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Diva Sanjur was an internationally recognized scholar in international and community nutrition. She was one of 

the first individuals trained in nutrition to apply social science theories and methods to investigating food and 

nutrition problems in communities around the world. Throughout her academic career, she focused on several 

social science constructs in relation to nutrition: food habit formation and the influence of culture, ethnicity, 

migration, and socioeconomic status on food habits and dietary intake.

Professor Sanjur was born in the Village of Remedios, Chiriqui Province, Republic of Panama. One of ten children, 

she received a USAID Scholarship and studied home economics at the University of Puerto Rico, earning a B.S. 

degree in 1958. Graduating with the highest academic record in home economics, she received the University’s 

Willsey Medal of Honor. She was honored in 1981 by the University of Puerto Rico as recipient of the 16th Lydia 

J. Roberts Memorial Lecture Award. Professor Sanjur earned a M.P.H. degree from the University of California 

at Berkeley in 1962. Following the completion of her doctoral degree from Cornell University in 1968, Dr. Sanjur 

joined the faculty in the Department of Human Nutrition and Food, now the Division of Nutritional Sciences. 

Her early research focused on the feeding patterns of young children in low-income families in upstate New York, 

and subsequently expanded to include minority populations in New York City. This research provided important 

insights for designing the nutrition education programs of Cornell Cooperative Extension and similar programs 

at other land grant universities. During her academic career, Dr. Sanjur conducted numerous investigations in 

Puerto Rico, where her research formed the basis of the current knowledge of food habits in the commonwealth. 

She and her students conducted research in Ghana and Nigeria, in Indonesia and the Philippines, and in many 

Latin American countries, including her native Panama.

Dr. Sanjur published over 40 journal articles from her research on food habits, dietary intake, and other nutrition 

topics. In 1995, she published Hispanic Foodways, Nutrition and Health, drawn largely from her studies of Hispanic 

populations including Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, Cubans, and Central Americans. Her 

statement on the goal for the book aptly captures the motivation for her lifetime of research: “We hope this book 

will help nutritionists and program planners better serve Hispanic populations through diet counseling and 

nutrition education.” She was a founding member of the Editorial Board of the Journal of Nutrition Education, 

thus exerting major influence on the course of that scholarly journal. Professor Sanjur also conducted research and 

co-authored journal articles with her husband, Professor Malden C. Nesheim.
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Dr. Sanjur was a leading scholar and teacher of dietary assessments (one of the major approaches to determining 

nutritional status), especially among minority, low-income populations in the United States and Latin America. 

She published a manual on dietary assessment that was used in her course on the topic at Cornell. She compiled 

an extensive collection of recipes and nutrient content information for Hispanic foods that serve as a researchers’ 

resource around the world.

Dr. Sanjur’s course on the Sociocultural Aspects of Food and Nutrition, became a requirement for nutrition 

majors in the late 1980s. In 1982, she published a widely used textbook on the Social and Cultural Aspects of 

Nutrition. She and Cornell University were recognized nationally for emphasizing the importance of this topic in 

the undergraduate curriculum.

During her 31 years on the Cornell faculty, Dr. Sanjur was the major advisor to 32 graduate students, served on 

the Special Committees of many more graduate students, and served as an undergraduate advisor to countless 

students. She was an understanding but demanding advisor, and an effective role model for an untold number of 

female and minority students from the United States and abroad.

Professor Sanjur’s students noted the rigor of her teaching and her standards for writing and research and how 

these standards challenged them. They recounted her patience and generosity, and her skill in inspiring new 

perspectives on the importance of culture in nutrition.

She was passionate about teaching and learning, believing that education provides life-changing opportunities. 

She wanted her students to learn from everything they did, to maximize their academic experiences, and to 

continuously grow personally and professionally.

Dr. Sanjur knew firsthand how alone international students often felt so far from their families for an extended 

period. As a Berkeley student in her twenties, she left her young son in Panama in his grandmother’s care. Such 

memories she found difficult to recount; but as a professor advising her international students, she could empathize 

with the personal sacrifices many endured in furthering their education. Diva understood that the challenges 

every graduate student encounters are multiplied for foreign students, especially women. She would often lament 

that so few women pursue graduate education in the United States, mostly because they lack support both in their 

home countries and their host institutions. Thus she worked to increase awareness at Cornell of many students’ 

needs for extra support, such as developing personal ties with mentors sensitive to each student’s abilities, who 

could therefore provide appropriate guidance and encouragement.

Cornell University Faculty Memorial Statement http://ecommons.library.cornell.edu/handle/1813/17813



Professor Sanjur believed that international students and scholars greatly enhanced the educational experiences 

of their classmates. She considered bilingual literacy and bicultural experience as valued assets. She frequently 

conveyed this concept of extra strength and extra potential of international students to those inclined to rely on 

testing as a primary factor in selection for admission. She supported international students because they would 

go to the “front line,” to work to improve the lives of marginalized and impoverished populations. When students 

were overwhelmed, she would wisely remind them of their long-term goals and the necessity of perseverance. With 

her Latino students she would bring her “Hispanic ways” and using traditional sayings would advise, “remember, 

it is better to have it and not need it, than need it and not have it.”

Her students, and others she championed, repeatedly proved to be dedicated to their studies, intellectually able 

and committed to service. Their ability to work across cultures and to translate knowledge in culturally sensitive 

ways is legend.

Perhaps because of her own separation from family and culture, Diva remembered her international students 

during holidays and times of their customary celebrations. She and Malden opened their home to make these 

occasions memorable. Diva likewise reached out to American students to share her culture, providing a bridge for 

deeper learning about the role of tradition and culture in food, diet, health and art.

Professor Sanjur is survived by her husband, Malden Nesheim and her son, Leonardo Tunon-Sanjur.
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