
Police Unrest, Unionization and the 1919 Strike in Liverpool
Author(s): Ron Bean
Source: Journal of Contemporary History, Vol. 15, No. 4 (Oct., 1980), pp. 633-653
Published by: Sage Publications, Ltd.
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/260502 .
Accessed: 19/03/2011 07:16

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use, available at .
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp. JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless
you have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and you
may use content in the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at .
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=sageltd. .

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed
page of such transmission.

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Sage Publications, Ltd. is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to Journal of
Contemporary History.

http://www.jstor.org

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=sageltd
http://www.jstor.org/stable/260502?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=sageltd


Ron Bean 

Police Unrest, Unionization and 
the 1919 Strike in Liverpool 

Sixty years ago, during the aftermath of the first world war, labour 
unrest and disaffection in Britain were pronounced and wide- 
spread. The end of hostilities had immediately brought to the fore 
all those industrial problems which had been either set aside or 
dealt with on only a temporary basis during the war.' Nowhere was 
this more apparent than in the police service. Here mounting 
discontent culminated in strike action in certain parts of the coun- 
try both in 1918 and 1919 - the only period in which independent 
trades unionism has been openly practised in the entire history of 
the force. The successful strike in London in 1918 and the attemp- 
ted, national police strike in the following year which failed are 
notable examples of the taking of 'direct action' within a hierar- 
chically structured and disciplined organization. In view of the 
revival of more militant attitudes towards improving pay and con- 
ditions among the police in recent years, together with renewed in- 
terest in independent union organization and the possibility of in- 
dustrial action, the time is now appropriate for a reappraisal of cer- 
tain aspects of this earlier episode of police history. 

Although up to 10 per cent of the police forces in London and 
Birmingham came out on strike in August 1919 with more than a 
thousand policemen out in the Metropolitan area alone, never- 
theless it was Merseyside which proportionate to the size of its force 
was really the key centre of the strike.2 More than half the Liver- 
pool and Birkenhead forces as well as three quarters of the police in 
nearby Bootle answered the strike call. It was also Liverpool and 
the adjacent boroughs which were the most seriously affected by 
the consequences of the strike, in terms of public disorder, looting, 
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damage to property and retaliation by the military with fixed 
bayonets and rifle butts. The significance of Liverpool in the strike 
was later emphasized by Prime Minister Lloyd George. He claimed 
that had Liverpool been wrongly handled and had the strikers there 
scored a success, the whole country might very soon have been on 
fire. As he saw it, the possible symbolic repercussions of the strike 
in Liverpool were far-reaching - the actual outcome was, perhaps, 
even the turning-point for the entire labour movement, deflecting it 
from Bolshevist and direct actionist courses back to legitimate 
trades unionism once again.3 Thus, the focus of this paper will be 
on the police uprising in Liverpool. We will be concerned, however, 
not so much with the actual events in the city during the strike, 
which are graphically described in two chapters in the popular ac- 
count by Reynolds and Judge,4 but rather with the background to 
the local police labour organization together with the explanation, 
interpretation and aftermath of the strike in Liverpool, for which 
no detailed study has previously been undertaken. 

We may ask why it was that, in a service in which prior to 1919 
there were no common standards of pay and conditions, the 
Merseyside police came out strongly in support of the strike 
whereas in most other provincial areas the force remained on duty 
and many policemen renounced their union membership once the 
strike decision had been taken. More fundamentally, what were the 
particular conditions of service in the Liverpool police which prov- 
ed especially favourable to the growth of collective action for ad- 
vancement and redress of grievances, thereby ensuring loyalty to 
the union within a public service which emphasized discipline, 
authority and advancement by means of individual effort and 
merit? Given that the National Union of Police and Prison Officers 
appeared to fulfil the essential characteristics of 'unionateness'5 
and had affiliated to the TUC, Labour Party and in Liverpool to 
the trades council, why did the labour movement on Merseyside not 
fulfil its pledge to take sympathetic action in support of the police? 
Finally, after the failure of the strike and the banning of the union, 
how far were tensions reduced as a result of improvements in pay 
and conditions of service introduced by the 1919 Police Act and by 
the establishment of representative machinery in the form of the 
Police Federation, as an 'official' outlet for articulating grievances? 
We begin by considering the nature of the police unrest in Liver- 
pool which resulted in more than 90 per cent of the force becoming 
members of the eight local branches of the union.6 
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Sporadic outbreaks of discontent, usually over pay, had occurred 
in the Liverpool force during the nineteenth century.7 At this period 
the police service was a collection of separate forces rather than an 
integrated system, such that in the city and borough forces pay and 
conditions were at the discretion of individual watch committees 
acting as the controlling police authority. After widespread com- 
plaints from the lower ranks at the time of the 'new unionism' up- 
surge of 1889-90, revised pay scales were introduced, constables 
starting at twenty-five shillings a week, rising to thirty-one shillings 
after twelve years of service. As a result the police in Liverpool 
were then better paid than in any other provincial city except 
Newcastle and Leeds.8 Therefore, with earnings of the Liverpool 
police at least comparable to the overall national average and 43 
per cent of constables earning more than thirty shillings a week in 
18919 they were able to live at that time - like the police elsewhere 
- as respectable members of the working class, a position greatly 
in advance of their earlier image as akin to that of the agricultural 
labourer.10 

But with a rising cost of living after 1900 and mostly unadjusted 
pay scales the real earnings of the police fell throughout the country 
and discontent increased. By 1912, during a period of keen com- 
petition for labour, the Liverpool watch committee had agreed to 
increase the weekly pay of constables by one to three shillings ac- 
cording to length of service, as a means of reducing wastage and 
boosting still further a rising, though inadequate, trend of recruit- 
ment." A larger, net increase in the strength of the force was re- 
quired to meet the needs of policing newly extended city boundaries 
and to comply with the compulsory Police Forces (Weekly Rest- 
Day) Act passed by parliament two years earlier. Also, it was 
found necessary to make good the deficiency in numbers caused by 
the decision taken in 1900 to reduce the strength of the force as an 
economy measure which would save ?8,000 a year on the rates.'2 
Yet difficulties were being experienced in obtaining the required 
level of recruitment and retention. A particular cause of the man- 
power problem related to conditions of the police pension scheme, 
the terms of which were more onerous in Liverpool than in other 
forces. In 1903, as a further economy to reduce expenditure on pen- 
sions in the second largest force in the country, the watch commit- 
tee had increased the required length of service for securing max- 
imum pension of two-thirds pay, from the usual twenty-six years to 
thirty years for all who joined the force after that date. This 
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measure was said to have 'frightened off' many potential recruits 
who preferred to join another force in which maximum pension 
could be earned with four years less service.13 

Concurrently with the 1912 pay increase to constables for 
recruiting purposes it had also been intended to grant the sergeants 
a rise of one shilling a week, but that proposed increase was doubl- 
ed after a deputation of sergeants had approached the head con- 
stable and their grievances concerning inadequate differentials had 
received extensive publicity in a local newspaper.'4 This concession 
in turn resulted in a further petition to the watch committee by 
some of the younger constables for an upward revision of their ad- 
ditional shilling a week for the first ten years of service, which they 
claimed was insufficient to compensate for the higher cost of living. 
Because of the active recruitment policy being pursued, the force 
included an unusually high proportion of new men - 700 from a 
total of 1,800 constables having been appointed in the previous 
three years5 - who were all at the lower end of the pay scale. After 
being refused any further pay adjustment the constables then 
sought permission to form a trade union, a request which the head 
constable strongly opposed and the watch committee rejected 
outright.16 

It is therefore apparent that even before the unprecedented 
strains placed on the police by wartime conditions there were, 
within the Liverpool force, the beginnings of an articulated and 
ongoing demand for a union organization to act as a vehicle for the 
rectification of felt grievances. The authorities were not prepared 
to tolerate this aspiration until the later years of the war, by which 
time much of the force throughout the country was seething with 
discontent and fully ripe for revolt. In the terminology of economic 
analysis, if the police could be regarded as consumers of the ser- 
vices which a union could provide, we may ask what variables 
entered into their demand function for such services? It will be 
shown that specific complaints relating to the immediate market 
situation of the police - continuing inadequate and deteriorating 
pay levels and long working hours - were surface symptoms which 
only partially projected other deep-rooted and fundamental 
grievances. The range of interests which the police sought to ad- 
vance through their union was much more extensive than that 
which could be confined to market bargaining in the economic 
aspect of their employment. 

Nevertheless, straight economic grievances, exacerbated by 
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wartime conditions, were undoubtedly an important factor in 
generating unrest. With tightening labour market conditions in the 
period of high employment after 1910 the criteria for granting pay 
increases in the Liverpool force came to reflect explicitly not only 
local factors but also the terms of service prevailing in other large, 
neighbouring towns. As a result of police pay claims in the pro- 
vinces in 1912 a conference was called by the Sheffield watch com- 
mittee to consider adopting more uniform scales of pay and condi- 
tions by all forces in the north of England and the Midlands, as a 
means of preventing pay rivalry and possible discontent arising 
from pay variations.17 Thus, in 1914 the Liverpool police were 
granted their claim for a further pay increase, the new range for 
constables being thirty shillings, rising to forty shillings, in line 
with the 'very generous' increases which had been awarded to the 
police in Manchester and Stockport. But, at the same time, the in- 
novation of the special rent allowance which had been paid since 
1900 in Liverpool to help meet the expense of living in an 'approv- 
ed' house in a respectable area was terminated for all grades except 
inspectors and superintendents. This supplementary allowance had 
been regarded by the lower ranks as a 'subterfuge to escape pen- 
sion liability', as well as being unpopular with unmarried men who 
did not receive the benefit.'8 

In comparison with these revised pay scales, dock labourers and 
carters in Liverpool received the same weekly wage rate as the start- 
ing pay of constables, and cotton porters somewhat less at twenty- 
seven shillings and six pence.'9 Thereafter, real and relative earn- 
ings of the police declined during the war years. Pay adjustments in 
the public sector were strictly controlled and the Home Office ad- 
vised watch committees to pay any increases to offset the steep rise 
in the cost of living as a terminable, non-pensionable allowance or 
war bonus, with or without an additional child benefit. It warned 
that after the war heavily increased expenditure was likely to fall 
not only on the Exchequer but on the rates. It was therefore 
undesirable that local authorities should be precluded from effec- 
ting any reduction in police expenditure which altered economic 
conditions might then permit.20 In Liverpool a bonus of twelve 
shillings was paid by the end of the war with an additional two 
shillings and six pence for each dependent child, whereas in Shef- 
field a larger flat rate bonus of nineteen shillings and six pence, 
without child allowance, was paid to all policemen.21 Also, in the 
Metropolitan and Birmingham forces, unlike Liverpool, a further 
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rent allowance was payable to married policemen. Effectively then, 
although being paid according to the same basic Metropolitan 
scale22 after 1918, many Liverpool policemen were somewhat worse 
off than their counterparts in other urban areas. 

The major consequence, however, of wartime wage stringency 
for the police service was that the pre-war equality in starting pay 
of the Liverpool constable in comparison with the labourer had 
come to be eroded and any advantage in relativities was now com- 
pletely reversed. Despite an increase of seven to eight shillings in 
pensionable pay secured as a result of the 1918 police strike in Lon- 
don, whose terms of settlement were extended to certain other 
police forces, the pay of the Liverpool force had fallen below that 
of many unskilled workers. As a result, by early 1919 the weekly 
starting pay of constables at ?2.15s (including war bonus) had in- 
creased by 84 per cent as against January 1914, and for those who 
received average child allowance by 106 per cent. The maximum 
rate after twenty years service was ?3.5s plus additional child 
allowance where applicable. In comparison, the rate for Liverpool 
dock labourers over a full week was ?3.7s (a 123 per cent increase), 
for carters ?3.12s (140 per cent) and for cotton porters ?3.8s.6d. 
(149 per cent).23 Over the same period the cost of living had risen by 
110 per cent. The Liverpool police had thus experienced a relative 
decline not only in pay but, equally crucially, in economic status 
and prestige vis-a-vis other reference groups, particularly in terms 
of their normative perceptions of themselves as skilled men, i.e. a 
relative deprivation in social stratification. They claimed that not 
only were they unable to match the living standards of 'equal 
status' engineers and draughtsmen in the communities in which 
they lived, but even ordinary labourers now disparaged them. See- 
ing themselves as markedly undervalued they looked to the police 
union, as a potential collective bargaining agent, to restore their 
pay and prestige. 

Not only were police pay levels considered to be totally inade- 
quate in Liverpool before the summer of 1919, but the extent and 
intensity of job duties were also regarded as excessive. Wartime 
conditions had meant that in addition to their normal functions the 
police had also to enforce lighting restrictions, undertake enquiries 
regarding army and navy pensions and enforce the National 
Registration Act, in Liverpool registering many thousands of aliens 
in the largest scheduled 'prohibited' area in the country relative to 
the size of its population. At the same time as police duties had in- 
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creased, the withdrawal of men for the armed forces and the ending 
of recruitment of those of military age meant that the force was 
twenty per cent below its authorized strength in 1916.24 Even after 
the end of the war there was still a lower ratio of police to popula- 
tion in Liverpool than in London.25 In 1919 a nominal eight hour 
day was in forcf; for the Liverpool police yet bridewell sergeants 
worked ten hours a day, traffic policemen nine hours and, it was 
claimed, some men put in an average of seventy-eight hours for a 
flat week's pay.26 

A further source of complaint related to the weekly rest day. In 
common with other forces, the Liverpool men had their legal en- 
titlement to a weekly rest day suspended under the emergency 
regulations for the duration of the war and were given one day off 
per fortnight. But the particular problem in Liverpool was that the 
watch committee refused to pay anything at all for lost rest days 
until 1916, after which they then remunerated them at time and a 
half. The police felt that they had lost out since nearby forces such 
as Manchester had been paid for all the rest days worked up to 
1916, as well as after that date. To make matters worse, the one 
fortnightly day which was allowed off in Liverpool was allocated in 
such a way that a constable always had the same weekday without 
variation. In contrast, other forces such as the North Riding of 
Yorkshire maintained well-organized, rota systems which included 
regular weekend rest days.27 

Thus, the Liverpool police had major grievances concerning ear- 
nings levels and hours of work which were somewhat worse than 
those appertaining in many other forces. But economic dissatisfac- 
tions alone will not explain the very high degree of attachment of 
the police on Merseyside to their union, or their willingness to 
strike in order to try to save it from extinction in 1919 soon after 
they had been granted a generous pay award. In fact, other fun- 
damental and long-standing issues lay elsewhere. Briefly, they 
related to the internal work environment-job and promotion op- 
portunity, freedom from unjust treatment by superiors, and the 
pursuit of equity in the administration of discipline. These 
grievances, accumulated over a long period, were the real driving 
forces favouring continued allegiance to the union. 

A chronic source of dissatisfaction related to the 'injustice and 
palpable unfairness' of the promotion system within the Liverpool 
force. The evidence points conclusively to differentiated access to 
channels of promotion together with incongruence between the 
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stated intention of police regulations, that promotion opportunities 
should be equally available to all on the basis of demonstrated 
ability and merit, and the reality of the promotion procedures. In 
effect there had developed a dual system of recruitment and pro- 
motion in the force, with two distinct ports-of-entry. Constables 
recruited for ordinary police work on the beat had, under the Liver- 
pool system, to serve for a minimum period of eight years and have 
a 'clear book' and good character before being allowed to sit the 
sergeant's qualifying examination. Yet passing that examination 
was, in itself, no guarantee of promotion because, as elsewhere, 
there were more eligible candidates than promotion vacancies. Pro- 
motions in the force were ratified by the watch committee upon the 
advice of the head constable and he, in turn, acted upon the recom- 
mendations of the superintendents. It was felt that the system 
operated so as to place social and family connections, or the 
membership of certain secret societies (i.e. the freemasons), as the 
essential qualities necessary for advancement.28 It was even claimed 
that some men who had not passed the qualifying examination were 
subsequently promoted. Elsewhere in the country there were also 
references to the alleged, widespread and 'pernicious' influence of 
freemasonry in the police force,29 an organization in which ad- 
vancement through the ranks was heavily dependent upon a 
superior officer's evaluation of a candidate's fitness. 

A related aspect of promotion grievances in Liverpool concerned 
those 'factotums to the superior officers' who had been directly 
recruited for clerical work in the office of the head constable. Over 
the years there had been a gradual change and extension in the 
nature of police duties in favour of the expansion of staff depart- 
ments concerned with licencing, keeping records and collecting ad- 
ditional statistical information required by the government. By 
1912 fourteen per cent of the entire force were employed upon staff 
duties in the central police offices.30 Nominally they were ordinary 
police constables but they wore plain clothes, lacked uniformed ex- 
perience and were not required to carry out night shift or Sunday 
duties. In some cases they even contravened police regulations by 
being below minimum height. This separate, secondary channel of 
recruitment to the clerical staff at headquarters was widely regard- 
ed as an avenue for rapid and accelerated promotion such that 'of- 
fice boys can get to be a superintendent whilst an ordinary PC gets 
to be a sergeant'.3 Moreover, it was via this route that the incum- 
bent head constable had attained his own position. He had original- 
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ly joined as a clerk, never did uniformed duty and simply 'rose 
through the office'.32 

In Liverpool such opportunities as did exist for promotion had 
been whittled down still further. In 1898 as an additional economy 
measure, designed to induce men to continue their service beyond 
their engagements, the watch committee introduced a system 
whereby men able to retire but willing to continue were retained in 
the force, but without further entitlement to pension for their extra 
service. By this device the authorities were able to secure extra years 
of service from experienced men, without increase in pension 
liability, as well as postponing the commencement of another pro- 
spective claim to pension by not taking on a new recruit. The effect 
was to restrict promotion prospects and cause rampant discontent 
among the lower ranks since limits on the numbers who could be so 
retained, to prevent impeding the flow of promotion, applied only 
to inspectors and superintendents.33 Wartime conditions com- 
pounded the problem still further because men were then actually 
prevented from retiring after twenty-six years by the Police 
Emergency Act which allowed superannuations to be suspended. 

There can be little doubt that discontent concerning inadequate 
and unfairly administered promotion opportunities proved par- 
ticularly conducive to the growth of trade union consciousness 
among the non-officer grades of sergeants and constables in the 
Liverpool force. Where blocked upward mobility, which em- 
phasizes subordination, precludes the chances of members of a 
work group from rising through their own individual efforts, the 
more likely they are to develop a collective awareness of their com- 
mon situation.34 In fact, the police union in Liverpool, by applying 
pressure on the authorities, had managed to get sixteen previously 
overlooked constables promoted to sergeant.35 It was pressing for 
compulsory retirement after twenty-six years service together with 
joint control of promotions through a system of promotion boards, 
including elected representatives of the rank concerned, to consider 
the claims of candidates for advancement. Furthermore, it wished 
to see appointments to the CID restricted to those with five years 
practical experience in outside police duty, as a way of blocking the 
preferment of junior clerks. The uniformed branch regarded a 
transfer to the CID as promotion, even at the same rank. This 
department was felt to be especially favoured since it enjoyed an 
additional detective allowance on top of basic rates, as well as 
automatic promotion to sergeant after passing an examination. 
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For promotion to the highest grades the union's view was that 
this should be restricted to officers with many years of uniformed 
police experience and be filled entirely from within the service. This 
contention seemed particularly apposite in the case of two forces in 
the Merseyside area, Bootle and nearby Southport, in which two 
career army officers - a major and lieutenant-colonel - had been 
directly appointed chief constables. These appointments drew 
strong protests on the grounds that they appeared to deny promo- 
tion to the highest ranks to serving policemen and that they reduced 
the prospect for a 'general move all round'.36 Because this practice 
had become more common - seven out of thirteen vacancies for 
chief constables in borough and city forces in 1919 having been fill- 
ed by serving army officers37 - it was also suspected of being part 
of an attempt to put the police service on a military basis. 

The conditions of service and disciplinary regulations of the 

Liverpool police were an additional source of grievance and they 
certainly seem to have been somewhat more harsh and restrictive 
than those applicable elsewhere.38 The Liverpool regulations laid 
down that a man put on a disciplinary charge would appear before 
the head constable who had power to fine, demote or dismiss him 
from the force without having to assign any reason in writing. 
However, there was a right of appeal against punishment by per- 
sonal interview before the watch committee, as the ultimate 

disciplinary authority. The watch committee minutes for the three 

years from 1911 to 1913 show that there were fifteen disciplinary 
appeals heard in 1911, eleven of which were confirmed and four in 
which the punishment was reduced, and seven in 1912, three of 
which were confirmed, two reduced and the remaining two 

drastically increased. In this latter case of two appeals against a ?1 
fine and a warning, both constables were dismissed from the force 

by the watch committee. Not surprisingly, in the following year 
there were no appeals against fines, all eight being against dismissal 

whereby the appellants had nothing to lose, although five were con- 
firmed. Effectively then, the watch committee was felt to be of little 
use as an agency for considering grievances since it heard only ap- 
peals against disciplinary action and for the most part it merely 
ratified the head constable's recommendations. Also, men 
hesitated to vent their grievances internally for fear that their pro- 
motion would be imperilled still further and that they would be vic- 
timized.39 

In analyzing the determinants of union growth and stimulus to 
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membership in the Liverpool force we have emphasized a feeling 
that unfair treatment was meted out by distant and privileged of- 
ficers, and that there was lack of established and adequate pro- 
cedures for adjusting job dissatisfactions. Most notably, the 
vagaries and arbitrariness of both the promotion and disciplinary 
systems, run on a unilateral basis by the police authorities, led to a 
response in favour of a union countervailing body which would fill 
a representative role in the pursuit of equity and the application of 
rules on a non-discriminatory basis throughout the force. The men 
wished to be treated with 'respect and justice'. They had long 
maintained that too much discretionary power was left in the hands 
of the authorities and that the force itself was 'over-officered', in 
the sense that there was too close a degree of supervision as well as 
too many, often petty, prescriptive rules40 - in fact there were all 
the ingredients of what Alan Fox has called institutionalized, 'low 
trust' relations.41 

However, in addition to the demand for union services, it is also 
necessary to consider the equally important 'supply' side, since 
within the police service there were formidable barriers to the 
establishment of an effective organization. In the Metropolitan 
force, for instance, membership of the embryo police union was of- 
ficially prohibited in 1913 and again in 1916, under penalty of 
threatened and actual dismissal. In Liverpool, a branch of the 
union had been founded in 1917 with the support of the trades 
council,42 but the real catalyst, making for mass recruitment of 
members, was the aftermath of the police strike in London during 
the following year in support of a substantial pay claim and official 
union recognition. After this 1918 strike the authorities took the 
view that it was essential to get the police services going again, the 
country then being at a critical point in the European war.43 The 
strikers were therefore not dismissed on this occasion and one of 
the terms of settlement was that, although the union could not be 
officially recognized during wartime, there would no longer be any 
objection to London policemen joining the union so long as it did 
not interfere with discipline or induce members to withhold their 
services. In Liverpool it was also tacitly understood that the watch 
committee would not oppose union membership on the same terms 
as in London.44 As a result, with the men now able to declare their 
allegiance to the union openly, both membership and confidence 
expanded rapidly. By early 1919 a Liverpool district canvass of 
union members showed that 98 per cent were prepared to take any 
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action which the executive in London deemed necessary, including 
strike action.45 

The Desborough Committee, set up after the 1918 strike to en- 
quire into police pay and conditions of service, was still sitting 
when, in March 1919, the government announced its negative deci- 
sion on the question which had been held over since the end of the 
war concerning official union recognition. Given that the union 
now sought participation in the internal decision-making processes 
of the force, it was felt that recognition would undermine 
discipline, threatening hierarchy and control by superiors in an 
organization founded upon authority.46 As the police were essential 
in helping to maintain the stability of the social order and existing 
class relations, it would not be possible to rely on the loyalty of a 
force which could disobey orders at the union's behest. There was 
also the related fear that the union would become further in- 
tegrated within the labour movement, thereby preventing the police 
from maintaining order in future industrial disputes.47 Indeed, it 
was claimed that if the force were controlled by a union it would 
become a 'seething centre of Bolshevism'.48 In consequence, the 
1919 strike was treated by the authorities not so much as a labour 
dispute but rather as an abdication by the police of their allegiance 
to the state and a challenge to publicly constituted authority.49 

In fact, the position in Liverpool would suggest that such misgiv- 
ings concerning the implied political character of the police trade 
union movement were exaggerated, if not wholly implausible. It 
has already been indicated that the predominant attitude of the 
police towards their union was an instrumental one, in the sense 
that its significance to them was largely confined to issues arising 
out of the employment relationship. Even the affiliation of the 
police union to the TUC and Labour Party at national level can be 
interpreted as being primarily a function of the organizational 
needs of the union itself. The aim was to avoid isolation, thereby 
securing a national platform for its own grievances and additional 
sources of leverage, rather than reflecting any profound identity of 
interest or solidarity on the part of the membership with the work- 
ing class in the wider labour movement.50 Certainly in the event, the 
alliances proved to be only loose and fragile when practical support 
was sought by the police from organized labour at the time of the 
strike. Moreover, the policy of the national leadership was not to 
commit the union to the principle of sympathetic strike action in 
support of other groups at times of labour unrest, since it was well 
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aware that the military would then be summoned to fill the places 
of the police.51 In view of the concern of the authorities with possi- 
ble revolutionary implications of the police uprising, it is also 
significant that the leader of the strike in Liverpool regarded the 
police as the most important bulwark in society against the danger 
of Bolshevism.52 Although, like other leading branch activists on 
Merseyside, he was an individual member of the Labour Party, he 
later joined the committee of the Liverpool branch of the anti- 
communist organization, the British Empire Union. In 1921 he 
castigated the local leadership of the unemployed workers' move- 
ment as being 'the tool of the hidden revolutionary hand'.53 

The strike of August 1919 was called against the Police Bill that 
would give effect to the central recommendations of the 
Desborough Committee which had just reported. The pay of the 
force was, for the first time, to be standardized throughout the 
country and substantially increased, with a range for constables of 
?3.10s. to ?4.10s. per week - a rise of about one third for the 
Liverpool force. A new representative body, thePolice Federation, 
was to be established as a channel for the airing of grievances, in- 
dependent of any body or person outside the police service. 
However, questions of discipline and promotion affecting in- 
dividuals - major sources of grievance in the Liverpool force - 
were to be completely excluded from its jurisdiction. The final blow 
was that membership of a trade union was now to be made 
unlawful for members of the force. Thus, the strike was one for the 
very survival of the police union itself. 

On Merseyside, in contrast to much of the rest of the country 
where the response rate was a total fiasco, the strike call was well 
supported by the lower ranks, especially by those who had been 
recruited in the years immediately prior to the war. Of the 907 strik- 
ing Liverpool constables almost half were those with between five 
and twelve years of service, and of the remaining forty-eight 
sergeants who came out all had more than twelve years of service in 
that rank.54 No plain clothes or CID staff, however, refused duty. 
The watch committee adopted a firm line, as it had previously in- 
timated, and all the strikers were dismissed with loss of pension 
rights. It had no difficulty in finding suitable, permanent 
replacements at the enhanced rates of pay and, as additional 
strikebreakers, more than 2,000 temporary special constables were 
recruited for the protection of property, mainly from bank staffs, 
business houses and the cotton exchange. 
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The police union had recognized that it was not strong enough by 
itself to withstand the onslaught of the authorities and it now look- 
ed to organized labour for the support which had been pledged in 
the preceding months. In Liverpool, local officials later claimed to 
have been misled in that they had been assured that in the event of a 
police strike 90 per cent of organized workers would down tools in 
support.55 Yet the reaction of the local labour movement to the 
strike was ambivalent and sentiment was divided. There was un- 
doubted support from the trades council, local Labour Party and 
executive committees of individual unions for defence of the princi- 
ple of trades union organization which was felt to be under attack 
by the government's action. Some local officials stated that the 
strike had wider implications than a mere sectional struggle by the 
police since, 'if the government could overcome the police they 
could overcome the whole Triple Alliance'.56 Meetings were called 
in support of the police, direct sympathetic action threatened and a 
strike-committee set up to negotiate for reinstatement. In contrast, 
much of the rank-and-file was more cautious of the newly profess- 
ed affinity of the police for the labour movement and far less cer- 
tain of the merits of extending the dispute by direct action. Some 
questioned whether the police organization could be looked upon 
as an ordinary trade union at all, whilst others were said to view the 
police strikers 'with contempt'.57 Despite their working-class 
origins, it was recognized that the police occupied a position of 
special responsibility to the governing authorities and were called 
upon to break up labour demonstrations. There were particular 
references to police brutality during the 1911 transport strike in the 
city. As a letter to the Police Review put it, the police service was 
not like an ordinary industrial occupation and the policeman, 
although of the workers, was not a worker - he was a 'class 
apart'.58 A London policeman expressed the view that workers had 
come to regard the police as their 'natural and avowed enemy' 
since, through circumstances over which they had little control and 
despite any personal convictions, the police were 'the tool of the 
employing classes to defeat the just and legitimate claims of 
labour'.59 These considerations apart, and at a more pragmatic 
level, the important question was also asked in Liverpool as to why 
the vast majority of the police throughout the country had not sup- 
ported their own strike. The issue was seen as a national one and 
some local union members felt that the effective way to counter the 
Police Bill was through the ballot-box rather than via sympathetic 

646 



Bean: Police Unrest 

strike action. Certainly, most Liverpool workers were not prepared 
to strike without orders from their own national executives in Lon- 
don, which were not forthcoming.60 

Once it became clear that not only had the strike failed nationally 
but also that the local labour movement would not come out in 
order to secure their reinstatement, the morale of the Liverpool 
strikers collapsed completely after the third week. They publicly 
announced that they now regretted their action, would abandon 
the union and 'respectfully begged' the watch committee to take 
them back. In effect, they had resumed a deferential attitude 
towards authority - but to no avail. They were told not to 'cringe' 
and 'whine' but 'to take a licking like men'.6' It was a pathetic and 
final total defeat. As regards representative organization, the re- 
maining police were now left with the internal Police Federation 
through which to raise grievances for the authorities' considera- 
tion. But, in the case of the Liverpool force, it appears that the 
local branch had very little success in pressing its claims and obtain- 
ing concessions. It was, for instance, unable to secure reimburse- 
ment of local travelling expenses, improvements in other existing 
allowances or get back-pay for lost rest days since 1914. The head 
constable admitted that at the branch boards 'no undue time had 
been wasted by prolonged meetings and discussions'.62 Moreover, 
there is evidence that nationally constables were advised to keep 
clear of the Federation to avoid jeopardizing their careers.63 

What, then, were the major elements in the demise of militancy 
and of collective aspirations for advancement subsequent to 1919 
which resulted in a more compliant force? On a national basis stan- 
dardized and much higher rates of pay initiated by the Desborough 
Report markedly raised the economic and social status of the police 
so that there was greater congruence between the position which 
they felt they should occupy and the reality of their conditions. By 
1924 constables on maximum pay received 55-60 per cent more 
than the earnings of the average male worker in industry and this 
advantage endured for the succeeding decade and a half.64 Addi- 
tionally, more generous scales of leave were introduced, universal 
rent allowances paid, a minimum length of service required in out- 
side police duty to qualify for promotion, together with a com- 
pulsory retirement age so as to open up promotion channels. In 
Liverpool, daily hours of duty were reduced to eight for all ranks 
except detectives and the mounted police. Such improvements in 
pay and conditions undoubtedly had the effect of mitigating re- 
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maining grievances. Also, the state of the labour market in the 
inter-war period was most inauspicious for any renewed outbreak 
of disaffection. The police were immune from the threat of 
unemployment and by 1926 there were nearly 8,000 applications 
for less than two hundred vacancies in the Liverpool force.65 

The improvements in conditions of service were not only impor- 
tant in their own right, but on Merseyside they permitted the adop- 
tion of a more selective recruitment policy in making good the 
purging of half the existing force. For the most part, the strikers 
were replaced by ex-servicemen who were felt to be especially 
suitable for a disciplined organization since they were already 
socialized into the paramilitary mentality of obedience. Equally 
important, it was claimed that the ex-army and navy recruits ob- 
tained were of superior quality, a 'better stamp', than those secured 
before the war when, faced with the manpower problems of an ex- 
panding service, the authorities had been unable 'to pick and 
choose'. At the time of the strike it was not unusual for men with 
lieutenants' and majors' commissions to apply for ordinary con- 
stables' jobs. The pay was good and because of the serious depletion 
in the strength of the force there were abnormal opportunities for 
rapid promotion.66 

After the watershed of 1919 the authorities appeared anxious not 
only to prevent the re-emergence of a homogeneity of interest 
amongst the subordinate ranks resulting from shared dissatisfac- 
tion but also, by granting improvements in their economic status 
and employment situation, to obviate any remaining possibility of 
alignment between the police and the working class. Before 1919 
there was apprehension that the police might make common cause 
with the class from which most of them had originated.67 As an ad- 
ded insurance and reinforcement for the police it had been decided 
by the government after the strike to create a strengthened, per- 
manent reserve of special constables to act at times of national 
crisis. Despite official statements to the contrary, strikebreaking 
during periods of labour unrest was foreseen as an important part 
of its activities. Identifying class with loyalty it was stated in Liver- 
pool that: 

It is not considered wise or expedient to attempt to press the actual working 
classes into the scheme as it might lay them open to the charge of being 
'blacklegs'. The ideal.. is to have in each business community every young and 
able-bodied man, other than manual workers, ready to protect the city and stand 
for law and order in case of an emergency.68 
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In fact, for the regular police the suppression of trade union ac- 
tivities and the new statutory prohibitions in the Police Act against 
inducing disaffection or causing breaches of discipline had a chill- 
ing effect on the possibility of renewed impetus towards indepen- 
dent collective action. These, together with the reforms introduced 
in and after 1919 within the context of a favoured labour market 
situation for the police, made for the sublimation of conflict, 
thereby ensuring the loyalty and quiescence of the force for many 
decades. 
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