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This article examines how feelings of loss and grief commonly experienced by parents of
transgenderyouth, which | call gendered mourning, give insightinto the cisnormative inner
workings of family gender systems. Examination into the experience of gendered mourn-
ing illuminates the ways in which cisnormativity frames ideas of familial futurity, setting
parents up for feelings of loss. Ethnographic fieldwork at a support group for parents of
transgender youth in a Midwestern state in the United States and in-depth interviews with
attendees of the support group reveal that gendered mourning primarily involves feelings
about a child’s changing name and body, the trans child existing in a hostile world, and
fears of losing a child through suicide. Additionally, this study finds that gendered mourn-
ing has generative capabilities for informing parental work of fostering trans livability. This
research positions cisnormativity, acting as a collective harm to us all, as the producer of
loss instead of the transgender child.
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Further understanding of cisgender parents’ reactions to their transgender’ children
coming out and socially or medically transitioning is crucial in creating safer worlds
in which trans young people can flourish. Cis parent and trans child relationships are
important because of increased mental health concerns when trans youth do not have
family support (Austin 2016; Barron and Capous-Desyllas 2017; Grossman and DAu-
gelli 2006; McDermott et al. 2021; Pyne 2014). Studies have found that parents of trans-
gender youth often experience feelings of sadness, loss, and grief when their child first
comes out (Coolhart, Ritenour, and Grodzinski 2018; Gregor, Hingley-Jones, and Da-
vidson 2015; McGuire, Catalpa, et al. 2016; Norwood 2012; 2013; Wahlig 2015); however,
investigation into what these feelings tell us about larger gender frameworks within
the family is lacking.

This study seeks to investigate feelings of loss and grief associated with the dis-
ruption of gendered expectations that are incited by cisnormative frameworks instilled
in the family, which I call gendered mourning. The sociological analysis of gendered
mourning gives insight into how shifting conceptualizations of gender are unfolding
in our social world, the harm that has on those most directly impacted, and the oppor-
tunities for informing trans-affirming familial and societal change. By exploring the
affective experiences of cisgender parents of transgender youth in a Midwestern state
in the United States, this study offers an intimate view of what happens when cisgen-
der people confront societal and familial cisnormativity.

The experience of mourning a transgender child has been largely uninterrogat-
ed in literature about and for parents of transgender children. Although there is no-
table dislike of the concept of “mourning” among transgender people—stating that it
is unsupportive or transphobic, as reflected in The New York Times article, “Celebrate
Your Kid’s Transition. Don’t Grieve It” (Talusan 2019)—when gendered mourning goes
unexamined due to the naturalization of loss accompanying having a trans child, or
it is dismissed as unsupportive, we miss the opportunity for a more nuanced analysis
about the collective harm of cisnormativity, “a system that forces everyone to identify
and be easily recognizable as either a man or a woman” (Serano 2007, 161), and erases
trans possibilities which results in transness being treated as a “social emergency of
sorts” (Bauer et al. 2009; Enke 2012).

This article draws upon previous literature about gender operations within
the family to provide the tools for examining the affective complexities of gendered
mourning and the cisnormative aspects of American family systems which position
transness as a “problem” to be dealt with. Riggs and Bartholomaeus (2018) provide
a framework for examining how dominant, normative gender systems—instead of
trans children themselves—produce experiences of loss. They argue that cisgender-
ism—*“the idea that there are only two genders, [and] that gender is determined on
the basis of assigned sex” (Riggs and Bartholomaeus 2018, 69)—is central to parents’
loss of assurance in educational contexts that their trans child will be treated equally.
I expand upon this to look at how cisnormativity, acting as a form of cisgenderism,
produces gendered mourning within the family. While cisgenderism highlights the
falsehood of the two-gender system, cisnormativity points to the specific fantasies of

1 | use “transgender” as an umbrella term to refer to both binary and nonbinary transgender
people, and “trans” as an abbreviation.
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the two-gender system which ignite parental distress and loss when a child comes out
as trans.

I also unpack existing research that addresses feelings of grief experienced by
parents of transgender youth while underlining the ways in which this previous litera-
ture fails to take cisnormativity into consideration in the identification and processing
of these feelings. Furthermore, this article highlights the need for interrogating the
cisnormative and ableist frameworks which position transness and trans bodies as a
death or loss. Lasty, I will explore how gendered mourning informs necessary work to
create more livable minds, bodies, and environments for trans youth.

FAMILY AS A GENDERED SYSTEM

The institution of the family is the primary source of gender normativity and gender
binary socialization (Berkowitz and Ryan 2011; Kane 2006). Gendered assumptions
frame parental dreams for a child’s future, ideas of what parent—child relationships
will look like, and even how family history is carried into the present. Gender is not
only something that shapes individual identity and experiences, but it is also a struc-
ture and an institution that shapes our larger social worlds. Risman (2018, 28) posi-
tions gender as a “social structure with social processes that occur at the individual,
interactional, and macro levels,” noting the interconnectedness of the various levels.
Lorber (2001) theorizes that gender is a social institution which organizes our lives,
legitimates those in authority, and creates a stratification system of rights and respon-
sibilities. The gender binary not only creates a hierarchy of men above women, but
it also creates a hierarchy of cisgender people above transgender people. This hierar-
chy places transgender children in even more of a subordinated position in relation to
their parents, regarding age and gender, and therefore privileges the parental under-
standing of gender as the dominant operating system within the family.

The operation of gender as a system—organizing roles, dictating responsibil-
ities, and creating expected future paths for family members—is most accurate for
understanding how gendered mourning operates within the family. When one part
of the system changes, all the other parts must recalibrate to find equilibrium again.
Transfamily theory states that most families expect and anticipate their family mem-
bers to be cisgender, and the presence of a trans family member “brings attention to
the tension between essentialist versus social constructionist views on gender” (Mc-
Guire, Kuvalanka, et al. 2016, 61). Cisnormativity is embedded into familial gender
systems—covertly informing expectations of family operations and framing how the
future is envisioned for both parent and child. Queer phenomenology (Ahmed 2006)
provides tools to look at how orientations, such as these cisnormative gender ideol-
ogies and expected gendered paths, point us towards the future. These orientations,
like landmarks or familiar signs, let us know where we are going, which direction we
are headed, and what to expect. Normative orientations direct people in the path of
heteronormativity, cisnormativity, and compulsory able-bodiedness, which is done
through constant sexuality, gender, and body-norm socialization. This normative ori-
entation provides us with the fantasy of “the good life” (Berlant 2011) for which Amer-
ican family systems aspire and enlist children in the reproduction of these fantasies
and desires. Yet, these fantasies of a normative future can become a “cruel optimism”
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(Berlant 2011) when something that is desired is actually an obstacle to one flourishing.
When a child does not follow the directed path a parent imagines for them, the parent
may experience loss of an imagined future—an obstacle in the journey of acceptance.
Conflicting gender ideologies disrupt the assumed mundaneness of gender and com-
plicate the family’s gender system.

LOSS /GRIEF/ MOURNING OF THE TRANS CHILD

In research about parents of transgender youth, feelings of loss are noted among
parents’ reactions surrounding their child’s coming out and transition (Barron and
Capous-Desyllas 2017; Gregor, Hingley-Jones, and Davidson 2015; Norwood 2012).
Scholars such as Coolhart et al. (2018), McGuire et al. (2016), Norwood (2013) and Wah-
lig (2015) use ambiguous loss theory (Boss 1999) to unpack the ambiguity and uncer-
tainty of this particular “death.” Ambiguous loss, a theory used to understand expe-
riences of grief by families of missing persons or family members with Alzheimer’s
disease, is described as a “situation of unclear loss that remains unverified and thus
without resolution” (Boss 2016, 270). This theory is used to unpack the feelings of one’s
child being gone when the child is still physically alive although physically different.
Parents articulate seemingly incongruent yet concurrent feelings of physical absence
and presence of the child as well as psychological absence and presence (McGuire, Ca-
talpa, et al. 2016).

Norwood (2013) details four ways of coping with this ambiguous loss: feeling that
the child has been completely replaced by a new person, that the child is undergoing
revisions and changes, that the child has evolved into an “updated version” of them-
selves, or working to remove gender constraints they once put on their child. Coolhart
et al. (2018) explains the ways in which this loss experienced by parents of transgen-
der children falls under the category of Type 2 ambiguous loss—physical presence and
psychological absence—while Wahlig (2015) briefly proposes that parents experience
“dual ambiguous loss,” a combination of Type 1 and Type 2 due to both physical and
psychological losses. The stages of grief, as developed by Kiibler-Ross (1969), have also
been used to understand feelings of loss, noting how this unique experience of grief
extends the typical death and dying process by incorporating pride as a sixth stage
(Wahlig 2015).

Parents of transgender youth report experiencing the loss of the gendered iden-
tity of “son” or “daughter” which involves the loss of mother—daughter or father—son
relationships (Barron and Capous-Desyllas 2017; Norwood 2012). These findings point
to the integral nature of gender in parent—child relationships, suggesting that norma-
tive gender expectations are at the crux of feelings of loss. While it has been theorized
that gender transition provokes parental fears that their child will not be able to live a
normative future in terms of getting a job or having a romantic partner (Katz-Wise
et al. 2017), others critique the focus being on the transgender person instead of the
social systems which result in social inequalities. Riggs and Bartholomeaus (2018) con-
test the focus on loss, stating that scholars such as Norwood (2013), Wahlig (2015), and
Brill and Pepper (2016) normalize and naturalize the idea of loss because it positions
the child as the source of emotional distress rather than gender normativity. They
find that cisgenderism produces an aspect of certainty of what parents can expect of a

214 © 2022 The Author(s) Bulletin of Applied Transgender Studies \ol.1, No. 3—4: 211—233.


http://bulletin.appliedtransstudies.org/

child’s schooling experiences and that this is lost as parents struggle to ensure inclu-
sion of their trans children in gender-normative school systems. This is an important
divergence in the literature, offering a distinction between viewing the child’s gender
identity as the “problem” and instead viewing societal structures as the issue. I expand
upon this divergence in specific relation to how cisnormative family systems inform
feelings of loss among parents of transgender youth, which has gone unexamined in
previous research.

While theories of ambiguous loss and the stages of grief are helpful in iden-
tifying feelings of loss, these frameworks lack broader investigation into what these
feelings of loss tell us about institutional investments in cisnormativity. Although
transfamily theory helps to understand how cisnormativity shapes the family and the
repercussions that has for transgender family members—such as how the institution
of the family operates from understandings of sex and gender as dimorphic and bi-
nary, and assumes that gender identity development is binary and unchanging (Mc-
Guire, Kuvalanka, et al. 2016)—this theory does not examine feelings of loss expressed
by parents of transgender youth. When put in the context of this grief, transfamily
theory is useful in addressing how parents’ cisnormative gender frameworks prompt
their experience of mourning. However, there still lacks specific analysis of how cis-
normativity shapes the institution of the family which results in what I call gendered
mourning.

TRANS BODIES

This research also examines how gendered mourning involves cisnormative ideas of
the body. Queerly gendered bodies cannot be discussed without considering com-
pulsory able-bodiedness—defined as the “natural order of things” (McRuer 2006, 1)
where the “cultural presumption of able-bodiedness” masks “the pervasiveness of
disability” (Kafer 2003, 80)—because cisnormative body ideals are often constructed
through the lens of able-bodiedness. Disability and transness are both situated with-
in this binary of “normative” and “non-normative” bodies, even though this binary is
false and non-natural (McRuer 2006). Disabled bodies fall into this category of queer
bodies in the way that they subvert ideas of normative or acceptable bodies (Clare 1999)
and give a “failed (or queer)” gender performance (Elman 2014, 2), just as the bodies
of trans people subvert normative ideas of sex and gender. Elman (2014, 6) discusses
how disability narratives of “overcoming” are based in the idea that disability is unde-
sirable and must be overcome or eliminated in order to “achieve a coherent and stable
(read: able-bodied and heterosexual) adulthood.” Ableism and cisnormativity inter-
sect to create the societal view that any body which differs from the norm—disabled
or trans—is deviant and undesirable (Baril 2014). This linkage helps to explain why
bodily changes, such as appearance changes due to hormone replacement therapy or
gender-affirming surgery, are sometimes the onset or exacerbation of feelings of loss.
Transgender children are seen as disrupting normative orientations of compulsory
able-bodiedness and conceptualizations of a “normal” childhood due to the idea that
childhood gender transition disrupts “healthy” or “typical” development.
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METHODS

Participants

The sample (N =22) consisted of 16 mothers, 2 grandmothers who are primary caretak-
ers of their grandchildren, 3 fathers, and 1 stepfather. Participants ranged in ages from
28 to 75 years old, and all reside in a Midwestern state in the United States. Four partic-
ipants completed high school, 9 held bachelor’s degrees, and 9 held graduate degrees.
Twenty-one parents were white and one was Hispanic. Their transgender children
ranged in ages from 5 to 21 years old at the time of the interview, and 2 to 17 years old
at the time they came out as transgender. There were 19 youth represented, as some of
the participants were married or separated co-parents. Ten children were trans girls,
6 were trans boys, and 3 were nonbinary. Sixteen youth were white, and 3 youth were
multiracial or biracial: (1) African, Native American, and white, (2) Hispanic and white,
and (3) Black and white. All participants were given pseudonyms to protect their priva-
cy and limit identification.

Procedure and Analysis
Participants were recruited through a Midwest LGBTQI+ community center, which I
call The Center. Participants had attended at least one meeting of The Center’s support
group for parents of transgender children, which I call Parents of Trans Kids (PTK),
during the ethnographic observation period from 2016 to 2020. Permission was ob-
tained by the Board of Directors of The Center as well as by the parent who led the group
to observe the group meetings, which occurred twice a month for two hours. Obser-
vation occurred at PTK meetings as well as at numerous community events which al-
lowed me to “get the feel” (Spradley 1980, 51) of what having a transgender child is like.
While the observation period allowed me to witness the real-time unpacking of their
fears, anxieties, and struggles, feelings of loss were often mentioned but not explored
in-depth in the group setting. Following the observation period, open-ended phone
interviews were conducted with 22 of the group participants which allowed for further
depth and development (Weiss 1995) of gendered mourning.

Solicitation for interviews occurred at PTK meetings and the online forum that
PTK uses to share resources. Advertisement for the interviews called for parents to
discuss their reactions to their child coming out as transgender and did not specif-
ically recruit for parents experiencing feelings of loss, despite this being a common
framework for how the parents discussed their child’s coming out and transition. The
interviews ranged from 55 minutes to 123 minutes, and each was recorded and tran-
scribed. Detailed notes were taken during observation, as well as during and after the
interviews. Field notes and interview transcripts were coded using NVivo. The first
round of coding consisted of an inductive and descriptive process where each line or
section received a code that summarized the thought or feeling being expressed. The
transcripts were then re-read and received a second round of coding where the initial
codes were reviewed to condense similar initial codes into broader second codes to
ensure codes were consistent across the data. The second codes were then used to con-
struct themes and subthemes of the analysis; for example, “fears of society” and “lack
of protections” created the analytical theme of “cisgender privilege loss.”

Critical discourse analysis was utilized to “understand, expose, and ultimately
resist social inequality” (van Dijk 2005, 352) and to explore how the social reality (Phil-
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lips and Hardy 2002) of gendered mourning is produced through cisnormative frame-
works held by the parents. I approached the data with the perspective that one’s social
reality “cannot be fully understood without reference to the discourses that give them
meaning” (Phillips and Hardy 2002, 3); therefore, the analytic themes were informed
by socio-political discourse surrounding transness. I paid attention to patterns of lan-
guage used by parents—such as “lost or losing,” “mourn or mourning,” “dead or dying,”
“grief or grieving"—and then derived meaning behind that language through analysis
of the stories told in the interviews regarding what the child’s transition meant for
the larger family, the child’s safety, or the child’s well-being. This was useful in under-
standing the social production of gendered mourning—how gendered mourning is
created in the first place and how the frameworks which produce gendered mourning
are “maintained and held in place over time” (Phillips and Hardy 2002, 6). Critically an-
alyzing why parents feel loss helped to identify that the sadness is not about the child
being trans, but instead about failures of cisnormative familial expectations, which
illuminates paths to reducing social inequities of transness being linked with death.

Researcher Positionality

[ am a white, queer, nonbinary transgender person who comes from a trans-affirming
positionality. While navigating “the field” as a trans person interacting with cisgender
participants, I noticed occasional discomfort from participants while discussing their
feelings about transness. Some participants were apologetic and expressed embar-
rassment over incorrect terminology or binary ways of thinking, as well as the hope
that they were not offending me. This is important to note due to the potential impact
my embodiment and presence had on the group conversations at PTK, leading parents
to steer away from expressions of grief in the group setting due to their labeling of
these feelings as “negative” or “transphobic.” However, many parents thanked me af-
ter the phone interview for providing them with a “safe space” that was “like therapy.”
Phone interviews, along with the assurance of privacy of information shared, provided
distance from embarrassment expressed over taboo feelings within the group setting,
which allowed for more unfiltered sharing during the interviews.

RESULTS

I detail five main findings which unpack the dimensions of gendered mourning. Even
though a child coming out as transgender is not an actual death, it still brings about
feelings that the “before times” are not coming back, and envisioned futures are for-
ever changed as trans realities sink in. Parents of trans youth describe experiencing
various complex forms of mourning, grief, and feelings of loss which are categorized
as (1) feelings of melancholy surrounding name changes resulting in shifts in cultural
family lineage, (2) feelings of conflict surrounding the child’s changing or anticipated
changing body, (3) fears of their child existing in a transphobic culture, and (4) fears
of losing a child through suicide. I find that even accepting parents still experienced
these pangs of sadness when reflecting on their child’s past, present, or future. I also
discuss (5) the ways in which gendered mourning informs trans-affirming efforts to
foster livability of the trans child.
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Name Loss
Gender is passed down throughout the family not in a biological way, but in a cultural
way that connects a child to a family lineage and gendered traditions. The expected
gender inheritance in the family system occurs through naming practices, which are
important in the maintenance and management of gender categories (Pilcher 2017).
Throughout history, gendered names have decided a child’s “economic, symbolic and
affective positions within the family and its social future” (Vernier 2017, 217). Parents
are often intentional about picking first and middle names that honor family members
and traditions. This can become problematic for transgender people when the given or
birth names instead are a representation of a gendered embodiment that brings dis-
comfort and psychic alienation. However, parents are tied to these gendered names
chosen at birth because they have family meaning.

There was an emotional investment with the middle name because my

wife’s middle name is the same, her mother’s middle name is the same,

and I think the grandmother’s middle name was the same. But when

Joshua chose his new names, he picked Henry, which is his grandfather.

So, that was pretty cool. He replaced a family name with a family name.

—Adam (50 years old), stepfather of 20-year-old transgender boy who

came out at 15 years old
Naming practices in families are a way to show respect for family history and honor
familylineage (Pilcher 2017; Vernier 2017). When the child chooses a different name, the
parental recalibration process of adjusting to a new name often brings about feelings
of loss of connections to that family lineage, which I call “name loss.” Parents express
sadness, many crying during PTK meetings and the interviews, because they had sen-
timental attachment to the child’s birth name. Naming a child after a family member,
mainly family members who have now passed away, is a way to keep that family mem-
ber present and “alive.” As showcased in the above quote, parents were pleased when
the child’s chosen name was still a “family name,” continuing the tradition of honoring
a family member. Even though transgender children are disrupting the cisnormative
gender binary, there is still some adherence to the gender binary when picking new
names—from feminine to masculine or vice versa—due to the highly gendered com-
position of the family system. Furthermore, nonbinary youth who chose gender neu-
tral first names still opted for gendered middle names to honor family members. There
is no escaping the gender binary and its embeddedness in the family even when one is
intentionally non-gendered or gender neutral.

Some parents felt like choosing a different name was a rejection of that family

connection and history, and a dishonoring of the family.

It’s just hard because it was a family name, and they were just very im-

portant people to me. It's how I kept them alive. And it’s really hard be-

cause it’s like, that is gone, and it’s silly but, that’s just how I felt.

—Martha (52 years old), mother of 18-year-old nonbinary child who

came out at 14 years old

We had this whole plan that we'd made to honor people, and then, when

we can't use that it’s kind of like dishonoring the family almost? It was
almost a little hurtful to me to have the name discarded. Although, you
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know, the logical part of my brain can understand it, the emotional part

of my brain had difficulty with that.

—Tessa (55 years old), mother of 19-year-old nonbinary child who came

out at 14 years old
When a trans child chooses a different name, their birth name is commonly referred
to as a “deadname”; it acts as a separation from a gendered self and a gendered name
that does not fit who they are. The parents experience this change of “birth name” into
“deadname” as a loss of those family connections. Names are immensely meaningful,
tied to memories and visceral feelings, which is the same reason trans youth must
choose a different name. Parents contend with the disruption in assumed cisnorma-
tive linearity of personhood and family lineage while navigating feelings of rejection
and lingering loss. There are many names given to that name such as old name, birth
name, deadname; but they all represent a past that is no longer being carried into the
future.

Body Loss

Another prominent aspect of gendered mourning experienced by parents of transgen-
der youth is “body loss” which pertains to the ways in which trans bodies are patholo-
gized and mourned in relation to imagined cisnormative bodies and the embedded-
ness of normative body ideals. Parents see their child’s body, which does not conform
to cisnormative understandings of the body, as a potential safety hazard. Underlying
cisnormative and ableist ideologies about “good” bodies infiltrate parents’ views about
their child’s desired physical changes.

Generally, parents of transfeminine youth held more concerns about gender-af-
firming surgeries as compared to parents of transmasculine youth. Greg, the father of
an 18-year-old trans girl describes that his daughter “wants to be castrated.” The use of
“castration” in reference to gender-affirming surgeries—a “disabling’ body modifica-
tion” (Baril 2014)—holds a negative connotation of a brutal punishment. This view is
echoed by Patricia:

With a trans male you're talking about top surgery and the creation of

something that looks like a phallus, right, or something to function as

a phallus. And for trans women, you're talking about castration and re-

moval of parts. Loss of a penis.

—Patricia (55 years old), mother of 17-year-old transgender girl who

came out at 15 years old
Patricia’s sentiments reflect how surgeries for transmasculine people are viewed as a
“creation” or an addition to the body—transmasculine people are seen as gaining so-
cial status while transfeminine people are demoted below the rank of “woman.” Gen-
der-affirming surgeries for transfeminine people are viewed as a literal loss due to the
removal of the penis. This is not just about the physical penis, though that certainly
creates anxiety for parents, but it demonstrates the larger transmisogynistic socie-
tal views about transfeminine people that gender-affirming surgery is damaging the
“male body.” Viewing gender-affirming surgeries as a “loss” contributes to grief of the
trans body.

Gender-affirming surgeries that are not apparent are less anxiety-producing
because the mark of transness is not visible, denoting the assumption of safety and
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the deferment of having to process the child’s visible changes. Andrea, mother of a
20-year-old transgender boy, discusses how “a hysterectomy doesn’'t seem as daunting
as going on testosterone or having a double mastectomy...because its hidden.” While
discussing top surgery, Ruth compares it to her child’s recent tubal ligation:

The tubal ligation actually was a lot easier; it doesn’t show... I'm sure I

would adapt [to top surgery], but when you have a nice body—ha, ‘a nice

body’—even if it's not the body that they want, it’s just a big step.

—Ruth (65 years old), mother of 20-year-old genderfluid child who came

out at 16 years old
Ruth describes her child’s body as “a nice body,” meaning conventionally attractive
through white European non-disabled beauty standards. Transness is damaging the
“nice body” by taking away its potential of attracting heterosexual desire. Gender-af-
firming surgeries that are not apparent are not things people will “discover” through
physical intimacy with a partner, and they are also procedures that cisgender people
regularly receive; they are not “trans surgeries.” When there are physical changes that
are apparent, feelings of loss are often exacerbated.

Apparent physical changes invisibilize the image of the assumed-cisgender
child. Parents often can still see their child as the “old person,” or as the gender asso-
ciated with their assigned sex at birth, if the child does not look drastically different
during early stages of transition. This brings comfort about stability in presentation
despite a difference in gender identity. However, this is an illusion. Cisnormativity is
exactly that—an illusion of gender stability.

At a PTK meeting right at the beginning of Andrea’s son’s gender transition, An-
drea cried over not being able to recognize her son as that “little girl” anymore: “I can’t
see my daughter.” Physical changes often trigger gendered mourning because it cannot
be ignored or avoided any longer. Similarly, Brianna describes that her mourning pro-
cess started after her daughter began changing her wardrobe to accurately reflect her
gender identity:

Sophie asked me to take all of her clothes out of her closet, and I just

remember sitting in her closet and crying, and it was not a pretty cry. [

still think about it, and I can cry. About a week after her transition, um,

I felt like Colton died, and I mourned the loss of Colton.

—Brianna (42 years old), mother of 7-year-old transgender girl who

came out at 5 years old
Taking the clothes out of her closet was an act of erasing any trace of the costume of
masculinity that was given to Sophie as a baby. The clothes given to children to express
their assumed gender are costumes adhering to the expected gender performance
based on their assigned sex at birth. Getting rid of the dapper wardrobe Brianna con-
structed for “Colton” resulted in it feeling like Colton had died. Even though Sophie is
the same person, the shift in gender expression signaled a break in the assumed linear
and stable nature of gendered beings.

Linear assumptions of personhood—meaning that the embodiment a person
has today will stay the same throughout life—is false for many reasons, but it is the
story that cisnormative and ableist society teaches. Gender binary ideologies about
“good” or “correct” bodies, minds, and identities contribute to what we know about
the harms of ableism and neuronormativity. Cisnormativity, or this illusion of gender
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stability, causes trans bodies to be viewed as a loss or a death.

Cisgender Privilege Loss
When transgender people socially and/or medically transition, there is often loss of
privileges that accompany being perceived as cisgender. Perceived cisgender privilege
refers to the social privileges afforded to a person when they are interpreted as cisgen-
der, such as being able to attend school, go to the doctor, use public restrooms, have
a job, access housing, etc. (J. Johnson 2013) without the fear of harassment, misgen-
dering, microaggressions, physical assault, or being denied resources. Transgender
youth experience this loss of perceived cisgender privilege early in life, yet the dreams
parents have for their children are wrapped in a clear coat of cisgender privilege. The
parents cannot see this clear coat and do not know it is there, until it is ripped away.
Cisgender people are unaware of cisgender privilege because compulsory gendering
and cisgender assumption are invisible social forces (Serano 2007). The ripping away
of this clear coat of cisgender privilege results in feelings of sadness and loss of pro-
tections.

I was sad..because of the issues it was going to cause her with life. She

already had a lot of issues with life. This was just putting a lid on any

chance for her to have a happy life.

—Barbara (75 years old), grandmother of 21-year-old transgender girl

who came out at 17 years old

Parents of transgender youth express fears of their child entering a world that

is not made for them. Typical parental fears are exacerbated by this loss of cisgender
privilege and the recognition that trans communities are often demeaned and dehu-
manized.

The statistics are insane; the statistics for homelessness, for sexual

abuse, for suicide—it’s staggering. It’s terrifying to think of them leav-

ing the nest and being on their own as it is, but you couple that with the

risk factors for transgender teens and it’s terrifying.

—Patricia (55 years old), mother of 17-year-old transgender girl who

came out at 15 years old
Parents of non-normative youth (not white, not straight, not able-bodied, etc.) have
fears of the child navigating hostile social institutions. Cisgender parents often are not
aware of the depth of discrimination and risk that transgender people must navigate
daily, or that cisgender privilege is even a thing that can be lost.

I was sad not because my child was coming out as nonbinary, not be-

cause I'm ashamed or because of religion, but because I was scared for

my kid’s life. And I was stuck because I knew if my kid doesn't come out,

I'm still going to be scared for my kid’s life.

—Martha (52 years old), mother of 18-year-old nonbinary child who

came out at 14 years old

She’s exactly who she’s supposed to be... but I also know that, statistical-
ly, she’s in a much higher risk of violence. As a parent getting ready to
send my child off to college, I have a lot of fear with that.

-Kim (47 years old), mother of 17-year-old transgender girl who came
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out at 13 years old

I do feel pain..having to constantly let go of this idea that I could protect

her.

—Jennifer (35 years old), mother of 8-year-old transgender girl who

came out at 2 years old
Cisgender parents hold intense fears about their child’s future once they learn the real-
ity of the struggles their child will likely face. This fear is worsened by the socio-politi-
cal climate of the United States during the time of data collection (Gonzalez, Ramirez,
and Galupo 2018). Legislation banning gender-affirming care for transgender youth
was proposed in the Midwest state in which my data collection took place. Parents
worried this lack of access would lead to more mental health concerns for their chil-
dren (Kidd et al. 2021), bringing their child closer to the harm, and potentially death,
that gender-affirming care prevents.

Just the other day, they reversed access to healthcare. I mean, that’s just

total panic. I'm counting down the years of if Trump gets elected again,

how old will she be? That was devastating.

—Phoebe (28 years old), mother of 8-year-old transgender girl who came

out at 6 years old

Many parents view their pre-pubescent transgender children’s puberty as

a ticking time bomb. If transgender children do not have access to hormone block-
ers to delay puberty before they can begin hormone replacement therapy, they will
go through their endogenous puberty, bringing about development of secondary sex
characteristics which will worsen gender dysphoria. Puberty blockers, and supporting
social transition, are deemed best healthcare practice for transgender minors (Raf-
ferty et al. 2018) yet are often delayed due to parental fear or uncertainty (Ashley 2019).
For transgender kids, puberty can mean experiencing extremely distressing changes
to their body that will make it harder for them to “pass” later in life.

“Passing” is often debated in trans communities; some see it as adherence to cis-
gender standards of beauty, yet on the other hand, some trans people and their loved
ones see passing as a survival tool of assimilating into cisnormative society to avoid
harassment and rejection (Billard 2019; Puar 2017). Passing can be “simultaneously af-
firming and compliant” (Vivienne 2017, 138), allowing one to be seen as who they are,
yet also adhering to standards which harm the community. Some do not have the eco-
nomic resources to access gender-affirming healthcare that would make “passing” a
reality due to higher rates of unemployment and poverty (James et al. 2016). Therefore,
there is an inherent privilege in passing. Parents struggle with this tension of wanting
to affirm their child as they are, yet desiring compliance to cisgender beauty standards.

Selfishly because of safety issues, I hope that she... To me it seems like
youd be safer to be more feminine. To try to look as much like a wo-, you
know, biological woman as you can, so that people don't know.

—Mary (44 years old), mother of 18-year-old transgender girl who came
out at 16 years old

Parents of transgender youth, particularly transfeminine youth, worry about
things like “wearing swimming suits, or growing facial hair later, or getting too tall,
or having huge feet,” as described by Phoebe, the mother of an 8-year-old transgender
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girl. Therefore, they strive for cisgender passability for their children. Puberty block-
ers allow for the potential of a passable, potentially safer future. However, this is not
attainable for many. Economic barriers to accessing puberty blockers (Stevens, Go-
mez-Lobo, and Pine-Twaddell 2015), as well as other systemic issues such as lack of
service availability and lack of medical provider awareness (Puckett et al. 2018), essen-
tially eliminate this as an option for low-income and rural families. Low-income, rural,
and trans youth of color generally have less access to this lifesaving healthcare which
will result in increased disparities as compared to their middle/upper-class and white
transgender peers. The applause of only passable trans people privileges those who
have the resources to achieve cisgender beauty standards. Although, even for parents
with the economic means to provide puberty blockers to their children, it still may not
be an option because the child came out “too late.”

Sometimes I'll look at her and think, “If we got you on hormone block-

ers, would you have struggled less?” When we go to a restaurant, I will

make sure to refer to her as Christina in front of the waitstaff. It’s that

parent wanting to make things as good as possible, but I think also some

of it is that guilt that, you know, if she had been on hormone blockers

earlier, maybe it would’ve made the transition easier.

—Kim (47 years old), mother of 17-year-old transgender girl who came

out at 13 years old
Guilt and anxiety surrounding not accessing puberty blockers alludes to this idea that
there is an ideal transition timeline to achieve passability, and consequently recover
the once-lost cisgender privilege. The illusion of a cisnormative future, either through
being cisgender or through achieving cisgender passability, leads parents to feelings
of sadness when they contend with the changed future vision for their child.

Fear of Losing a Future
Not only does gender transition change the ways parents dream of their child’s future,
but it also sparks the sudden fear of losing any type of future. Increased risk for suicide
due to societal discrimination and stigmatization is a very present fear among parents
at PTK, many of whose children have survived suicide attempts.

There were some wake-up calls. I don’t think I'd have a... my child

wouldn't be alive. We already had one [suicide] attempt. She’s highly

allergic to hazelnuts—anaphylactic—and she walked herself to the gro-

cery store, and she just um, she purchased Nutella, and um, she waited

until she got home to eat it on the porch.

—Eleanor (43 years old), mother of 16-year-old transgender girl who

came out at 14 years old
Eleanor goes on to describe the image of her child standing on the front porch and
smiling while eating Nutella because she thought her pain would be over soon. Parents
express story after story of their child’s immense pain which could have been alleviat-
ed or avoided by wider acceptance and awareness of gender diversity.

These “wake-up calls” are often what puts parents on the path of intentional
learning about transgender identities and experiences to support their children. A
significant “wake-up call” that occurred during my data collection was the death of my
participants’ cisgender son; Andrea and Adam lost their cisgender son, Brandon, to
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suicide. They shared how the loss of Brandon put their former feelings of loss for their
“daughter” into a different perspective:

For a time, I mourned the loss of a daughter. I thought I did. In 2015 and

2016, I thought I'm never going to walk a daughter down the aisle now.

Um, it wasn't really mourning because then I learned what that really

was like.

—Adam (50 years old), stepfather of 20-year-old transgender boy who

came out at 15 years old

A really big turning point was the loss of our other son. Brandon passed

away, and of course that changes a lot. Because, for Joshua, I fear if we

didn’t figure out how to support him, then we might be burying him

too. And that scared the daylights out of me. With Brandon, there is

no future. With Joshua, we do have a future, but at the same time, that

future is different. So, you're still kind of mourning loss of a future.

—Andrea (49 years old), mother of 20-year-old transgender boy who

came out at 15 years old
When confronted with the reality of the actual death of a child—some talked about
miscarriages—it is made clear that gendered mourning results not from the trans-
gender child, but from the death of the cisnormative futurity parents envisioned for
their assumed-cisgender child. Parents of transgender youth mourn the loss of the
potential of a cisnormative future—cisnormative potentiality—not the child itself.
Although, this altered or abandoned futurity is not something that is mourned by
transgender children themselves because they do not hold the same investments in
cisnormative futures. These conflicting perspectives on futurity among transgender
communities and the cisgender people in our lives produces tension in relationships
but it also generates the ability for perspective-shifting to occur surrounding cisgen-
der peoples’ views on trans futures. Parents at PTK commonly expressed, “I would
rather have a living transgender son than a dead daughter.” There is a realization that
one “life” must die, either the transgender child’s life or the idea of the imagined-cis-
gender child’s future.

Trans Livability

As parents grappled with their internal feelings of grief stemming from cisnormative
views of the child, they began to challenge their own cisnormative socialization and
ultimately foster trans livability. My use of the term “livability” can be defined as the
ability for one’s transness to live and be fully expressed in a relationship, a family, a
community, or any space a trans person might inhabit. Livability is created through
pushing back against cisnormative expectations, assumptions, and enforcements of
personhood. In Letcher’s (2018) deconstruction of transgender murder memorials
such as Transgender Day of Remembrance, they discuss how trans livability is often
not acknowledged on a national scale since there is so much focus on mourning trans
people because of physical death, and I extend that to include metaphorical death of
the assumed-cisgender child. Trans livability is created through efforts of transgender
communities as well as cisgender parent accomplices to make institutional space for
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gender diversity within the family.? I find that parents engage in intentional efforts to
support their child, both within and outside the family, which results in a reimagina-
tion of the child, and of the future, to include trans futurity.

When parents are confronted with evidence of their child not fitting the gender
binary, many seek out information about trans experiences. Consuming educational
materials (books, documentaries, trans-affirming trainings, etc.) helps parents under-
stand their children, learn how to best support them, and ultimately results in better
connections between parent and child. Intentional learning coincides with unlearn-
ing harmful and inaccurate narratives about trans people. As parents learned more
about the nuances of gender identity, gender expression, and diverse sexuality, they
implemented that knowledge into their parenting practices and engaged in efforts to
decenter cisnormativity within their family.

Sandra and Stacey provide examples of how supportive parents of trans youth
are changing socialization practices to reflect the realities of their children’s lives:

Emmy talked about when she grows up, she wants to be a girl, and we
talked about that not all girl bodies are the same.

—Sandra (36 years old), mother of 5-year-old transgender girl who came
out at 3 years old

Rain and I were talking about sex this weekend. I said, “If you decide

to have sex with a sperm-producing partner, we need to talk about ap-

propriate birth control.” You all... their jaw hit the floor, in a good way!

—Stacey (42 years old), mother of 15-year-old nonbinary child who came

out at 13 years old
Parenting practices that are inclusive of all different types of bodies and gender ex-
pressions can help trans children develop an understanding of their own body that is
not filled with internalized-transphobic and cisnormative ideas. Growing up with the
perspective that “girls’bodies” can exist with or without a penis, breasts, a high-pitched
voice, or facial hair works to combat the onslaught of cisnormative and transphobic
messages that transgender youth receive daily, whether subtle or explicit. When par-
ents begin to see the world through their children’s frameworks of gender, parents are
better able to create familial environments which affirm their trans child.

Additionally, parents begin to understand gender transition as lifesaving, and

they treat medical transition as a celebration instead of a loss. This denotes an im-
portant shift from viewing transness as a deficit to something positive. Since gender
dysphoria is linked with increased suicidality (Aitken et al. 2016), support for medical
transition—particularly puberty blockers for pre-pubescent children—is vital for cre-
ating more livable minds and bodies for trans youth as they age.

I was thrilled because I knew this was what she wanted, and I knew

that this is who she is. And every little bit felt like she’s getting closer to

who she feels she wants to be and feeling more comfortable in her body

which was so important. The day that she started her hormone blockers

2 | use the term “accomplice” instead of “ally” to note how accomplices “focus more on dis-
mantling the structures that oppress that group” (Clemens 2017) as opposed to allies who
focus on individual progress and representation.
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we had pink cupcakes with high heels.

—Kim (47 years old), mother of 17-year-old transgender girl who came

out at 13 years old
Although parents decenter cisnormative expectations to support their children, gen-
der normativity still creeps into views of the child. The choice of pink cupcakes with
high heels indicates a persistent view of girlhood as one linked with femininity, despite
Kim'’s transgender daughter not being interested in performing stereotypical ideas of
femininity. This reveals how trans people are subject to transnormativity, which de-
scribes how gender expressions are regulated and held to standards of “realness” and
positions binary trans people as the “true” versions of transness as opposed to nonbi-
nary or gender-nonconforming trans people (A. Johnson 2016). Gender-normative and
transnormative future paths are relied upon until parents learn their child’s version of
girlhood, boyhood, or a childhood that does not fit either of those paths.

Parents, primarily mothers, of transgender children participate in the arduous
process of unravelling and undoing cisnormativity—the very framework which pro-
duced their gendered mourning. This is reflected in the parents’ participation in local
and state-wide activism, creating gender-affirming plans and policies within school
districts, hosting a gender-inclusive children’s reading event at a local bookstore, suc-
cessfully organizing a ban of conversion therapy in the city in which this research took
place, and continuously testifying against proposed anti-transgender legislation in
the state—all in the face of those “who don't believe my child should exist as she is,”
as expressed by Jennifer, mother of an 8-year-old transgender girl. Institutional space
for living is created through this parental work both within and outside the family, as
opposed to trans experiences being equated with death. Through these practices, cis-
gender parents give life to the familial and societal frameworks which recognize and
embrace their transgender children.

A few states away from where this research took place, a mother who was forced
to leave Texas as a result of legislation that considers her efforts to keep her child alive
to be child abuse said, “We are choosing to grieve the loss of our home instead of the
loss of our child” (Marques 2022). Parents who have the economic ability to relocate
are fleeing their home states to protect their children from the government. Instead
of grieving the loss of the trans child due to non-affirmative frameworks or due to
the loss of life from increased rates of suicidality when forced to delay transition,
parents—who have the financial security to do so—are choosing a different subject
of grief. While this mindset flips the common narrative of grieving the transgender
child, loss is still present no matter what as long as we live in a transphobic society.
The unavoidability of choosing between subjects of grief—losing your child or losing
your home, friends, family, job, etc.—indicates the need for undoing systems of cis-
normativity in all areas of life so that one day, transness will not have to equate to loss
and grief.

DISCUSSION

Through examination of feelings of loss and grief amongst parents of trans youth, I
find that gendered mourning stems from difficulties adjusting to the dis/reorienta-
tion of gender within the family system, cisnormative and ableist notions of the body,
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parental worries about the child’s future living in a transphobic society, and fears of
losing the child through suicide. I argue that feelings of grief and loss are not rooted
in the trans child but are instead directly linked to familial and societal investments in
cisnormativity, whether intentional or not. These investments create conditions under
which being transgender is, at best, not anticipated and, at worst, met with hostility.
Even amongst accepting parents, cisnormativity within American families creates the
conditions through which the anticipated and assumed-cisgender child is mourned
when the child comes out as transgender.

When transness is not in societal and familial imaginations, trans futures can-
not be accounted or prepared for. Therefore, parents who experience gendered mourn-
ing are part of the system which creates the conditions for that very mourning through
the exclusion of the potential of a trans future. Gendered mourning illuminates how
cisnormativity is embedded into the institution of the family through cultural naming
practices connected to family lineage, linear views of the child, and gendered expec-
tations of the parent-child relationship. Additionally, perspectives of trans bodies as
being a site of danger, as well as gender-affirming surgeries as taking away instead of
giving trans life, demonstrate how cisnormativity infiltrates views of the trans child.
Parental ideals of cisnormativity and “passing,” and through extension compulsory
able-bodiedness, are often due to parents wanting their child to be able to rehabilitate
the once-lost perceived cisgender privilege to achieve safety and social acceptance.

This study’s findings suggest practical implications that would benefit parents
of transgender youth and practitioners working with trans youth and their families.
Through research about gendered mourning, I find that education about cisnormativ-
ity and the diversity of gender identity as well as community connections among par-
ents of transgender youth to process the unravelling of cisnormative assumptions are
of utmost importance. Support for education not only for parents of trans youth, but
education that can reach all parents is vital in reducing or avoiding gendered mourn-
ing altogether. This study also finds that unpacking gendered mourning has generative
capabilities in terms of informing parents’ work to move away from the focus on loss,
and instead to embrace gender frameworks, familial practices, and socio-political ef-
forts which keep their child alive. My findings on trans livability reveal that working to
identify where these feelings of loss come from is useful in pointing parents towards
trans-affirming operating frameworks.

I argue that the micro-level experience of gendered mourning cannot be exam-
ined without the context of transphobic violence and discrimination, since non-af-
firmative microaggressions and the denial of personhood contribute to the larger
socio-political atmosphere for transgender populations. This is also vital for practi-
tioners working with trans people and their families in terms of understanding how
feelings are informed by the realities of discrimination, violence, and societal othering
towards trans people in America. The myths and misconceptions perpetuated by an-
ti-transgender legislation deepen the parental pain of their child not being valued or
protected by institutions of power. Trans populations are relegated to the status of liv-
ing dead in broader society which informs parental understandings and experiences
of transness. Cisgender parents of transgender youth experience second-hand insight
into the oppression of trans communities, prompting many of their grief responses
yet also informing efforts to improve socio-political conditions for their children.
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Limitations and Future Research

While gendered mourning was prominent among the parents in my research, it is im-
portant to note that my participants were all either supportive or wanting to learn how
to be supportive, hence their attendance at a community group for parents of trans
kids. I was unable to capture the gendered mourning experiences of parents who are
actively hostile towards their transgender child. I anticipate that gendered mourning
among unsupportive parents would have overlap with the findings of this research but
have additional aspects of gendered mourning due to differing gender frameworks
and perspectives on trans identities and bodies. Further research into the gendered
mourning process among unsupportive parents of transgender youth is greatly need-
ed despite the difficulty of accessing this population.

Additionally, further research is needed into gendered mourning specifically
among fathers due to only having 3 fathers and 1 stepfather in my sample. The joking
mentions by multiple mothers and one of the fathers that PTK should host masculine
bonding activities, such pub crawls or barbeques, to get fathers to participate points
to the societal pressures of hegemonic masculinity (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005)
which hinders the fathers’ ability to engage in an emotionally vulnerable group setting
revolving around the discussion of gender. Further examination of gendered mourn-
ing among fathers is vital in exploring how fathers process the loss of cisnormative
ideas of futurity—both for their child’s life and for their role as a father—and how
fathers can embrace more flexible forms of masculinity which make space for gen-
der-nonconformity.

Similarly, due to the limited sample of those who attended PTK being almost ex-
clusively white mothers, this research cannot speak to all aspects of gendered mourn-
ing for parents of color. Although, I anticipate the gendered mourning process to be
influenced by the concern of gendered racism (Hill Collins 2006) their child will en-
counter, as well as how their own views of gender are influenced by histories of racism.
In the dehumanization process of Black women, “woman” was a concept only white
women had access to (Hill Collins 1990; hooks 2015). Historically, categories of who is
“normal” and “civilized” equated to white Americans with a “sexual fitness” for repro-
ducing the white race (Carter 2007). White supremacy has been enforced through the
labelling of Black and Brown people as abnormally gendered. Being trans distances
Black and Brown youth from the protections of being seen as “normal,” which can lead
parents to desire their child to adhere to a cisnormative future. Further research is
needed into the intricacies of the gendered mourning process among parents of color.
Likewise, distinct trans-affirming education which incorporates how histories of rac-
ism coincide with histories of transphobia is needed.

CONCLUSION

The examination of gendered mourning allows us to see how the initial expression
of sadness, grief, or fear about a child being transgender does not always equate to a
parent’s lack of support, but instead reveals the internal processing of the false prom-
ises and illusions of cisnormativity. The system of cisnormativity within the family
sets parents up for the anticipation of a cisgender child, with a linear future along the
gender binary. When this path is disrupted, parents of trans youth struggle with the
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shift of personal imagination and divergent futures. Recalibration and letting go of
cisnormative parts that no longer fit into the family system is a much-needed aspect of
the journey towards fostering trans livability. When cisgender parents become disori-
ented in the process of reorientation towards trans-affirmation, parents struggle with
the conflicting gender ideologies. Gendered mourning exemplifies how cisnormativi-
ty is a collective harm to us all, impacting transgender people as well as the cisgender
people in our lives. Of course, the people who most suffer from this collective harm
are transgender people who are left to deal with societal oppression and/or fractured
family relationships.

I argue that unpacking the experience of gendered mourning is crucial in par-
ents’ interrogation of how gender functions in their lives. This forces them to confront
uncomfortable cisnormative internal beliefs that they otherwise might not have done
had they not had a transgender child. It is also useful for practitioners working with
families of trans people in terms of providing a trans-affirming frame for these “neg-
ative” emotions or views on transness. When mourning, grief, and feelings of loss are
rejected as merely negative, we are denying the reality of emotion which is not only a
masculinist and ableist response to someone’s lived experience, but it also disregards
the opportunity for meaningful reflection and change. Instead of denying the emotion,
the sociological analysis of gendered mourning allows us to view this grief through
a different lens and facilitates the identification of what parents are really grieving;
the falsehood and failure of cisnormativity, not their actual child. The illumination of
these falsehoods and failures is essential in the undoing of cisnormativity.
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