
boston police strike in 1919
Boston Police Strike in 1919 was a pivotal event in American labor history,
reflecting the tensions between labor rights, public safety, and the growing
influence of organized labor during the early 20th century. The strike, which
began on September 9, 1919, saw nearly the entire Boston Police Department
walk off the job in a bid for better working conditions and union
recognition. This article delves into the causes, events, and consequences of
the Boston Police Strike, examining its impact on labor relations and law
enforcement in the United States.

Background

Labor Movements in Early 20th Century America

The early 1900s were marked by significant labor unrest across the United
States as workers sought to improve their wages and conditions.
Industrialization had transformed the American economy, leading to the rise
of factories and urban centers where workers often faced long hours, low pay,
and dangerous conditions. Labor unions began to form as a response,
advocating for the rights of workers and seeking to negotiate better terms
with employers.

- Key Developments:
- The formation of the American Federation of Labor (AFL) in 1886.
- The rise of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) advocating for more
radical changes.
- Increased strikes and labor disputes across various sectors, including
textiles, mining, and transportation.

The State of Policing in Boston

By the late 1910s, the Boston Police Department was struggling with a range
of issues, including:

- Low Pay: Officers earned about $1,800 annually, which was insufficient to
support a family in a growing urban environment.
- Poor Working Conditions: Officers frequently faced long hours and were
often required to work without sufficient resources or support.
- Lack of Union Recognition: The Boston police were not allowed to form
unions, which limited their ability to negotiate for better conditions.



The Strike Begins

On September 9, 1919, the Boston Police Department took a historic step when
approximately 1,100 officers voted to strike. The immediate catalyst for the
strike was the department's refusal to recognize the newly formed police
union, the Boston Police Union. The union sought to address grievances
regarding pay, working conditions, and the ability to advocate for their
rights.

Initial Reactions

The strike was met with mixed reactions from the public and city officials:

- Support from Labor Groups: Many labor organizations supported the police
officers, viewing their struggle as part of the larger fight for workers'
rights.
- Public Outcry: Many residents were concerned about public safety and the
potential for crime to surge in the absence of police.

The Role of the Mayor and State Officials

Boston's Mayor, Andrew J. Peters, and Massachusetts Governor Calvin Coolidge
played pivotal roles in the unfolding events:

- Mayor Peters: Initially sought to mediate the situation, expressing
sympathy for the officers but ultimately prioritizing public safety.
- Governor Coolidge: Took a hardline stance, famously stating, "There is no
right to strike against the public safety by anybody, anywhere, anytime." His
declaration solidified his position against the striking officers and set the
stage for a forceful response.

The Aftermath of the Strike

As the strike continued, the city faced rising crime rates and public
disorder. With most officers off the job, looting and violence erupted in
several neighborhoods, leading to a heightened sense of urgency among city
officials.

Replacement of Striking Officers

In response to the escalating crisis, the city and state moved quickly to
replace the striking officers:



- National Guard Deployment: Thousands of National Guard troops were called
in to maintain order.
- Temporary Replacements: The city hired untrained and inexperienced
individuals to fill the void left by the striking officers.

Resolution and Consequences

The strike officially ended on September 20, 1919, after just over a week.
However, the resolution came at a significant cost:

- Dismissal of Striking Officers: All officers who participated in the strike
were fired and replaced.
- Long-term Impact on Labor Relations: The strike highlighted the growing
tensions between labor and government, influencing future labor movements and
policies.

Legacy of the Boston Police Strike

The Boston Police Strike of 1919 had profound implications for labor
relations in the United States. It ushered in a new era of policing and labor
dynamics:

Changes in Law Enforcement

- Professionalization of Police: In the aftermath of the strike, there was a
concerted effort to professionalize police forces across the country, leading
to reforms in training, hiring practices, and management.
- Union Recognition: While the Boston Police Union was not recognized
immediately, the strike sparked discussions about police unions that would
continue into the following decades.

Influence on Future Labor Strikes and Movements

The events of September 1919 contributed to a growing awareness of workers'
rights and the need for collective bargaining:

- Increased Union Activity: The strike inspired other labor movements across
the country, leading to increased union membership and activity in various
sectors.
- Public Perception of Labor: The strike shifted public perception of labor
unions, highlighting both the need for workers' rights and the potential for
unrest.



Conclusion

The Boston Police Strike in 1919 remains a significant chapter in American
labor history, emblematic of the struggles faced by workers in the early 20th
century. It was a critical moment that not only altered the landscape of
policing in Boston but also highlighted the broader issues of labor rights
and public safety. The strike serves as a reminder of the ongoing challenges
in balancing the rights of workers with the needs of the community, a
conversation that continues to resonate in contemporary discussions about
labor relations and policing practices. As cities across the United States
grapple with similar issues today, the lessons learned from the Boston Police
Strike remain relevant and instructive.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the main reasons behind the Boston Police
Strike of 1919?
The Boston Police Strike of 1919 was primarily driven by demands for better
wages, improved working conditions, and the right to unionize. Officers
sought to address issues such as low pay and long hours, which had become
untenable after World War I.

What were the consequences of the Boston Police
Strike for the city of Boston?
The strike led to a significant breakdown in law and order, with crime rates
surging as the police force was largely absent. This resulted in widespread
looting and unrest, prompting the Massachusetts Governor to call in the
National Guard to restore order.

How did the Boston Police Strike affect labor
movements in the United States?
The Boston Police Strike highlighted the growing tensions between labor
rights and public safety. It intensified debates about workers' rights and
unionization, influencing future labor movements and police unions across the
country, albeit leading to a backlash against public sector unions.

What was the outcome of the Boston Police Strike for
the striking officers?
The outcome was largely unfavorable for the striking officers. Most of the
strikers were fired, and a new police force was established. The event marked
a significant setback for police unions and labor rights in the public sector



for years to come.

In what ways did the media cover the Boston Police
Strike, and what impact did that have?
Media coverage of the Boston Police Strike was extensive, often portraying
the strikers as unpatriotic and irresponsible. This negative portrayal
influenced public opinion against the strikers, contributing to a lack of
support for their cause and framing the event as a crisis in law enforcement.
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