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Authorial intention and global coherence in 
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approach

Abstract: In today’s literary theory there is a consensus regarding the concept 
of authorial intention, namely, that it is obsolete and useless for the interpreta-
tion of literary texts and has relevance only in such discourses as legal discourse 
or literary history. The aim of my paper is to reinterpret the concept of authorial 
intent from the aspect of Darwinian and cognitive theory. I will argue that the 
authorial intention is not a fallacy that necessarily results in misinterpretations of 
the text, but a way of reading narrative according to its fictional status. I will 
demonstrate on some examples that the strongest stimuli for making assump-
tions about the authorial intention are passages that do not allow the reader to 
follow any intradiegetic perspective but force a global view on the fictional work.
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1 Introduction 
An important question of literary criticism is the relationship between fictional 
texts and their author, i.e., whether the author’s intention can be found anywhere 
within the text and whether it has any relevance for literary interpretation. This 
central issue for literary theory was first identified in 1946, then reformulated in 
1954 by Wimsatt and Beardsley, who strongly rejected the notion that authorial 
intention would be accessible for the reader and argued that authorial intention 
cannot be a standard by which the worth of the poet’s performance or the correct-
ness of literary interpretation can be judged (Wimsatt and Beardsley 1954: 3). The 
starting point of their argumentation was the axiom that “a poem does not come 
into existence by accident. The words of a poem … come out of a head, not out of 
a bat” (Wimsatt and Beardsley 1954: 3). Thus they do not refuse the notion that 
the origin of the text is the mind of the author (as later theorists did), nonetheless 
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40   Márta Horváth

they uphold the position that this fact must not have any effect on the reader’s 
interpretation. If the readers bring the author of the text into consideration, they 
have fallen victim to the intentional fallacy. According to Wimsatt and Beardsley’s 
methodological principle, the reader has to exclude assumptions about the au-
thor’s purposes from interpreting the text and take the latter as the only source of 
meaning.

Since the 1960s, several positions have been taken on the theoretical debate 
surrounding the author, which mostly framed the discussion in terms of the 
 traces the author leaves in the text, i.e., their purposes, plans, attitudes or wishes 
in the fictional work. But until the 2000s there was no demand to study the psy-
chological phenomenon of the intentional fallacy itself, that is, the functioning 
and origins of the reader’s psychological mechanisms regarding authorial inten-
tion, because psychological approaches were mostly dismissed for their allegedly 
unscientific nature. Although in his essay “The Death of the Author” Barthes 
promises that the birth of the reader is “ransomed by the death of the author” 
(Barthes 1977: 148) and claims that “the unity of a text is not in its origin, it is in 
its destination” (Barthes 1977: 148), he and his followers did not ask just what the 
phenomenon called “intentional fallacy” really is, which is obviously so deep- 
seated in the reader’s mind, that the critics almost have to launch a campaign 
against it.

The aim of my paper is exactly this: to study the phenomenon of the inten-
tional fallacy from a pragmatic-psychological point of view and to make some 
observations concerning the psychological mechanisms that are responsible for 
the reader’s motivation to create theories about the author’s purposes, aims, atti-
tudes, i.e., about their mental contents. With this in mind, the starting point of my 
argumentation forms theories that can account for the non-individual basic fea-
tures of the reading mind, that is, theories of cognitive poetics based on investiga-
tions of cognitive and evolutionary psychology. I will formulate my theses in rela-
tion to a “model reader” who possesses a certain set of cognitive abilities that are 
evolutionarily plausible. Because evolutionary-cognitive considerations inevi-
tably raise the question of empirical verification, I will support my argumentation 
with some empirical findings from recent literature on the subject. My general 
proposition is that making assumptions about the author’s mental states, i.e., 
attempting to reconstruct the authorial intention is not a fallacy that necessarily 
results in misinterpretations of the text but a way of reading narrative according 
to its fictional status, i.e., it is the constitutive component of fictional reading. 
In the last section of my paper, I will demonstrate which textual signals particu-
larly stimulate the motivation to recover authorial intentions on several examples 
and I shall argue that directing the reader’s perspective-taking process is central 
for this.
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2  Cognitive fallacies in story-comprehension
Evolutionary literary reception theories are built on the assumption that basic 
interpretive mechanisms for real-life situations (which are identified by psychol-
ogists as part of the cognitive apparatus of all typically developing adult humans) 
are also online during the processing of narratives, because we have no justifiable 
reason to believe that readers would turn off these interpretive mechanisms while 
reading. According to Karl Eibl, such cognitive mechanisms include causal think-
ing, which is responsible for understanding fictional events as a story based on 
the principle of cause and effect, or teleological thinking, which is responsible for 
understanding fictional events as a story towards an end point (Eibl 2008: 198–
199). In addition, the most investigated cognitive ability with respect to literary 
reception is intentional thinking, which is responsible for understanding other 
people as intentional agents whose behavior, including their verbal statements, 
we interpret by attributing mental states, such as wishes, believes, and purposes 
to them. Intentional thinking has obvious evolutionary advantages, because 
 understanding other people’s behavior in terms of mental states makes it possi-
ble to generalize and predict what agents will do and how they attempt to reach 
their goals, which highly increases our fitness in a social environment by contrib-
uting to preparing the appropriate reaction. So there are strong reasons to assume 
that intentional thinking is an adaptation caused by natural selection (Tomasello 
1999), and therefore a part of the human cognitive apparatus.

However, these cognitive mechanisms are so deeply entrenched in the  
human mind (they work like instincts), that they can also be activated errone-
ously, thereby committing cognitive fallacies. We are often taking the intentional 
stance in cases when we are dealing with inanimate objects, which is called 
 anthropomorphism (Dennett 1996). Such anthropomorphism is typical of ra-
tional adults, too. Attributing purposes and wishes to personal belongings and 
being angry with our computer for it being uncooperative are salient examples. 
Some stimuli are particularly apt to trigger such false attributions. Probably the 
strongest stimulus is speech: we often quarrel with our GPS, although we pre-
cisely know that there is no human psyche behind the words and sentences 
 uttered by the computer.

Both false and correct attributions play an important role in reading fictional 
narratives as well. Moreover, we can say that without these attributions there is 
no understanding, no aesthetic experience, and no emotional effect of fiction. 
From Ingarden’s work, we know that literary texts as schematic formations are 
full of places of indeterminacy, i.e., they are indeterminate in many aspects in 
contrast to real objects (Ingarden 1973). These gaps must be filled in by the reader 
on the basis of their background assumptions. Places of indeterminacy, therefore, 
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are not always irrelevant details. In many cases, authors build consciously or un-
consciously on the aforementioned cognitive mechanisms (or on the culturally 
acquired knowledge) of readers and leave it to them to flesh out the skeletal ob-
jects and events presented by the words of the text.

A good example for this is the heterodiegetic narrator of some fictional narra-
tives. The understanding and the aesthetic-emotional effect of literary narratives 
include the reader’s mental representation of a narrating person with a well-
formed psyche. However, as Katja Mellmann argued, the mental representation 
of the heterodiegetic narrator is mostly not supported by explicit passages in the 
text. They are false attributions of the reader based on some verbal stimuli that 
are able to trigger intentional thinking and empathy as do surrogate stimuli in 
behavioral research and ethology (Attrappe; Mellmann 2006, 2010). These verbal 
stimuli include perceptually salient descriptions, passages that “could be inter-
preted as sense perceptions arising from a spatial location” (Bortolussi and Dixon 
2003: 185), because readers automatically construct the mental representation 
of a perceiver during reading about perceptions. If the perceptual information is 
linked to a deictic phrase, e.g. “it is cold out there,” the reader constructs the 
mental representation of a directly perceiving (pseudo-homodiegetic) narrator 
even though there is only a (heterodiegetic) narrating voice in the narrative text. 
Similar mechanisms are responsible for the mental representation of the figures 
as well. This general effect, namely, the effect of “making psyche” by imagining a 
psychic entity, is called by Katja Mellmann psychopoetic effect (Mellmann 2010: 
427).

In my paper I will concentrate on another aspect of intentional thinking 
during reading narratives, namely, on understanding the whole of the text via 
attributing purposes and plans of the author to it, in other words, inferring the 
author’s intentions. As it is clear from the arguments above, I refer to the concept 
of the intentional fallacy, which was understood by Beardsley and Wimsatt as the 
reader’s motivation to reconstruct the historical author’s intentions, in a modern 
cognitive psychological frame. Providing a wider definition, I interpret the inten-
tional fallacy as a kind of theory of mind (ToM) that is responsible for the creation 
of hypotheses about the author’s mental contents, such as purposes, attitudes, 
plans, etc. This interpretation also includes the mechanism of perspective-taking, 
since the “theory of mind” is a necessary component of perspective-taking, of 
seeing things from the perspective of another subject. Accordingly, I refrain from 
using the concept of perspective in a narratological (Genettian) sense, who de-
fines it as selection or restriction of narrative information (Genette 1983: 74). In 
the context of this essay, perspective means a general relationship between an-
thropomorphized subjects, including characters, narrators, and authors, and 
 elements of the textual world, such as perceiving, feeling, interpreting or evalu-
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ating. Thus, perspective refers not only to a perceptual “point,” from which nar-
ration occurs, but a subjective image or model of world-segments attributed to a 
certain character (or the narrator or the author, as well) of the text (Surkamp 
2000), which determines his intentions fundamentally. Because the reader’s nar-
rative experience is guided by a dynamic perspective-taking process switching 
between several narrative instances, I would like to treat the intentional fallacy in 
context of the broader system of all anthropomorphic instances that are possible 
perspective-owners and also relate it to mindreading processes regarding the 
characters.

3  The author in the reader’s mind

3.1  The metarepresentational structure of fiction in 
evolutionary perspective

In their article about the cognitive structure and the evolutionary origin of 
 metarepresentation, Cosmides and Tooby discuss the cognitive mechanisms of 
reading fictive stories, among others (Cosmides and Tooby 2000). For them, a key 
prerequisite to understand fiction is a cognitive disposition to store acquired in-
formation not as universal and stable truths, i.e., as reality, but as temporally or 
locally contingent facts, which Cosmides and Tooby term the decoupling system. 
This disposition was a pivotal step towards the emergence of human intelligence 
that enabled humans to store information by associating it with a restricted scope 
to prevent the corruption of semantic memory through false inferences. The de-
coupling system is responsible for the separation of acquired information from 
the system of the architecturally true, i.e., scope-free propositions. The use of 
contingent information for the regulation of improvised behavior puts humans at 
great evolutionary advantage, because they were not as constrained to innovate 
only in phylogenetic time (Cosmides and Tooby 2000: 54).1

This basic mechanism of decoupling has many variations, depending on 
which restrictions are necessary to adequately limit the scope of the information. 
In some cases it is necessary to store the information’s source: the information 
must be source-tagged. In other cases, one ought to store the attitude of an agent, 

1 A very illuminating example for these advantages was given by Karl Eibl: a family of ants 
needs 12,000 highly specialized species for inhabiting the whole world. In contrast, Homo 
 sapiens sapiens could do so with only one, owing to our ability to manage conditionally true 
 information (Eibl 2009).
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or to time-tag or place-tag the information. These operations are crucial to save 
the system of architectural truths from the penetration of false information 
 (Cosmides and Tooby 2000).

According to Cosmides and Tooby, this complex system of cognitive algo-
rithms (decoupling and information-tagging) is required for a wide variety of 
 cognitive processes that make up human intelligence, primarily our ToM or mind- 
reading ability, which is essential for human social life, but also for such adapta-
tions as simulations of the physical world, the representation of goals, plans or a 
personal past (episodic memory). The same cognitive algorithms also undergird 
the representation of fiction: while processing the fictive story, information in 
the text is not stored as generally true facts; instead, they are decoupled from se-
mantic memory and are scope-limited. Statements of a fictional narrative are in 
all cases source-tagged, with the restriction that only an agent can be the source 
of a fiction, so the source of the fiction is always the mind of the person who is 
telling (or who was writing) the story. Thus, fiction has a special metarepresenta-
tional structure, because it is never stored without a source-tag: the author, whose 
mind is seen as the source of the fiction, is in the memory of the reader closely 
linked to the text. Readers do not interpret the sentences of the text with reference 
to reality and do not make distinctions between the individual sentences regard-
ing their truth value (judging some sentences as true and others as false). Rather, 
they store the text as a whole linked to the name of the author. Furthermore, the 
reader stores the text with an attitude-tag that “the teller intends that the hearer 
believe that the teller is providing false representations, but that the teller intends 
them to form a coherent narrative” (Cosmides and Tooby 2000: 91).

But what consequences does this general information-storing mechanism 
have for the reading process? What does it mean that the text as a whole is linked 
to the author’s name in the reader’s mind: Is it just the fact that the reader knows 
that each text is somebody’s text (which can be important in special situations 
such as in legal discourse) or can this knowledge of the reader adopt a function in 
literary histories (Foucault 1977)? Or does it have any manifestations in the read-
ing process, any relevant effects for the comprehension of the text? In the follow-
ing, I will formulate some hypotheses about how this sort of tagging shapes our 
reading process when we believe we have a fictional text on our hands.

3.2  Authorial intention and global coherence

The claims of Cosmides and Tooby include an implicit and underemphasized but 
important link, relevant to my argumentation, between two theses: they state that 
the reader always stores the fictional story with a source-tag (the author’s name) 
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and an attitude-tag (that the teller intends to form a coherent narrative). Con-
necting the two means that when you are reading a fictional story, you struggle 
more to track authorial intention and to establish a tighter or more particular co-
herence than when you are reading nonfictional narrative.

This thesis seems to be verified by some recent empirical investigations. 
Gibbs and his group made several experiments that compared the process and 
product of interpretation of metaphors in two different contexts: in one, test sub-
jects were told that the metaphor they were reading was written by a famous poet; 
in the second case, they were told it was generated by a computer (Gibbs et al. 
1991). After carrying out a series of experiments, the group found that subjects 
rated comparisons as being more meaningful when it was presented as a poet’s 
work as opposed to when the metaphors were supposedly written by a computer. 
Readers made stronger efforts to understand the meaning of metaphors even 
though they were anomalous, and produced more inventive interpretations when 
they thought a poet had created them. So Gibbs and his group conclude that 
 “understanding the meanings of metaphors requires some recognition of [the] 
intentions by listeners and readers” because “[s]electing the attributes of the 
 tenor and vehicle terms when finding the grounds of metaphor is constrained by 
and is directing toward the recovery of an authorial intention” (Gibbs et al. 1991: 
15). Accordingly, Gibbs et al. claimed that implied authorial intentions, that is to 
say, the assumption that the text was constructed by an intentional agent, highly 
influence the interpretation of metaphorical statements, therefore they suggest to 
reconsider the role of the author in literary theory as well.

A more specific experiment was conducted by Altmann and his group, who 
investigated the neural mechanisms underlying reading in the fictional and the 
factual mode (Altmann et al. 2012). The participants had to read short stories: 
everyone read exactly the same narratives, only the label prior to each narra-
tive  (real or invented) was randomized across subjects. Functional MRI results 
showed which brain regions are more strongly activated during reading fiction 
when compared to reading factual texts. One of the main conclusions reached 
by Altmann and her group was the confirmation of the thesis developed in evo-
lutionary and cognitive studies about the involvement of the ToM in reading 
 fictional stories that is “concern[ed with] the motives behind an action and there-
by the protagonist’s mind [and with the] monitoring of a protagonist’s behavior 
and decoupling between the protagonist’s mental state and reality” (Altmann 
et al. 2012: 6). They also mention that mPFC, the region more activated in read-
ing  fiction, can have a more general role and be involved in both mentalizing 
and coherence-building during reading. In contrast, reading facts results in “an 
action-based (and pos sibly past-oriented) reconstruction of what happened” and 
leads to shorter reaction times at the behavioral level, in sum, it “relate[s] to the 
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cooperation and alignment of individuals in the real world” (Altmann et al. 
2012: 5, 7).2

Both evolutionary and empirical investigations argue for a strong coherence- 
building mechanism as a distinctive trait of reading fiction. However, establish-
ing coherence is not a defining property of fictional reading, but one of general 
text comprehension, so it must be defined what instances and types of coherence- 
building are special to reading fiction as opposed to the factual mode. Psy-
cholinguistic studies make an important distinction that can help to refine our 
concept of coherence regarding authorial intention. They differentiate between 
two types of coherence-building during the processing of narrative texts: readers 
attempt to construct a representation of meaning that is coherent at both local 
and global levels (Graesser et al. 1994: 371). In their view, local coherence “is 
achieved when conceptual connections relate the content of adjacent text con-
stituents (i.e., a phrase, proposition, or clauses) or short sequences of constitu-
ents” to one another (Graesser et al. 1994: 378). In contrast, establishing global 
coherence means “the organization of local chunks of information into higher 
order chunks. For example, a moral, main point, or theme of a text organizes 
many of the events and episodes in narrative” (Graesser et al. 1994: 378). How-
ever, there is no consensus in psycholinguistic studies whether both inferences 
for establishing local and global coherence are online during narrative text 
 comprehension.3

I believe this question can be answered for literary theory when we link it to 
the distinction between fictional and non-fictional reading. In both fictional and 
non-fictional reading, the reader attempts to construct local coherence, for exam-
ple by making referential and causal inferences for constructing the mental rep-
resentation of setting, actions and events mentioned in the text. But if readers 
assume that the text is a fictional one, i.e., the source of the text is not reality but 
the mind of the author, they automatically switch to the fictional reading mode, 
taking the intentional stance regarding the whole text, which means that their 
reading process is directed toward the recovery of an authorial intention. The 

2 A very similar thesis was formulated in the late 1970s by Bernáth who, instead of differen-
tiating between literary and non-literary texts, differentiated between literary and non-literary 
explanation, i.e., reading. In his model, non-literary reading means that the reader understands 
the propositions of the text with reference to the real world. On the other hand, literary reading 
means that readers interpret the propositions of the text with reference to a possible world, 
which is constructed by the readers themselves based on the coherent propositions of the text. 
According to Bernáth, all texts can be read in both literary and non-literary mode, but the ade-
quate reading method for literary texts is literary reading. Cf. Bernáth (1978).
3 See the debate between McKoon and Ratchliff (1992) and Graesser et al. (1994).
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reader tries to track the author’s mind, i.e., creates theories about their mental 
contents. Thus, they seek to establish global coherence that organizes the bulk of 
the events in narrative. This means that the attempt to establish global coherence 
can be identified as one of the distinctive features of fictional reading.

According to Karl Eibl, there is another reason for this attitude of the reader. 
He argues that the particular relevance of the intentional agent in verbal commu-
nication can be explained by the arbitrariness of the linguistic sign, which causes 
a possible difference between what is said and what is meant (Eibl 1999: 53–54). 
This difference makes the recourse to an originator of the statement essential. 
For him, in literary texts this originator is primarily a coherence-function (and not 
the empirical author). The unity of literary texts is particularly endangered by 
both deficits of correspondence to reality and deficits of logical consistency. How-
ever, these can be compensated by different coherency means, first of all by the 
author-function. Therefore, Eibl argues like me that making assumptions about 
the authorial intentions is not illegitimate but a constituent element of the game 
“literature” and thus of the processing of the literary work, as well (Eibl 1999: 57). 
Analogously, Mellmann argues for a basic interpretive attitude in aesthetic recep-
tion, which she ascribes to our “propensity to take things for signs” (Mellmann 
2013: 74). She argues that “what makes aesthetic illusion special as compared to 
ordinary forms of playfully being ‘illuded’ is the fact that aesthetic stimuli are 
taken as communication, that is, as symbolic messages the meaning of which 
must be interpreted” (Mellmann 2013: 69). For her, this biologically fixed capabil-
ity for the specific (communicative) mode of play together with the faculty of cog-
nitive metarepresentation are the basic biological predispositions responsible for 
the emergence of aesthetic illusion.

A somewhat similar concept was developed in narratology in the 1990s by 
Martinez (1996). He revitalized and modified the concept of motivation developed 
by Clemens Lugowski and the Russian formalists and introduced the distinc-
tion between causal, final, and compositional motivation. He suggests that causal 
and compositional motivations are not merely different motivations but differ-
ent  types of motivation: causal motivation describes the relationship between 
the  events represented in the text on the story level, i.e., a causally motivated 
story is  a series of events that are linked to each other causally. Conversely, 
 compositional motivation is a trait of the discourse and describes how the rep-
resented story is composed by the author. According to Martinez, the composi-
tional motivation makes the story an intended whole and presents the narrated 
world as a creation that is inconceivable without a superior intention (Martinez 
1996: 29).

In the last section of my paper, I give some examples to show which textual 
cues are strong stimuli for attempting recover the author’s intention regarding his 
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text. In narrative texts it can be made through directing the reader’s perspective- 
taking process, and making him take the suggested perspective. Probably the 
strongest such stimulus is a self-reflexive passage in which the narrator com-
ments on his own narrating process or which formulates a kind of a poetic pro-
gram that is to be realized by the novel in question. For example, Robert Musil’s 
novel The Man without Qualities does not allow its readers to be immersed in 
the narrated world at all, they are constantly forced to suspend their narrative 
experience in the represented world, and to follow the narrator’s or protagonist’s 
reflections about the general principles underlying the protagonist’s life and 
(consequently) the narration. Stimuli that particularly cue the readers into attrib-
uting the words to the author include passages in which the setting, namely, the 
time and the place of the narrated situation are not defined, and there is no char-
acter to whom the reader can attribute the narrated words (as several passages in 
the so-called essay-novels). Similarly, the topic of the narration can involve the 
expression of thoughts about abstract contents (which might be only loosely con-
nected to any component of the represented world at first sight) that also suggest 
the reader to take the author’s perspective and recover their intention regarding 
the construction of the text. Another textual cue to take the author’s perspective 
and thus infer their intentions are narrative paradoxes, for example represented 
events, which are not and cannot be linked causally, paradoxical structures of 
time and space, which hinder the reader to take a world-immanent perspective in 
a consistent manner and forces to take the global authorial perspective. But in 
more traditional narratives, which allow readers to take an immanent perspective 
of the narrated world, there are structural cues that direct the reader towards a 
privileged perspective as well. Such cues are positioning (the character appears 
at the very beginning of the text), quantitative privileging (more and longer pas-
sages are narrated from the vantage point of a certain character) or qualitative 
privileging (high degree of reliability and credibility of a certain character), etc. 
(Surkamp 2000). These constructional cues are strong stimuli to take the sug-
gested perspective, which in turn determine the reader’s global view concerning 
the narrative just read.

4 Conclusion
I tried to show in this paper that recovering authorial intentions is not a behavior 
that must be mastered, but a necessary reading mode to understand fictional 
texts and their emotional-aesthetic effects. However, recovering the intentions of 
the author does not mean the reconstruction of the purposes of the historical au-
thor that can and must be identified for the correct interpretation of the text, and 
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therefore functions as a methodological principle. Rather, recovering the autho-
rial intentions means a kind of ToM, when readers make assumptions about 
the  purposes, plans, and attitudes of the author regarding his text, which is a 
natural attitude of the reader toward the fictional text. This attitude is some-
times incorrectly activated, since we know that the story is always mediated by a 
narrator, even in the case of a heterodiegetic narrator, and there are no passages 
in the text, where we have direct access to the author’s voice. Nonetheless, there 
are some textual and structural cues that drive the reader to infer the authorial 
intentions.

I also tried to show that making assumptions about the author’s intentions is 
linked to the driving force to establish coherence. A coherent representation of 
the narrated world or world-segment is achieved if there is a salient character 
(including the narrator) in the text, from whose perspective the events of the story 
are somehow motivated. That is, coherence is understood in relation to perspec-
tive. In the absence of such a text-world-immanent perspective, then, to force a 
coherent meaning, the reader has to take an external perspective. From this exter-
nal perspective, he can establish coherence on another level of the narrative text, 
and that is: the authorial level.
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