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Abstract

Summary of Argument

The Weil’s Disease disputes of 1934 and 1935 in North Queensland were seminal health and
safety industrial actions in the cane fields. Crowned after sustained struggle and setbacks
with success, they generalized the iconic practice of burning standing sugar cane to expunge
vermin vectors of a debilitating and sometimes lethal disorder of human internal organs.!
Victory was the child of superior organization. It saw dissident Australian Workers’ Union
(AWU) members, many of them immigrant workers, join forces with "British’ workers under
the leadership of Anarchist activists and the Communist Party of Australia (CPA). They were
assisted by the cooperation of public sector medical professionals.”> These industrial actions
have been hailed as among the great strikes of Queensland history.?

This paper will retrace the historiography of the 1934 Ingham dispute, which set up the wider
1935 regional confrontation, to discern why the strikes broke out and succeeded with the
benefit of wide community support, crossing class, ethnic and gender lines, drawing lessons
from the past for today’s labour movement organisers. Men and women, people of different
or no particular politics, workers and shopkeepers and farmers are known to have been
involved, as were Italian, Spanish and Maltese labourers, who brought their revolutionary
songs and characteristic foods as contributions to the common cause.

We will also explore the place of probability in historical enquiry as an
epistemological adjunct to objective scientific certainty, maintaining the perspective of the
early20™ century dialectical historical philosopher Robin George Collingwood.* These
methodological insights will be employed in searching after the likely role in the strikes of
the seminal Italian Australian Anarchist activist Francesco Giovanni Fantin (1901-42).5 As
Fantin was a dissident rank and file Italian Anarcho-syndicalist member of the AWU,
contradictions in this union’s role in the disputes under the leadership of Clarrie Fallon,
dating from the prior Gentlemen’s Agreement which brought in the racist, exclusionary
labour practice of 'British Preference’, will be examined in the light of the concept of “the
racial hierarchy of labour’.

Summary of Findings

The paper will be based on and depart from the classic 1980s studies of Diane Menghetti and
Gerardo Papalia,’ to address these and other heuristic queries, with a view to identifying more
closely the historical significance of the 1934 Ingham district dispute. Furthermore, it will
address the implications of the 1934 strike for the 1935 regional health and safety dispute
around Weil’s Disease. Seminal for these fresh enquiries will be Douglass’s historical social
anthropology study in multicultural migration, From Italy to Ingham.® Contemporaneously, it
will analyse the roles of Forgan Smith and Cilento in respect of both industrial actions. The
role of Jean Devanny, the CPA feminist novelist and organiser of the Movement Against War
and Fascism, active on the Sugar Coast during the relevant period, will be documented from
reinterpreted known and new sources, including her brilliant, social realist 1936 “really
proletarian novel’, Sugar Heaven.® The effort in the Italian community of Australia’s only
Communist parliamentarian Fred Paterson, who thought it amongst his best political and



legal work, will inform the analysis on the basis of his biography The People’s Champion by
Ross Fitzgerald'® and my prior unpublished research relating to him.

The region’s unique relation in Australia to the political watershed of the era, the
Spanish Civil War, which immediately followed the strikes, will be taken into account with
reference to its backstory in the history of Spanish political migration to the region, which
took place prior to and during the strikes, as recorded in the anthropological history, Spanish
Anarchists in Northern Queensland.!’ The figure of Frank Fantin, for example, demonstrates
the connection of Republican Antifascist Loyalism and the strikes, known from oral tradition
and Italian secret police papers on the émigré diaspora in North Queensland. These broad
bases will provide a solid foundation for the study of the strikes, deemed classical at the time
by the CPA, as community-based strikes.

Finally, these strikes as successful industrial actions carried out in the sluggish
recovery years of the Great Depression, will be demonstrated to be important and practical
precedents in today’s Neo-liberal Great Recession under the restraints on the right to strike of
today, currently mandated as the restrictive confines of "Protected Industrial Actions’.!?
Community based strikes, it will be argued, are tailor-made to ease and circumvent those
restrictions, arguably offering unions a little slack with respect to picketing and otherwise
assisting to sustain industrial actions. The paper will be presented also to a Sydney union
forum, being negotiated by union organizer Alexander North as a historical theory moment,
orientated to contemporary industrial challenges and practices.
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