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	Everybody seems to agree that the principal defining attribute of consciousness is awareness.  To be aware is to be sensible, awake to that is happening, and knowing that something is happening and knowing what that something is.  In Buddhist practice, it is often said that when you are aware that you are aware, then you are fully aware.  No problem here I think.  The intensity of ones awareness is immediately and easily ascertained, and we can all pretty much agree on what awareness means.  We are experiencing something and we know what that something is.
	The other principal defining characteristic agreed upon by most authorities on the study of consciousness is quite another matter.  What should be just as straightforward has become muddled and terribly esoteric in the literature.  I am referring here to the attribute of intentionality (see e.g., Searle 1983).  The intentionality of consciousness is the quality that consciousness is of something.  Acts of consciousness are said to intend their objects.  The on-going, moment-by-moment stream of consciousness is at every moment organized around some focal object, be that object a thing, event, feeling, emotion, sensation, percept, thought, body process, movement, what have you. The term derives etymologically from the Latin verb intentio, meaning to aim or stretch toward something.  Be careful!  There is another English word, “intensionality” with an “s” rather than a “t”, which is very close in meaning etymologically speaking, but which philosophically has an entirely different meaning having to do with force of meaning or connotation.  Don’t get the two words confused.  Let’s track some of the connotations of intention from the OED:
The action of straining or directing the mind or attention to something; mental application or effort; attention, intent observation or regard; endeavour; the action or faculty of understanding; way of understanding (something); the notion one has of anything; the way something is to be understood; meaning, significance, import; the action of intending or purposing; ultimate purpose; the aim of an action; that for which anything is intended; and in logical terms, the direction or application of the mind to an object; a conception formed by directing the mind to some object.
	Historically, then, the word “intention” has carried the sense of the mind being focused and directed in a knowing way toward some object.  This force of purposeful organization of the mind about an object is immediately ascertainable to reflection and is a cogent fact of mental life.  So far, so good.  If we remain at the level of direct experience, we can pretty much come to a consensus that our consciousness is essentially intentional.  
	Let’s make sure of that however.  Try this little experiment.  Become aware of the process of reading this page.  Stop for a moment and focus on one of the letters in one of the words on this line.  Study it intensely for a moment.  Now, without taking your eyes away from that letter, shift your attention (notice the similarity between in-tention and at-tention!) to the sensation of your bum in the chair.  (Yes, I know you have to read on in this paragraph to find out what to do next.)  Focus your mind on that sensation and track the edges and the different qualities of the field of the pressure you feel.  Notice how the strength of your attention to the letter on the page drops away.  Now again, without shifting your eyes from the letter on the page, turn your attention to the sounds around you.  Pick out one sound that is particularly loud and focus on that sound and its rhythmic qualities relative to other sounds.  Again, notice that the attention to the sensation of your bum in the chair has dropped away.  Enough of this.  You get the point.
	The claim -- a quite controversial claim in some quarters -- is that there exists no moment of consciousness that is not intentional.  Every moment of consciousness is organized with some focal object “in mind.”  There are lengthy arguments about whether there exist such things as objectless states of consciousness, but these arguments usually pivot around what one means by “object.”  Now obviously I don’t mean to restrict the concept here to just things.  Buddhist psychology makes a distinction between form (rupa) and formless (arupa) states of consciousness.  All that means is that the awareness shifts from focusing upon forms to focusing upon non-forms like bounded and unbounded space, nothingness, energies of various sorts, etc.  Consciousness is still organized around the formless object, if you will.
	What has muddled the concept of intentionality so much is that it got into the hands of philosophers -- and by philosophers I mean the kind of intellectuals whose idea of contemplation is to sit in their study pondering the “qualia” making up their perception of  “tree-ness” of the maple tree they see out the window.  Poor phenomenology is the bane of the philosophy of mind.  Then along came cognitive science, and this just made things worse.  Cognitive scientists have a hard time understanding that other cultures exist, that the mind is not just a wet computer, and that there are ways of knowing that do not include language.  They manage to tie themselves up into semantic knots so tight that they lose track of the simple, cogent fact of the intentionality of their own stream of consciousness.  But if we just ignore this kind of academic philosophizing and computer lab silliness, and read the really proficient phenomenologists, we can deepen our understanding of the concept, and thus the functioning of our own mind.  
	And as an immediate bonus, we can better grasp why it is so easy for people to miss seeing “this” when they are straining so hard to see “that.”  For part of the intentional property of consciousness is exclusion.  If you do the kind of exercise we just went through in a very serious way, it does not take long to realize that much of what is happening around you is excluded from consciousness in the interest of this kind of spotlight, intentional function of the mind.
INTENTIONALITY AND PHENOMENOLOGY
	Although the recognition of intentionality (under various terms) dates back to Aristotle in the Western tradition (see Sorabji 1991), the study of intentionality has been fundamental to modern phenomenology since the writings of Franz Brentano (see his Psychology From an Empirical Standpoint, 1995, originally published in 1874).  Brentano took the very radical point of view that intentionality was entirely a property of mind.  Intentionality was not just another word for the relationship between my mind as subject and the object “out there” in the real world.  Both the subject and object are constructed by the mind, and the organization of the act of being conscious of the object is the organization of awareness focused upon the internally generated object.  And this is just the difference between our experience of reality and reality itself -- mind is intentional and reality is not.  Mind organizes its factors to bring the object into center stage -- into the full spotlight of awareness -- while reality is everywhere all the time and has no such focus.  Intentionality has the qualities we express by adverbs, like “Bob Jahn sees probabilistically,” or “Dick Blasband sees orgone-ishly.”  It is thus a fundamental property of the organization of consciousness.  In other words, intentionality concerns epistemology rather than ontology.
	The funny thing, though, is that Brentano never used the term “intentionality” (Simons 1995:xix).  What he tried to express was the insights of some Arabic philosophers he had read who spoke of ma’na, or ma’qul, terms whose meaning concerned drawing or stretching a bow and letting fly at the object of awareness.  So Brentano used the phrase “intentional in-existence” to mean the same thing, thus ignoring the connotation of purposefulness or conscious intent to do something that is also associated with the word intentionality.  He also wished to imply by the curious term “inexistence” that whether the object actually exists “out there” or not is beside the point.   Whether the object is seen, dreamed or hallucinated, it is still an object before the mind and is the focus of an intentional act.  
	Here is an example of how Brentano used the phrase:
	Every mental phenomenon is characterized by what the Scholastics of the Middle Ages called the intentional (or mental) in-existence of an object, and what we might call, though not wholly unambiguously, reference to a content, direction toward an object (which is not to be understood here as meaning a thing), or immanent objectivity.  Every mental phenomenon includes something as object within itself, although they do not all do so in the same way.  In presentation something is presented, in judgement something is affirmed or denied, in love loved, in hate hated, in desire desired and so on.  
	This intentional in-existence is characteristic exclusively of mental phenomena.  No physical phenomenon exhibits anything like it.  We can, therefore, define mental phenomena by saying that they are those phenomena which contain an object intentionally within themselves.
							Brentano 1995 [1874]: 88-89
	It helps to understand where Brentano was coming from here.  He was addressing a long tradition of thought that was trying to de-materialize the objects of perception.  Aristotle thought that the things we see are physically reproduced in the fluids of our eyes.  A silly notion, but then there was all that roast lamb and wine he had to consume living in Ancient Greece and that maybe dulled his wits.  Anyhow, it took a long time for people to realize that the objects of consciousness were more like information than physical things.  And that led to all sorts of squabbles having to do with the relationship between the object in the mind and the object “out there.”  I will spare you that because it is beside the point.
	The greatest phenomenologist was, of course, Edmund Husserl, who was a student for two years under Brentano in Vienna (1884-1886; see Mohanty 1995).  In his mature writings, he accepted the epistemological account of intentionality, while at the same time retaining a refreshing, commonsense (little-r) realist philosophy.  He also added a remarkably deep, meditative insight (his term for meditation was the method of epoche) into our understanding of intentionality as a property of any act of consciousness, whether or not the object “out there” exists (as most of us want to claim) or does not exist (as in the case of a dreamed or hallucinated object, however vivid the object may be before the mind).  
	It was Husserl who taught us that the object of consciousness may be merely signitive, as when it is a word or symbol referring to some real object, or may be fulfilling as when we actually perceive the real object.  Signitive objects are “empty” in a sense, and become fulfilled only in perception.  My mind may be thoroughly engaged in thinking about, imagining, or yearning for an ice cream cone that I do not actually have (a relatively empty signitive intentional act), or it may be focused upon that actual act of eating that ice cream cone (a relatively pregnant and fulfilling intentional act).  Of course a signitive intentional act may lead to fulfillment through a series of conscious acts.  But there are also signitive objects like the concept of the round-circle and the idea of the unicorn for which there exists no fulfilling object in perception.  In other words, there may be intentional objects without those objects being real.
INTENTIONALITY AND THE BRAIN
	I have gone into these various issues in order to give you a flavor for the kinds of issues phenomenologists and philosophers of mind address regarding intentionality, and to underscore the importance of the notion of intentionality in comprehending both the experience of consciousness and the scientific exploration of the structure of consciousness.  The concept has certainly been central to my group’s study of consciousness (see our Brain, Symbol and Experience, 1990).  As always, our analysis of intentionality is grounded equally in phenomenology (what mature contemplatives can tell us about intentionality) and the neurosciences (what neuroscientists tell us about the structures mediating intentionality).  
	Speaking neurophysiologically, intentionality means that the neural networks that mediate our conscious acts tend to entrain themselves to a neural network mediating the perception of the object.  This pattern of entrainment is, for that moment of consciousness, the crossroads of cognitive, affective, metabolic and motor operations for the organism (Neisser 1976:20, Biederman 1987).  	In our own biogenetic structural theory, we hypothesize that intentionality is mediated by a polar entrainment of structures in the prefrontal cortex and the sensory cortex of the human brain.  This interaction, and thus intentionality, is both neurognostic and ubiquitous to human consciousness, regardless of cultural background (Laughlin, McManus and d'Aquili 1990:105).  Subsidiary structures entrained as a consequence of the dialogue between prefrontal and sensory cortical processes may be located over a wide expanse of cortical, subcortical and endocrine tissues.
	Experience is produced by this intentional dialogue, and consists of the construction of a meaningful, phenomenal world by the sensorium.  By experience I mean "that which arises before the subject" in consciousness (after Dilthey 1976) -- again, an intentional view of consciousness. This includes perception, thought, imagination, intuition, affect, somesthesis and sensation.  A point to emphasize is that both the sensory and the cognitive-intentional aspects of experience are active (never static!) products of neurological functioning, and are exquisitely ordered in the service of abstract pattern recognition in experience (Gibson 1969).  It is always well to remember in this regard that the natural motivation of the human brain is toward an "effort after meaning," rather than an "effort after truth."  The brain at every moment of consciousness imposes an order upon the experience it produces.  Part of that order is an interpretation of the relations among objects and events -- the essence of meaning.  And this entire process of organizing objects and cognitive-affective relations about the objects is one of intention -- the factors of consciousness coming together and, as it were, “aimed at” the object.
Dots and Epochs
	Biogenetic structural theory states that the sensorium is a field of neural activity that arises and dissolves in temporally sequential epochs and that is coordinated with cognitive processes that associate meaning and form in a unitary frame.  The sensorial field is experienced as phenomenal reality, but is actually made up of billions of dots or particles -- the fundamental unit of perception in all senses.  Most folks do not apprehend, much less adumbrate the fact of dots.  But mature contemplatives can and often do come to experience their world of perception as a flickering field of dots.  Let me give you an example from the writings of a Tibetan yogi about the secret oral teachings of Tibetan Buddhism with respect to perception.  Because everything the yogi says pertains to phenomenologically accessible knowledge about intentionality, he is worth quoting at length:  Compliments of my friend, fellow diver and Buddhist scholar and contemplative, Paul Curtis.
	The tangible world is movement, say the Masters, not a collection of moving objects, but movement itself. There are no objects in movements, it is the movement which constitutes the objects which appear to us: they are nothing but movement.  This movement is a continued and infinitely rapid succession of flashes of energy (in Tibetan tsal or shoug). All objects perceptible to our senses, all phenomena of whatever kind and whatever aspect they may assume, are constituted by a rapid succession of instantaneous events. ...These "somethings" arising instantaneously and in series, these rapid flashes of energy are sufficiently like one another during the series to remain imperceptible to us, then suddenly occurs, in this series of moments, a different moment which catches our attention and makes us think that a new object has appeared. ...When you look at an object, what happens?  A contact of the organ or sight with an exterior object. This contact lasts only for a flash. When you think that you are looking for a long time, what in fact happens is a series of repeated contacts, each one of which lasts only for an instant, and of which none is identical with the previous one.  Why not identical?  For several reasons, of which the principal one which includes all the others, is that ‑- as has already been explained ‑- nothing that exists is motionless, and that phenomena, whatever they may be, consist in a succession of changes following each other with a speed which is far beyond our faculties of perception and understanding.
	Well then, the material organ called the eye which consists of an aggregate of a large number of cells is not motionless. The cells which compose it are in perpetual movement; they are sensitive, and in any case, serving to express the idea of infinitely small particles which constitute the body. They translate the Sanskrit words anou and paramanou.  The expression "cell" is mine. A Tibetan would say doul ten (rdul phren) or doul ta (tdul phra), two terms corresponding also to molecule and atom, and also figuratively, to a grain of dust, and, individually, to numerous influences brought to bear on them by agents exterior to them and undergo numerous changes depending on the nature of their own evolution. The eye, at the moment of the second contact, is not identical with the eye which underwent the first contact, and it continues to change during the repeated contacts.  In fact, what these contacts have brought to us when we believed we "looked at length" is a series of images. The rapidity of the contacts caused us to see them as a single image.
	In the same way, the object at which we were looking is itself not a homogeneous and motionless block. It is a "universe" formed by a large number of particles in movement. What has been said above of the cells which form the eye applies equally to those which constitute the object at which we have been looking. In their incessant dance they also undergo changes due to their own evolution and changes caused by exterior agents.  Again, they move away from or near to each other, forming different arrangements, ...different patterns. It follows that the object envisaged changes, in reality, from one moment to another.
	Although the majority of men are misled by the illusion which hides from them the forces at work both in the organ and in the object with which it is in contact, it does not follow that all men share the same error to the same degree.  "Transcendent insight", Lhag thong, may come into play here. We can easily admit that our senses are very unreliable guides because they are not sufficiently acute; we may even admit that they are wholly unsuited to allow us to perceive the ultimate basis of phenomena, but it is also reasonable to believe that our senses are susceptible to education and that their acuity can be increased. To what degree can this be done ?  It is impossible to foresee it, but it is reasonable to suppose that we have by no means reached the limit of perception of which our physical and mental faculties are capable.
	 What has been said about the sense of sight and its object, naturally applies as well to other senses: the ear, a little universe in motion like the eye, and to its object, sound; to odors and to the nose; to taste and to the tongue ; to the sensations felt by the contact of our skin with a foreign body. In every case it is a question of the meeting of two aggregates in motion, and also, in every case, it is a matter of a sensation followed by an interpretation which brings it into the realm of consciousness while distorting it.
							David-Neel and Yongden 1967  
	Keep in mind that what Lama Yongden is describing is how the world of experience appears to a mature contemplative who has studied his or her own consciousness for years.  Sensory perception as a series of “flashes of energy” and the apperception of objects as consisting of particles is how the yogi comes to directly apprehend the world of experience.  The entire world of experience is arising and passing away within the “fathom high” body of the conscious being.  Buddhist teachers never address the question of what reality is like “out there,” as it were apart from consciousness -- this is one of the classic ten questions the Buddha would not discuss.   The world of experience is a world of dots and epochs.  And a world that is intentionally organized.  The form of the object is integrated with knowledge mediated by association tissues with such rapidity that the arising of the form and the recognition of the form are very nearly simultaneous.  I say “very nearly” advisedly, because a mature contemplative can so slow down his or her mental processes that the infinitesimal time lag between the arising of a sensory form or pattern and the recognition of that form or pattern is detectible.  In Buddhist psychology this is called “forming” and “naming.”  


	This is why it makes sense to me to schematize the intentional process as a kind of “two hands clapping” model, as in Figure 1:
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	Figure 1.  Cognition and the sensorial field of dots rise to meet each other 
	to constitute each and every moment of consciousness.





	Each moment or epoch of consciousness is constituted within the intentionality structured by prefrontal cortical and sensorial cortical polarity.  The “now moment” (Husserl’s 1964 term) of consciousness is the nearly simultaneous union of patterns of sensorial dots and intuitive associations organized about those sensorial patterns.  This mingling of form and intuitive knowledge is so rapid and automatic that we are ordinarily unaware of the process as each epoch of consciousness passes away and the new epoch arises.  The flickering of consciousness occurs rapidly and is experienced by the non-contemplative as a steady stream of experience replete with things, movements, changes and relations.  And this is of course the adaptive significance of the intentionality of consciousness -- precisely the capacity to constitute a world of experience that represents in some adaptively significant way the actual world in which the organism is embedded.  Just as in the case of an old fashioned movie marquee with its thousands of light bulbs, it is the information that sweeps across the field of bulbs, not the bulbs themselves that we are conditioned both biologically and culturally to attend.
CONCLUSION
	I think I will leave it at that.  But I will be expanding this into a paper, and any feedback you can give me with respect to extending it or making it clearer will be most helpful.  Thanks.
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