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On November 11th, 1918, patriotic citizens across the nation rejoiced 
over the end of the Great War and the return of brave American troops. 
Civilians and veterans alike expected to resume life as it had been be-
fore the war; however, this expectation for a return to “normalcy” was 
short lived. During the first year after the war there were 3,600 strikes 
involving over four million workers in the United States. One of the 
most prominent was the Boston Police strike in September 1919, where 
policemen struck over low wages and poor working conditions. Start-
ing wages for a new Boston policeman were the same as they had been 
in 1854, while the cost of living had increased seventy-nine percent 
since 1913. Many policemen were in debt and felt they were treated 
poorly compared to other Boston area workers.1 Their situation had to 
be addressed. 

The policemen had formed the Boston Social Club in 1906 to use as a 
bargaining agency, but it had proved ineffective. When, in the summer 
of 1919, the American Federation of Labor changed its policy and an-
nounced it would grant charters to police unions, the police decided to 
take one in the hopes of turning their current club into a serious union 
with more power.2 Police Commissioner Edwin Curtis felt that, as pub-
lic employees, police should not be allowed to join unions and warned 
his force against creating one. When the police ignored his warning and 
accepted affiliation with the AFL, Curtis suspended the nineteen lead-
ers of the Boston Social Club that had instigated the union. Angry at 
Curtis, on September 9th, 1919, almost three-fourths of the Boston po-
lice force walked out on strike.3 By the end of 1919, the strike had failed 
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miserably. All the policemen who had joined the union were fired, and 
many were struggling to find other jobs because employers believed 
them to be poor citizens.4  

In three short months, Boston policemen went from believing they 
could get their grievances on pay and working conditions addressed, 
to fighting simply to retain their jobs. The policemen’s hopes for the 
strike’s outcome, and thus their definition of failure, changed signifi-
cantly after the day and a half when they were technically on strike. 
Therefore, I define the police strike as the period from July 1919, when 
the policemen outlined their original goals, through November 1919, 
when Curtis and Governor Calvin Coolidge ensured that none of the 
policemen would be rehired.

Why did the Boston police strike fail so miserably? One potential cause 
of the strike’s failure was the change in public opinion from sympa-
thy towards the policemen’s grievances to hostility towards the strik-
ers. Historian Robert K. Murray argues that the press exaggerated the 
radical implications of the strike, intensifying public opinion against 
the police and their actions.5 With public opinion turning against the 
policemen, it was possible for Curtis to fire the policemen without any 
backlash. However, the ultimate cause of the strike’s failure was political 
maneuvering that started before the strike began and continued into 
late November. Through this maneuvering, Commissioner Curtis and 
Governor Coolidge misled the policemen into being naïve about the 
trouble the strike would cause, established valid grounds for the strik-
ers’ termination, and shaped public opinion about the strikers’ actions. 

Hostile Public Opinion

One reason that the police strike failed is that both local and national 
public opinion shifted immediately after the strike began, from advoca-
cy for addressing the policemen’s grievances on pay and working condi-
tions to hostility toward the strikers, destroying citizen support for the 
strike. Historians such as Murray argue that the public’s hostile reaction 
stemmed from the press’s sensationalist depiction of the strikers’ mo-
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tives. Without any public support, the police had no chance of having 
their grievances addressed. 

In the days leading up to the strike, many local newspapers published 
articles supporting the compromise between the police officers and 
Commissioner Curtis that was proposed by the Citizen’s Committee.6 

The compromise stated that the Boston Police Union should return its 
charter to the American Federation of Labor (thereby no longer declar-
ing itself an official union), and that a committee of three citizens would 
investigate the wages and hours of the policemen and report their find-
ings to the mayor and police commissioner.7 It comes as no surprise 
that liberal newspapers like the Boston Daily Globe believed that it 
would be a mistake for either the police or the commissioner to refuse 
the solution.8 However, what is more interesting is that the conservative 
Boston Herald also advised Curtis to “accept [the] projected compro-
mise.”9 Furthermore, the pro-business Boston Chamber of Commerce 
also supported the Citizen’s Committee recommendations.10 The strong 
encouragement for the compromise demonstrated by representatives 
of Boston illustrates that, while they did not outwardly support a strike, 
multiple sectors of public opinion believed the police’s grievances had 
merit and should be addressed. 

However, after the strike began, public sympathy for the policemen 
diminished quickly. Unsurprisingly, the more conservative sectors of 
public opinion did not approve of the policemen’s actions, as shown by 
a political cartoon in the highly conservative Chicago Tribune. The car-
toon expressed the view that the policemen had intentionally walked 
out on the job to create chaos, and that they had allied themselves with 
crime and disorder (see Appendix). Yet neither local nor national dis-
approval of the strike was strictly partisan. President Wilson, a figure 
whose beliefs had the potential to impact those of the nation, gave a 
speech in Helena, Montana, just after the strike in which he denounced 
the Boston policemen’s actions as a ‘“crime against civilization.’” Wilson 
asserted that policemen were public servants with a sacred obligation to 
serve the community, and that they had no right to risk public safety for 
personal gain. His strong rhetoric, such as his description of Boston as 
being at the ‘“mercy of an army of thugs,”’ encouraged the nation to be 
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outraged by the strikers’ actions.11 An editorial in the New York Times 
further reveals that the liberal segment of national opinion was unsym-
pathetic towards the strikers by emphasizing that policemen have as 
little right to unionize as do soldiers or sailors.12 Written only one day 
after the strike began, the editorial demonstrates how rapidly even lib-
erals began to turn against the policemen. 

The loss of support from local labor groups, on whom the policemen 
counted for sympathy strikes, also played a significant role in the strike’s 
failure. The Boston Central Labor Union, which represented all orga-
nized labor in the city, encouraged the police to stand up for them-
selves at a local meeting before the strike began. Several other unions 
passed resolutions supporting the policemen to the extent of going on 
strike. The Boston Herald estimated that 80,000 workers were prepared 
to strike in a show of support for the officers.13 However, several unions, 
including the Telephone Operators’ Union and the union of cooks and 
waiters, decided as soon as five days after the strike began that they did 
not wish to participate in a sympathy strike. According to the New York 
Times, this was partly because many union members believed that the 
policemen were “absolutely wrong in breaking their oaths and suddenly 
abandoning the city to every lawless and dangerous element within the 
community,” and had “no intention of quitting good jobs on the behalf 
of [these] men.” Without the support of the general strike that they had 
been anticipating, the policemen were “beaten” and “without any pos-
sible means of either redress or revenge.”14

One reason public opinion shifted so rapidly is that the strikers’ inten-
tions were made to appear more terrifying than they actually were. Mur-
ray argues that the Boston press “completely misinterpreted the aims 
of the striking policemen,” and exaggerated the strike’s radical basis 
by “[branding] the strikers as ‘deserters,’ ‘agents of Lenin,’ and ‘bolshe-
vists.”’ He argues that the press played upon the public’s fear of a radical 
revolution occurring in the United States by asserting that the lawless-
ness and destruction in Tremont Street, opposite the Boston Common, 
was worse than the destruction in Petrograd during the Bolshevik Rev-
olution of 1917, and showed large pictures of several looted stores to 
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back up their assertions.15 Criminologist Jonathan R. White backs up 
this point, stating that although newspapers reported huge increases in 
rapes, muggings, and murders, further investigation revealed that most 
stories about criminal activity during the strike had been fabricated. 
In fact, according to White, “by far, the most commonly reported of-
fense was disorderly behavior,” which is not serious enough to cause na-
tionwide panic about a radical revolution without being exaggerated.16  
By associating the strike with a fear-inducing topic, and exaggerating 
the lawlessness and disorder that occurred to make it sound far more 
radical in nature than it actually was, the press successfully alarmed the 
public. People were outraged, and the policemen were blamed for dam-
age and disorder far greater than what actually occurred. 

The pervasiveness of negative opinion from liberal, pro-business, pro-
labor, and conservative sectors of the public illustrates the rapid dete-
rioration of any public support for the policemen once the strike be-
gan. Consequently, Curtis felt no public pressure to address the strikers’ 
grievances and, in fact, was supported in his removal of the striking 
policemen who comprised over three quarters of the force. Thus, the 
change in public opinion towards the strikers from sympathy to hos-
tility effectively quelled the strike, prevented the strikers from getting 
their grievances addressed, and ultimately cost them their jobs. 

But the shift in public opinion was not the primary reason for the failure 
of the strike. Other factors were at play. The change in public opinion 
was actually the result of clever political maneuvering that had already 
made the strike’s success impossible. 

Political Maneuvering Before the Strike Began

 The skillful political maneuvering that ultimately caused the strike’s fail-
ure actually began before the strike occurred. In July of 1919, after hear-
ing talk about police unionization, Curtis issued a General Order that 
laid out his logic for why policemen could not simultaneously be part 
of a labor union and perform their public duty. He argued that as public 
officers, policemen must carry out the law with strict impartiality and 
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“should not be subject to the orders or the dictation of any organization, 
no matter what, that comprises only one part of the general public,” or 
else their impartiality might be compromised.17 This order established 
that the policemen were not allowed to be part of the American Federa-
tion of Labor before the strike had begun. Curtis used this as the basis 
of his logic both for rejecting the compromise proposed by the Citizen’s 
Committee and for not allowing the strikers to return to their jobs after 
the strike ended. Curtis writes in his “Fourteenth Annual Report of the 
Police Commissioner for the City of Boston” that although there was 
“talk about the men having been punished enough” after the strike, they 
still clung to their organization and did not indicate they planned to 
give up their affiliation with the AFL, and that this is his reasoning for 
not giving the men their positions back.18 This statement illustrates how 
Curtis used the reasoning from his General Order in July to squash the 
policemen’s hopes of retaining their jobs after the strike ended.

Curtis was also clever in maneuvering the police into believing that 
they could strike without causing a crisis. Samuel Gompers’s aide, Guy 
Oyster, revealed after the strike that Curtis had dispelled police con-
cerns about the effects of the form of protest they might adopt. Thus, 
the policemen did not anticipate the Commissioner’s lack of prepara-
tion for the strike would result in such chaos, which inflamed public 
opinion towards the force.19 These false assurances from the Commis-
sioner ultimately played a role in the policemen’s failure to anticipate 
the backlash the strike would cause, and to develop preventive or miti-
gating measures to preserve public order while continuing to seek re-
dress of their grievances.

It is true that a significant factor in the failure of the Boston police 
strike was the dramatically negative public response toward the strik-
ers. Much of this came from the chaos that ensued immediately after 
the strike began. The few remaining policemen were not equipped to 
handle the sudden confusion and disorder, and “stood by powerless” as 
urchins ransacked stores within feet of them.20 The Massachusetts State 
Guard, which was on call ready to be deployed, sat on the sidelines. 
They were not called out until the next morning when Mayor Peters, 
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who was not even responsible for the situation, deployed them in order 
to gain control over the bedlam.21 The policemen were quickly blamed, 
being put “on a level with [deserters] from the army” and branded with 
a negative public image.22

Events could have unfolded very differently. As the policemen prepared 
to walk out on September 9th, Curtis, Peters, and Coolidge had met in 
Coolidge’s office. Although Peters had begged Coolidge to call out the 
State Guard, Curtis had assured both men that he did not need the State 
Guard or volunteers. He even told Coolidge that he was ‘“ready for any-
thing.’” Later, Mayor Peters told reporters that Curtis had promised him 
that he was in a position to give the people of Boston protection, and 
that Governor Coolidge was prepared to support the commissioner in 
all measures that he might need to take. Peters made clear that he was 
relying on the promises of Curtis and Coolidge to protect the city dur-
ing the upcoming strike.23 Despite Curtis’s assurances, he clearly was 
not adequately prepared to deal with the public disorder and panic im-
mediately following the strike, and his lack of planning enabled much of 
the chaos and destruction that occurred during that critical first night. 
One question that historians have not examined is how purposeful was 
this lack of planning. If his first priority was to preserve public order, it 
seems remarkable that Curtis did not call out the State Guard as a pre-
ventive measure before the strike began. Regardless of whether he was 
taking a calculated risk in not proactively calling out the State Guard, 
Curtis was nevertheless able to lay the blame for the strike’s disastrous 
effects squarely on the shoulders of the striking policemen.

Political Maneuvering after the Strike Began

Although the political tactics that led to the Boston Police Strike’s failure 
began before the strike started, further maneuvering after the strike be-
gan ensured the strike’s failure. Curtis may or may not have intentionally 
caused the chaos the strike created, but he and Coolidge demonstrated 
political prowess afterwards that allowed them to outmaneuver Peters 
and stay in broad control of the situation. Tension had been building 
up between Peters and the duo of Curtis and Coolidge for weeks be-
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fore the strike began. Peters desperately attempted to broker a peaceful 
agreement between the strikers and the Commissioner by appointing a 
citizens’ committee, informally called the Storrow Committee because 
it was headed by powerful investment banker James Storrow, to try to 
negotiate a deal between the two parties. Curtis and Coolidge refused 
to consider the compromise proposed by the Storrow committee.24 
Even more infuriating to Peters was that it appeared to him that Curtis 
and Coolidge were “hand in glove,” as Coolidge backed everything that 
Curtis did. After the strike began, this tension escalated into a full-scale 
political battle. Peters even became convinced that Curtis and Coolidge 
were using the strike to destroy him politically.25

On the Wednesday after the strike began, Peters, Coolidge, and Curtis 
highlighted this political tug-of-war by focusing more on blaming each 
other for the strike than on ending it as quickly and effectively as pos-
sible. Peters spent his time issuing a press release defending his “seem-
ingly passive role” in the chaos of the previous night and explaining 
why he was not at fault, as he had tried to prevent the strike while re-
ceiving no cooperation or help from either Coolidge or Curtis. He even 
stated that Coolidge had clearly told him that no one had any authority 
to interfere with the police commissioner and that he “had no alterna-
tive but to give the Police Commissioner a chance to demonstrate that 
he had adequately provided for the situation. The disorders of last night 
have demonstrated that he misjudged it…”26 After this was released, 
Curtis expressed his worry to Coolidge that he would have to work in 
the Police Department as a supernumerary under Peters, and Coolidge 
assured him that he would back him in making sure that Peters did not 
take control of the Department.27

As the governor, commissioner, and mayor bickered, lawless trouble-
makers remained in control of Boston. Riots broke out and two men 
were killed when State Guardsmen shot into a crowd.28 The politicians 
left the city to boil over as they selfishly jockeyed for power instead of 
trying to quell the strike, enabling much of the chaos and public disor-
der that occurred. Their ineptitude created a predicament for the po-
licemen. So much blame was placed on them for the chaos that the 
striking policemen were never able to recover. 
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Apart from backing Commissioner Curtis, Coolidge managed to dis-
tance himself from the events of the strike. His political opponents 
portrayed him as non-cooperative, both in preventing the strike from 
happening by declining to aid in the adoption of the Storrow commit-
tee’s compromise and in preparing the city for the strike once it seemed 
inevitable.29 Coolidge spent his time touring the rest of Massachusetts 
during the days the Storrow committee was trying to solve the police 
problem. When he finally communicated with a frantic Storrow and 
Peters on Monday, September 8th, he would neither mobilize the State 
Guard nor interfere with the negotiations over the proposed compro-
mise. It was evident that without a compromise there would be a strike.30 
 
Yet after the strike had begun, Coolidge remarkably became a com-
mendable figure who represented law and order. Some people even 
went as far as to claim that “because of his conduct in the Boston Po-
lice strike, [Coolidge] deserves the commendation of all law abiding 
citizens, and that those who disagree with him should be condemned.” 
This heroic portrayal of Coolidge was based not on Coolidge’s actions, 
but rather on his politically deft inaction. An anonymous political op-
ponent argued:

From Monday night until Thursday afternoon Governor Coolidge didn’t 
lift a finger and did not attempt to stop the tumult and riot and disorder 
which was prevalent in Boston, until after it was over. He was a general 
who led his troops onto the battlefield after the battle had been fought, and 
everybody had gone home to bed.31

Regardless of the validity of this critique, the political popularity that 
Coolidge gained from portraying himself as a hero in the face of anar-
chy eventually led to his election as President of the United States. By 
leaving the city defenseless during the strike and not helping to preserve 
order, Coolidge amplified the negative effects of the strike on the city 
of Boston. Historian Philip Foner argues that Coolidge hesitated to call 
out the State Guard until he was positive that rioting and looting had 
caused public opinion to turn against the strikers.32 He then used the 
chaos as an opportunity to speak out against the force and imply it rep-
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resented anarchy, permanently destroying the reputation of the striking 
policemen while burnishing his own political standing. 

After the strike had ended de jure, the policemen had one hope left: that 
they would be able to return to their jobs and at least retain their original 
pay, working conditions, and dignity. In fact, “what they wanted most 
was once again to wear a policeman’s uniform.”33 However, Curtis and 
Coolidge were still doing their best to make sure that this would never 
happen. During his campaign for governor in the fall of 1919, Coolidge 
continued to condemn the policemen, saying in speeches that he could 
not support their evil doing and that his actions had been merely main-
taining the sanctity of the law.34 Similarly, in the “Fourteenth Annual 
Report of the Police Commissioner for the City of Boston” that Curtis 
submitted in November 1919, he claimed that his lack of preparation to 
protect the city after the strike had begun was due to the “secrecy of the 
proceedings on the part of the men,” and frequently reiterated the state-
ment that the word “strike” had never been mentioned, thus making it 
impossible for him to have called troops onto the scene earlier than he 
did.35 By attacking the policemen in his writing and blaming them for 
his lack of preparation and the resulting chaos of the strike, the com-
missioner further thwarted any public sympathy toward the policemen 
and support for them to regain their jobs. In fact, due to the lingering 
hostile feelings toward them, most ex-policemen struggled to find any 
job at all.36

Constant political maneuvering and clever inaction during the course 
of the strike misled the policemen, provided grounds for their termina-
tion, and roused negative public opinion that resulted in lack of support 
for their grievances. Consequently, the striking policemen’s desires and 
idea of success diminished as the strike continued. By the end of 1919 
they were left without dignity, and often without jobs. They had failed 
to reach their goals in every conceivable sense. 
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Recurring Patterns in History

Although the dilemma of whether public employees should be allowed 
to strike was temporarily resolved by Commissioner Curtis when he 
fired the policemen, this issue has persisted. One particularly similar 
example of this is the August 1981 Professional Air Traffic Controllers 
Organization (PATCO) strike. At time of this strike, federal employees 
had gained the right to form unions within tight limits, as stated by 
Executive Order 10988, which was signed by John F. Kennedy in 1962. 
This order in itself was a breakthrough for public employees, as there 
had been multiple disputes over the right to unionize since the Boston 
Police Strike. However, the order did not allow federal employees to go 
on strike.37 When, on August 3rd, 1981, over 12,000 workers walked out 
protesting low wages and poor working conditions, President Ronald 
Reagan ordered them back to work. Over 11,000 of them didn’t return, 
and Reagan fired them all on the spot.38

The recurring struggles in United States history about the rights of pub-
lic employees raise a series of important questions. How do we, as a 
society, arbitrate differences of opinion and ensure that we compensate 
our public safety employees fairly? What is fair? What can we afford? 
Over the past century, America has settled the means to address many 
social and economic issues, but to settle this one, more work needs to 
be done to find common ground. 
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Source: McCutcheon, John. “He Gives Aid and Comfort to the Enemies of Society.” 
Cartoon. Chicago Tribune, 1919. 
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