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Walter Galenson, the son of Russian immigrants, was born in New York City.  He graduated from Columbia 

University in 1935 and joined his father’s accounting firm.  But coming of age during the depression had given 

him a concern of the problems of workers and he returned to Columbia for a Doctorate in Economics, which 

he received in 1940.  He then devoted his career to studying how workers fared in both rich and poor countries, 

advising governments and unions on how to improve labor conditions and teaching about the role of labor in 

economic development.

After working as principal economist in the War Department and Office of Strategic Services during World War 

II and serving as American labor attaché in Norway and Denmark during 1945-46, he returned to academia.  He 

taught at Harvard and the University of California at Berkeley before moving to Cornell in 1966 where he was 

appointed the Jacob Gould Schurman Professor in the Department of Economics and the School of Industrial and 

Labor Relations.  He spent the next 14 years on the faculty at Cornell and became a Professor Emeritus in 1980.

During his career, Professor Galenson held a number of visiting positions, including the Pitt Professor of 

American History and Institutions at Cambridge University.  He was a Fulbright and Guggenheim Fellow, served 

as president of the Association for Comparative Economic Studies and was an advisor to the International Labor 

Organization’s World Employment Program.

Former Secretary of Labor and Harvard Professor John Dunlop, a longtime friend of Professor Galenson, 

described him as “a prolific scholar of industrial relations, labor movements in Scandinavia, and American labor 

unions and their federations.”  His 28 published books included four volumes on American labor history, four on 

Scandinavian labor movements, three on labor in communist economies, six on comparative labor movements, 

and five on labor and economic growth in less developed countries.

His 1955 book, Labor Productivity in Soviet and American Industry, has been described by Professor Abram 

Bergson of Harvard as a “pioneering work, the first careful and systematic assessment of Soviet labor productivity.”  

Another co-authored book of his, published in 1964 with Professor F.G. Pyatt of Cambridge University, was the 

first empirical study to demonstrate the importance of caloric intake, housing quality and other conditions of life 

for workers’ productivity in developing countries.
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Professor Galenson’s scholarship was matched by his teaching.  He was a popular and influential teacher. Labor 

economics underwent a transformation during his years at Cornell and in his last five years as an active faculty 

member at Cornell, he also played an important role in recruiting a new generation of scholars, many of whom 

remain on the faculty today.

Professor Galenson had a lifetime commitment to what his good friend, former President Clark Kerr of the 

University of California, called “social democratic” politics.  He was proud to have sided with Professor Sidney 

Hook in the successful challenge to the Communist dominance of a teachers’ union in New York City during the 

post World War II period.  While in California, he was active in Democratic politics and the loss of a primary by 

a Democratic congressman to a member of what he perceived to be the “New Left” was a bitter blow to him.  The 

disorders and the collapse of ordinary academic life that occurred at Berkeley when the New Left challenged the 

leadership of President Kerr in the 1960s disturbed him greatly and he welcomed the chance to come to Cornell.

Of course, Cornell was not immune to the events of the 1960s. Professor Galenson played an active role in resisting 

what he saw as trends destructive of academic values at Cornell.  At the very end of President Perkins stay, he was 

a member of the committee that sought the President’s ouster.

After his retirement from Cornell, Professor Galenson divided his time between Ithaca and Washington and he 

continued to do research.  His last book, a study of Scandinavian labor markets, was published in 1998.  His last 

article, on the Taiwan labor market, was published in 1999.

Professor Galenson loved music and was an avid opera and concert attendee.  He resumed the study of the violin 

during his retirement years.  One of the curious conjunctures between his musical and economics interests lay 

in exchange with one of the Soviet Union’s top economists during the Cold War era. The Soviet economist could 

not easily obtain information on the prices of various U.S. goods.  Professor Galenson regularly sent his Soviet 

colleague copies of the Sears catalog and in return his colleague sent him what is now a unique collection of Soviet 

recordings of classical music.

Professor Galenson is survived by his wife Marjorie, herself a retired Cornell Human Ecology Professor; three 

children, Emily Schneider, Alice Galenson, and David Galenson; and three grandchildren.
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