
N. Arnold Tolles

September 21, 1903 — April 10, 1973

Only a few individuals ever approximate as closely as did Arnold Tolles the ideal of devotion to teaching and 

scholarship combined with public service. His unexpected death on April 10, 1973, while he was teaching a class, 

followed the announcement only a few days earlier of Arnold’s intention to stand for election to the Tompkins 

County Board of Representatives. He did not distinguish between the two spheres, however; in both his political 

and his academic roles, Arnold was above all an educator.

Professor Tolles was born in New York City in September 1903. At the age of sixteen he enrolled in the School 

of Commerce, University of Chicago, which three years later conferred on him the B. Phil, degree in economics, 

with high honors. A year later he earned his M.S. at the same institution. At about this time he began to work on 

his Ph.D. dissertation, a study of the economics of unemployment insurance in Great Britain. Along the way there 

was a year at Harvard University, which awarded an M.S. degree in 1926, and a further year of study at the London 

School of Economics. The Ph.D. in economics was conferred by the University of Chicago in 1932. During most 

of his professional career, Professor Tolles was a member of the American Economic Association, the American 

Statistical Association, and the Industrial Relations Research Association.

Arnold’s career as a college teacher began as instructor and then assistant professor at Mount Holyoke in 1929. For 

a while he was also a part-time instructor in economics at Smith College, until in 1935 he left the academic world 

to enter government service. In Washington he joined the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, where he remained until 

1945 except for a two-year stint as assistant director and director of research in the U.S. Department of Labor’s 

new Wage-Hour Division. There was also a brief assignment in 1940 to the Labor Division of the U.S. Advisory 

Commission to the National Defense Council. In the Bureau of Labor Statistics, Arnold concentrated on wage 

problems, but his intelligence and ability to deal with industrial relations in broad perspective led to a succession 

of higher administrative appointments, terminating with the position of assistant commissioner in charge of 

program planning for the Bureau.

Arnold resumed his academic career at the close of World War II, first on the faculty of American University and 

then, in 1947, as professor at Cornell’s newly-established New York State School of Industrial and Labor Relations. 

He remained in this post until his retirement in July 1969 and was appointed professor emeritus in July 1971.
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Experience in government as well as his academic background matched the ILR School’s needs, and Arnold was 

influential in shaping its first curriculum in economics. He was also active in developing the School’s ex- tension 

program in its early days. His research reflected Arnold’s continuing effort to relate concept and practice. In 1962, 

for example, he served as chairman and contributed a working paper to the work of a special committee of the 

Interstate Conference on Labor Statistics formed to improve the usefulness of area wage statistics. In 1965 he 

directed a study of the salaries of professional economists for the American Economic Association.

Teaching, however, was Professor Tolles’s highest priority. More often than not at his own insistence Arnold carried 

a course load in excess of the accepted norm. For several years, also, he was the driving force behind an annual 

conference on the teaching of economics. He was also founder of the New York State Economic Association, which 

he served as president in 1961. For two years following his retirement, he taught part time at Cornell and, in the 

second of those years, also taught at the State University College at Geneseo, in its department of economics. 

There, too, even in the brief tenure before his death, Arnold contributed significantly to the improvement of its 

teaching program.

Arnold first entered local politics as a candidate for city alderman in 1957, losing by a tie-breaking vote. In 1965, 

his second attempt for this office was successful, and he served two terms. In 1969, he was defeated by a small 

margin in his bid to become mayor of Ithaca. At the time of his death he was a member of the Tompkins County 

Board of Representatives, to which he had been appointed in 1971 to fill a vacant seat. Arnold was throughout his 

years in Ithaca a faithful and valued member of the local Democratic party.

Arnold’s first marriage to Marian Donahue Tolles ended with her untimely death in December 1969. He is survived 

by his second wife, Martha Tolles, and two daughters, Patricia and Harriet.
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