
 

    
Most recollections about Uri Possen touch on two aspects: what a kind, gentle, caring scholar he 
was, and that the title “acting” (chairman) seemed like a permanent prefix since he took on that 
role so many times on behalf of the Economics Department, both before and after serving as its 
Chairman from 2002 to 2008. Both reflections focus on Uri’s fundamental nature: to help and 
serve others, which he did continuously throughout his forty one year professorial career at 
Cornell. Professor Possen was a dedicated, courageous scholar who was still teaching his 
undergraduate course in macroeconomics the semester he fell terminally ill, and he conducted his 
classes until the end.    
    
Born in Denmark and raised in Sweden and then St. Catharines, Ontario, Canada, Uri studied 
mathematics as an undergraduate at the University of Toronto (B.A. 1965) where he also 
received his M.A. in economics (1967).  He then moved on to Yale where he earned his Ph.D. in 
economics in 1971, supervised by James Tobin, who later became a Nobel Laureate. While in 
New Haven, many relationships were formed that became an integral part of his life, including 
meeting his future wife, Rhoda, and forming an association with Pierre Pestieau with whom he 
collaborated on many research projects throughout his career.  Uri was trained as a 
macroeconomist, but like Tobin, he quickly sought to draw policy implications from theory, and 
he continuously searched for mechanisms that might be effective in implementing policy. This 
led to his other life-long marriage, the intellectual connection between macro and public 
economics - - analysis of the big picture and how to get it done.    
    
Above all, Uri was collegial - - in his research, in his guidance of students and as department 
chair. Most of his publications were co- authored collaborations, many with present or former 
colleagues on Cornell’s faculty. His body of joint work with Pierre Pestieau and with Steve 
Slutsky, both public sector economists who formed the Cornell economics department’s Yale 
“mafia” in their early years as assistant professors here, continued throughout Uri’s lifetime. 
Their joint work formed the heart of Uri’s effort to introduce the reality of institutions and 
particular mechanisms to the implementation of macroeconomic policies. Early examples were 



their work on particular types of fiscal policy, whether they led to the over- or under-supply of 
public goods and whether or not the structure (multi-level or unitary) of government(s) mattered. 
Many of the analyses with Pestieau focused upon the distributional consequences of macro-
policies. Later, more purely public sector analyses with both Pestieau (Professor of Economics 
Emeritus, at the Universite de Liege, in Belgium) and Slutsky (Professor of Economics at the 
University of Florida) explored the simultaneous interaction between alternative tax policies, tax 
evasion and government enforcement policies. These analyses highlight Uri’s pursuit of 
modeling the reality of a society and of tailoring proposed policy to accommodate human 
anticipation and reaction, including the impact of the random deployment of policies on 
individual and aggregate response.    
    
Other collaborations with Cornell colleagues David Easley (a theorist) and Nick Kiefer (an 
econometrician) developed from Uri’s observation following a macroeconomic seminar at 
Cornell that the elegant model presented simply did not capture what happens in a real economy. 
The result was several papers linking policy in an uncertain world with imperfections in 
particular markets in order to assess likely economy-wide outcomes.  He also collaborated with 
Liam Ebrill at the International Monetary Fund (also a former economics department colleague 
at Cornell) to explore the added complications that inflation might add to a fiscal policy’s effect 
on the economy. Later on, Uri became adept at working out numerical simulations of particular 
models to gain an understanding of the relative size (effectiveness) of alternative prescriptions. 
Early in his career he had also incorporated the use of real numbers as an educational tool in an 
undergraduate course on asset markets. There, in the 1970s, long before Wall Street was flying 
high, he encouraged each student to “invest” in a hypothetical portfolio of securities that they 
selected, and Uri then had them submit the results monthly for comparison and analysis, a time-
consuming activity for a large class. What mattered to Uri is that the students loved it and 
learned through it.    
    
What was so evident was Uri’s commitment to community, whether it be his family, Rhoda and 
his two children, David and Rachel, of whom he was so immensely proud, his colleagues and 
students, and the Ithaca Jewish community to which he was devoted. Pestieau observed that on 
his first visit to Israel to collaborate, while Uri and his family were on sabbatic leave at Hebrew 
University in Jerusalem, “I rarely saw Uri as happy as in those days.” We are fortunate at Cornell 
that he returned to this community so that his network of friends would continue to visit.  
Subsequently, as chair of the economics department, he was instrumental in hiring a number of 
new junior faculty members, several of whom recall fondly his efforts to mentor them through 
their successful tenure reviews.    
    
Uri’s overriding concern was for the well-being of others he came in contact with. His door was 
always open to students and colleagues, he always strove to understand why things were the way 
they were and how they could be made better, and he moved on from every setback, trying to 
make the world a better place. Uri Possen was a gentleman and a scholar.    
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