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1.1: Social Justice is Valuing Work!

Social Justice

There are numerous definitions or descriptions of the term ‘social justice’ most centering on remedying inequities in the human
experience. The definition presented in this discussion on the history of work in the US is a broader characterization intended to
weave a narrative from events, conditions, and norms in our society that will ultimately associate it with worker safety.

An article in Investopedia describes social justice as referring to “... a fair and equitable division of resources, opportunities, and
privileges in society. Originally a religious concept, it has come to be conceptualized more loosely as the just organization of social
institutions that deliver access to economic benefits. It is sometimes referred to as "distributive justice". 1, 2.

An open forum viewpoint on the meaning of social justice describes it as " a political and philosophical theory which asserts that
there are dimensions to the concept of justice beyond those embodied in the principles of civil or criminal law, economic supply
and demand, or traditional moral frameworks. Social justice tends to focus more on just relations between groups within society as
opposed to the justice of individual conduct or justice for individuals." While somewhat disparate, the two perspectives suggest
social justice focuses on just relationships and what is best for all.

The US has not always had the best reputation for protecting workers from harm, valuing all work and even valuing all lives.
During darker chapters in our history including our very origins work was exploitative and many workers were devalued. Prison
camp forced labor and slavery are primary examples of worker exploitation that has existed in the US and throughout human
civilization. Exploited workers have always been workers doing the necessary and mundane, grueling, exhaustive, and dangerous
work in society. Ask yourselves, who wants to be the worker cleaning up or attending to human waste? Who wants to be the
worker lugging %4 ton stone or picking cotton, even strawberries in 100F heat, or slaughtering livestock for consumption? Many
work tasks are not glamorous and many of us would probably choose other means to provide for ourselves and families.

Worker exploitation has often resulted in workers being exposed to hazards and dangerous working conditions that would lead to
illness, injury, and death. When workers were plentiful and expendable this was considered acceptable for any number of reasons.
Worker exploitation has also been about not receiving fair wages, fair treatment, safe working conditions, reasonable work
schedules, health care and workers compensation. In many ways one could argue worker concerns have always been social
concerns. Social in fact is defined as relating to human society, the welfare of humans as members of society. Productive work is
social and integral to society.

A Division of Workers

The subject of forced labor or slave labor is only mentioned to shape the narrative of human civilizations relationship to work.
Later in the discussion we will circle back to the legacy of slave labor in US work history. In fact it is not only in less modern times
that work has been assigned a social hierarchy. This means that in more modern times, children of a certain age are not expected or
required to be part of the labor force until they become adults and seniors typically do not have to work unto death unless they
choose to do so or are forced out of the labor market for reasons associated with health and mental acuity. In more modern times
the safety of youth and older workers is valued more than a perceived benefit of their contribution to the workforce.
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Figure 1.1.1: (left) Child Labor Circa 1930 (Public Domain; Lewis H via Library of Congress) (right) Young worker at coffee shop

(Brook Cagle-Unsplash)
The U.S. Department of Labor is the sole federal agency that monitors child labor and enforces child labor laws. The most
sweeping federal law that restricts the employment and abuse of children workers is the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA). Child
labor provisions under FLSA are designed to protect the educational opportunities of youth and prohibit their employment in jobs
that are detrimental to their health and safety. FLSA restricts the hours that youth younger than 16 years of age can work and lists
hazardous occupations too dangerous for young workers to perform. Enforcement of the FLSA's child labor provisions is handled
by the Department's Wage and Hour Division.(DOL-Child Labor)

Prior to protections, from the period of the civil war through the 1930s children were an integral part of the US workforce. Many
working in factories or family farms helped to fuel the US economy before and at the turn of the 20 Century. Young workers are
still an integral part of the US workforce but with the protections introduced in the FLSA. California has a sizeable segment of teen
workers in retail and food industries with resources available to help them understand the value they bring to the workforce.
(youngworkers.org)

Older workers gained some special protections with the creation of the Social Security Administration when the Social Security
Act of 1935 was signed into law. The Act established a system of Federal old-age benefits, and enabled States to make more
adequate provision for aged persons, blind persons, dependent and crippled children, maternal and child welfare, public health, and
the administration of unemployment benefits. Social Security allows workers of a certain age to continue working beyond
retirement or to retire, ceasing work of any kind. One of the most enduring social safety nets, social security attempts to value both
the longevity of work and the worker.

A Consequence of the Industrial Revolution

Industrialization in the US brought about many challenges to the concept of work. Humans have always used tools to assist with
work productivity but industrialization had an exponential effect on efficiency and output. Machines rapidly took the place of
manual labor increasing production even as human control and interface was still necessary. Machines reduced the brawn necessary
for some types of work but also increased the necessity and opportunity of work for women and children in factories that were
often dirty, dangerous, requiring long hours of grueling effort.

Workers were a commodity and their productive work fueled economic growth, population growth and sustained prosperity and
wealth for the barons of industrialization. Yet, for a period of time the poor and working class were exploited and not cared for, did
not truly see the results of their labors until losses of property and lives got the attention of the US populace and representatives of
the Federal Government.

The Monongah Mine Disaster and Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire, both workplace catastrophes, occurred within five years of
each other. The mine disaster was the worst in US history. Occurring on Dec 6 1907 in Monongah, W. Va., an explosion attributed
to a spark that ignited methane gas killed more than 350 men and boys, killing some instantly and trapping many who ultimately
died from toxic gas poisoning. Public outcry led to the creation of the Bureau of Mines in 1910 by the Federal Government in
response to this event and other similar catastrophes happening in the US and globally. Industrialization was actually fueled by the
various coal mining operations needed to sustain the economic growth engine of energy and power production.
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The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire occurred on March 25, 1911, in Manhattan, NY. 146 mostly women and young girls, were
trapped when a fire broke out on the 10% floor of the building, many jumping to their deaths or burned alive because exit doors
were locked from the outside. This was done to keep workers from taking too many breaks, to keep out potential union organizers,
and to possibly cut down on employee theft. Many of the women and men who died in this tragedy and the mining incident were
immigrants of Italian and Jewish ancestry. Prejudice and bigotry added to class and caste distinctions which devalued worker
contributions during a period of great change and knowledge attainment.

The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire like the Monongah Mine Disaster resulted in the development of safety standards and
government oversight. There was no criminal negligence attributed in either disaster although there was some civil liability in the
Factory fire. Although these disasters fomented public outcry, which initiated many workplace safety initiatives, it did little to
make work valued, equitable, and esteemed for all who labor for a living.
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Figure 1.1.7: Black women working in construction trades. (source; orleans technical college webpage, orleanstech.edu)

This page titled 1.1: Social Justice is Valuing Work! is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Kimberly
Mosley (ASCCC Open Educational Resources Initiative (OERI)) .
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