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History 

 

Job safety has always been an issue in the workplace—not necessarily for employers 
and business owners but, most definitely, for workers in many industries who suffered 
from high rates of accidents and diseases.  It was not until 1890—more than one 
hundred years after Independence—that the first federal law was passed to regulate 
safety in the workplace; however, this law only applied to the mining industry and was 
poorly enforced.  Thus, mining accidents that killed literally hundreds in a single disaster 
occurred with numbing regularity for many more decades.  A big push for federal safety 
regulations arose again in the 1930s but most workers were more focused on wages, 
hours, and the right to form unions.  Sadly, during World War Two there was a spike in 
the amount of injuries in the workplace.  The 1930s and 1940s proved to be hard times 
to pass worker safety laws due to preoccupation with the depression and the war.  In 
1951 Rep. Hubert Humphrey (D-MN) proposed a bill calling for uniform national 
regulation and inspection on safety; his bill was shut down.  Finally, everything changed 
in the 1960s.  Worker injuries had substantially been on the rise from 1958 to 1969.  
There were many factors attributing to this but the introduction of new chemicals in 
industry was a major factor. 

The “sprit of the 60s” was the driving force of passing federal safety regulation in 1970.  
Just as students, women, and African American fight for their rights so did workers.  The 
workers had allies to back their cause: environmentalists, rank-and-file union workers, 
consumer product safety activists, and even the Nixon administration new policy 
agenda all played a role in passage of the Occupational Safety and Health Act (OSHA).   

 

 

 


