: the Uni-
versity of Iasi was late in completing its curricula with the necessary
chairs and was losing thus the basis of student natural recruitment,
as an important part of the young people in the area were choosing
the capital as a destination for studies, given that besides the well-
funded university, there were also bigger career opportunities.
Hence a small student population over the first decades; this meant
good arguments for those who believed that the establishment of
the University of Iasi was a danger for the centralizing processes
and wanted this to be dissolved, or, as a form of concession to the
province (Moldavia), to be transformed into a branch of the Uni-
versity of Bucharest.

The first public reaction that went beyond the usual timidity oc-
curred in 1877 and was due to Miltiade Tzony, Professor of Mathe-
matics at the Faculty of Sciences of the University of lasi and former
grant holder in Paris. The context was quite complicated; he was
responding attacks by Mihail Kogalniceanu, President of the Sen-
ate at the time, against a number of professors from Iasi (and older
political enemies) transpiring from an interpellation to the minister
of Public Education about the “condition of intellectual and even
material degradation of the University of Iasi”. Tzony’s reaction

8. See the Official Gazette of Romania go January 1877 (meeting of the Assembly of
Deputies from 20 January 1877), p. 720. In fact, Marzescu was consistent. He asked
for the creation in Iasi of a second chair of civil law, based on the model of Bucha-
rest. An unidentified voice from the room then shouted “next year”, and the
budget committee rejected the amendment. See the Official Gazette of Romania 1
February 1877 (meeting of the Assembly of Deputies from 20 January 1877, con-
tinuation), pp. 752-754.

9. Undoubtedly, Kogilniceanu’s objectives, as he was in the opposition, were first of
all political; he targeted the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Nicolae Tonescu, who was
also a Professor of the University of Iasi since its foundation, and who was more
present in Bucharest, in the Parliament or in the government, than in Iasi. Yet, his
criticism was objective and coherent on the whole, especially that his role as a
founder could be easily forgotten by the contemporaries. After a visit he paid, in
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was rather angry, and besides the controversy he was having with
his adversary, he adopted an ironic and hostile tone against central
bureaucracy as well; furthermore, he betrayed a state of tension and
frustration as far as the University of Bucharest was concerned.

Professor Tzony was defending both his colleagues, criticized
for neglecting their chair in favour of a political career, and the ad-
junct professors, suspected of incompetence. He was accusing
Kogalniceanu of having done actually nothing after 1860, from the
political positions he occupied over time in the capital city, for the
institution he had founded, and of having showed no public inter-
est for the fate of the university. He took over Kogélniceanu’s re-
mark that the University of Iasi remained the only glory of Molda-
via, but went further by thanking the centre for the generosity
“showed to everything that once belonged to the city of Tasi”. But
more important is the fact that Tzony understood the danger hid-
den in the gesture of his opponent of treating the two universities,
out of political reasons, differently, of making a separation between
the two in the public mindset:

“Surrounded by an intelligent population, fond of the spirit lights,
but deprived of means and mixed up with too many foreign elements,
struggling with everybody’s inertia and mainly with the indifference
of the state, often with the latter’s manifest opposition, the University
of Tasi has done everything they could to contribute, within the limits
of the weak means it has, to increasing common prosperity, by raising
the people’s intellectual level. We cannot therefore accept the attempt

the winter of 1877, at the University of Iasi, which he found “emptied of profes-
sors and students”, he declared to be sincerely worried by the evolution of the
institution. He thought that the root of this “evil” could only be the 1866 Consti-
tution, which provided the teaching staff with total political liberty and which
allowed for the “militant politics to enter the University”. From his perspective,
the university was confronted, on the one hand, with the professors’ absenteeism
(as many of them were involved in politics and had to be in the Government and
in the Parliament, leaving substitute teachers in their places), and on the other
hand with the danger to lose students in favour of the University of Chernivtsi, a
German university founded in 1875 by the Austro-Hungarian government, at Ro-
mania’s north border, therefore not very far from Iasi. See Kogalniceanu 1877, p. 7.
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that is being done to separate, in the core of a nation, the two sister-
universities, by placing our efforts, love, devotion for the public inter-
est lower than the ones of our fellows from Bucharest.”™

Furthermore, he observed that all the forums were insistently re-
quiring the University of Iasi to oppose the “policy of Germaniza-
tion” led by the University of Chernivtsi, but provided no necessary
funds. It is significant that whereas the University of Chernivtsi was
completely equipped, having, since its foundation, 58 chairs and
some new ones to be created, the University of Iasi, despite the re-
peated solicitations, had almost half the number after 17 years of
existence™.

Even though, here and there, Tzony’s discourse was transpiring
a pathos that, like in other cases, caused the University of Iasi, in
the middle and the long run, more harm than good™, the Professor
was concluding in an ironic note, by actually mocking the claim of
the Centre to support science and culture in Iasi, while actually con-
tinuing centralization at Bucharest:

“How ironic, how ridiculous! Where are the reforms they made,
where are the improvements they brought about? The budgets for
1877 were voted without us seeing any measure that could eradicate or
at least decrease the harm. On the contrary, the University of Bucha-
rest gained some more chairs”®.

10. Tzony 1877, pp- 33-34-

1. Tzony 1877, p. 68.

12. For instance, he showed that everybody criticizes the University of Iasi, but no-
body recorded the
whose mission was to defend north Romanianism, nobody showed “how many tem-

«

‘unstable and painful” history of this “unfortunate school”,
pests it went through, how much bad will, how much opposition, how much inertia
it opposed from all directions; how all the regimes, one after the other, without ex-
ception, were only preoccupied by attacking it, only competing in mutilating it; how
each and every one of them, unable to finish it with violence, measured its air, it life,
with economy, with parsimony, even with avarice, to make it die of anaemia”. Tzony
1877, p- 73-

13. Tzony 1877, p. 74.
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branch of the University of the capital city, keeping only the Faculty
of Letters that was anyway not able to give the complex elites that
the society and state needed.

Even if the local reaction was, on the whole, a feeble one, it some-
times managed to stop the misdemeanours of the Centre. Maybe the
most coherent local public movement took place in Iasi in 1900, when
the Petre P. Carp Cabinet wanted to reduce drastically the expenses
of the Faculty of Medicine (after another, failed, attempt in 1883-
1884) and of the Faculty of Law - which anyway had minimal budg-
ets - and to dissolve a series of important institutions and schools for
Tasi: the Normal School for Girls, the Conservatory, the Fine Arts
School, the Pedagogical Seminary, the Anti-rabies Institute.

The academic community in Iasi and the local intelligentsia in
general could be but shocked by the intention of the government.
The Normal School for Girls was the oldest in the country and the
only one located in Moldavia (while in Walachia four of them were
funded, of which two in the capital), while the Conservatory and
the Fine Arts School, even though they had less students than other
similar institutions in Bucharest, were yet indispensable for the cul-
tural life of Iasi. It was pretty clear that without the Pedagogical
Seminary, the Faculties of Letters and of Sciences could not train
the future secondary teachers, given that their major mission was to
train teachers, and only secondly to produce science. Obviously, to
close the Anti-rabies Institute was equally inappropriate, given that
this was essential for the health of the inhabitants of Moldavia; the
institute had been created in 1891 by Professor Emil Puscariu from
the Faculty of Medicine, being the fourth in the world, after Paris,
Odessa and Bucharest.

For the first time, in a long history of inequities, the academic
and civic milieu of Iasi, led by the academics, managed to make an
exemplary mobilization and, confronted with this common block
and with arguments systematized in an excellent manner by Rector
Alexandru Xenopol?, the government gave up the initiative. How-

15. The Rector wrote that Iasi lost, with the Union, its political significance, it also
took tough economic blows, but it preserved a cultural and scientific brightness and
the Centre would be completely unjust to annul these “privileges”. Xenopol used a
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action” has a more interesting history than the way in which the
University of Iasi turned into a provincial one.” The practice of
transfers hurried up to a considerable extent the transformation of
the university of the capital into an elite one and, at the same time,
weakened the one in Iasi: the former obtained, with no efforts or
investment, fully trained, acknowledged and experienced teaching
staff, while the latter lost important names of its academic life.”

The Interwar period: new context, old habits

After World War I, the same attitude advantaging the University of
Bucharest in the detriment of the one in Iasi, persisted, though the
situation grew even more complex. Due to the peace treaties, Ro-
mania was acknowledged the right to territories such as Transylva-
nia, North Bukovina and Bessarabia. In the first two there were al-
ready the University of Cluj and that of Chernivtsi, which had to be
funded as well, abundantly usually, out of the wish to demonstrate
the solidity of Romanian education in those areas. After the territo-
ries and the population of Romania increased significantly, Bucha-
rest had a much more consistent central budget than before, distrib-
uting the funds towards the four universities. This time, the most
advantaged one was the University of Cluj, which had been anyway
better equipped since the times of its belonging to Austro-Hungary,
but came in terms of the number of students after the University of
Bucharest and that of Tasi.

lows in the universities of German inspiration, characterized, among other things, by
the mobility of the students and of the teaching staff. In Romania, where the univer-
sities were funded exclusively by the state, the university professors were assimilated
to the senior civil servants, they were appointed by Princely or Royal decree, were
permanent and could not be transferred without their agreement. Until World War
I, these transfers were unidirectional (to the University of the capital city) and repre-
sented a full recognition, at a national level, of the “fortunate” professor.

17. For a presentation of the teaching staff involved in this “unidirectional academic
migration”, see Toderagcu, Maleon, Botogineanu 2014.

18. In most of the cases, the solicitations of transfer resulted from the wish to be in
the core of the political/public life, but there were also situations when the Profes-
sors chose the University of Bucharest for the more appropriate working conditions,
better libraries, better-equipped laboratories, sufficient experimental materials, etc.
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FIGURE 3: The new building of the University of Iasi (finished in 1897). Image
from the beginning of the 20th century.

In this new context, the consolidation of the elite University of
Bucharest stagnated for a while, but the funding differences com-
pared to the University of Iasi remained visible. So that, in spite of
the long traditions and history, the inhabitants and the professors of
Tasi always lived with the impression that they were becoming a
kind of colony, with no right to speak, and that they are rapidly
outdistances, in the order of importance and of priorities of the cen-
tral administration, not only by the capital, but by Cluj too.

The majority of the intelligentsia of Iasi gave up and passively
accepted the situation, which they considered a fatality. Giving up
the fight, they left behind an isolated minority who continued their
efforts to repair the situation, by using often a significant dose of
verbal violence. That is how could be explained the fact that only
some of the professors of the University (Grigore T. Popa, Giorge
Pascu, Alexandru Slitineanu, etc.) were known to consistently mili-
tate for the observation of the rights of the University of Iasi and
against the peripheral condition.

To a greater extent than during the previous years, the city of
Tasi proved to be unable to preserve the intellectual forces it had
trained or affirmed. Besides the fact that tens of important local
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graduates, once tenured at the University of Iasi, tried the solution
of personal salvation by the transfer to Bucharest or even Cluj, the
scholars trained in the capital got to deem the University of Iasi a
springboard to, or a waiting-room for an academic position in Bu-
charest. They introduced thus a new scourge, the so-called “univer-
sity ambulance”, i.c. they lived in Bucharest®, and came to Iasi one
or two days a week to give their lectures, a severe impediment to the
normal functioning of the institution. One of the defenders of the
University of Iasi, Giorge Pascu, ironically proposed, in 1931, a solu-
tion meant to take into consideration these professors’ love for the
capital city:

“As three quarters of the Law professors of Iasi live in Bucharest,
from now on the Faculty councils will be held in Bucharest. We are
waiting for the great moment when the courses of Iasi will also be
made from Bucharest, by telephone. As the French say, Université de

2720

Iasi, Bucarest”™.

More and more present in the public area is the idea that the Uni-
versity of Iasi is treated inequitably when the budget of the Ministry
of Education is made. For instance, a Memoir to the Ministry of Pub-
lic Education approved by the Senate of the University of Iasi in
January 1922 underlined the fact that the institution was neglected
because of its geographical position, but especially because of the
“unfortunate increasing centralization, which attracts to Bucharest
all the country’s powers and resources”. The chronic underfunding
was particularly pointed to, which was condemning the University

19. Many of them do not manage to adapt themselves at all to the city of Iasi. For
instance, Petre P. Negulescu, sent to Iasi to control and limit, as an Associate Profes-
sor at the Faculty of Letters, the spreading of the socialist ideas, which were very
strong in Iasi out of different reasons, had initially refused the position, consider-
ing the environment of Iasi “completely opposite to the way I am .... a real exile
place”. See Ornea 1978, p. 285. And the literary critic George Calinescu, though he
had accepted an academic position at Iasi in 1937, shows irritation related to the dif-
ficult situation of the city, which he called an “infamous village”, observing that “eve-
rybody, sooner or later, flees Tasi”. See Rosetti 1977, p. 60.

20. Pascu 1931, p. 189.
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to a modest life, one of a minor school compared to the capital, not
to mention the great European universities.

In the interwar period a new competitor appeared, which pushed
things even further: the University of Cluj, abundantly funded in
order to support the idea of the Romanian cultural superiority in
the areca. Without objective criteria, the budget disproportion
reached in 1922 a level hard to accept: 12 million lei (local currancy)
for Iasi, 23 for Bucharest and 54 for Cluj! And things kept on dete-
riorating in the following years, so that Rector Alexandru Sldtineanu
decided to sound the alarm. In a report published in the “Annuals
of the University”, he analysed impartially the problems and the
differences that affected the institution of Iasi and discontented the
local spirits. The reason why the funds for the University of Iasi
were twice smaller than those for Bucharest and ten times smaller
than for Cluj was for him an impenetrable “budgetary mystery”.
The conditions in which the University functioned made it unable
not only to play its cultural and national role in the region, but may-
be even more gravely to diminish its scientific prestige, blocking it
at the periphery of the field and annulling its chances to stand out
on and increasingly complex market™.

The vehement attitude of some academics of Iasi was also the
result of some projects of the University of Bucharest deemed gar-
gantuan, given the difficulties Iasi was confronted to. For instance,
a memoir submitted to the Ministry by the Faculty of Law of Bucha-
rest noted that the institution had the duty to be “a core of light” for
the other faculties in the country, and to train the future leaders of
Romania, so they were asking for a quadrupling of the number of
chairs (58 more, besides the existing 23).

In the fourth decade, the University of Cluj was not a priority for
the government anymore, so that the funding of the educational
system was again favouring Bucharest. In 1934 the capital was allot-
ted more than half of the national budget meant for the salaries of
the higher education staff: the University of Bucharest, together
with the Academy of Architecture, with the Higher Commercial

o1. Slatineanu 1924-1925.
22. Pascu 1928.
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FIGURE 4: Interior of the main building of the University of Iasi (today the
Library of the Technical University “Gh. Asachi”). Recent picture.

School and the Polytechnic School received a total budget amount-
ing to 128 million, while the University of Cluj one amounting to 51
million lei and the University of Iasi to only 48 million lei®.

Things degenerated to such an extent that the demotivation of
the professors of lasi grew contagious. Some of the stances, more
realistic and mobilizing, stated that the local environment should be
more active just because the Centre had no real intention to support
the University of Iasi. One of the most respectful Professors, Gri-
gore T. Popa from the Faculty of Medicine (who will eventually
transfer to Bucharest at the end of his career) remarked that the Uni-
versity of Tasi, treated by the government as “the poor relative, com-
ing from impoverished parents, who live on the leftovers” should
help itself, to promote itself better, including by jubilees, by means
of “beautiful festivals and festive volumes”; this way, the internal co-
hesion of the teaching staff and of the student population would also
increase, a premise for the construction of a different future™.

23. Ministerul Instructiunii, al Cultelor si Artelor 1934, pp. 158, 164.
24. Popa 1929, p. 4-5 and 18-19.
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It was equally true that in the history of the University of Iasi,
the funding of these jubilee anniversaries was often refused or post-
poned by the central administration. In 1875, the funding request
for a “little jubilee” (15 years since the foundation) was rejected, and
in 1910 when they could celebrate half a century of existence, the
ceremonies were postponed (out of objective and subjective rea-
sons) to the following year; this affected the image of the University
and created an impression of lack of care. A new funding refusal
was recorded in 1935, when the school environment of Iasi celebrat-
ed a century since the foundation of Academia Mihdileana, an insti-
tution that once had included higher studies, so that Professor
Giorge Pascu got to write in a local gazette: “in a period of ferocious
centralism, what’s the fun in celebrating the centenary of a provin-
cial university, older than the university of the capital city?”

Therefore, besides the centralist policy and the interests of the
authorities in the capital, the lack of local energy, the inability to
continue the started projects, the problematic cohesion of the teach-
ing staff of the University of Iasi and even some personal petty in-
terests were equally responsible for the escalation of differences be-
tween the University of Bucharest and that of Iasi. Although
chronically underfunded and discriminated by the decision-makers
of the time, the University of Iasi survived and continued to bring
forward scientific results in fields such as sciences, medicine, but
also in the field of humanities and in legal sciences, as well as to play
a major role, through its graduates, in the positive evolution of a
society that still had a lot to make up for until it could reach the
development and refinement level of the “enlightened Europe”.

Conclusions

This “story” shows that the privileged funding of a central, elite uni-
versity, from public funds, is very complicated issue, in the context of
a budget always insufficient for the field of education, provoking a
whole range of problems, inequities and disequilibrium situations in
other areas of the same country. In the case of Romania, it was very
important how the country was built and how the nation got crystal-
lized: initially by the union of two different states, Moldavia and
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Walachia, with theoretically equal rights. When the promises made
during the Unification negotiations, and even the legal provisions
were infringed in order to turn the University of the capital city into
an elite one, this happened in the detriment of the University of Iasi,
the first Romanian university. In fact, one of the reasons it had been
created was to transform the city of Iasi into a “capital” of culture and
education, in order to mitigate the different types of losses suffered
following the establishment of Romania’s capital at Bucharest.

The University of Bucharest was favoured by the central author-
ities, first of all when a significant number of chairs and specializa-
tions was approved, then when bigger funds were granted, which in
the interwar period got to be twice as big as those assigned to the
University of Tasi. Meanwhile, the oldest Romanian university, a
privileged target of many budget reduction projects, was con-
strained to function under emergency procedures, given that, being
not allowed to hire enough professors to complete the curricula, it
was late, for a while, in giving its graduates the academic degrees.
This fact explains the relatively small number of students over the
first two decades - a good pretext for those who wanted the univer-
sity dissolved - as part of the youth in the region, looking for higher
studies, chose to go to Bucharest.

Even under these circumstance, marginalized and underfunded,
the University of Iasi managed to play an important role in the Ro-
manian academic life, and even to become an important “brain”
provider for the University of Bucharest. In fact, this unidirectional
academic migration was one of the most serious problems of the
University of Iasi, whose teaching staff were trying to transfer to the
university of the capital, where they were enjoying better national
and international visibility, and implicitly higher chances of profes-
sional success and social recognition.

Some of the imbalances were repaired by the communist regime
installed after Second World War who, though it did not renounce
the special attention paid to the University of Bucharest, tried to
reduce the gaps between the different regions and institutions. But
other problems started to appear then, such as political purges, aca-
demic publications and teaching materials censoring, total control
over the students’ life, etc., based on a well-known model.
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