Module 1: Assignment P1                                                         Family, Gender and Sexuality
The article ‘Her trans daughter made the volleyball team. Then an armed officer showed up’, written by Casey Parks and recently published in the Washington Post discusses an anthropological subject linked to gender studies and kinship. The purpose of this essay is to not only provide evidence for these links, but also highlight that topics such as gender identity and kinship are not to be spoken of lightly. When these subjects appear in media, it is important to consider the some may become misinformed regarding certain matters of the subject, if they are not discussed in a balanced way. Through anthropological and interdisciplinary study, different viewpoints on this matter will be discovered.

In its essence, the article does not appear to be offensive. It defends a mother who has undergone a struggle against Florida state law and what can be described as discrimination towards her trans gender daughter. It also offers a certain outlook into the lives of a family who have experienced raising a child who at a young age decided to identify as female rather male, so the article claims. This perspective is not one regularly seen (Reference). Elizabeth Norton, the name given to the child in question, underwent puberty blockers at eleven, after being raised ‘like a girl in a boys body’ for four years, and she is said to have had a very happy upbringing. This challenges the commonly agreed upon fact that transgender people on average are more unhappy than cis gender people (Grupp, Blessmann, König, et al., 2023). 
This view on the lives of Transgenders likely arises from the number of studies done in Transgender life quality and lifespan, which overall is suggested to be worse than cis gendered individuals, for instance there many cases anti-depressant users, or even multiple cases of transgender individuals undergoing harmful sex work (Silva, Matos, et al, 2024, p. 4-6; Bockting, Coleman, et al, 2016, p. 4). Researchers in this field suggest that one of the ways to decrease these odds is to increase acceptance and conduct more research on the lives of these individuals, however (Walter, 2021). The article by Casey Parks seems to be written partially to this end. It creates awareness on a pressing issue for families containing transgender individuals - the multiple United State bans on transgender women participating in Women’s sports. Parks, however, does not comment on any of the quality-of-life issues discussed above here, a potential flaw in her work to be further discussed in this essay.
Parks does provide a good amount of general background to Elizabeth Nortons life. We are told the child stated to her mother that ‘she was a boy’ from a young age, and at eleven the family decided to go ahead with a prescription of hormone blockers. One of the key aspects of Elizabeth Nortans more recent life, as hinted at with the cutting headline, was a love for volleyball, particularly during college. Parks states Elizabeth was always considered a girl by the team, and we also get a telling description of Elizabeth’s appearance: 112 lbs, 5.8 ft, skinny and not particularly muscular. In general, she is described as lower than an average male in most dimensions. It seems likely that this is a point against the recent state bans on transgender athletes cross competing in sports their biological gender opposes (Map, 2024), because it is precisely the Florida ban that causes the entire story behind the article.
Jessica Norton, Elizabeth’s mother, is also a major player in this story, and arguably the centre of the plot. Parks describes Jessica’s story as one of struggle against unfair odds, in defence of her daughter. It reminds readers of the ‘all sacrificing’ duty of mothers, to place their children above all else. Jessica is painted as a fighter, losing everything - including her job -because she stood for her child’s choice to be a girl. Park says that in the early years of parenthood Jessica believed her son was gay but had a ‘realisation’ when she learnt that even children could become trans too. What followed, it is described, was the acceptance and strong support for her child’s decision, and this leads Jessica into lawsuits against discrimination, police investigations, and the eventual loss of her job and decision to leave everything behind to still grant her daughter a last year at college somewhere new, after she is kicked from her college volleyball team and feels unable to go back to school. The backlash of her constant support of her child, whom she considered a girl, even ‘amending’ Elizabeths birth certificate and putting down ‘female’ as the sex for her daughters Marshall volleyball paperwork.
Jessica is further painted as a fighter when in the second part of the story, where the investigation is under way and the police are questioning her, she acts very protectively towards her daughter. Park highlights some other admirable qualities in Jessica Nortons character. We gain the idea that she is a humble worker, a volunteer, a likeable member of staff at the college she worked at, and of course she is very loving towards Elizabeth.
Having briefly discussed Casey Parks motives for writing, there are some other reasons behind the article worth considering. It is not only a clear statement against the state bans on transgender athletes cross competing in sports, which in the articles case has turned the life of one innocent family upside down. When it comes to the male side of the argument, this is a very controversial subject. Ultimately it is believed that the former male physiology of transwomen athletes provides an advantage over cis-gendered females in sports (Heather, 2022, p. 8). However, the results can become less conclusive when it considers those who have undergone testosterone reduction therapy – normally through gender affirming puberty blockers – at the onset of puberty (Safer, 2022, p. 1), like Elizabeth Norton in Park’s story. It is considered that on average, people who experience gender dysphoria – the feeling of unease in ones gender assigned at birth – begin feeling it from a young age (Garg, Marwaha, Elshimy, 2023). Research has been conducted to show that early diagnosis and treatment may lead to better life quality and reduction in suicide rates for transgender people (Zaliznyak, Yuan, et al, 2021). Given that the majority of the LGBTQ+ community is made up of 16-24 yearolds (Office for National Statistics, 2020), it is likely that Parks was pacifically targeting this group for her article. Furthermore, because the article features a lot about the mother, Jessica Norton, its safe to assume parents, especially mothers, are a target audience too. Is it possible that these groups were being targeted to inform them of the life and difficulties of a transgender who underwent therapy from a young age? If it is, there is reason to believe that a push towards gender affirming treatment from a young age may be being suggested by Parks. Either way, who’s to say that readers won’t take up this feeling anyway. This raises potential ethical issues, and anthropology helps to look at this topic from a wider angle.
As Casey Park’s article concerns the American citizens, for it is written in the Washington Post, this essay will focus on the traditional European family, or as stated the ‘nuclear family’. The family is the first line of support for any child, as well as this, communities and families are often structured by children, exhibited by nature and discussed by David Lancy (2022) in his ‘Anthropology of the Child’. Therefore, gender studies or a anything regarding people identifying as trans, can easily become a familial matter. This has multiple implications.

In the view of renowned anthropologists like Malinowski, and Murdock, the nuclear family – that of a biological man, his wife and children - has been the building block for all forms of family and a crucial pillar within society (Hendrix, 1975, p.125). It is not until the 1960’s, though their existence can be traced back to as early as the 1900’s, that it became more common place for families to contain transgender children and begin making more institutionalised changes, for instance through the introduction of the prescription of hormone blockers (Owen, 2019; Manion, 2020).  Jules Gill-Peterson, a leading scholar in the field bought this information to light in ‘Histories of the Transgender Child’ (2018). It is worth considering why the traditional family was so popular.
Though the world is changing, there are still many advocates for the traditional family across the globe. For instance, in Romania a political movement to return to more ‘Christian’ and ‘Conservative’ values has undergone, with the encouragement to return to the ‘traditional family’ being a top talking point. But his idea has been criticised for being a political instrument to control the populace and bring in ‘chauvinist’, ‘patriarchal’ and ‘totalitarian’ world views (Băluță, Tufis, 2023). 
Even so, the traditional family is often seen outdated, and even a measure of control, particularly against woman (Johnson, 1988), and this is why the Romanian movement was proven to be unpopular towards some.  A common criticism of the traditional family is that it has caused more harm than good, because of high rates of domestic violence, child abuse, and more (Ginsberg, 2016). A strain within a family is a common factor seen within LGBTQ+ adolescence and youth (Newcomb, Bouris, et al, 2019, pp. 139), which is why there is a push to encourage family support for the LGTBQ+, another pointer Casey Parks may have been trying to create through her article. 
It is worth mentioning that currently the family has in fact become more complex. Sahlin argues it can be seen in a different light, not simply tied by blood, but by ‘mutual being’ (2013). The family can be seen more as a collection of multiple people, bonded closely, belonging to each other and following a sort of moral code. Thus, we see the emergence of many new types of family, not always bonded by blood for instance, or with two members of the same sex for parents, and many are highlighted in works like ‘The changing faces of family’, (Lenz, Adler, 2023).
These new family models naturally challenge the famous ‘nuclear family’, perhaps to a more positive degree. For instance, during the 1970’s the anthropological study of woman rose to fame. Mary Zaborskis (2018) provides a useful source of information regarding this.  It sought to challenge the traditional ‘wife/mother roles’ of women in society, promoted by the nuclear family. Overtime, it developed to include gender studies, which bought forward the idea of gender as a social construct.  
Julia Butler expanded upon this in her book ‘Gender Trouble’ (1990). According to the scholar, gender, or perhaps one could say ‘the roles of gender’, are imposed upon by society. Gender specific behaviours, actions, and practices are illusionary. Using the example of ‘masculinity’, can be argued that the popular view of the behaviour is learnt by the fathers and performed by sons until they grow older and it becomes second nature, and is thus past on to the next generation. Butlers research into this idea can still be seen today, but could also be considered a factor leading into the current state of gender studies.
This trend of thought, combined with the changing forms of family, has created even further opposition the traditional family, of a father, mother and children. Typically the father works and makes the most money, and the mother looks after the home and the children. Once the norm of society, today nearly half of the UK alone were not bought up in traditional ‘nuclear families’ (Sky News, 2022). In fact, as already discussed it has become common to be bought up in relatively new types families, and Casey Parkes writes on one of these families. 
On the opposite end of the spectrum however, there are a few positives overlooked by some concerning the traditional family. Firstly, it should be highlighted that our values as human beings are shaped and produced through our families, and the relationship  between a parent and child plays a crucial role in shaping that child’s ethics and beliefs, which will manifest in the world in actions led by his or her values (Boer, Boehnke, 2015;Brighouse, Swift, 2014). Though this may sometimes have undesirable consequences in a more strained family, the potential for good is impressive to ponder. Typically, these values, if introduced in a healthy way, stem from the philosophical virtues (Qun, 2018), like generosity, kindness, compassion, etc. They are age old goals for those who cared, and the traditional family is just as old too. The traditional family, when its negatives are removed, is believed to foster these values in the best way possible.
However, it can be argued that any ‘new’ kind of family can too. This remains to be seen. Though, Casey Parks offers us an insight into the truth of this matter. As previously mentioned, Jessica Norton is portrayed as a most note worthy mother, and Elizabeth is not said to have had a poor upbringing. However, there is no way to fully know the truth behind the families’ lives, as Casey Parkes seems more dedicated to reporting on the injustice of ‘the police showing up’, rather than revealing to readers an insight into the Nortons family life. There is reference to emotional struggle after the discriminatory event regarding the volleyball team. The Nortons both seem to have been hit hard, and Elizabeth Norton is depicted as suffering particularly. However, questions remain.
 As previously discussed, the general statistics for the well being of the transgender community are negative (Health Partners, 2024). Casey Parkes does not dwell on any negatives regarding the mental health of Elizabeth Norton, until after the issue with the volleyball team happens. Whether boy or girl, it is a fact that during puberty a child is at a higher risk of mental health issues, and will likely experience some sort of difficulty like depressive moods, negative self-esteem or anxiety (Oldehinkel, Verhulst, Ormal, 2011). Disregarding the changes brought on by the gender affirming treatment Elizabeth Norton will have experienced – puberty blockers do have psychological and physical side effects (Benisek, Nazario, 2022) – Elizabeth would have likely faced similar challenges to any college girl in Florida. Yet Parks goes on with the narrative that Elizabeth Norton lived a very happy life. For instance, we know Elizabeth was very thin and light even for a male, but how is the reader to know that the child never suffered eating disorders? Or how much does the reader learn about the anxiety Elizabeth may have faced, knowing that her day to day experience of adolescence was completely different to most if not all of her peers. Without addressing these points directly, Parks cannot provide certainty that Elizabeth did live a happy life. Furthermore, when compared to the overwhelming odds of negative mental health statistics amongst transgender children, it is difficult to believe that Norton’s life was especially happy before the volleyball team incident. The Washington Post, is also rated to be a bias paper, typically leaning to the political left (All sides, 2021). In America, this currently means the Democratic party, strongly opposed to the Republican Conservative ideal of the ‘traditional family’, because it is deemed, as already proven, as non-progressive, patriarchal and controlling. 
The trouble is that this bias poses a threat to young families. A feeling of mistrust can be generated concerning Casey Parks depiction family and their transgender daughter. Not enough is said about their true health to convince readers that they are different from the average family including a transgender child, their mother is painted as a positive force, though little about her background is really revealed, and strikingly the father is only mentioned in brief passing. Are they really a truly happy family? One cannot say. However, one feels it is necessary to address the family’s portrayal. It encourages progression through acceptance of Transgender children, but unless one digs deeper into the psychology, anthropology and general health of these types of ‘new’ families, there is a high risk that people will believe it will always turn out okay if they move away from the traditional family too. Yet, based on statistical research and arguably common sense, many may end up unhappy in the future, should they follow the path Casey Park’s seems to praise. It is not only a risk to individual families who be confused in an age where radical ideologies are being discussed, and sometimes imposed, by academia, but it is also a risk to all of society, for, who knows how our values will be shaped in the future due to a changing family environment. This subject, desperately needs more research and copious consideration.
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Please see the attached Infographic below, deliberately designed to be offensive to the eye in order to get the message out there. Far more crude the Casey Parks, though perhaps of a similar nature:
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