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“JIM CAVANAGH'S granite

face reflects the fact that
he has gone through pretty
traumatic experiences in his
vouth and in his industrial life
- and they've made him
tougher all the way. They've
also made him determined to
do the Aboriginal Affairs job
in his own way."

This summing up comes from
a yvoung South Australian Labor
Party activist who has observed
and debated with Sepator Cay-
anagh in Labor Party conferences
for several ‘yvears. It contains
gome clues to the character of the
man_whd is now responsible for
the politically zensitive Aboriginal
Alfairs portiolio

Despite being thrown to the
centre of the national stage since
he was lifted out of the obscurity
of the Works Minisiry, Senator
James Luke Cavanagh is among
the least known of the 2T Labor
Ministers. Yet, to understand his
handling of Aboriginal” Affairs, it
is essential to know his back-

round, which has determined

h his attitudes and his political

style.

Cavanagh, B0, is one of the last
“of the “Old Left" members of
the Labor Parly =— & man
moulded in the union tradition, a
prodiuct of the conscription eéra
and the Depression, of the days
when the Labor Movement was
battlin

ains in wages and working con-

itions.

His father was a boiler maker
and a Labor Parly activist who
led the anti-conscription cam-
paign in South Australin during
the first world war.

When he finished school at 14
(a Catholic parish school —
although Cavanagh lon Ago
dropped Catholicism). He becama
a plasterer and a union activist,

Az secrétary of the Soulh Aus-
tralian Plasterers® Union from
1846 to 1962 (when he was
elected to the Senate), he was
regarded as a tough and militant
unionist who won many advances
for his members. He was an of-
fective advocate (colleagues point

for bread and butter .

oul he is a “"good bushflawyer™)
and his "Left-wing" entials
were pood enough tolhave the

Chifley Government n him
from & visit to the Woomera
rocket range as & | "security

risk". _

His early experienceq and par-
ticularly his union cageer, have
made L‘:nvnnngfh able tofgrasp the
material problems of rigines
much more easily an _ thair
psychological needs. can come
to terms with the tribal Abori-
glﬂes who have pressing problems

ut retaln at least some of their
cultural security, but flounders
when Lrlw to undaérstand the
urban blacks, who are strugaling
with the question of what Is and
ghould be their relatlopship with
white society. Cnvmg:'s think-

|
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ing usually tends to settle where
possible on the tangible, rather
than on the more elusive prob-
lems of identity. ° |

THE most important ihmp. the
Government can do for Abo-
riginés, he says, are to'give them
land rights and to ]a‘iﬂ them in-
volved in their own affairs.
Senator C.wanlfa . separates
tribal and urban igines in
his approach tu‘?u Eﬁ' For
Aborigines in the citles; the prob-
lem is “assimilation Into secon-
dary industry,” while ®the tribal
policy must centre around the
development of farming”.
Talking of the city blacks, he
retreats 1o the tangible. “They
have elecied to have bEcome pari
of the white cnmm'r.u'llitg.- when

a

they' come “to the cities. The
whole complaint of the urban
Aboriginé i§ that they are not
given the same opportunities to
compete in the white man's s0-
ciety ‘ag are given to the Euro-
pean, The Government must heip
them compete more effectively.”

Here 'is ‘the old socialist ethic
— Cavanagh' well -understands
this fight for survival and decent
employment which accords with
all his personal experieace and
instincis. .

Despitg his own militant re-
cord — in union affairs and dirin
the anti-Vietnam-war campaign o
the 18605 — Cavanagh has little
rapport with the Aboriginal mili-
tants. Questioned on the seem-
ing contradiction, he says. “I
support their right to protest.
They have done a job and brought
their ideas before the public. |
am only critlcal of the use of
violence, which I don't think is
to the character of the Aboriginal
peaple, but is a praduct of the big
white man's cities.”

At the same i{ime, he points
t0 “"many undesitable hnpiuim
Inug.-l.“ for example “self-see Il_zg
advancement” that have occu
In some urban Aboriginal groups.

Hare I:HI'I.M%I; the party acti-
vist seems 10 translating his
own experience to.a situation it
fits only partly, if at all.

In the Sotth Australian Labor
Party, Cavanagh was the man
always anxious to expose the
behind-the-scene deals and
maneouvnes, His interpretations of
the politics of Aboriginal groups
appear to be in much the same
terms. He falls to recognise fully
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the cry of protést, the inevitable,
emotional lashiflg out at white
gociety that is ._-g'gﬂ[ng {rom many
of the black militants — a call
for recognition mat can nevér be
fuieted mic gfial solutions.

Cavanagh's pelitical associates
deseribe him asftough, “the man
of principle”, Wwho always stood
for doctrinaire gurity in the party
councils. Cavan imself claims
he won His Cybinet position be-
cause of “recognition of honesty™
and cerfainly the got it without
the support the Prime Minis-
ter (Mr. Whitlam).

.

ghen Mr. Whitlam
for someona to
58 Gordon Bryant
it was Cavanagh
ed. No one could
have been mord unlike the warm,
emotional Mr. Bryvant, a man with
a deep attachment to the Aborigi-
nal cause and § belief that funds
and good will 'would solve most
problems. 1

Whitlam ihnu Cavanagh
partly because of his administra-

OWEVER,

replace the h
In the portfol
to whom he tu

tive ability = ps a union secre-
tary he Is embered as the
methodical typs who kept an éyve
on the stamp money — an ability

vital in a departmént in the grips

an adminisirative shambles.
The other miin attraction of
Cavanagh wag  his toughness,
which was o counterbalance
and answer the growing white
haﬁklash in the Labor Party it-
self.
While Brvant was easygoing,

with great faith in talk and com-

munication, Cavanagh openly re-
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gards firmness as a political vir-
tue, Thus he says: “Perkins and
the MNational Aboriginal Consulta-
tive Committee now know Cava-
nagh is determined. There is
some admiration for a strong po-
sition” — a stance his critics
would see as disastrous.

The tough style was epitomised
in his threat to cut off the NACC
funds when he felt it exceeded
its brief, and his call in January
for Charles Perkins to be cha?td
with a hreach of the Public Ser-
vice Act for his attack on the
Government in general and Cava-
nagh and the Minister for the
Northern Territory (Dr. Pauer-l
gon) in particular. ol

However, a certain flexibility
also comes through Cavanagh's
dealing with the NACC, to which
he is willing to give some, but
not much ﬂnwf.-r, Cavanagh's re-
lations with this body are ve
much a test of strength for bol
sides. Cavanagh knows this. The
tragedy of the situation is that
for the Aborigines the battle
symbolises a great deal, and any
rebuft théy receive appears (o0
them as a white slap in the face
rather than a shori-term political
roversal,

Senator Cavanagh, who #this
year will be stand ng for re-
election for what will be his last
Senate term, knows that his port-
folio Iz considered a sure way to

olitical suicide. He is also aware
¢ faces I-mtﬂllﬁ from many Abo-
rigines, although he would argue
that support for him is growing.

At present he has 1|:mIEl two
thin ging in his favor. One is
his basic sense of justice, his feel-

ing for the underdog. The othér is
that in spite of his age and his
background he is a quick learner,
g man wilh a kéeen mind.

Hé came into office with no
knowledge to speak of about
Aboriginal problems. He has al-
ready leamed a good deal. The
big test is whether.he can emeérge
from the limits of his past and
his experience to come to grips
with the more demanding and
elusive problems of Aboriginal
Affairs.



