boston police strike in 1919

boston police strike in 1919 stands as one of the most significant labor disputes in American
history, marking a pivotal moment in the struggle for workers' rights and public safety. The strike
involved over 1,100 Boston police officers who walked off the job to demand better wages, improved
working conditions, and recognition of their union. This labor action not only disrupted law
enforcement in Boston but also ignited widespread social unrest and political controversy. The events
surrounding the strike highlighted tensions between organized labor movements and government
authorities during the post-World War | era. Furthermore, the strike profoundly influenced labor
policies and union rights in public safety sectors across the United States. This article delves into the
background, causes, key events, and aftermath of the Boston police strike in 1919, providing a
comprehensive understanding of its impact and legacy. Below is an outline of the main areas covered
in this detailed exploration.

e Background and Causes of the Boston Police Strike
e The Course of the Strike
e Government Response and Public Reaction

e Aftermath and Long-Term Impact

Background and Causes of the Boston Police Strike

The Boston police strike in 1919 was rooted in longstanding grievances among police officers
regarding pay, working conditions, and the lack of union recognition. In the years leading up to the
strike, Boston police officers were subjected to low wages, excessive working hours, and poor
treatment by the city administration. The post-World War | economic inflation further eroded their
purchasing power, intensifying frustrations. Officers sought to affiliate with the American Federation
of Labor (AFL) through the Boston Police Patrolmen’s Association to gain collective bargaining rights.
However, police commissioner Edwin Upton Curtis opposed unionization, fearing that a strike by law
enforcement would jeopardize public safety. These tensions set the stage for the eventual work
stoppage in September 1919.

Economic and Social Context

The economic upheaval following World War | created a challenging environment for many workers,
including Boston police officers. Inflation rates soared, reducing real wages and making it difficult for
officers to support their families. Additionally, the rapid urbanization of Boston increased demands on
the police force, requiring longer hours and greater responsibilities without corresponding
compensation. The social climate was also charged, with numerous labor strikes and unrest occurring
nationwide, influenced by the rise of organized labor and socialist movements. This atmosphere
contributed to the officers’ determination to improve their conditions through collective action.



Unionization Efforts and Opposition

The Boston Police Patrolmen’s Association emerged as the primary organization advocating for police
officers’ rights. Led by representatives who sought affiliation with the AFL, the association aimed to
negotiate better wages and working conditions. However, city officials and police leadership
vehemently opposed these efforts, arguing that police officers should not engage in union activities
that might compromise their duty to maintain law and order. Commissioner Curtis’s refusal to
recognize the union or address officers’ demands ultimately heightened tensions, leading directly to
the strike.

The Course of the Strike

The Boston police strike in 1919 officially began on September 9, when approximately 1,100 officers
walked off the job. This mass resignation left the city virtually unprotected, leading to immediate
chaos. The strike lasted for several days and was marked by widespread civil disorder, looting, and
violence. The absence of law enforcement allowed criminal elements and rioters to take advantage of
the situation, creating a public safety crisis. The strike attracted national attention and became a
focal point for debates on labor rights and public responsibility.

Initial Walkout and Impact on the City

On the first day of the strike, Boston descended into turmoil. Without police presence, numerous
businesses were looted, and street violence escalated. The city’s infrastructure was strained as
emergency services struggled to maintain order. Citizens expressed fear and frustration over the
breakdown in public safety, while labor supporters sympathized with the officers’ demands. The
severity of the situation forced city officials to seek immediate solutions to restore order.

Efforts to End the Strike

Mayor Andrew James Peters and Governor Calvin Coolidge took decisive action to address the crisis.
The Massachusetts National Guard was deployed to patrol the streets and maintain order.
Additionally, the city began recruiting replacement officers, many of whom were World War |
veterans. Governor Coolidge’s firm stance against the strike, including his refusal to reinstate the
striking officers, was a critical factor in the resolution of the conflict. The strike effectively ended after
several days, with most original officers dismissed and barred from returning to the force.

Government Response and Public Reaction

The response to the Boston police strike in 1919 was swift and uncompromising. Government officials
prioritized restoring law and order over addressing the strikers’ grievances. The dismissal of striking
officers and their replacement with new recruits underscored the administration’s position on labor
disputes involving public safety workers. Public opinion was divided; many citizens condemned the
strike for endangering the community, while labor advocates highlighted the legitimacy of the
officers’ demands for fair treatment.



Political Consequences

The strike had significant political ramifications, particularly for Governor Calvin Coolidge. His
handling of the crisis, including his assertion that “there is no right to strike against the public safety
by anybody, anywhere, any time,” elevated his national profile and helped launch his political career,
eventually leading to the vice presidency and presidency. The incident also influenced labor policies
at the state and federal levels, particularly regarding police unionization and collective bargaining
rights.

Public Sentiment and Media Coverage

Media outlets played a crucial role in shaping public perception of the strike. Many newspapers
portrayed the striking officers as betraying their duty to the public, emphasizing the resulting
lawlessness in Boston. Conversely, some labor-oriented publications highlighted the economic
hardships faced by the officers and framed the strike as a fight for justice. This divided coverage
reflected the broader societal tensions between labor and authority during the period.

Aftermath and Long-Term Impact

The Boston police strike in 1919 had lasting effects on labor relations, law enforcement policies, and
political dynamics in the United States. The dismissal of the striking officers and the refusal to
recognize police unions set a precedent for how similar disputes would be handled in the future. The
strike also underscored the delicate balance between workers’ rights and public safety
responsibilities, influencing legislative approaches to collective bargaining in public sectors.

Changes in Police Labor Relations

In the wake of the strike, police departments nationwide reevaluated their policies regarding
unionization and labor negotiations. Many jurisdictions maintained strict prohibitions against police
strikes to prevent disruptions to public safety. However, the strike also spurred efforts to improve
police working conditions and wages to reduce the likelihood of future labor unrest. Over time, police
unions gained limited recognition, though with significant restrictions compared to private-sector
unions.

Legacy in American Labor History

The Boston police strike in 1919 remains a landmark event in the history of American labor
movements. It highlighted the challenges of organizing public safety workers and set the tone for
government responses to labor actions in critical services. The strike’s impact extended beyond
Boston, influencing national discourse on workers’ rights, union recognition, and the role of law
enforcement in society.



Key Lessons from the Strike

e The importance of balancing labor rights with public safety concerns.
» The political risks and opportunities arising from labor disputes in essential services.

e The need for effective negotiation channels between public employees and government
authorities.

e The influence of economic conditions on labor unrest and union activities.

Frequently Asked Questions

What caused the Boston Police Strike of 1919?

The Boston Police Strike of 1919 was caused by police officers seeking better wages, improved
working conditions, and the right to form a union. The Boston Police Commissioner had denied their
requests, leading to the strike.

When did the Boston Police Strike take place?

The Boston Police Strike occurred in September 1919, beginning on September 9th when about 1,100
police officers went on strike.

How did the Boston Police Strike affect public safety?

The strike led to a significant breakdown in public safety, with widespread rioting, looting, and chaos
in Boston due to the absence of law enforcement.

How did the government respond to the Boston Police Strike?

The Massachusetts governor, Calvin Coolidge, called in the National Guard to restore order and
refused to reinstate the striking officers, instead hiring new police officers.

What was the outcome for the striking police officers?

Most of the striking police officers were permanently replaced and denied reemployment, effectively
ending their careers with the Boston Police Department.

What impact did the Boston Police Strike have on labor
rights?
The strike highlighted the challenges of public sector unionization and influenced future labor

movements, leading to increased discussions about workers' rights and collective bargaining in public
service.



How did the Boston Police Strike affect Calvin Coolidge's
political career?

Calvin Coolidge gained national recognition for his firm response to the strike, which helped propel
him to the vice presidency and eventually the presidency of the United States.

Were there any long-term changes in police labor relations
after the 1919 strike?

Yes, the strike led to stricter regulations on police unionization for many years, but it also laid the
groundwork for future reforms and the eventual acceptance of police unions in the mid-20th century.

Additional Resources

1. The Boston Police Strike of 1919: A Turning Point in Labor History

This book offers an in-depth analysis of the 1919 Boston Police Strike, exploring the social and
political climate that led to the walkout. It examines the strike's impact on labor movements across
the United States and the government’s response to police unionization efforts. The author draws on
contemporary newspaper accounts and official records to provide a comprehensive narrative.

2. Red Scare in the Hub: The 1919 Boston Police Strike and Its Aftermath

Focusing on the fear of communism and radicalism that surrounded the strike, this book situates the
event within the broader context of the First Red Scare. It highlights how public opinion was shaped
by concerns over lawlessness and the potential for revolutionary activities. The work also discusses
the role of the media and political leaders in framing the strike.

3. Broken Badges: The Struggle of Boston’s Policemen in 1919

This title delves into the personal stories of the striking officers, shedding light on their motivations,
challenges, and the consequences they faced. It provides a human perspective on the strike,
illustrating how economic hardship and demands for fair labor conditions drove the police to unionize.
The book also covers the aftermath for the officers involved.

4. The Law and Disorder: Boston’s Police Strike and the Rise of Calvin Coolidge

Examining the political fallout from the strike, this book explores how Governor Calvin Coolidge’s
handling of the crisis catapulted him into national prominence. It discusses the balance between
maintaining law and order and respecting workers’ rights, showcasing the strike as a pivotal moment
in American political history. The analysis includes Coolidge’s speeches and policy decisions.

5. Strike and Riots: Public Safety in Boston, 1919

This book chronicles the lawlessness and riots that erupted during the police strike, detailing how the
city coped without its official law enforcement. It covers the deployment of the National Guard and
the community’s response to the unrest. The narrative provides insights into the challenges of
maintaining public order during labor disputes.

6. Unionizing the Force: The Boston Police and the Fight for Collective Bargaining

Focusing on the broader labor movement, this work traces the history of police unionization efforts
leading up to 1919. It discusses the legal and social obstacles faced by public safety workers seeking
collective bargaining rights. The book contextualizes the Boston strike within national trends toward



labor organization.

7. Voices from the Picket Line: Oral Histories of the Boston Police Strike

This collection presents firsthand accounts from striking officers, city officials, and citizens affected by
the strike. Through interviews and personal narratives, readers gain a multi-faceted understanding of
the event’s emotional and social impact. The book preserves the voices of those often overlooked in
traditional histories.

8. The Boston Police Strike in American Labor Memory

Analyzing how the strike has been remembered and interpreted over time, this book investigates its
legacy in labor history and public consciousness. It explores commemorations, historical revisions,
and the strike’s place in discussions of workers’ rights and public safety. The author reflects on the
event’s continuing relevance.

9. Fire and Ice: The Boston Police Strike and the Battle Over Workers’ Rights

This title frames the strike as a clash between authoritarian governance and emerging labor rights. It
provides a dramatic retelling of the events, highlighting key figures, confrontations, and legal battles.
The book also considers the strike’s influence on subsequent labor policies and policing reforms.
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