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Finding  
   your self

Our sense of self underpins 
confidence and wellbeing –  

who we are, what we do, 
where we belong. But what if 
these things are not clear or 

if life undermines them?  
Three people talk to us 

about their struggle  
with identity
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Half of all millennials believe gender shouldn’t  
be limited to the categories of male and female*. 
Raised as a girl, and now identifying as agender, 
Tyler Ford is a 25-year-old writer, speaker and 
campaigner for transgender awareness.
I grew up confused about my gender. No one around  
me ever talked about gender in a way that I related to. 
There was never any room for ambiguity, just, ‘You’re 
either a man or a woman.’ I never had the words to 
describe myself or how I felt.

My mum loved me for me, and let me wear what I 
wanted, but you can only experiment so much when 
you lack a fundamental understanding of who you  
are. At secondary school, I started wearing skirts and 
make-up to look hot for the boys, because that’s what 
seemed to matter, but I soon became depressed and 
began hiding my body. I was trying to figure out my 
identity and sexuality, but I didn’t even know that my 
gender could be questioned. Then at college, people 
started to misgender me. Dinner ladies would say, 
‘What would you like, sir?’ and I would think: ‘Wait, 
what?’ It would happen so often that I began to think: 
‘What are these people seeing that I’m not?’

Eventually, I saw a video of a trans man online and 
thought, ‘This could be me’. I was 20 and it was the first 
time I’d ever heard the term ‘transgender’. I started 
taking hormones and lived as a trans man for two 
years, but even this felt wrong. I knew I wasn’t really a 
man. So I decided to experiment on my own to find who 
I was, and that required a lot of introspection. I finally 
realised that if I didn’t find the answers then that’s OK, 
but I need to do what feels right for me at any given 
time. I settled upon the term ‘agender’ and here I am, 
two years later, a beautiful and out agender person.

Every moment of my life, I’m coming out as agender. 
Every time I meet someone, I have to ask them to use 
the pronoun ‘they’ instead of ‘he’ or ‘she’. It’s very 
important to me that I support myself emotionally. 
Being confident, loving myself and being comfortable 
with who I am definitely helps in the face of adversity.

I live my life by what feels right for me and I’ll always 
be true to myself, even when it’s hard. That carries  
me through everything I do; speaking in schools and 
educating people. Lacking a role model was a big factor 
in why I felt so confused growing up, so I want to be  
the representation for others that I never had.
Interview: Ellen Tout

Eda, 46, was a successful professional in Syria 
before the war. Now she is one of around 500,000 
Syrians seeking refuge in Germany, separated 
from her family and building a new life.
Before the war, I worked as a presenter on national 
radio in Syria, hosting a well-known health show.  
I loved my job and felt proud at being a little bit 
famous. I had a fantastic life – I lived in a luxurious 
apartment in one of the best areas of Damascus, 
with my husband, son and mother. I had good friends 
and time to support people in my community.

With the war, I lost my job, my freedom and, after 
four years of bombing and violence nearby, I felt as  
if I lost my mind. The sound of the slightest thing, 
even a clock ticking, became unbearable. My health 
became so bad that when I was miraculously 
granted a holiday visa to Europe, there was no 
alternative but to get on the plane, even though  

AGENDER CHOICE

POST-WAR HOPE
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“

“

      Being confident, 
loving myself and being 
comfortable with who  
I am definitely helps  
in the face of adversity.  
I live my life by what  
feels right for me and I’ll 
always be true to myself

self

it meant leaving my husband, 14-year-old son and ill 
mother. I miss them terribly, but my aim is to bring 
them to safety with me as soon as possible.

After arriving in Germany, I spent six months in  
a refugee home, sharing a room with four strangers 
and a bathroom with 30 people. It could not have 
been more different to my previous life.

Inside, I’m the same person, but some people just 
see a Syrian refugee and the negative assumptions 
that go with that. I understand why people feel this 
way, but it still hurts. I’ve had some very low times, 
but actually, I’m stronger than ever, because of the 
challenges I’ve overcome in the past year.

I feel I’m starting to shake off the refugee label by 
getting to know people and letting them get to know 
me as an individual. I will always be grateful to the 
German government and to so many local people 
who helped me get my life back on track, including 
finding and furnishing a studio flat and getting me a 
job translating in a refugee camp. Building a strong 
support network is not only essential for integrating 
into the community, but also crucial for my survival. 
I met many of my new friends at the local charity 
that supported me at the start and where I’m now  
a volunteer – it makes me happy to be giving 
something back to the community.

People often ask me how it feels to lose everything, 
and I don’t know how to answer. I can’t think too 
deeply, because when I do, I become desperately sad. 
I cannot look back at the woman I once was and the 
life I enjoyed before. I live for the moment when I 
can be reunited with my family, and until then I am 
planting seeds with the hope of growing new roots.
Interview: Katie Griggs. Read Katie’s blog at lifelabs.psychologies.co.uk

Conceived through anonymous sperm donation, 
Dr Joanna Rose campaigns for the rights of the 
donor-conceived. Her case before the High Court 
helped to end donor anonymity in the UK, but she 
hasn’t been able to locate her biological father.
My genetic identity wasn’t talked about for the early 
years of my life. The words ‘donor conception’ were 
used loosely when I was eight, but the fact that I had  
a genetic father and paternal family wasn’t spoken of.

I was raised in a primarily Jewish family, where  
our ancestry and genetic heritage were celebrated, and 
I felt confused by not looking more like my relations. It 
didn’t feel like a comfortable thing to discuss. I would 
liken the journey of trying to understand and liberate 
myself from that to a ‘coming out’ process.

The turning point for me was when I spoke at a 
conference and sat next to a donor. I thought, this is  
a real person, and joked, ‘You could be my father.’ As  
I stood up to talk to the audience, I felt dizzy. It was like 
falling through a trap door and realising I hadn’t 
explored something I needed to.

That night, I woke up in a sweat. I realised I had two 
fathers and one didn’t look like the dad who raised me. 
I ran to a mirror and started playing with my hair to 
make a beard and moustache. I tried to visualise for 
the first time what my genetic father would look like.

I then became very proactive and public about  
my identity. I think most people thought it was in my 
best interests to discourage me, but it was terribly 
important and freeing for me to explore it.

My brother, who was conceived from a different 
donor, started the process of trying to find our records, 
then passed it on to me. It was very liberating to  
win the High Court case establishing that everyone  
has the right to their genetic identity. It led to a ban  
on anonymous donation and there’s since been a 
voluntary, retrospective register set up.

I often think about my genetic father and family.  
For me, they’re equally significant, except that they’re 
a mystery to me. I feel a sense of longing and loss, 
particularly at not having closure.

It’s been amazing having my own children and 
seeing so many features in them that I’ve always felt 
alienated by, because I’ve never seen them in anybody 
else before. They’re like me in so many ways. The 
importance of family is really powerful for me.
Interview: Ellen Tout

GENETIC IDENTITY
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