
Robert Harry Ferguson

December 14, 1917 — February 19, 1979

Robert Harry Ferguson, one of the first faculty members of the School of Industrial and Labor Relations, died at 

his home in Land O’Lakes, Florida, on February 19, 1979. He was engaged as a part-time instructor for the lone 

course the school offered in 1945 and was the third person to join the industrial and labor relations faculty. He 

was promoted to the rank of professor in 1957. For reasons of health he chose early retirement in August 1977, was 

named professor emeritus, and moved to Florida.

He received his Bachelor of Arts degree from Union College in 1938 and his Master of Arts in economics from 

Brown University two years later. He then came to Cornell where from 1940-42 he was a part-time instructor in 

economics while studying for his Ph.D. For the following three years his studies were interrupted by World War II, 

in which he served as an officer with the Army Air Force. He returned to Cornell in 1945 and received his degree 

in 1948. His major field was labor economics. His dissertation dealt with unionization of foremen and was written 

under the guidance of the late professor Royal Montgomery.

He served as the first associate editor of the Industrial and Labor Relations Review from 1950 to 1952, and in 1953 

was named editor. He served for four years and resumed the position in 1965 for a five-year term. On his retirement 

as professor, an issue of the Review was dedicated to him for his extraordinary contribution to the development 

of the journal. The editorial board’s tribute included the following passage: “During the years of his stewardship, 

the Review underwent many changes and came of age, its friends like to think, as the leading journal in its field. 

Manuscript submissions and circulation increased throughout most of that period, and the articles published 

reflected the major shifts that occurred in research interests and methodology in the industrial relations field. 

Through all shifts in tastes and techniques, however, Professor Ferguson remained a champion of the consumer-

reader in his insistence that authors treat the English language with the respect it deserves/’

Bob Ferguson was active in professional and University affairs. He was one of the founders of the New York State 

Economic Association and a member of the American Economic Association, the Industrial Relations Research 

Association, the International Industrial Relations Associations, and the Society of Professionals in Dispute 

Settlement. At Cornell he served at various times on the University Calendar Committee, the University Library 

Board, and the General Committee of the Graduate School. He also served for several years as the ILR School’s 

observer and representative on the Faculty Senate of the State University of New York. He invariably enlivened ILR 
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faculty and departmental meetings by his quick and often passionate intelligence and the conviction with which 

he expressed his views on issues.

As an active mediator, fact finder, and arbitrator, he held membership on the mediation panel of the New York 

State Public Employment Relations Board, and the arbitration panels of the Federal Mediation and Conciliation 

Service and the American Arbitration Association.

He took a special interest in the Weinberg Seminars, held annually at Cornell University (under joint sponsorship 

of the School of Industrial and Labor Relations and the National Conference of Christians and Jews) to bring 

together leaders from business, labor, and public agencies for discussions of labor and social policy issues on the 

current national agenda. In 1960 he served as chairman of the seminar.

Although his chief concerns were the domestic problems of industrial and labor relations, he was by no means 

uninterested in developments in his field abroad. In 1954 he taught in the Salzburg (Austria) Seminar in American 

Studies and travelled in several European countries to become more familiar with their labor-management systems. 

He returned to Europe in the academic year 1961-62 to teach labor economics at the University of Leicester, 

England. And in 1968-69 he spent a full year at the International Labor Office in Geneva, Switzerland, where he 

held the position of senior research economist in the research and planning department.

All these experiences contributed to the value of his courses of instruction. He was a conscientious, devoted, and 

versatile teacher for whom students showed deep respect and admiration, for his teaching reflected assiduous 

preparation. He taught a wide range of basic and advanced subjects, including business history, income distribution, 

labor markets, and the economics of collective bargaining. He was also a successful, innovative teacher, notably in 

codirecting an experimental freshman course designed as a practicum in employer-employee relations. Over the 

years he maintained a large correspondence with former students who showed their appreciation by awarding him 

one of the first alumni plaques in recognition of his contributions to their education.

His research and writing likewise covered a broad spectrum of subjects, among which special mention must 

be made of his studies in income distribution, unemployment, poverty, cost-of-living index clauses in collective 

agreements, and labor policies in the agricultural sector.

Bob Ferguson will be remembered as a generous and cooperative colleague, at times a bit tart and impatient 

when compelled to listen to obvious nonsense, yet a friendly and warm-hearted person, who was widely liked and 

appreciated by both faculty and students.
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Surviving him are his wife, Mary Margaret Evans Ferguson; two daughters, Mrs. Terry Parillo of Bradenton, 

Florida, and Mrs. Margaret Martin of Albuquerque, New Mexico; and two grandchildren, an uncle, and several 

cousins.

Jean T. McKelvey, John P. Windmuller, M. Gardner Clark
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