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Introduction

More than 450 years ago the Swiss
physician Paracelsus studied health
problems associated with mining. Safety
on the job involves more than merely the
avoidance of accidents. Government
regulations and workplace inspections,
often resisted by business leaders, seek
to protect employees from dangerous
machinery, hazardous substances, and
the consequences of repetitive physical
activity. The effort to develop and
maintain occupational safety standards
in the United States in the twentieth
century provides a revealing record of
the ways interest groups and
governments approach safety at work.
Globalization makes even more
complicated the effort to set standards
and protect individual workers.
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Occupational Safety
and Health
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Occupational health has rarely
received much attention from the
American public. Historically the
primary commitment has been to
economic growth through technology,
with little concern for any related
physical toll on workers. Throughout
much of U.S. history, this has even been



true of the workers themselves, who
have focused more on making a living
than on widespread occupational safety
and health problems. Furthermore, the
labor movement in the United States has
not been strong enough to force
* consistent public attention on these
e <o issues.
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Background

W OR

In Europe there is a much stronger

tradition of occupational medicine than
in the United States. As early as the
sixteenth century, the Swiss physician

1 Paracelsus (1493-1541) studied health
problems of miners and foundry and
smelter workers. The classic text on
occupational diseases was written in the
seventeenth century by the Italian



physician Bernardino Ramazzini
(1633-1714). During two centuries of
economic development leading to the
modern welfare state, Europeans,
particularly northern Europeans,
evolved important approaches to
occupational health. In the United
States, by contrast, there was only an
erratic response to the problems
accompanying the nineteenth-century
Industrial Revolution, and workers’
health was addressed primarily at the
state rather than the federal level.
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Massachusetts established the first
factory inspection department in 1867

and later enacted the first job safety

laws in the textile industry. The Knights

of Labor agitated for safety laws in the

1870s and 1880s, and by 1900 some

minimal legislation had been passed in



the most heavily industrialized states.
After 1900 a rising tide of industrial
accidents resulted in the passage of state
workers’ compensation laws—a form of
no-fault insurance—and by 1920 nearly
all the states had adopted such

compensation. A leading figure was
Dr. Alice Hamilton, whose pathbreaking \ g ’
work on lead poisoning received %‘4’
national attention and won her the first

faculty appointment for a woman at

Harvard University.
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Throughout the 1920s companies
became more paternalistic, a trend that
included occupational medicine. Much
attention was paid to pre-employment
physical exams, though, rather than to
industrial hygiene or accident
prevention. Occasional scandals reached
the public eye—one example was

cancer in young workers in New Jersey



who painted radium watch dials—but
not until the resurgence of the labor
movement in the 1930s was important
national legislation enacted. The
Walsh-Healey Public Contracts Acts of
1936 required federal contractors to
comply with health and safety
standards. and the Social Security Act of
1935 provided funds for state industrial
hygiene programs. The Bureau of Mines
was authorized to inspect mines.
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During World War 11 there were further
national programs, and funding, to
protect workers; but the end of the war
saw a rapid decline in attention to
workplace health and safety. One
exception to this general neglect was the
Atomic Energy Act (1954), which
included radiation safety standards.



