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Human understanding of the world is never immediate or neutral; rather,
it is always mediated through language, cognitive frames, and socially
embedded presuppositions. This article offers a comparative analysis of
Ludwig Wittgenstein’s theory of language games and Eviatar
Zerubavel’s concept of social-cognitive taken-for-grantedness in order to
demonstrate how linguistic practices and epistemic defaults embedded in
conceptual schemes shape, constrain, and often distort our perception of
reality.

Employing a descriptive—analytical method and drawing on examples
from the Persian language, the article examines the mechanisms through
which linguistically constructed realities appear natural and self-evident.
The findings indicate that naming, categorization, and the processes of
marking and unmarking play a crucial role in producing “enchanted”
perceptions of reality. Despite their methodological differences,
Wittgenstein and Zerubavel converge on the view that human
understanding is situated within regimes of linguistic and cognitive
domination. The study further argues that foregrounding and
backgrounding function as key critical strategies through which the
domination of concepts may be rendered visible and challenged.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Human beings do not encounter reality as a raw, uninterpreted given. Rather, perception,
understanding, and judgment are always mediated through language, cognitive schemas, and
socially institutionalized presuppositions. What often appears “natural,” “obvious,” or “self-
evident” is, upon closer inspection, the product of historically and socially situated mechanisms
of meaning-making.

The primary objective of this article is to examine how language-based meaning systems
exercise a subtle but pervasive form of domination over human understanding. By conducting
a comparative analysis of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s concept of language games and Eviatar
Zerubavel’s theory of social-cognitive taken-for-grantedness, the article seeks to demonstrate
that both thinkers, despite operating within different intellectual traditions, converge on a shared
concern: the enchantment of reality through linguistic and conceptual structures.

The study aims to clarify how such structures shape the limits of intelligibility, constrain critical
reflection, and render contingent meanings as natural facts. At the same time, it explores the
critical resources offered by both theorists for exposing and destabilizing these dominant
frameworks.

Research Questions
This research is guided by the following questions:

How does Wittgenstein’s theory of language games conceptualize the relationship between
language, meaning, and social practice?

What does Zerubavel mean by social—cognitive taken-for-grantedness, and how does it function
in everyday cognition?

In what ways do language games and taken-for-granted assumptions contribute to the
naturalization of socially constructed realities?

What linguistic and cognitive mechanisms—such as naming, categorization, and markedness—
sustain these processes?

How do foregrounding and backgrounding operate as critical tools for unveiling and
challenging conceptual domination?

Methodology

The article adopts a descriptive—analytical and comparative methodology. Rather than offering
an empirical sociolinguistic study, it focuses on conceptual clarification and theoretical
integration across philosophy of language and cognitive sociology.

The methodological approach consists of three main components:
Conceptual Analysis:

Key concepts in Wittgenstein’s later philosophy—particularly language games, forms of life,
and rule-following—are analyzed to elucidate how meaning emerges from social use rather
than from abstract definitions.

Sociological Interpretation:
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Zerubavel’s framework of social mindscapes, taken-for-grantedness, and cognitive boundaries
Is examined to reveal how societies discipline perception and interpretation.

Illustrative Linguistic Examples:

Selected examples from the Persian language are used to demonstrate how linguistic structures
and conventions give rise to seemingly natural distinctions that are, in fact, socially constructed.

This comparative framework allows the article to move beyond disciplinary boundaries and to
highlight shared epistemological concerns.

Findings

The findings of the study can be summarized in several interconnected points:

Language as a Site of Cognitive Domination

Both Wittgenstein and Zerubavel emphasize that language not only expresses thought but
actively shapes what can be thought. Meaning is inseparable from socially sanctioned modes
of use.

Naturalization of the Contingent

Linguistic conventions transform historically contingent concepts into apparently natural
realities. Once stabilized, these concepts cease to appear as constructions.

Naming and Categorization

Acts of naming and categorization impose boundaries on reality, determining what counts as
relevant, distinct, or abnormal. These acts often obscure alternative possibilities.

Markedness and Unmarkedness

Certain concepts function as “default” or unmarked categories, while others are marked as
deviations. This asymmetry reinforces implicit hierarchies within language.

Convergence Despite Methodological Differences

Although Wittgenstein operates within philosophy and Zerubavel within sociology, both
converge on the idea that cognition is socially regimented through linguistic practices.

Discussion

The comparative analysis reveals a shared critical posture in the works of Wittgenstein and
Zerubavel toward what may be described as the tyranny of the obvious. For Wittgenstein,
philosophical confusion arises when language bewilders the intellect by disguising its own
grammatical conventions as features of reality. Philosophy, therefore, becomes a therapeutic
activity aimed at disentangling such confusions.

Zerubavel, from a sociological perspective, extends this insight to the domain of everyday
cognition. He shows how societies cultivate shared patterns of attention and inattention—what
is noticed and what remains invisible. These patterns are not neutral but are maintained through
socialization and institutional reinforcement.

Both thinkers identify foregrounding and backgrounding as crucial mechanisms. By
foregrounding certain distinctions and relegating others to the background, language and
culture create horizons of plausibility that guide perception while concealing their own
arbitrariness.



This convergence suggests that philosophical and sociological critiques of language can
mutually enrich one another, offering a more comprehensive account of how meaning structures
exert power.

Conclusion

The article concludes that Wittgenstein’s theory of language games and Zerubavel’s concept of
social—cognitive taken-for-grantedness provide complementary insights into the ways language
structures human understanding. Both reveal how linguistic and cognitive frameworks enchant
reality by rendering contingent meanings as natural and unquestionable.

At the same time, both approaches offer critical strategies for resistance. Through practices of
clarification, foregrounding, and conceptual disruption, it becomes possible to expose the
hidden presuppositions embedded in everyday language and to loosen the grip of conceptual
domination.

In this sense, the comparative framework proposed in this article contributes to a broader project
of intellectual emancipation: freeing thought from the unnoticed constraints imposed by
language itself.
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