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Social acceptance or exclusion of non-local students constitutes an
important dimension of the lived experience of university life and can
influence students’ sense of belonging, social participation, and academic
trajectory. This study aims to explore the role of ethnicity in shaping the
experiences of social acceptance or exclusion among students at the
University of Tehran. This research conducted using a qualitative approach
within the framework of interpretive ethnography. The data collected
through 43 semi-structured interviews and participant observation. The
findings show the experience of social acceptance or exclusion among the
non-local students emerges through the interaction of multiple layers of
social reality. At the family level, patterns of early socialization play a role in
shaping sensitivities toward ethnic boundaries. At the university level,
interactions markers such as accent, clothing style, and modes of speech
function as cultural codes in social evaluations and may increase the
symbolic distance between “locals” and “non-locals.” In some interactions,
“being Tehran-native” appears as a form of symbolic capital that facilitates
access to social networks and enhances communicative confidence. In
response to these conditions, the ethnic students employ various strategies—
including ethnic networking, identity marker management, identity
redefinition, and symbolic resistance—to improve their social position. The
findings suggest that conception of social exclusion in the studied field,
results from the interweaving of everyday interactions with social
boundary-making, and the symbolic order of cultural hierarchies.
Considering these dynamics can develop university policies to improve
intercultural interactions and the sense of belonging among non-local
students.
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Introduction

Ethnography has long occupied a central position within anthropology as a methodological
approach for understanding culture in the context of everyday social life. Classical ethnographic
traditions have emphasized participant observation, contextual interpretation, and the analysis of
locally situated meanings. Within interpretive anthropology, culture has often been conceptualized
as a system of symbols and meanings accessible through narratives, discourse, and representational
practices. Although this perspective has produced influential theoretical contributions, it also
presents important methodological limitations. Many dimensions of cultural practice involve tacit,
embodied, and situated forms of cognition that cannot be fully articulated through interviews or
textual interpretation alone. Processes such as sensory judgment, embodied coordination, attentional
regulation, practical reasoning, and interaction with material environments frequently occur within
the flow of action itself and therefore remain only partially accessible through verbal accounts.

At the same time, laboratory-based cognitive approaches have often examined cognition in
highly controlled settings that isolate mental processes from the social and material conditions in
which they emerge. Such approaches tend to treat cognition as an internal and individual
phenomenon detached from embodied practice, environmental structures, and social interaction. In
response to these limitations, cognitive ethnography has developed as an interdisciplinary
methodological orientation that conceptualizes cognition as situated, distributed, and dynamically
enacted within real-world activity.

Rather than locating cognition solely within the individual mind, cognitive ethnography
investigates how thinking, perception, memory, and decision-making processes are distributed
across bodies, artifacts, spatial environments, and interactional sequences. This perspective enables
researchers to examine how cultural knowledge is practically organized and reproduced through
embodied participation in everyday activities.

This article adopts a theoretical and analytical framework to examine the methodological
significance of cognitive ethnography for anthropology and related social sciences. It argues that
cognitive ethnography expands the analytical capacity of ethnographic inquiry by enabling the
systematic investigation of tacit cultural knowledge, embodied action, and situated cognition. In
addition, the article demonstrates how analytical procedures such as Modification—Taxonomy—
Queuing (MTQ) contribute to greater transparency and rigor in ethnographic interpretation by
reconstructing the sequential organization of action and decision-making processes. By
foregrounding cognition in action, cognitive ethnography extends anthropological analysis beyond
narratives and symbolic interpretation toward a more integrated understanding of culture,
embodiment, materiality, and social practice.

Discussion

The analytical value of cognitive ethnography becomes particularly visible in cultural practices
in which tacit knowledge and embodied coordination play central roles. Iranian carpet weaving
provides a significant example in this regard. Within weaving workshops, expertise is not
transmitted solely through verbal instruction or codified rules. Skilled weavers continuously
coordinate bodily movement, thread tension, visual attention, and rhythmic action while
simultaneously responding to the loom, design patterns, and surrounding environmental conditions.
Much of this knowledge remains difficult to verbalize because it is embodied, situational, and
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acquired through repeated practice. Cognitive ethnography demonstrates how cognition emerges
through the interaction among the weaver’s body, material tools, spatial organization, and ongoing
activity. Through close observation and sequential analysis, researchers are able to reconstruct
forms of practical reasoning that often remain inaccessible through interview-based methods alone.

Ta’zieh performance offers another important illustration of distributed cognition and embodied
meaning-making. As a ritualized form of dramatic mourning, Ta’zieh generates meaning not only
through narrative discourse but also through vocal modulation, bodily gesture, spatial arrangement,
and emotional synchronization between performers and audiences. Cognitive ethnography enables
the analysis of how attention, emotion, and collective perception are organized through sensory and
interactional processes. Strategic pauses, changes in vocal intensity, and ritual gestures function as
cultural technologies that shape experience in real time. Meaning therefore emerges through
embodied participation and sensory engagement rather than through symbolic interpretation alone.

The Zar ritual similarly demonstrates how cognition and experience are collectively produced
through coordinated interaction among rhythms, sounds, bodily movements, material objects, and
ritual environments. Such experiences cannot be adequately understood through verbal explanation
alone because perception and emotion emerge through participation in the ritual process itself.
Cognitive ethnography makes it possible to examine how sensory stimuli, social interaction, and
material arrangements contribute to experiential transformation.

An additional contribution of cognitive ethnography lies in its methodological rigor. The
analytical framework of Modification—Taxonomy—Queuing (MTQ) provides a systematic procedure
for reconstructing cognition in practice. Modification examines shifts in meaning across situations
and interactions; Taxonomy reconstructs local classificatory systems that organize perception and
action; and Queuing analyzes the sequential organization of responses and decisions within situated
interaction. Together, these procedures enhance analytical transparency and strengthen the
reliability of ethnographic interpretation by making the relationship among observation, analysis,
and theoretical conclusion more systematically traceable.

Conclusion

Cognitive ethnography provides anthropology with an important methodological and theoretical
expansion by enabling the study of cognition within the dynamic flow of action and social
interaction. Rather than focusing exclusively on narratives or symbolic interpretation, this approach
examines how cultural knowledge is embodied, distributed, and enacted within situated practice. It
is particularly valuable for investigating tacit forms of knowledge that cannot easily be verbalized
yet fundamentally shape everyday behavior, ritual performance, learning processes, and social
coordination.

This article has argued that cognition should not be understood solely as an internal mental
process located within individual minds. Instead, cognition emerges through the interaction of
bodies, tools, environments, spatial arrangements, and cultural practices. By shifting analytical
attention toward cognitive ecosystems, anthropologists are better positioned to examine how
cultural meaning is generated, maintained, and reproduced through participation in practical
activity. Concepts such as distributed cognition and cultural technologies therefore extend
anthropological analysis beyond textual representation and symbolic interpretation.

Examples drawn from Iranian cultural contexts further demonstrate the analytical value of this
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approach. In carpet weaving, cognition is distributed across bodily techniques, material tools, and
workshop organization. In Ta’zieh performance, emotion and meaning are coordinated through
sensory, performative, and spatial arrangements that structure collective attention and emotional
engagement. Within the Zar ritual, cognition and experience emerge through rhythmic interaction,
sensory stimulation, and embodied participation. These cases illustrate how important dimensions
of cultural life often remain inaccessible through interview-centered methodologies.

The article has also shown that cognitive ethnography contributes to greater analytical
transparency and rigor in qualitative research. Procedures such as Modification—Taxonomy—
Queuing (MTQ) enable researchers to reconstruct the sequential organization of action and render
interpretive processes more systematically traceable. At the same time, cognitive ethnography faces
important limitations, including the risk of neglecting broader political and historical structures, as
well as ethical concerns related to observational technologies and informed consent. Consequently,
cognitive ethnography should be understood not as a replacement for interpretive or critical
anthropology, but as a complementary approach that broadens the analytical possibilities of
ethnographic inquiry.
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Table 1: General specifications of Participants according to gender and local origin
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Table 2 :The Items of Self-Concept Scale
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Table 3. Categorization of Scale Scores Based on the Minimum and Maximum Scores of participants
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Table 6. An Instance for conceptional coding related to the Third Theme: Tehrani’Dignity
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Table 7.An instance of conceptual coding related to the forth theme: symbolic resistance
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