
Jacob Gould Schurman

May 22, 1854 — August 12, 1942

The third president of Cornell University died in New York City last August in the eighty-ninth year of his age. 

Nearly three centuries earlier his Schurman ancestor had migrated from Holland, probably by way of France, 

to New Rochelle. Following the Revolution, Jacob’s great-grandfather, William Schurman, a loyalist, removed to 

Prince Edward Island and there Jacob was born. After twelve years on a farm, two in a store, and one in a high 

school, he secured through a Canadian government scholarship two years at college and at the end gained a 

higher award, in a competition open to all Canadians under twenty-one years of age, which gave him three years 

of study in Great Britain. There he crowned his student career by winning, over a swarm of competitors, a Hibbert 

Travelling Fellowship open to any graduate of a British university. Thus he rounded out his preparation by two 

years of study on the continent before he returned at the age of twenty-six to Canada. The springs from which 

he drank deepest are identified by his dedication of an early book to James Martineau, “the ethical and religious 

helper of two generations,” and by his tributes, one soon after his return, to Eduard Zeller as “the foremost thinker 

of modern Europe,” and another, half a century later, to Kuno Fischer as “the most logical, the most lucid, and the 

most brilliant expositor I ever listened to, and the greatest of university orators.”

Schurman’s work after his apprentice years lay in three fields; as scholar and teacher, as educational leader and 

administrator, and as statesman and diplomat.

As teacher he excelled in the critical and sympathetic exposition of the work of others. One may apply to him his 

own characterization of Kuno Fischer, whose mind he said “was not of the creative order in the highest sense of that 

term, but his power of sympathetic understanding and appreciation and his gift of reproduction were marvelous. 

He was the expounder of other men’s systems.” This judgment is confirmed by the title of what Schurman doubtless 

planned to make his magnum opus, an Examination of Kant’s Critical Philosophy, announced as late as 1896 but 

destined never to see the light.

The position he would have taken in that book, at least about ethics, was foreshadowed in his first publication, 

Kantian Ethics and the Ethics of Evolution, which was an outgrowth of his European studies. His conclusion was 

that neither the hedonistic system of Spencer nor “the empty abstraction formulated by Kant” could explain 

“the concrete facts of the moral world,” but that “between them both lies the idea of humanity as foundation for 

morality.”
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On his return to Canada, Schurman taught for six years at Acadia and Dalhousie colleges and was then called to 

Cornell University to fill the chair of philosophy and Christian ethics which had just been endowed by Henry W. 

Sage, the wealthy and imperious chairman of the Board of Trustees. Sage and Schurman became friends as close 

as the difference of forty years in their ages and the wide diversity of their backgrounds would permit. From the 

start Schurman achieved such outstanding success as teacher and lecturer that four years after his appointment 

his patron endowed a School of Philosophy as a memorial to his wife, Susan Linn Sage, with Schurman as dean. 

When President Adams retired two years later Sage saw to it that his protege was selected as Adams’ successor, a 

judgment which the ensuing twenty-eight years was amply to justify.

Schurman came to the presidency of Cornell University with an intimate knowledge of the institution, gathered 

during his six years as a member of its faculty, and was ready at once to take the helm. In several respects his 

career resembled that of the first president. Like White, he came to the office in his thirties and with the energy 

and confidence of youth and had a long term of service. Like White, he had at his elbow as co-worker and intimate 

friend an older man of wide business experience who was as devoted as himself to the University and a tower of 

strength in all matters financial. Like White, he was widely familiar with the institutions of higher learning at home 

and abroad. Like White, he interrupted his academic duties from time to time to undertake diplomatic service 

abroad. Over White however he had one enormous advantage: uninterrupted and abounding health.

With these qualifications Schurman in his inaugural address came out boldly for a radical change of university 

policy. He proposed to gear Cornell, as most beneficiaries of the Morrill Land Grant Act in other states were 

already geared, into the State system of higher education. Many in and out of the university were strongly against 

this proposal, but Sage, with the wisdom and tolerance of his years, urged: “Let the young man have his head,” and 

Sage’s word was law. Looking back over the intervening half-century one may doubt whether any other course 

would have brought as much gain to Cornell or to the State and Nation. The annual income of the university has 

increased since 1892 by more than ten million dollars including contributions from the State, which have risen 

from nothing to more than three millions. Three-eighths of Cornell’s income now comes from State and Federal 

appropriations.

The success of a university president is gauged largely by the caliber of the men added to the faculty during his 

term of office and the ease with which they are able to work in their own fields or to collaborate among themselves 

without interference from the administration. It may be too early to apply the first of these tests, but undoubtedly in 

few American universities has the academic atmosphere been as free from strife and bitterness as it was at Cornell 
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during the Schurman administration. This fact is the more to his credit because it was mainly his creation rather 

than his inheritance. While professor he exemplified, and while president he exalted, vital teaching and productive 

scholarship as the essentials to which all the machinery of administration, including that of the president’s office, 

should be subordinated. He insisted that the faculty’s control over educational problems in peace and war should 

not be impaired by trustees or president, or by inflamed public or alumni opinion. He was tolerant of opposition 

and was unwilling that in vital matters a small majority of the faculty or trustees should have their way, preferring 

always to bide his time until substantial unanimity had been reached. Over considerable opposition from both 

sides, which he shrewdly conciliated, he secured the inclusion of elected representatives of the faculty among the 

Board of Trustees and thus increased the influence of teachers in all university matters.

His work as a diplomat was less important to Cornell. After seven years in the presidency he accepted an appointment 

as president of the first Philippine Commission, and for the rest of his life he maintained a warm interest in the 

people of those islands. This interest is revealed in a small book, Philippine Affairs, a Retrospect and Outlook, which 

appeared two years after his return to Cornell.

A dozen years later Schurman reentered the diplomatic field when he became American minister to Greece and 

Montenegro. This excursion also resulted in a small book, The Balkan Wars, 1912-13, which appeared just as the 

dragon’s teeth sown at Sarajevo sprang up into a greater war. The First World War led him to abandon his plan of 

retiring from the presidency after twenty-five years, as White had done after twenty, but three years later he did 

so. His country then again urged its claims and sent him for four years as minister to China, and for a slightly 

longer term, 1925-30, as ambassador to Germany. During his residence in Berlin, in addition to other services 

in the line of duty, he obtained from American contributors more than half a million dollars with which to build 

an auditorium much needed by his German alma mater, the University of Heidelberg. The gift was made “in 

recognition of high and helpful service to American students for over a century.”

Throughout his career he was aided more than the public ever knew by his wife, Barbara Munro Schurman. As 

he was, during the later years of his presidency, the most admired man in Ithaca, so his wife was the best loved 

woman. They had seven children of whom five are living.
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