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September 12, 2023
RE:  Mr. Ehsan Kashfi, Applicant for Postdoctoral Fellowship
Dear Committee Members:

I am writing to strongly and enthusiastically support the application of Mr. Ehsan Kashfi for the Elahé Omidyar Mir-Djalali Postdoctoral Fellowship in Iranian Studies. Mr. Kashfi’s theoretical interests falls squarely in the area of nationalism, with a specific focus on the Middle East, particularly Iran. 
I first came to know Mr. Kashfi in the Fall of 2018, when he enrolled in my required PhD cohort course Political Science 680 (theories and methods in political science).  Mr. Kashfi received the top grade of “A+” from me putting him in the category of “outstanding.”  This grade reflected on his ability to consistently come to class prepared in terms of having completed assigned readings and providing relevant commentary, leading class discussion in two formal oral presentations, and engaging in constructive debate and critique while giving and receiving feedback on the draft dissertation proposal assignment required of students.  He was a pleasure to have in class.

At present Mr. Kashfi has completed all course requirements and his candidacy exam for the PhD, and has made considerable progress on the PhD. His dissertation research looks at issues relating to national identity in Iran, through analysis of high-profile events and sites as well as calendars and national holidays. This includes the state's evolving use of rituals post-Khomeini such as the Arbaeen Walk (in Karbala) and the Ghadir Walk (in Tehran).   Understanding how identity and the tensions around particular constructions have and continue to play out is critical for better comprehending a major country in the Middle East region, a region torn by ongoing political turmoil and war.  Fluent in English and Farsi, and with knowledge of Arabic, Mr. Kashfi has been uniquely positioned to undertake this original research project which includes interviews.  He is expected to complete all degree requirements in Fall/Winter 2023-24.
Mr. Kashfi’s work is ably supervised by Dr. Mojtaba Mahdavi, a leading specialist in the Middle East and Iran, and I am happy to be serving as a member of Mr. Kashfi’s dissertation 

Committee.  I also fully expect his work will be contributory, and note that already he has published a chapter in a major volume published by Duke University Press, and several other pieces.  These include a truly illuminating journal article dealing with the politics of post-revolutionary street names in Iran—an example of everyday nationalism—in Studies in Ethnicity and Nationalism, as well as another piece on football in Iran in a special issue of 
POMEPS dealing with sports and nationalism.  

On top of being very bright, Mr. Kashfi is a thoughtful person and works well with others, and is emerging as a first-rate instructor.  Indeed, given these distinct skills,  he was also chosen by the Faculty of Arts as a resource person to help all faculty transition to online teaching during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic.  It is not often that professors are placed in a position of formally having to learn from students.  Mr. Kashfi undertook this work with great skill and respect, and I admire his knowledge and ability to work across diverse groups.

Mr. Kashfi holds MA degrees from Durham University in the UK and University of South Florida in the US, and has had considerable experience as a Teaching Assistant and Instructor, 

skills he continues to cultivate at the University of Alberta.  He is also an active Department citizen and has engaged in formal mentoring with undergraduate students, alongside earning the trust of his colleagues by serving on several committees.  
I also believe Mr. Kashfi is an exceptionally promising and able researcher, and support his application strongly.  He is proposing to rework his dissertation "The Discursive and Commemorative Construction of Shia Identity in Post-revolutionary Iran” into a published book.  He is someone who will be able to contribute to the larger community, and make use of the opportunities that a postdoctoral fellowship provides to the benefit of research and knowledge.

Sincerely yours,
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Yasmeen Abu-Laban


Professor and Canada Research Chair in the Politics of Citizenship and Human Rights


