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Embodied  Intentionality 
 

Milton Corrêa, M.Sc., Ph.D. and Esther Frankel, M.A. 
 

Abstract 
Intentionality is a property of any living system. The individual intentionality is the result of different levels of intentionality from  cells to 

the organism as a whole. In this article the authors show  how the body, motor fields and  individual intentionality are nested in a field of 
intentionality. 
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 One remarkable principle that leads us to an understanding of what the mind really is, is the concept of 
intentionality which has been reinserted into the western world since the XIX century, by the philosopher Brentano 
(Caston, 2001), in Vienna. Its roots were already to be found in Aristotle when he claimed that it is through intention 
or the process of thinking that the soul appears to originate movement in animals (Aristotle, 1978). 
 The etymology of the word “intentionality” comes from the Latin word “intendere,” that consists of the prefix 
“in”, plus “tendere” – or “tensum” – which means “to narrow” or “to be next to”. The concept of intention, although 
different, is directly related to intentionality, and in its etymological roots means “to stay next or toward something”. 
Intentionality is a useful structure, which helps us to give meaning to the reality that surround us – and through this 
process the dichotomy between subject and object is partially overcome. 
 One of the properties of a system with intentionality (aboutness) is to be able to refer to objects or situations 
in the world – whether real or not (Searle, 1997). Thus, for instance, when one says that an object points to another 
object, this is a property of the mind’s intentionality, because, in the world, no object points to another. According to 
Brentano, the property of pointing to something in the world can be considered the basis of consciousness. It is the 
act of intentionality that feeds consciousness with meaningful content. In Rollo May's words (May 1969), Brentano 
was Freud’s  and Husserl’s teacher, so we can easily find traces of intentionality in Freud’s work: “intentionality is 
built into the warp and woof of Freud’s approach to free association, dreams, and fantasies. The reason Freud 
does not mention the concept explicitly may be the same reason it has been left out of other aspects of our 
academic and scientific psychology. Freud wanted to establish a natural-science form of psychology for his 
psychoanalysis and, explicit intentionality – the missing link between the mind and body – makes such a task 
infinitely more difficult, if not impossible”. Husserl, considered the founder of modern phenomenology, has 
recognised the link between “intention” and “meaning”, which links meaning, action and movement to something: 
“meaning is an intention of the mind”, in Husserl’s words (May 1969). 
 The basis upon which the most recent theories of Discourse and Dialogue were built, was launched by 
Austin (Austin 1962) and improved by Searle (Searle, 1969) and Grice (Grice, 1957). They claimed that the 
statements uttered in dialogue are actions that they called “speech acts”, and the comprehension of speech is 
decoded in an intentional network, which brings the understanding of what the speaker wants to say. For instance, 
when one person says to another: “You’re stepping on my foot”, usually, the answer would not be “Yes”, and then 
no action, but, “Sorry”, followed by the immediate action of removing the foot – unless the real intention is to step on 
the other person's foot. The act of lifting an arm may be, on one hand, an act of communication (such as a goodbye 
gesture); or, on the other hand, calling for a cab. 
 Intentionality is what gives us sense and structures our relationships with the outside world: what we mean 
to ourselves, what we are and how we are. The mental states such as belief, desire, intention, expectation, value, 
hope, trust, fear, shame, guilt etc. are components of an intentional network through which one system means and 
interacts with the world. Many  emotions, which occur in people’s interactions with the world, are correlated and 
dependent on intentionality in these interactions. 
 Any living system – from a cell to a human being – has intentionality. According to Maturana and Varella 
(Maturana, 1980), what characterises a living system is a property they call “autopoiesis”, which can be understood 
as the capacity of a system to permanently produce by itself the elements necessary to reproduce itself, while at 
the same time, working as a unit in time and space. There is a strong correlation between autopoiesis, cognition 
and intentionality. 
 A living system is composed of individuals and several inter-related subsystems, which fit inside one 
another. The same happens with human societies and ecological systems. What keeps these individuals organised 
in a society is the collective or joint intentionality, which includes a network of joint intentional elements (Tuomela, 
1995) such as joint beliefs, joint desires, joint intentions and joint expectations, as well as trust and cooperation. 
The role of joint intention is already widely acknowledged, and studied in the functioning of group work (Corrêa, 
2004).  
 Another question is  how intentionality is grounded in the physical body and what is its physiological basis. 
The answer to this question would be a contribution to a neurophysiological understanding of behaviour, and is a 
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strong research field and debate in psychology, psychosomatics and, in particular, in Biosynthesis – as shown by 
David Boadella (Boadella, 1992, Boadella, 1993). 
 An individual’s intentionality is the result of different levels of intentionalities, from his cells to his organism 
as a whole. 
 Intentionality is information: it informs the world within the system, while the system will inform the world 
through its actions. 
 Both the quantity and quality of the energy levels of the movement, as well as its shape, reflect the 
intentionality, which have created it. Using the same logic, a body posture reflects the intentionality of the person 
who generates it. For instance, in a hypotonic person, energy tends to migrate towards his/her head in order to 
protect himself/herself against emotional contact with a mother who, in spite of being physically present, was at an 
intentionality level, diffuse and ambivalent. 
 In Ira Black's (Black 1994) words “the quality of aboutness or intentionality may well be approachable in 
terms of neuronal manipulation of transmitter symbols as molecular symbols combinatorial processing, and 
electromechanical coding neural system”. Intentionality is inserted in neuronal structures of the brain and emerges 
as a result of their interaction. In this process, even the smallest unit, the molecular symbol, receives, converts, 
encodes, stores and transmits information. The molecular symbols carry their own meanings according to the 
specific neuronal system in which the molecules are produced. The same molecular symbol for instance can have 
different meanings in the sensory, somatic motor or autonomic systems. Thus, the molecular symbolic system and 
behaviour are inseparable; the cognitive function is inseparable from the nervous system in which it is inserted. 
 Scientific research in psychobiology shows that the shifting of the brain between different modes of 
processing information is an important component in the generation of motivational states and expectations 
(Schore, 1994, Rilling, 2002), it is shown that cooperation is associated with consistent activation in brain areas 
that have been linked with reward processing in the cortex. In other terms, intentionality is a function of the 
organisation of brain structures and neuronal processing patterns. 
 Our mental states are physiologically processed in specific neuronal systems, in which communicative 
molecules are produced. These molecules have a semantic and a symbolic function representing an external and 
internal reality. The environment stimulus regulates the molecular state and function. Molecular semantics cannot 
be separated from the neuronal and nervous system context. 
 In the human body, millions of cells interact with each other in a communicating network, where molecules 
transmit information – these are called messenger molecules. Thinking is not only the result of neuronal activity in 
the brain, but also the work of every cell of our body. The body thinks; and thought is the result of complex 
interactions at various levels of the body’s intentionality. 
 The brain is well integrated with the body at the molecular level (Pert, 1997). The term “mobile brain” 
describes the psychosomatic network through which intelligent information flows from one system to another. Each 
one of the systems of the network – the neural, hormonal, gastrointestinal and imunologic – is ready to 
communicate with the others via neuropeptids and receptors. At each second, a massive exchange of information 
takes place in the body. If we could imagine a specific tone vibrating for each one of these messenger systems, we 
would call that resultant body melody, emotions. Neuropeptids and receptors, the emotional biochemists, are 
messenger molecules that carry information and link the main body systems in a whole is called the body-mind. 
Emotion can be seen as cellular signals that are involved with the process of translating information to physical 
reality, transforming mind into matter. 
 We can conceive the mind as a permanent flow of information between cells, organs and body systems. The 
mind itself has a non-physical component, the flow of information.  It also has a physical component, the brain and 
the body. Thus, the mind is something that permanently keeps the whole networking and functioning, behind our 
consciousness, linking and co-ordinating the systems, its organs and cells in an intelligent orchestra that plays the 
symphony of life. We are referring to a psychosomatic network of information formed by molecules, cells and 
organs, somehow, linked to our psyche and which, in its turn, is composed of the mind, emotion, and soul. 
 The quality of intentionality emerges from the interactions at the different levels in the components of this 
network. 
 Nowadays, many robot projects and artificial intelligent systems demand an architecture based on 
attributions of intentionality to those systems (Corrêa, 2004, Dennet, 1987). Research with these systems shows at 
least attributions of mental states, such as belief, desire, and intention are very important to organize dialogues. 
Intentionality defined according to formal logic is precisely imprinted in the chips of computers and robots. Also, 
non-mental things, according to Dretske (Dretske, 1988) can show intentionality. According to him, a device that 
carries information does exhibit some degree of intentionality. In Corrêa & Gomes (Corrêa, 2004) it is shown that  
the intentional system can be applied also to classic physics. 
  Research with artificial systems are  very   important  because  their formal models contribute  to a  precise 
understanding of intentionality. 
 The aim of this article is not to present definitions of intentional elements in formal logic (Corrêa, 2004). The 
following definitions (presented below) come from philosophy, communications theory as well as systems theory, 
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according to its common use in psychology. Some of the intentional elements more in use and better defined in 
scientific literature are: beliefs, desires, intentions, and expectations. 
 Beliefs as well as knowledge – are inner images of the world, the world’s introjections and patterns of self-
images, memories of sensations and emotions and one’s own history. The main difference between beliefs and 
knowledge lies in the degree of certainty. Beliefs are attributed to subjectivity and uncertainty, while knowledge is 
attributed to objectivity and certainty. 
 Two other mental states that can be easily confused are intention and desire. For instance, an ordinary 
person could have the desire (but not the intention) to go to the moon. On the other hand, the astronaut Neil 
Armstrong certainly had both the desire and intention to do so, since he achieved this aim. 
 The main difference between these two mental states is that intention demands; a belief that the goal is truly 
possible to achieve; the proper knowledge of how it is going to be achieved; and a commitment  to achieving this 
goal (Bratman, 1999). Other components of intentions are: degree of importance; urgency and persistence 
(Corrêa, 2004). 
 Desire is a field of possibilities for action and achievement. Desire itself does not require commitment, belief 
or knowledge, but is a source of motivation and impulse for the production of  intention. 
 In Frankel and Corrêa (Frankel, 1999) we have shown how to understand the characterological tendencies 
of a client in psychotherapy by building a context that includes his mental states, such as intention, desire, beliefs, 
expectations, his own history, his body and how his body functions. Those mental states can be extended by 
including guilt, shame, fear etc. This is “characterological intentionality”. In the same article we also define 
“essential intentionality” as being the formative process towards one’s connection to one's own body, one's 
qualities, relationships and one's trust in the meaning of life. Essential intentionality underlies the autopoietic 
process: self-regulation and creativity. 
 One of  the foundations of biosynthesis is the concept of motor fields (Boadella, 2000), which are motor 
patterns of movement intentionality and communicative expressions through speech acts. These fields are our 
primal alphabet that we learn since uterine life, during the birth experience, during the first stages in our post-natal 
life such as crawling and standing and during all later skills. Eight of them are paired into four sets of two. The ninth 
motor field is unpaired. They are flexion-extension; traction-opposition; rotation-canalisation; activation –absorption; 
and pulsation. These are our original “motor-affect schemes” (Boadella, 2000). Movements and body postures are 
manifestations of the motor fields nested in the different levels of the field of intentionality (Figure 1).  

 
 
 
Figure 1. Body and motor fields nested in the field 

of intentionality 
 

 According to Boadella, character types can be 
understood in terms of fixation in one or more polar 
tendencies of the motor fields (Boadella, 2000). One of the 
ways to help the client get rid of his character and his 
neurotic behaviour is to reintroduce the client to all the 
possibilities of his motor fields, bringing back to 
consciousness, unconscious essential intentionality 
(Frankel, 2000). The solution is hidden where the problem 
was. 
 
Clinical examples 
 
John 
 
 John is a successful businessman. He has been the chief provider to his family since childhood, overcoming 
difficult financial problems and threats of bankruptcy. He could never fail and became a workaholic. His belief is 
that he must take care of everything and everybody and never need anything for himself. His greatest shame is “to 
need” and he does not accept gifts from anyone: he must be the one to give. He came for therapy because of his 
explosive and tense behaviour plus the problem of alcoholism, which was getting worse. He could not sleep and 
his relationship with his much-loved wife was suffering because of his explosions of rage and impulsiveness.  
 His body is compressed, dense, strong and his neck is small and very hard. This body shape and behaviour 
reflect his characterological intentionality. When he was a child, John was active, happy and naughty. He liked to 
tame horses. Because of these qualities, he became his father's favourite. His father was a very responsible and 
hard-working man, who through much hard work had built up a good position in life. When John was 14, his father 
became ill and remained bed-ridden until his death. From that moment on, John assumed his father’s role, taking 
care of the whole family. When John was 19, his father asked him if he could save his elder brother's business 
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from bankruptcy. This pattern reoccurred several times in John’s life. In other words, we can observe emotional 
abuse in John’s life. The quality of his embodiment, his characterological tendencies, his dense, compressed, 
hyperactive body armour hides within it this man’s tendencies: the colour of the wounds of a boy who loves horses, 
a symbol of freedom; his “essential intentionality” lurks behind his character. 
 In terms of motor fields John demonstrated the polarities of activation, canalisation and opposition in dealing 
with life. Behind these we also found the intentionality of absorption, rotation and traction in his images, memories 
and feelings about his childhood.  
 After a few psychotherapy sessions, when John was able to lie down and relax in the absorption field, he 
expressed his desire to be in a bar, wearing shorts, with no shirt, just like an ordinary guy, drinking bear and 
laughing at his friends' jokes, with nothing to do or to fear, free as a rolling stone. At other moments, he has 
expressed his desire to get rid of a part of his business in order to live a simpler and less busy life. In another 
session, when John received support for his back from his therapist, he could subtly express through his body his 
desire to fly and be free, moving his arms just like a bird spreading its wings. His body, while he flew, seemed 
slender and light. The flow of those intentionalities was releasing him from the abuses he had suffered as a child, 
due to the early necessity to assume his father’s role. 
 
 
Tereza 
 
 Tereza is a tall, strong, affirmative woman who usually reacts to things with a suspicious and aggressive 
attitude. Her childhood was stolen from her by an abusive family, an absent mother, an alcoholic father, and a 
stepfather who continually molested her with obscene remarks and sexual gestures. The girl, in order to defend 
herself, has developed a strong and aggressive body, a mistrust of groups of people, losing contact with her 
vulnerability and deeper needs, using mainly the motor fields of extension, opposition and activation. One of her 
complaints is a strange sensation of unreality, which stops her from feeling professionally fulfilled. Her belief is that 
she must be strong and aggressive in order to defend her mother from an aggressive, violent and alcoholic father 
and that she can never be vulnerable or dependent.  
 The stronger someone’s beliefs are, the harder and more painful the task will be to change them. If those 
beliefs support a “characterological intention”, this will be more firmly established in the individual’s behaviour. One 
of the ways to dilute this intention is to undermine these beliefs, offering the client other beliefs that can substitute 
for them, or even weaken the same beliefs by presenting evidence that can overturn them. Another possibility is to 
weaken the desire that supports the intention in a similar way, or to give support to other intentions, which can be 
used against the characterological intention, such as an emerging essential intentionality.  
 An example of this happened in one therapy session with Teresa, where the therapist was totally present, 
next to her, not invading her space but observing, listening, maintaining contact, slowly approaching her. Through 
a strategy of “exchanging roles”, the therapist asked her how she took care of her five year old daughter. The 
therapist carefully listened to the quality of the maternal care and holding she was offering her daughter, and then 
invited the client to take the place of her own daughter, while she (the therapist) would be the mother. Gradually, 
Tereza began to believe that she could trust and receive support from other people and, like a child, had a subtle 
desire to lay her head on the therapist's lap. Tereza’s expression changed completely: a softer expression, more 
trusting, with desires and expectations about her life (motor fields of flexion, traction and absorption). 
 With the help of the respectful, tender and caring presence of her therapist, Tereza, in a short while, was 
able to return to her own home-body, rescuing herself from the kidnapped and dissociated part of herself which 
belonged to the wounded, abandoned and frightened child who had suffered a lot from the relationship she had 
with her mother. She could rid herself of that part, which had made her, for a long time, feel a stranger amongst her 
own family, denying her loved ones, with a deep feeling of sadness which had brought the sensation of unreality.  
She had used that to help her survive, but which was now complicating her adult life as a woman and a 
professional person.  
 Every intention is an attention, and attention is related to, ‘I can’. We are unable to give attention to 
something until we are able to experience an 'I can' with regard to it. 
 Now Tereza can. Tereza needed a lot of psychotherapy before she could remember important facts of her 
childhood and surrender to her essential intentionality allowing herself to be vulnerable, dependent and needy. 
What happened is a change in her relation to her world as a consequence of greater trust in the therapist and a 
reduction of neurotic anxiety.  
 Her embodied intentionality has changed. She is ready to take new body and behaviour positions in her life. 
She now realises that she can trust and has received the validation of her feelings. In her own words, beforehand 
she had to use a sickle to open dark places and now she sees herself flowing down a path lit by faces that bless 
her. This surrender of her character was conscious. Undoing the rigidity of her spine, Tereza could contact her 
childhood depression and there receive the support she always needed. She could do this bodily. She feels herself 
real, validated in her profession, believing in her work. 
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 In these two clinical cases not only the individual intentionalities were present but also the joint intentionality 
of the therapist and the client which in essence is the thing which permits the therapeutic process to evolve. 

 
 
Couples 
 
 It is very common to receive couples who have no doubt about the love they feel for each other, and, even 
though they do not wish to separate, they are not able to establish a harmonious love life, with both of them on the 
verge of an individual collapse and separation.  They live in a tragedy from which they are not able to escape, in a 
growing process of mutual destruction. The essential joint intentionality is blocked by both the individual and joint 
characterological intentionalities which dominate the couples´ relationship. An effective way to heal the couple is to 
re-establish the joint commitment to the couples´ intentionality: their common values, the feelings that brought 
them together, what they have built together, the love they feel for their children, and, in particular, to re-establish – 
or even teach them – essential communication through which they can communicate their feelings and emotions.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
 When working with intentionality, one is working with the body acting simultaneously in all the network of 
interactions: organic, muscular, neuronal and molecular. In helping the patient to change a belief, for instance, we 
may be interacting with a possible intention supported by this belief, and, consequently, also interacting in the 
physiological system which supports this network of intentionality. In our view the function of psychotherapy is to 
invite the client towards an encounter with a deeper, wider, organic dimension of his embodied intentionality.  
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