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Social hermeneutics is a method to understand the Dalit cultural ethos and philosophizing 
the Dalit liberation in the context. Hermeneutics is basically the interpretation of any 
meaningful social phenomenon like multi-texted social phenomena and historical 
traditions or scientific research traditions. Humans are intrinsically hermeneutical, it is 
the way in which the human being is ‘becoming’ into existence; it is by interpretation, 
humans live within a world of interpretative wor(l)ds in communication with others. In 
being situated primarily in a world, humans disclose themselves through interpretation.  
Generally understanding is not an orientation of the subject towards a given external 
object (not objectivism or referentialism that gives meaning) but “understanding belongs 
to the being of that which is understood”. For Gadamer, understanding is bound and 
embedded in history because understanding deploys the knower’s effective-history, 
personal experience and cultural traditions, to assimilate new experiences. In addition to 
that Interpretation of reality or a text is not the exclusive property of the so called 
scientific observation in terms of objectivity or official traditionalism in terms of 
axiological coherency but differential of sensibilities that includes the psychological, 
historical, social, cultural, religious and ‘linguistic’1 enterprises. For Gadamer, any 
hermeneutical circle entails a dialectical relation between the preconceptions of the 
interpreter and the text. Applying the derivative cases of hermeneutics, it engages an 
interpretative understanding of ‘Dalit and ‘Dalit Reality’ for engaging a critique for a 
social philosophy of liberation with reference to Dalit culture. Hence, our interpretative 
action of Dalit reality cannot talk place in a vacuum, or in an arbitrarily posited pseudo or 
trans-realities, or in individualistic verbalizations but can only be authentic in a given 
historical social situatedness. It is an imperative ‘hermeneutical privilege’ for its 
expression is rooted through the existential situation of historical struggle against forms 
of oppression and subordination of/against Dalit social context. In other words the 
structure of domination directed towards the annihilation of the contemporary practices 
of dominant caste power relations who are construed in this caste “word”.  So, It needs to 
reinterpret Dalit in term of ‘fusion of horizons’ directed towards a specific social 
particular for reasons of communion’. The society in which we opt to live our life is ever 
engulfed with the problems of lack of love, equality and justice in terms of 
dehumanization and marginalization of the disadvantaged people by the wickedness of 
the dominant society through unjust social structures, ideologies, and social 
instrumentalizations.  

 

It attempts to explicate of what is meant social hermeneutics as a tool of analysis to 
understand the Dalit cultural ethos, as to set the context for evolving philosophy of Dalit 
liberation. To this task, we need to clarify two interrelated queries namely what is meant 
by social hermeneutics and what is the significance of the meaning of ‘Dalit Reality’. The 
underlying philosophical argument is that the hermeneutical engagement of the Dalit 
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reality provides the context of for an interpretative reading of philosophical concepts 
either to propel a philosophy of domination or to project a philosophy of liberation. 

Social Hermeneutics 

Hermeneutics is about the theory and practice of interpretation, about the bringing of 
understanding into language. It was originally conceptualized as a practice for 
understanding written texts; however, the perceived relevance of hermeneutics grew to 
include the interpretation of any meaningful social phenomenon, including complex 
(multi-texted) social phenomena like historical traditions or, one might add, (scientific) 
research traditions1. Hermeneutics is a path-breaking movement2, ‘a movement from 
vagueness to clarity’ whose simplest meaning is to render explicit of what is implicit in 
our understanding through the mode of interpretation. Humans characterized as physical, 
psychological, rational, emotional, aesthetic, devotional, is fundamentally hermeneutical. 
For Heidegger, hermeneutics is the mode of Dasein’s “being-in-the-world”3; It is the very 
way of the being of Dasein itself. It is the way in and through which humans are 
constituted. Hermeneutics is constitutive of human existence; as humans we are 
intrinsically hermeneutical; it is the way in which the human being is ‘becoming’ into 
existence; it is by interpretation we know and respond to the immediate world for we as 
humans live within a world of interpretative wor(l)ds in communication with others. 

To be hermeneutical is to be human vice versa 

Being hermeneutical is an ontological priority as it is fundamental to our very own being. 
In other words, to be human is to be hermeneutical and to be hermeneutical is to be 
Human because Being situated in a world of beings; hermeneutics is the way of being 
(human) in the world. In being situated primarily in a world, humans disclose themselves 
through interpretation. The beingness in the world is being hermeneutical and stems from 
the situation/tradition s/he belongs to. Therefore, ‘that which one seeks to understands is 
not the epistemological or psychological constitution of another subject but a meaningful 
content which is immersed in a tradition of its own’ 4. In other words, to understand a 
phenomenon is to interpret it from within a situation (belonged-tradition) or within a 
particular worldview, the weltanschauung5. Moreover, Thiselton and Heidegger point out 
that as interpretative beings, our interpretations do not flag down from above but flows 
from out pre-given-ness with a sense of orientation or direction towards authenticity. 

Friedrich Schleiemacher (1768-1834), considered to be the ‘father of modern theology’ 
identifies two aspects of hermeneutical interpretation: the grammatical and 
psychological. The grammatical understanding looks for meaning in the immediate 
combinations of words or phrases of the text in question. The grammatical thrust places 
the text (or expression) within a particular literature (or language) and reciprocally uses 
the text to redefine the character of that literature. The psychological understanding of 
meaning seeks to go behind the words in trace of the mind of the author which the written 
text expresses.6 In the psychological thrust the interpreter reconstructs and explicates the 
subject’s motives and implicit assumptions. This implies that the original meaning of the 
text is traceable from the fore-ground of the author’s outlook and life within the context 
of a social environment. Thus Schleiermacher claimed that a successful interpreter could 
understand the author as well as or even better than, the author understood himself 



Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN 2249-9598, Volume-07, June 2017 Special Issue (01) 

 

 w w w . o i i r j . o r g                      I S S N  2 2 4 9- 9 5 9 8 
 

Page 210 

because the interpretation highlights hidden motives and strategies. Schleiermacher’s 
concept of understanding thus includes empathy (projective introspection) and intuitive 
linguistic analysis as well. 

To be hermeneutical is to be in an historical social situatedness 

Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911), a contemporary of Nietzsche brought the focus of 
hermeneutics within the context of history. By dismantling the idea that meaning is 
sourced from the transcendental self of that of the German idealists, Dilthey turned to 
human experience as the foreground for engaging any meaningful understanding 
interpretation. Human thought, he held is not structured from any apriori categories of 
understanding as Kant believed to be, but they arise out of one’s experience in the world 
from within social history. According to him the human self and its understanding of the 
world is an historical and social construction. Understanding, interpretation and meaning 
for Dilthey is always embedded in a historical context. Understanding and interpretation 
of understanding about reality is limited by one’s own ‘horizon’ by the historical context 
(historicism) in which s/he stands. We inevitably interpret the past through the concepts 
and concerns of the present7. Understanding and interpretation of our understanding, 
Dilthey says, is complex. It involves by what Dilthey calls the “hermeneutical circle” by 
which he means that we can understand a complex system only if we first understand the 
particular expressions that manifest it, but we can understand any particular manifestation 
only if we already understand the system as a whole8. And therefore there is no way to 
any transcendental understanding of phenomena beyond the frontiers of one’s historically 
conditioned/situated hermeneutic circle. In simple language, our understanding is guided 
by our social historical limit situations. Dilthey argued that texts, verbal utterances, art 
and actions were meaningful expression whose “mental contents” or intentions needed to 
be comprehended. He claimed that investigating human interactions was more like 
interpreting a poem or discourse, than doing physics or chemistry experiments. 

To be hermeneutical is to be a movement from the as-structure to the fore-structure 

Pursuing the hermeneutical endeavour of Dilthey, martin Heidegger and Hans-Gadamer 
developed the science of hermeneutics in philosophy. For Heidgger, the kernel of 
hermeneutics is a movement from the as-structure to the fore-structure. The interpretation 
becomes primordial, only when the fore-structure (hermeneutical situation) consisting of 
fore-having, the fore-sight and fore-conception9. He says, “Interpretation is grounded in 
something we have in advance, in a fore-having (vohabe)…in something we see in 
advance, in a fore-sight (vorsicht)”. As interpretative beings, Heidegger puts it, “we are 
ever on the pathway”10.  

In Being and Time, Heidegger claims that the understanding of a situation is directly 
mediated by a fore-knowledge, or sensitivity to situations, that is comprised by the 
understander’s life-world. Therefore, suspending that life-world would preclude the 
possibility of understanding, altogether. Heidegger reaches his conclusion by contending 
that as a necessary part of human “being-in-the-world” (Dasein), things are perceived 
according to how they are encountered and used in one’s everyday routines and tasks. 
Perception and apprehension thus move from fore-knowledge to an existential 
understanding, a largely unreflective and automatic grasp of a situation that triggers a 
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response. This understanding must be incomplete because Dasein is both historical and 
finite. It is historical in that understanding builds from the fore-knowledge accumulate 
from experience. It is finite due to throwness, the necessity of acting in situations without 
the time or ability to grasp the full consequences of actions or plans in advance. Only 
when actions fail to meet the exigencies of the situation and breakdown’ occurs, do 
individual stand back and assume the theoretical attitude of science which sees things 
‘objectively’ as discrete objects separate from the self and resistant to one’s will. 

Heidegger brings hermeneutics from a theory of interpretation to a theory of existential 
understanding. He “depsychologizes” hermeneutics by dissociating it from the 
empathetic perception of other beings. Understanding now appears as a no-longer-
conscious component of Dasein; it is embedded within the context of specific situations 
and plans, with, in effect, finite computational resources. Therefore, interpretation 
(Auslegung) which depends on such existential understanding (Versetehen) is not the 
general logical method found in classical philology, but refers to a conscious recognition 
of one’s own world. 

To be hermeneutical is to belong to the being of that which is understood 

Gadamer revived the interest of Hermeneutics is philosophy pioneered by 
Schleiermacher. Reviving the Kantian inquiry of how understanding is possible, Gadamer 
clarifies that understanding is not an orientation of the subject towards a given external 
object (not objectivism or referentialism that gives meaning) but “understanding belongs 
to the being of that which is understood”11. For Gadamer, understanding is bound and 
embedded in history because understanding deploys the knower’s effective-history, 
personal experience and cultural traditions, to assimilate new experiences. Thus, the 
initial structure of an effective-history constrains the range of possible interpretations, 
excluding some possibilities and calling forth others. As effective-history constitutes the 
prejudices brought to bear in understanding, it simultaneously and dialectically limits any 
self-conscious attempts to dissolve those prejudices. Gadamer thus explicitly opposes the 
scientific ideal of prejudiceless objectivity interpretation. In this respect, the moves 
beyond Heidegger, who regarded so-called scientific objectivity as a derivative of 
existential understanding. Gadamer does not deny the importance of either scientific 
understanding or critical interpretation, a form of interpretation that introspectively 
questions assumptions unreflectively inherited from traditions. His focus on the human 
context of knowledge emphasizes the need for repeated attempts at critical understanding, 
through which people can gain the insight needed to correct their prejudices. But, if 
prejudices may be individually overcome, their fact is inescapable. It imposes a priori 
limitations on the extent to which a self-reflective methodology can eliminate distortions 
from scientific inquiry. The critical self-consciousness of rational agent who 
introspectively questions received traditions may counter distorting consequences of 
effective-history but it at best only leads to successive approximations of objectivity. 

To be hermeneutical is to be open to the differentia of in a fusion of horizons by 
mode of hermeneutics conversion 

Drawing on the Heideggerian concept of ‘being-in-the-world’ he asserts that human is 
existence is thoroughly and inescapably historical, it is in-the-world. Differentia in 
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interpretation in possible because we ‘belong’ to different cultures and through 
conversation, communication there arise a ‘fusion of horizons’12 that  foster the backdrop 
of any ‘communion’. The fusion of horizons is the space for the departure from our 
individuality towards a sense of common or ‘shared understanding’. Hence meaning is 
not merely a matter of what the author or the individual intended, lying in the text, 
waiting to be unlocked by a professional by means of any scientific and empathetic 
interpretation. Rather meaning emerges as the text and the interpreter engage in a 
dialogue, in what Gadamer calls ‘hermeneutical conversion’. The result of such 
conversation or communion is the possibility of an intersection of the horizon of the 
author and the horizon of the interpreter. Thus the meaning of a text is not confined to jus 
author’s intention or the reader’s understanding of it, it projects the possibility of multiple 
fusions of horizons. Thus interpretation of reality or a text is not the exclusive property of 
the so called scientific observation in terms of objectivity or official traditionalism in 
terms of axiological coherency but differential of sensibilities that includes the 
psychological, historical, social, cultural, religious and ‘linguistic’13 enterprises. For 
Gadamer, any hermeneutical circle entails a dialectical relation between the 
preconceptions of the interpreter and the text. 

In the philosophic-historical continuum of the discussion of on hermeneutics, Ludwig 
Wittgenstein, Ferdinand de Sassure, Jacques Derrida and others do have their seminal 
contribution. For Wittgenstein, interpretation of linguistic meaning is not a matter of any 
‘private’ affair, for language is a social phenomenon, acquiring its meaning lies in social 
interaction. Saussure contends that language is structural and the meaning of a text in 
language is a matter of social convention and belongs to a domain of ‘relationship in 
differences’. Derrida widely known for the idea of deconstruction contends that 
interpretation of meaning or understanding is revealed by decoding the ‘differentia in 
relation’ in the face of the simultaneous presence of the other texts/words. 

To be hermeneutical is to is to be situated and directed socially as an ethical mode of 
being in the world 

From the foregoing discussion on hermeneutics, we any consequently emphases a three 
dimensional factors for engaging the social hermeneutics. They include 

1) As humans we are necessarily interpretative (Heidegger) that is to say that the 
mode of our being is fundamentally hermeneutical, 

2) Our interpretations are not arbitrary or isolated act of/from transcendental 
subjectivity or individual objectivity but from the situatedness in the world in the 
sense that our understanding is rooted in the historical cultural social context 
(Dilthey, Saussure) in which s/he belongs 

3) And finally the mode of being hermeneutical is not fore closed or concealed by 
the conditionality of one’s boundary of a tradition but hermeneutical engagement 
foster a ‘pathway’ of towards being-in-the-world (human) by mode of 
hermeneutical conversation (Gadamer) in the sense that our interpretations of the 
world are both relationally communitarian and directional. Martin Heidegger 
critiquing the modernist cognition of human being as ‘self thinking self, a subject 
that engages in cognitive acts’, asserts that humans above all else are beings-in-
the world, enmeshed in social networks”14. 
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Guided by the above discussion on hermeneutics, we may reinstate the following 
derivations: 

a) To be Human is to be Hermeneutical 
b) And to be Hermeneutical is to be Socially Situated in an interpretative contexts 
c) To be Socially Situated in an interpretative contexts is to directed by a Movement 

of hermeneutical conversions and fusion of horizons through which 
understanding or Communion (Covenantal life) becomes a possibility. 

Applying the derivative cases of hermeneutics, we shall now engage an interpretative 
understanding of ‘Dalit and ‘Dalit Reality’ for engaging a critique for a social 
philosophy of liberation with reference to Dalit culture. Hence, we need to bear in 
mind that our interpretative action of Dalit reality cannot talk place in a vacuum, or in 
an arbitrarily posited pseudo or trans-realities, or in individualistic verbalizations but 
can only be authentic in a given historical social situatedness. It is an imperative 
‘hermeneutical privilege’15 for its expression is rooted through the existential 
situation of historical struggle against forms of oppression and subordination 
of/against Dalit social context. In other words the Dalit reality is authentically 
interpreted if and only if it ‘situated’ within historical fore-structure of domination 
directed towards the annihilation of the contemporary practices of dominant caste 
power relations who are construed in this caste “word”. 

‘This Caste world’ vs. Dalit world: Need for a social hermeneutics 

The term ‘world’ (Gk., kosmos) denotes the universe, locus of our history, humanity, 
of a certain cultural context and social order. ‘This world’ thus is both a reality 
(contextual) and a philosophical (textual) category for interpretation. ‘Thisworld’ is 
then a practical totality, characterized by relationship of power domination under the 
hegemony of injustice (d-evil). “This (caste) world” is the signifier of an ‘Egypt’ the 
reign of deceitful authority and slave ownership, a system of unjust social practices 
confronting ‘Moses’16. It is the dictatorship of the monarchy; it is rule of racism 
against the Black people; it is the rule of the Hitler against the Jews; the 
‘subjectification of the subjects’, a singular referential interpretation from the part of 
the ruler, of that of the Dalits confronting for a liberative and prophetic community 
(consecrated people). It is the rule of Judea that confronted Jesus. It is the feudal 
system, of the rule of the land lords and the hierarchy of the dominant structures. It 
does refer to the contemporary caste bound capitalism of the affluent dominant 
sections of people. It is the dehumanizing Casteism17, the manipulative determining 
feature of Indian society by whose social practices the Dalits are discriminates, 
subjugated and forced to live a life of multiple deprivations, subordination and 
marginalization. 

The ‘caste world’ is the kosmos of dominative cultural forms of communal Casteism 
and monopolizing political/economic fundamentalism that are politically purposive to 
propagate and justify the rule of the few privileged social groups violently 
perpetuated the subordination of a vast majority of social groups politicizing them as 
minorities and as humanly inferior therefore denied of rights and privileges of human 
identity and solidarity. ‘This world’ is competitively destructive and profit-oriented 
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because of traditional Casteism accompanied by transnational capitalist economism 
and technocratic professionalism that perpetuate social Darwinism (Globalization, 
Privatisation, Liberalisation etc) by which privileged monopolizing sections of people 
enforce slavery of the  underprivileged people by systematic modes of exploitation of 
their labour and resources. It is the devastative ecological colonialism is but the 
appropriation of the natural resources by means of ecological degradation and 
massive destruction by affluent societies for their own selfish interests, foundational 
sources of living conditions are being increasingly raided and robbed thus by denying 
a sustainable future not only to humans but also other beings. ‘This world’ is of the 
dogmatic hierarchy with its power calculations manipulated by money, caste and 
institutional power. 

The contemporary context of ‘this world’ thus is governed by the antithetical context 
for the emergence of a Dalit world of liberative hermeneutics. It is the negation of the 
practice of the destruction/death of the marginalization of the Dalits to become a 
society in which relations are institutionalized for power manipulations and profit 
appropriations. It is but the practical expression of injustice and the wickedness of the 
power aspiring dominant, the Babylon Sin-the domination of one human being by 
another in historical and concrete forms. 

The problematic context namely Casteism is the situatedness, the foreground against 
which, we need to reinterpret Dalit in term of ‘fusion of horizons’ directed towards a 
specific social particular for reasons of communion’. The society in which we opt to 
live our life is ever engulfed with the problems of lack of love, equality and justice in 
terms of dehumanization and marginalization of the disadvantaged people by the 
wickedness of the dominant society through unjust social structures, ideologies, and 
social instrumentalizations. Thus the world of Dalit liberation needs to be historically 
situated and socially engaged against this context of injustice as to respond against 
‘this world’ of sinfulness, and authentic mode of being in the world of liberative 
hermeneutics.  
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