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School: Regulatory / Legislative 
Course: History of Workers’ Compensation: The First Great Social Justice 
Movement 
Faculty: Hon. Timothy W. Conner, Presiding Judge, Tennessee Workers’ 
Compensation Appeals Board 
 
 
Summary 
The presentation "History of Workers' Compensation: The First Great Social Justice 
Movement," delivered by Hon. Timothy W. Conner, explores the historical evolution and 
significance of workers' compensation laws. Judge Conner, presiding judge over the 
Tennessee Workers' Compensation Appeals Board, begins by highlighting the ancient 
origins of compensatory laws, tracing back to societies in the Middle East, China, 
Greece, and Rome, which recognized the need to compensate individuals for injuries 
caused by others. 
 
The concept of workers' compensation as a formal legal framework began to take 
shape in the 19th century. Otto von Bismarck's 1884 Accident Insurance Act in 
Germany was a significant milestone, marking the first modern workers' compensation 
system. Bismarck's initiative aimed to address the insecurity faced by workers due to 
injuries and illness by mandating employer-funded insurance programs. This model 
influenced other European nations, including England, which passed the Workman's 
Compensation Act in 1897. 
 
In the United States, the industrial revolution brought about rapid economic growth and 
significant workplace hazards. By 1900, the lack of effective personal injury laws meant 
that many injured workers received little to no compensation. The legal landscape at 
the time was dominated by doctrines such as assumption of risk, contributory 
negligence, and the fellow servant rule, which made it difficult for workers to sue 
employers for negligence. 
 
Prominent figures such as John Graham Brooks, Crystal Eastman, and Upton Sinclair 
played crucial roles in advocating for workers' rights and highlighting the harsh working 
conditions of the era. Eastman's investigation into Pittsburgh's steel industry and 
Sinclair's novel "The Jungle" were instrumental in raising public awareness and pushing 
for legislative reforms. 
 
The early 20th century saw significant progress with the political leadership of President 
Theodore Roosevelt, who championed the progressive movement and advocated for 
workers' compensation laws. Tragic events like the 1902 Coal Creek mine explosion and 
the 1911 Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire underscored the urgent need for such laws. 
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These incidents galvanized public and legislative support, leading to the rapid adoption 
of workers' compensation statutes across many states. 
 
The landmark 1917 Supreme Court case, New York Central Railroad Co. v. White, 
upheld the constitutionality of workers' compensation laws, establishing the "grand 
compromise" between workers and employers. Under this system, workers could 
receive benefits without proving employer negligence, while employers were protected 
from potentially higher tort damages. 
 
Throughout the mid-20th century, court decisions further shaped the scope of workers' 
compensation, addressing issues like gradually occurring injuries, mental injuries, and 
occupational diseases. The 1970 National Commission on State Workmen's 
Compensation Laws, established during the Nixon administration, critically evaluated 
state laws and recommended significant reforms to ensure adequate and equitable 
protection for workers. 
 
In recent years, challenges such as the gig economy, technological advancements, and 
the COVID-19 pandemic have brought new complexities to workers' compensation 
systems. Issues like worker misclassification and the rise of remote work necessitate 
continuous adaptation and reform to address the evolving landscape of work and 
compensation. 
 
Judge Conner concludes by reflecting on the dynamic nature of workers' compensation 
laws, emphasizing the importance of balancing the interests of workers and employers 
while ensuring fair and adequate compensation for work-related injuries. The ongoing 
evolution of these laws will likely involve further judicial interpretations, legislative 
reforms, and possibly increased federal oversight. 
 
Learning Objectives 

1. Understand the historical development and significance of workers' compensation 
laws. 

2. Recognize the impact of early legal principles and ancient laws on modern 
workers' compensation systems. 

3. Analyze the contributions of key historical figures and events to the evolution of 
workers' compensation laws. 

4. Identify the common characteristics and variations of workers' compensation 
laws across different jurisdictions. 

5. Examine the ongoing and future challenges facing workers' compensation 
systems in the context of technological advancements and changing work 
environments. 
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Primary Takeaways 
1. Historical Roots: Workers' compensation laws have deep historical roots, tracing 

back to ancient civilizations and evolving significantly over the past two 
centuries. 

2. Key Figures and Events: Influential figures like Otto von Bismarck, Theodore 
Roosevelt, and writers like Upton Sinclair played crucial roles in shaping workers' 
compensation laws. 

3. Legal Evolution: The development of workers' compensation laws involved 
significant legal battles and compromises, leading to the establishment of the 
"Grand Compromise" of Workers' Compensation. 

4. Modern Challenges: The rise of the gig economy, technological advancements, 
and public health crises like COVID-19 present new challenges for workers' 
compensation systems. 

5. Federal vs. State: While workers' compensation laws are primarily state-
regulated, federal oversight and intervention have periodically influenced their 
development and implementation. 

 
Course Outline 
 
1) Introduction to Workers' Compensation 

a) Overview of the course and its objectives 
b) Historical context and significance 

 
2) Early Legal Foundations 

a) Ancient laws and early compensation systems 
b) Medieval and early modern developments 

 
3) Key Historical Developments 

a) 19th Century Progress: Prussia and Bismarck 
i) Accident Insurance Act of 1884 
ii) Impact on European legislation 

b) Early 20th Century America 
i) Industrial Revolution and its consequences 
ii) Influence of Theodore Roosevelt and the Progressive Movement 
iii) Significant workplace tragedies (e.g., Triangle Shirtwaist Fire) 
iv) Initial adoption of workers' compensation laws by states 

 
4) Legal and Social Influences 

a) Influential Figures and Literature 
i) Crystal Eastman and John Graham Brooks 
ii) Upton Sinclair's "The Jungle" 
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b) Supreme Court Decisions 
i) New York Central Railroad Co. v. White (1917) 
ii) Establishment of the Grand Compromise 

 
5) Evolution and Trends in Workers' Compensation 

a) Mid-20th Century Developments 
i) National Commission on State Workmen's Compensation Laws (1970) 
ii) Impact on state legislation 

b) Late 20th and Early 21st Century 
i) Legislative reforms and trends 
ii) ProPublica and NPR study (2015) 

c) Modern Issues and Future Considerations 
i) Gig economy and worker classification 
ii) Technological advancements and remote work 
iii) Federal government involvement and oversight 

 
6) Conclusion 

a) Recap of historical progression 
b) Current state and future outlook of workers' compensation systems 
c) Importance of continuous adaptation and reform 

 
NOTE: Artificial Intelligence was used in the creation of this document. 


