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Gadamer’s Message in ‘Truth and Method’
Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900 – 2002) was a Professor of Philosophy at the University of Leipzig and Heidelberg.  In 1960 he published “Warheit und Methode” (Truth and Method), a contemporary hermeneutic project on the theory and practice of interpretation.
In his book Gadamer reviews the historical background of hermeneutics from different perspectives and analyses the merits and demerits of various approaches. (See attached chart.) Ultimately he concludes that no single method, (subjective or objective, historical or scientific,) can guarantee an absolute interpretation of a text, even of one’s own text,  because the reader/interpreter is always biased by their own traditions, historical experiences and prejudices, relating to time, place and language. 
‘In understanding he [the reader] will have to mediate between the original application [of the text] and the present application.’ Although in this case Gadamer was referring to legal hermeneutics, he contends that the same principals apply to human sciences.  Like legal hermeneutics, every point has to be interpreted and applied to each individual case. 

‘To truly understand we cannot simply observe,’ from a temporal distance ‘but must participate’ in interpretation as much as the author and allow the text - whether it is poetry, literature or art -  to ‘speak’ to the interpreter’s current situation. ‘Hermeneutical dialogue’ – a circulation of questions between the text and the interpreter, in which the essence of the question is more important than the answer, - can help facilitate this. To understand the meaning of a text, you have to understand your own situation, regarding time, place and most importantly, language.  

On this point, Gadamer suggests that language is simultaneously accessible and limiting.  On one hand, the text has a dialogical meaning containing a cultural/historical horizon within it, constraining our interpretation.  On the other hand, the reader will project his own ‘horizon’ – comprising background, bias/prejudice, tradition, historical experience and knowledge.
In theory, when the two horizons coincide, true interpretation and meaning may arise and when there is no fusion, interpretations may not occur.  But in practice, a ‘fusion of horizons’ between the reader and the text will allow some, but not complete, access to textual meaning, because our own historical circumstance and peculiarities of our own language and prejudices (of which we are not necessarily aware,) are inextricably involved, limiting our interpretative powers and preventing us from gaining absolute access to textual meaning, no matter how much we strive for 100% objectivity and understanding.

Gadamer points out that ‘there are many wrong [interpretations of text] and more than one good’ and judgments about which are ‘good and productive’ and which are not, can only be worked out in each hermeneutical situation. There is no method or canon which can tell us how to proceed in every case.  ‘To understand is to understand differently’ according to the individual interpreter, their historical experience, the text, time and place and so on. 

To summarize: truth is not the truth perceived by either the interpreter’s (projected) understanding or the author’s intention, because ‘truth is in the reading, not the text’. Interpretation must be done every time.
