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FAMILY. It's an interesting concept. The realities are getting more interesting all the time. It lies at the heart of several seemingly unconnected issues. On the one hand, there's the recent strange move by Prime Minister John Howard to ban the ACT's same-sex civil unions.

Then there's the outcry at the abuse supposedly rife within Aboriginal communities and the proposal to once more remove children from their families. 

Family is on my mind because my brother has a serious illness. He's in Canada and we've all rallied to his side. We're a geographically extended family, so the logistics have been complicated. My sister from England got there first and hopefully, by the time you read this, I'll be there with his children from his first marriage and his life partner. 

Steve is our big brother. He's also a leading Conservative in Canada. 

You'd expect us to have our ideological disagreements and through the years we have. However, his love for family has shifted some of his politics, or maybe it has simply transcended them. He is a strong supporter of gay rights and has encouraged my partner and me to get married in Canada. 

It's an option that looked to be under attack by new Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper. One of Harper's election promises was to reopen the debate on same-sex marriages. Howard's decision to block the ACT measure may have come out of his recent love-in with Harper. It doesn't look as if Harper will be as lucky as Howard. 

A poll taken a few weeks ago by Environics Research found that most Canadians accept gay marriage. The poll found that opposition to it had dropped and, perhaps more surprising, the biggest drop was among Conservative voters. 

The thing that politicians forget when they rail against gay marriage is that gays have families. When they march up the aisle, it is not as lonely individuals but as family members: brothers, sisters, uncles, aunts, nephews, nieces, mothers and fathers. The image of the sad, isolated gay has a long legacy in popular culture, but it gradually has been replaced by a more realistic one of gays as being integrated into various communities and families, some of their choosing as well as their kinship families. 

The idea of the family as a contained unit with marriage at its heart is similarly out of date and out of touch with reality. While it is still hauled out by ideologues, the fact is that families are more likely to be blended and come in a variety of colours and shapes. Arguably, the extended family is a much healthier option than the atomistic and lonely image of the traditional family of mother, father and kids. 

One of the biggest stumbling blocks that white Australians have in understanding Aboriginal culture is that our notion of the hermetic family is at odds with Aboriginal ideas about family. 

This became clear at a recent leadership session for young girls that I attended along with several specialists on health and wellbeing. The Women's College at the University of Sydney brought together about 100 young women from across NSW. 

Colleen Hayward, an Aboriginal scholar at the Kulunga Research Network and the Telethon Institute for Child Health Research in Perth, spoke powerfully about her family of nine and how important education was for her parents. 

She also talked about the visits from government officials, who would test the children to see whether they should be taken away. This was when she was growing up and at school during the 1960s, when Aborigines were recognised as Australians. 

Hayward is part of a project in Western Australia to get Aboriginal children to stay in school. Studies show that if they can complete Year 12 the horrifying statistics of crime and illness drop remarkably. The girls at the leadership session were captivated by her stories of how her family would take in other children when the going got tough. One girl stayed with them until she finished school, then went back to her family. 

Hayward also talked about the obstacles for Aborigines in terms of schooling. Lots of children have moments when they don't want to be in school, but for Aboriginal children the obstacles are numerous. One of the problems is that often their parents didn't have a good time at school. How can you encourage your children in a system that you didn't like? And for good reason. How would it feel to sit through history classes that portray your people as at best victims, at worst as invisible? How do you combine two so different ways of knowing? 

It's here that the extended family is most important. Aunties and uncles who have managed to get through school can offer practical support and act as role models to their nieces and nephews. 

I talked to the girls about how I got over my anorexia by being brought into my best friend's big family. The analogy is interesting. I simply could not manage to get better at home and was repeatedly hospitalised. It certainly wasn't that my family didn't care and were not trying everything they could to help. It was just that I needed a place within another connected family. At the time it must have hurt my parents. They had a strong sense of being a unit unto ourselves, and we had little contact with grandparents and few cousins. 

Although we're still geographically extended, as a family we're closer to the Aboriginal ideal of extended family. We are unique, and among my friends, especially those with children, those who are happiest have a large network of family members and friends. This is the model we need to support. Not for gays or for Aborigines but for us all. 
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