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1. Frank Wong (August 11, 2000). "Pirooz in China Defeated Persian army

takes refuge'. The Circle of Ancient Iranian Studies.
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Growing up in the diaspora

Cammand Banaie

When I was younger, I would always say I was Iranian, simply
because that’s what I had been taught, and perhaps because I didn’t
want to constantly be reminded of this question of identity.

My doubts began in my teenage years. During our family visits
in Iran, I was often referred to as “‘the German one”. Although it
was never said with bad intentions, it still carried a quiet denial of
my Iranian-ness.

You’ve probably heard it before: living in the diaspora means
never quite belonging to either side. Being Iranian in Germany has
long meant (and even after 28 years still means) not being seen as one
of them, never being enough to achieve a true sense of belonging and
feeling that exclusion every single day. Therefore, it was unquestionable
to me that [ was not German. But at some point, I began to ask myself:

could the same be true for my Iranian side as well?
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It was a constant conflict between my cultural Persian identity
that was shaped at home through my parents’ education and the
political Persian identity that the outside world tried to impose on
me. | found myself caught somewhere in between.

On the one hand, I felt the urge to show the world that Iran is
not what is portrayed in the media in a mostly negative way. On
the other, I didn’t want to justify or defend the Islamic regime.
This alone shows how conflicted and complex it can be for a
child of immigrants to find balance between these identities and to
communicate that balance to the outside world.

When I was younger, I used to wish my parents came from
a different country. One where I could spend carefree summers
without being drawn into political debates. In school, I was forced
to take on the role of representing an entire nation. Instead, I wished
people would ask me about our delicious food, our architecture, or

our magnificent history.

When I was growing up, the kids with immigrant backgrounds
tended to stick together, probably because we all shared the
same feeling of exclusion. But being Iranian came with its own
particularities. I found friends from Turkey and the Arab world who
shared my thoughts and feelings and gave me a sense of belonging.
Yet what set me apart was that I didn’t share all the same religious
practices or cultural customs as they did. And even though they
never made me feel different, I still carried within me a similar sense
of otherness I felt around Germans.

Even among strangers, [ was still a stranger.

Maybe that explains why, for a time, I wished I weren’t Iranian

at all because I just wanted to be accepted by the outside world. I
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wanted others to define my identity for me. But this thought felt like
betraying myself and my roots.

I always heard stories from my parents about their childhood,
how everyone used to live a better life back then and especially how
Iranian women even had more freedom than Western women at that
time.

As this constant dwelling on the past felt almost imaginary to me,
because it was the complete opposite of what society and the outside
world told me, I somehow thought my parents were exaggerating or
living in the past. Mourning a country that no longer existed, almost
like someone unable to move on from a past love they can’t quite
let go of.

The difference between me and them lies in the simple fact that
they grew up in that country. They have deeply rooted emotional
connections and memories that I lack. And most importantly:
circumstances forced them to leave. But when you’re born in a
foreign land, your expectations of the society around you are
different. It confuses you to be labeled an outsider, because there is
no other place for you to refer to.

I eventually transformed that painful realization into something
positive when I began to confront my inner self, the version of me
that existed before I learned to navigate German society. I started
engaging with Persian culture on my own terms, not because it was
expected from my parents, but because I genuinely wanted to know
who I was, and why I felt so different from everyone else.

I read about Zoroastrianism. I began cooking Persian dishes. I
fell in love with the poetic beauty of our language. When someone
in the family travelled, I no longer poured water behind them merely

out of habit; I felt a spiritual connection to my ancestors, knowing
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that generations before me had done the same.

I felt honored to understand Hayedeh’s songs; to read Rumi’s
words not in translation like thousands of others, but in their pure,
original form. In every museum I visited, whether at the Louvre or
the British Museum, I would look around and feel a quiet spiritual
sense of gratitude and blessing for being Iranian, for witnessing
what our ancestors achieved so many years ago and for seeing that
our legacy is still being honored today.

What I love about our culture is that I can identify with all its
values. Whether it’s the tolerance that King Cyrus advocated for,
the deep connection to nature and the way we honor and respect
it, or the way women are portrayed as heroines in the Shahnameh.
These are all values I stand for. And even when I began to explore
our culture with a questioning critical mind, diving deeper into its
history and meaning, I almost had to look for reasons not to identify
with it.

This is our hidden treasure; the part of our culture the world
overlooks, or perhaps chooses not to see.

Over time, I understood that I didn’t need to belong to a specific
cultural group to feel Iranian. Even among other Iranians, I often
felt no true sense of connection. It was the Persian culture itself that
reached out to me and gave me everything I had been missing all
those years.

What once confused and frustrated me now fills me with
gratitude. I’'m glad I grew up in an environment that never lets me
forget where I come from, no matter where I am. I’m grateful that I
can celebrate Nowruz even in cold, rainy weather, because my love
for Persian culture runs so deep that it warms my heart every year.

My teachers used to struggle pronouncing my name, and I’ll
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be honest: at some point in my life, it made me angry that my
parents had chosen such a rare and difficult name for Germans to
pronounce. But today, I am more than proud to carry the name
Kamand. No matter where I am, my long black hair, as described in
centuries-old Persian poetry, will always pull me back toward my
roots, like a lasso, even when I’m thousands of kilometers away.
My Iranian identity was never lost; it feels like something buried
deep within me, quiet and patiently waiting to be discovered. At
some point, every one of us abroad will feel the urge to unearth that

part of ourselves, to truly understand who we are.
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