thoughtfeel

A practical guide to using the textures of thought to remember more, learn faster,
and think with more ideas at once

A while ago, I was talking with friends when one of them asked me: Is any part of
your thinking non-sensory? And if so, what’s it doing for you when you think
or learn?

This guide teaches a technique I've developed that uses this non-sensory experience
to significantly improve my learning and memory. If you recognize a non-sensory
component in your own thinking, you can try the technique yourself.

My answer to my friend’s question was yes: I knew what that non-sensory component
felt like in my own mind. My friend Ben said he didn’t experience anything like it.

By non-sensory, we meant a thought you experience without seeing a mental picture,
hearing an inner voice, or imagining a sensation such as touch. For me, there was
something left: the thought itself had a recognizable feel. Thinking about a person
felt different from thinking about a number. A possibility felt different from
something that had already happened. I could attend to those differences directly,
even without an image or a sentence in my head. I call that experience thoughtfeel.

I got the insight for how to use thoughtfeel for learning when I asked my friend
Henry how he learned board games. I was interested because Henry could read the
rulebook of a complicated game and come away knowing how to play. Neither I nor
our other friends could do that reliably. I wanted to know what happened in his head
while he read.

Henry told me that he constructed the game in thoughtfeel. As he read, he
represented its pieces, their properties, and the rules governing what they could do
through their thought textures. He could return to that representation and think
through what would happen during play.

I had been attending to how thoughts felt as they occurred to me. Henry was
deliberately using those feelings to keep a game available in his head. His
explanation suggested a way to put thoughtfeel to use: perhaps it could be a medium
I could think in, the way I used my mind’s eye or inner voice.
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I tried representing numbers and words through their feel, together with their
positions in a list. I could recall the entries in order, retrieve a particular position
directly, and answer questions about an entry while retaining where it belonged.
After a similar amount of study, I could recall much more of that information the next
day using thoughtfeel than when I used visual imagery or inner speech to remember
it. I also tried keeping a chess position in thoughtfeel and moving its pieces mentally.
This was much easier for me than trying to maintain a visual image of the board.

Compared with the other memory strategies I've used, including memory palaces,
visual mnemonics, verbal rehearsal, and chunking, I've found the following
improvements with thoughtfeel:

 Better retention for numbers, words, facts, and ideas. I remember more of
what I study, for longer, with a similar amount of effort.

- Improved comprehension of discussions. During meetings, I retain more
points and follow the discussion better than I do with my usual strategies.

« Improved ability to think about more information at once. I can keep more
ideas and details in mind while considering how they affect a problem or decision.

- Improved pattern recognition and analogical reasoning. I find it easier to
notice relevant similarities between ideas, generate analogies, and judge how well
an analogy fits.

+ Improved learning and problem solving. I find it easier to learn board-game
rules and card effects, understand algorithms, and use what I've learned to reason
about strategy or solve a problem.

If thoughtfeel works similarly for you, these are the improvements you could gain
over the cognitive strategies you use now.

This work is still a personal investigation, growing out of everyday use and
conversations with friends. I have done a substantial amount of reading about
related ideas. Although I have found close precedents for attending to felt meaning, I
have not found an account that teaches the same combination of applications I am
developing here.

In this guide, I will explain how thoughtfeel works and show you how to use it: what
to attend to, how to represent an idea in thoughtfeel, and how to use it to remember
complex ideas. By the end, you should know how to use thoughtfeel in your
day-to-day life, whether you are learning new material, following a discussion, or
working through a difficult problem.
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Contents

The main explanation develops the method in order. Afterward, choose whichever
application interests you; the five applications can be read independently.

The main explanation

A sense for thought

What the sense makes available

A working memory for
thoughtfeel

Learning a texture

Weaving a thought

Why the practice becomes useful

Optional applications

Remember a list

Remember a sequence of

numbers

Remember songs and poems

Learn board-game rules

Play mental chess

What you will learn
What to attend to when you attend to thoughtfeel

How thoughts and their components become recognizable
through their feel

How specificity, capacity, and retention affect its usefulness

How to become familiar with the feel of a concept

How to combine familiar textures and refine the
representation

What changes when meanings remain available while you
think

What you can try

Keep words, their positions, and their list identities
together

Represent digit groups and preserve their internal order

Retain a line through its feel and recover its exact wording

Represent the game’s objects and the procedures that
change them

Keep track of pieces and update their positions through
thoughtfeel

A note on the model and further reading follows the applications.
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A sense for thought

When you hear a familiar voice, its sound gives you something to recognize. You may
know who is speaking before you have considered what they are saying. thoughtfeel
gives me a comparable way to recognize what I am thinking about: the thought itself
has a particular feel.

Consider the thought Sam enjoys peanut butter. Bring to mind a person called Sam,
the food, and his enjoyment of it. You might picture him eating, or hear the sentence
internally. You can also attend to what the thought means: Sam is the person
enjoying, and peanut butter is what he enjoys.

For me, that meaning has a recognizable feel. Sam feels like a particular person.
Peanut butter feels like the food I know. His enjoyment has a different character
from either the person or the food, and it relates them in a particular way. Together,
they give the whole thought its feel. I can recognize what I am thinking without
needing to see Sam eating or hear the sentence again.

This is why I describe thoughtfeel as a sense for thought. Differences in what [ am
thinking about are available to me as differences in how those thoughts feel. When I
think of a knight and then a king, I can recognize the difference through thoughtfeel,
even without seeing the pieces.

By “feel,” I mean the thought’s own qualitative character. I do not mean imagining a
physical surface or necessarily experiencing an emotion. A number can feel very
specific without making me happy or sad. I use the word texture for a
distinguishable component of this experience, such as the feel of enjoyment within
the thought about Sam.

Choosing what to attend to

The picture, the inner sentence, and the thoughtfeel of Sam enjoying peanut butter
can accompany one another. They give you different aspects of the thought to attend
to. You might inspect Sam’s imagined face, listen to the words, or attend directly to
the felt meaning of his enjoyment.

For me, moving attention between those aspects makes a considerable difference.
When I concentrate on the picture, I barely register the detail of the thoughtfeel.
When I attend to thoughtfeel, the picture’s appearance recedes, even if I know the
image is still present. The aspect I attend to becomes the one I can inspect and work
with clearly.

As you read the examples here, first bring the intended thought to mind. Then attend
specifically to its felt meaning. If a picture helps you identify what you are thinking
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about, use it for that purpose, then shift your attention to thoughtfeel. You do not
have to erase the picture or silence every accompanying word.

When I later describe returning to a number or a chess piece, this is what I mean. I
know it is that number or that piece because I recognize its feel. In many of these
exercises I am not seeing or hearing anything internally. If an image or phrase does
appear, I still work with the thought by attending to its texture.

What the sense makes available

You can deliberately bring an idea to mind and work with it through its thoughtfeel.
For example, return to Sam enjoys peanut butter. When I do this, I recognize Sam,
peanut butter, and his enjoyment through how they feel. I can then think about his
preference without needing to keep a picture of him eating or a sentence playing in
my head.

That recognizable feel gives me a way to return to the idea after thinking about
something else. I know which person I mean, which food I mean, and how the person
relates to the food. The thought’s meaning is what I am returning to.

Changing a thought while keeping track of what stays the same

Once I have that thought in mind, I can change it. Suppose I imagine Sam enjoys tea
instead. Sam is still the person I am thinking about, and he is still enjoying
something. I have changed what he enjoys. Tea has a different thoughtfeel from
peanut butter, so the whole thought now feels different too.

This is a way of imagining through thoughtfeel. Just as I can deliberately change an
imagined picture, I can deliberately change the meaning I am holding in mind. In this
case, I keep Sam and his enjoyment while substituting tea for peanut butter. I do not
need to watch a picture of one food turning into another.

Now return to Sam enjoys peanut butter and imagine Sam dislikes peanut butter.
This time I have kept the person and the food, but changed how he relates to it.
Dislike feels different from enjoyment. The change is available in thoughtfeel even if
I imagine no facial expression and hear no words.

The point is that the relationship has a felt character, just as the person and the food
do. I can attend to any of these parts and use them when thinking about the
situation.
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A whole thought and its textures

I call the whole felt thought a fabric. Its distinguishable components are textures.
In the fabric of Sam enjoys peanut butter, I can attend to Sam’s identity, to peanut
butter, or to the relationship of enjoyment.

A texture can remain recognizable when it appears in a different fabric. In Sam
enjoys peanut butter and Sam enjoys tea, enjoyment has the same familiar character,
even though the food or drink differs. I can also imagine a different person enjoying
music and recognize that relationship there. Becoming familiar with enjoyment in
one thought gives me a component I can use in another.

The same familiarity helps me recognize an idea when its presentation changes.
Someone could tell me that Sam enjoys peanut butter, or I could read it in a
message. The sound of the explanation and the appearance of the writing differ, but
when I understand the same meaning, I recognize its thoughtfeel. This is the
property I use when looking for patterns and analogies: I attend to what feels
familiar in the meanings, even when the words, pictures, or subject matter differ.

The general ability behind these examples

People, foods, and preferences are examples of thoughts I can have. A plan, a
requirement, or a procedure is also something I can think about, and each has its
own thoughtfeel. My working principle is: if I can think it, it has a thoughtfeel I
can attend to and use.

Since beginning this practice, I have not encountered a kind of thought I could think
about but could not work with in thoughtfeel. I have often struggled to find a useful
way to represent a particular idea. For example, I might understand that Sam enjoys
peanut butter while finding it difficult to deliberately establish that relationship
between them in thoughtfeel. Knowing what I mean and knowing how to express it
clearly in this medium are different skills.

The techniques later in this guide address that difficulty: becoming familiar with a
texture, then using it to represent the thought you intend. But expressing the
thought is only part of what makes the practice useful. To use Sam’s preference
while considering what to offer him, I also need to keep that preference available as I
consider the options. That brings us to thoughtfeel working memory.

A working memory for thoughtfeel

Suppose you are deciding what snack to offer Sam. You want to keep his preference
for peanut butter in mind while considering what you have in the kitchen. You need
to retain one thought while thinking about something else that relates to it.
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I use thoughtfeel working memory to describe the mental workspace where I do
this through felt thoughts. Sam’s preference remains recognizable through its feel
while I consider possible snacks. I can return to it without repeating “Sam enjoys
peanut butter” internally or maintaining a picture of him eating it.

How useful that workspace is depends on three things: how clearly I can distinguish
the thoughts, how much information I can keep available together, and how long it
remains available. I call these specificity, capacity, and retention.

Specificity: how clearly you can tell thoughts apart

The thought Sam enjoys peanut butter tells you his preference. The thought Sam
wants peanut butter right now tells you his current desire. Those are different: he
can enjoy peanut butter generally while wanting something else today.

In thoughtfeel, those meanings can feel distinctly different. I can recognize which
one I am thinking about. If both felt only like a vague positive attitude toward peanut
butter, I would lose a distinction relevant to the decision.

That is what I mean by specificity: how precisely the feel of a thought lets you
recognize its meaning. The same issue arises with remembering words. If I want to
remember cobalt, its feel needs to be distinguishable from obsidian. A general
impression of “some material” would not preserve which word I meant.

This resembles the difference between recalling the particular sound and pitch of a
voice and remembering only the words. Specificity concerns how much detail is
available in the experience, including the distinctions between similar ideas.

In my experience, familiarity improves this: a texture I have attended to carefully and
used several times becomes easier to recognize and work with.

Capacity: how much information you can keep available together

Now suppose you are choosing snacks for several people. Along with Sam’s
preference, you want to remember what each other person likes, which foods you
have, and how much time you have to prepare them. More information needs to
remain available while you make the decision.

Capacity describes how much of that information you can work with together. I
sometimes have a whole situation available in thoughtfeel: its people, their
preferences, and the relevant conditions feel like parts of one thought. When a
situation becomes too much to hold together, I have to move between its parts to
recover how they relate.

Information can also remain available without being my current focus. I might attend
to Sam’s preference while remaining aware of another person’s preference in the
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background. I can then return to the second person easily. That ready access is part
of what makes the workspace useful.

Organization affects how much I can handle. In the snack example, representing
each person together with their preference preserves who likes what. If I kept the
people and preferences as unrelated items, I would also have to recover which
preference belonged to whom.

In my practice, organizing the same facts more usefully can make a problem easier to
think about and let me keep more of it available at once.

Retention: how long the information stays available

Suppose you have brought Sam’s preference to mind, then spend a few minutes
considering the food you have. Retention concerns how well you can return to the
preference afterward. Does it still feel clear, or has it become harder to recover?

For me, thoughts I deliberately retain in thoughtfeel often remain available longer
than when I use visual imagery or inner speech. In a meeting, this means I can retain
more of my earlier points while listening to the discussion. I can return to what I
wanted to say with less effort spent remembering it again.

I have also found better retention over longer delays. After a similar amount of study,
I could recall more numbers and words the next day using thoughtfeel than with my
usual visual and auditory memory strategies. Those improvements are a large part of
why I want to use it for learning.

Returning to an idea during a task and remembering it the next day are different
kinds of persistence; both are useful. For exact information such as a digit sequence,
I compare what I recall with the original to check how much detail I retained.

Developing a useful workspace

These three dimensions describe different aspects of the ability. A thought could feel
very specific when you first bring it to mind, yet be difficult to recover later. Or you
might retain several ideas for a long time while finding it difficult to consider their
relationships together.

I would therefore expect people’s workspaces to differ in more than one way. In my
own practice, I aim for clearer meanings, more information available together, and
better retention than I get with my other strategies.

Becoming familiar with individual textures helped me develop that workspace. The
next section returns to Sam’s enjoyment of peanut butter to explain how I learn to
recognize a texture and make it easier to use.
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Learning a texture

Return to Sam enjoys peanut butter. You may understand the whole thought while
finding it difficult to pick out the feel of enjoyment within it. That becomes a practical
problem when you want to use enjoyment in another thought: you know the
relationship you mean, but you are not yet familiar with the texture you want to use.

To get to know that texture, I compare thoughts that contain the same relationship.
As the surrounding details change, the shared feel becomes easier to recognize. I call
this texture discovery.

Finding a familiar ingredient

Imagine tasting lasagna. You know it contains tomato sauce, but in a bite of the
whole dish, the sauce’s flavor may be difficult to distinguish from the cheese and
pasta. Knowing the ingredient is there is different from recognizing its flavor.

Now compare the lasagna with pizza made using the same sauce. The surrounding
flavors change, but the sauce remains. Moving between the two dishes can help you
pick out its particular taste. Once that flavor becomes familiar, you have a clearer
sense of what to recognize in another dish.

The same approach helps me learn a thought texture. In the thought about Sam,
enjoyment is the ingredient I want to become familiar with. I therefore bring up
other thoughts that include someone enjoying something, and attend to the feel of
that relationship in each.

Directing attention to the shared texture

First, think of a person enjoying a favorite song. Bring the situation to mind, then
attend to the thoughtfeel of that person enjoying the music. A picture of the person
or an imagined sound may help you establish the situation. Once you know what you
mean, direct your attention to the felt meaning of their enjoyment.

Next, think of someone enjoying a warm bath. Again, attend to the thoughtfeel of the
person enjoying the experience. The activity has changed, but the relationship you
are interested in is present in both thoughts.

Move back to the person enjoying the song, then to the person enjoying the bath. In
each thought, keep attending to the texture of enjoyment. I find it helpful to say
aloud, “This person enjoys this,” while focusing on what those words mean in the
example. The words guide my attention toward the relationship I want to recognize.

As I make this comparison, enjoyment becomes easier to distinguish from the
particular person, song, or bath. I begin to know what that relationship “looks like”
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in thoughtfeel: I recognize its felt character when I encounter it. I do not need to
invent a visual symbol for enjoyment or memorize a verbal definition.

Choosing examples that clarify what you mean

Sometimes the first examples share more than the relationship you want. A person
enjoying gentle music and a person enjoying a warm bath might both be relaxed. You
could accidentally become familiar with the texture of relaxation while trying to
identify enjoyment.

A third example can help separate them. Think of someone enjoying an exciting,
competitive game. They are enjoying themselves without necessarily being relaxed.
Attend to enjoyment across the game, song, and bath examples. The change gives
you a way to distinguish enjoying an experience from being calm during it.

The purpose of the comparison is to become familiar with the particular meaning you
need. You can vary the examples until you have a clearer sense of its texture, rather
than forcing the first comparison to work.

You can now return to Sam enjoys peanut butter and notice whether the enjoyment
within that thought feels more familiar. Once you know what enjoyment feels like,
you can also use it with someone new. In the next section, we will take that step:
using the relationship you have explored to form a new thought.

Weaving a thought

You have been getting to know enjoyment through familiar examples. Now let’s use
that texture to form a new thought: a dog enjoys peanut butter. You will bring a dog
to mind, bring peanut butter to mind, and use the enjoyment texture to establish the
relationship between them.

I call this process weaving: combining thought textures to form the particular
thought you want. The relationship you learned from people enjoying music or a bath
can now express a dog’s enjoyment of food.

Giving the relationship its participants

First, think of a dog. It can be a dog you know or one you invent. Attend to its
thoughtfeel. For me, the dog has a recognizable feel: I know it is a dog, even without
seeing a mental picture or hearing the word “dog.”

Next, bring peanut butter to mind and attend to its feel, while keeping the dog
available. Having the dog and the food in mind leaves their relationship open. The
dog could enjoy peanut butter, dislike it, or have never tasted it. We are going to give
this dog the preference we chose for the exercise: it enjoys peanut butter.
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Recall the person enjoying a song, and attend to the texture of enjoyment you
explored earlier. Within that relationship, there is the one who enjoys and the thing
being enjoyed. The dog will take the first role; peanut butter will take the second.

For me, a familiar relationship feels like a small chassis that can hold two things and
define how they relate. I am not picturing a chassis. I can feel the distinction
between the one enjoying and the thing they enjoy. Those roles remain familiar when
I replace the person and the song with the dog and the food.

To do this, say aloud, “This dog enjoys peanut butter.” As you say it, take your
thoughtfeel of the dog and “put” it in the role of the one enjoying. Take your
thoughtfeel of peanut butter and put it in the role of what is enjoyed. I find talking
aloud very helpful: the words guide what I am trying to express in thoughtfeel.
Without them, I often find it much harder to give a thought the relationship I intend.

Now attend to the dog again. Does its enjoyment of peanut butter feel like part of the
dog you are imagining? At the start, you brought a dog to mind. You have now
worked on giving it a particular preference. The change to look for is that the
preference itself is recognizable in thoughtfeel. Making a picture of the dog sharper,
or hearing the sentence more clearly in your inner voice, would be a different
change.

This can be tricky. When I was first figuring out how to combine textures, I tried
several things in my head before the operation became familiar. If the dog and
peanut butter feel clear but enjoyment remains vague, spend more time getting to
know enjoyment in the song and bath examples. Then try again with the dog as the
one enjoying and peanut butter as what it enjoys.

Keeping the pieces you have learned

The enjoyment texture you used with the dog is now available for other thoughts. You
can use it with another animal, a person, a different food, or an activity. Each time
you discover another texture and learn to use it, you gain another component you
can weave with. Over time, you develop a repertoire: a collection of familiar textures
you can combine in new ways.

Think of that growing repertoire as a collection of Lego pieces and ways to connect
them. The dog and peanut butter are like pieces you can work with. You can give a
piece a property, such as making the dog small. You can add another piece, such as
Sam, and connect them by making Sam the dog’s owner. Each addition lets you
express more about the situation you are imagining.

Sometimes you want to form a thought but have not yet learned a texture it needs.
This is like wanting to build a Lego set and finding that you are missing a piece.
Texture discovery gives you a way to get that piece. If ownership feels unfamiliar, for
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example, think of someone owning a bicycle and someone owning a house. Attend to
the shared feel of ownership until you recognize what that relationship feels like,
then use it with Sam and the dog.

As your repertoire grows, fewer thoughts require that extra work. When I learned
the game Mancala, I needed to represent a hand holding stones. I already knew the
feel of containment from thinking about a tank holding water. The hand and stones
could take the places of the tank and water in a relationship I knew how to use. I was
learning new rules with the help of a familiar texture.

Checking what you have made

Once you have woven a thought, you can try using it and check whether it behaves as
you intend. You can understand how something works and still make a mistake when
representing it in thoughtfeel.

I noticed this when learning to move chess pieces in my head. I started with a knight
on one square and an empty square it could move to. The result I wanted was simple:
the knight would be on the second square, and the first square would be empty.

When I tried the move in thoughtfeel, the knight arrived on the second square, but
the first square did not become empty. I had to make that change separately. My
mental operation included the arrival and left out the departure.

I already knew that a chess move does not copy the piece. That ordinary
understanding gave me a way to check the operation I had constructed. There were
two things to compare: what I knew a move should do, and what happened when I
performed my thoughtfeel version of it. Their disagreement showed me which part
needed work.

To revise the move, I needed a familiar operation that included both leaving and
arriving. A person changing seats was one example. Cutting and pasting a file
between folders was another. In each case, the same thing changes places: it arrives
at the destination and is no longer at the starting place. Attending to the shared
thoughtfeel across those examples helped me get to know relocation as a whole
operation.

I could then use that operation with the knight. The knight took the role of the thing
being moved. Its original square was the starting place, and the empty square was
the destination. Saying aloud, “The same knight leaves this square and arrives on
that square,” helped me express both changes in thoughtfeel. After trying the move, I
checked whether the first square had become empty as part of it. Eventually, moving
the knight felt like one operation with both consequences.

thoughtfeel | Reader’s guide 12



You can use the same approach with whatever you are learning. Try using the
thought you have woven, and compare what it does with what you understand should
happen. A rule might be missing a condition, or a relationship might belong to the
wrong person. Once you notice the mismatch, you can focus on that particular part
and revise it. If you are unsure what should happen, return to the rulebook,
explanation, or worked example you are learning from.

Why the practice becomes useful

For me, using thoughtfeel has three main benefits: I can work with more information
at once, recognize familiar patterns in new material, and reuse familiar textures
when learning new ideas.

Keeping more available while thinking

On the whole, the ideas I work with in thoughtfeel remain available much longer than
when I use my usual visual or verbal strategies.

In a meeting, for example, I might want to retain a proposal, the reason someone
suggested it, and an objection another person raised. Each of those thoughts has its
own feel, and I can represent how they relate. While considering the objection, I can
still return to the proposal and its purpose. Compared with my other strategies, I
retain more of the discussion and find it easier to consider those points together.

Recognizing what you have learned elsewhere

In the enjoyment exercise, you found the same relationship in music, a bath, and
food. For me, the enjoyment has the same feel across those examples. Who is
enjoying, and what they enjoy, can change while the relationship remains
recognizable.

The same principle applies to a larger pattern, such as relocation. A person changing
seats, a file being cut and pasted, and a knight moving between squares all have a
thing that moves, a starting place, and a destination. That whole pattern has the
same thoughtfeel whether I am thinking about a person, a file, or a chess piece. In
each example, the objects have their own feel, while the arrangement of
relationships feels the same.

This matters because the same pattern can be difficult to recognize in other sensory
modalities. Two diagrams may look very different while showing the same
relationships. Two spoken explanations may describe those relationships with very
different vocabulary and sentence structure. In thoughtfeel, when I represent a
particular pattern, it has the same feel regardless of how it was pictured or
described. I can recognize the pattern I already know within the new example.
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Having more familiar textures to work with

Once I have learned to recognize a texture, I can use it in a new thought without
going through the discovery process again. Enjoyment can be ready to use with a
new person or activity. Containment can be ready when I encounter a hand holding
stones. The more textures I know, the more often I can start weaving with familiar
components.

Here is a useful analogy for how a repertoire develops. As a chef gets to know more
flavors, they have more familiar ingredients to combine in a dish. My repertoire of
thought textures develops in the same way. In my experience, after I explore a
texture, it often stays familiar for a long time. I can recognize it faster and use it
more easily the next time I need it.

Why I often prefer it to a visual mnemonic

A visual mnemonic gives me an image that can remind me of an idea. The image
serves as a clue: to recover the idea, I need to remember what I meant that image to
stand for.

For example, let’s say I wanted to remember three goals for myself: to spend more
time learning, to be more social, and to create meaningful products. To remember
those three goals, I imagined two light bulbs holding hands with an Amazon package
between them. The bulbs stood for learning, the hand-holding for being social, and
the package for making products.

When I attended to the thoughtfeel of that image, I did not get my intended meaning.
The light bulbs felt like living agents, and I was thinking about them in the third
person. Their social interaction felt like it was between specific people who were not
me. The Amazon package felt like an abstract good, such as a resource in a game.
Those were quite different thoughts from me learning, me being social, and me
creating something meaningful.

At the time I created this visual mnemonic, I remembered the intended mapping, so I
could use the picture to recover my three goals. But the picture gave me reminders
of those goals. I still had to recover what I had intended each reminder to mean.

In thoughtfeel, I could represent each intention directly. Learning felt like me
choosing to develop my understanding. Being social felt like me spending time with
other people, with the hopeful quality that goal had for me. Creating products felt
like me working toward making something I could share. When I returned to those
thoughts, I recognized the particular goals I wanted to think about. Their meaning
was already there to work with.
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A later experience showed me what happens when I remember a mnemonic image
but lose its intended meaning. I made an image of four farmers gathered around a
table, with smoke rising above them, to represent a complicated idea. Even when I
first made it, the image’s thoughtfeel did not express that idea clearly. I nevertheless
knew what I had intended the farmers, table, and smoke to mean.

Several hours later, I could still recall the scene, but I could no longer recover the
idea I had assigned to it. Attending to the image gave me the thoughtfeel of specific
farmers meeting at a gathering and paying attention to some object. The idea I had
wanted those farmers to stand for was missing. What had faded was the connection
between the picture and what I had wanted it to represent.

That experience helped explain why a memorable image was not always enough for
me. I could retain the image while losing access to the information it was supposed
to preserve. Representing the intended thought directly in thoughtfeel has worked
better for me. When I return to an idea in thoughtfeel, the entire idea is immediately
available to me, without needing to reconstruct what a symbol means.

The following sections show how I use this approach for particular tasks:
remembering a list, remembering numbers, remembering songs and poems, learning
board-game rules, and playing mental chess. Choose whichever interests you. Each
section explains how I organize that information in thoughtfeel and gives you a way
to try it yourself.

thoughtfeel | Reader’s guide 15



Remember a list

When I remember a list in thoughtfeel, I retain each word’s meaning together with
its position. I can then ask for the fourth entry, or bring an entry to mind and know
where it belongs. If I am remembering several lists, I also retain which list each entry
belongs to.

Here is a short list to practice with. We will call this particular collection the Cobalt
list:

Position Word

1 Cobalt

2 Periscope
3 Bramble
4 Lantern

5 Tundra

Giving each word a position

Begin by thinking about cobalt. Attend to what cobalt feels like as an idea. You might
associate it with a metal or a shade of blue; use the meaning you know. For me,
recognizing cobalt through thoughtfeel does not require seeing the written word,
picturing a blue object, or hearing its name.

Now you need to represent cobalt as first. If the feel of first in a sequence is
unfamiliar, think of the first person in a queue and the first song on an album. In
each example, attend to the thoughtfeel of being first. Get to know that position
through its feel, then use cobalt as the entry that occupies it.

Say aloud, “Cobalt is the first entry in the Cobalt list.” As you say cobalt, attend to its
meaning; as you say first, give cobalt that place in the sequence. Talking aloud helps
me direct what I am doing in thoughtfeel. The result I am aiming for is to return to
cobalt and have its position come to mind with it.

Continue with the remaining entries, giving each one its position. Periscope is
second, Bramble third, Lantern fourth, and Tundra fifth. The position changes, but
you are using the same kind of relationship each time: a particular entry occupies a
particular place in an ordered collection.
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Keeping track of which list it belongs to

The name Cobalt list identifies the collection we are working with. I also need each
entry to feel like it belongs to that particular collection. I found that this membership
did not reliably become part of an entry just because I was thinking about the list
when I created it.

If membership is unfamiliar in thoughtfeel, compare a player belonging to a team
with a song belonging to an album. Focus on the shared feel of belonging to a
particular group. You are getting to know a relationship with a member and a group
it belongs to.

Now bring the Cobalt list to mind as one particular collection. Attend to Lantern and
say, “This Lantern entry belongs to the Cobalt list.” Put Lantern in the member’s role
and the Cobalt list in the group’s role. Do this for every entry, including cobalt itself.

These relationships let me distinguish separate occurrences of the same word. If
another list also contains Lantern, I can retain one Lantern entry as fourth in the
Cobalt list and the other as belonging to that other list, in its own position.

After working through the entries, look away from the table. Ask for the fourth entry.
Then try a question about meaning: which entry refers to something used for light,
and what is its position? You can also recall the words in reverse order. Check what
you recover against the table.

For me, an answer can arrive with all three parts together: Lantern, fourth, Cobalt
list. I am not seeing a numbered list or hearing its words recited. I recognize the
entry, its position, and its membership through their feel. That is what makes the
information useful beyond reciting the words in order.

Back to contents

Remember a sequence of numbers

To remember a long sequence of digits, I divide it into groups. Each group has a
particular thoughtfeel, and I retain where that group belongs in the sequence. Within
each group, I can still attend to the individual digits and their positions.

For practice, use this sixteen-digit sequence, divided into four groups of four:

6602 /4400 /0047 /7318

thoughtfeel | Reader’s guide 17



Keeping the digits distinct within a group

Start with 6602. For me, six thousand six hundred and two has a specific feel as a
whole number. I can also attend to its parts: six thousands, six hundreds, zero tens,
and two ones. The first six and the second six feel different because each occupies a
different place. Zero feels specifically like zero tens.

Bring 6602 to mind and attend to its thoughtfeel. Then attend to each digit in its
place. Say aloud, “Six thousands, six hundreds, zero tens, two ones,” using the words
to guide your attention. Keep those places together as the four parts of this group.
For me, the whole number remains recognizable while I attend to a particular part. I
do not need to see written digits or hear the number being repeated internally.

The group 0047 needs one further detail: its length is four digits. As a quantity, 0047
is simply forty-seven. If you remember only that quantity, the leading zeros may
disappear. Represent the group as four places, with zero thousands, zero hundreds,
four tens, and seven ones.

Giving each group its place in the sequence

You now have two kinds of position to retain. A digit has a place within its group,
such as the tens place in 6602. The whole group has a place within the sequence:
6602 is the first group.

The relationship we need for 6602 is first in a sequence. If that relationship is
unfamiliar in thoughtfeel, compare the first song on an album with the first person in
a queue. Attend to the shared thoughtfeel of being first. Then say, “6602 is the first
group in this sequence,” using the whole number group as what occupies that
position.

Continue with 4400 as the second group, 0047 as the third, and 7318 as the fourth. If
you are remembering more than one sequence, also give each group membership in
its particular sequence. Attend to the whole sequence as one collection and to each
number group as belonging to it. This lets you distinguish a group that appears in
more than one sequence.

Now look away and recover the sixteen digits. You can also ask for a group directly,
then attend to a place within it: what is the tens digit of the third group? Check both
the group order and the digits against the source, including the leading zeros.

Four-digit groups worked better for me than three-digit groups: I had fewer groups
to retain, and each number still felt specific. Choose a group size that lets you
recognize each group and recover every digit in order.

Back to contents
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Remember songs and poems

I use thoughtfeel to remember the wording of song lyrics and poems. As I read a line,
I attend to what the whole line feels like in thoughtfeel. I retain that feel as one item
I can return to. The line’s feel is specific enough for me to recover its exact words.

Here is a Jon Bellion lyric I worked with:
Bring me down to Brooklyn if I lose my life.

As I read it, “bring me down” has a particular thoughtfeel. “To Brooklyn” adds a
specific destination: I can recognize Brooklyn through its feel. “If I lose my life” also
feels like something particular, including the condition it places on the request.
Together, those parts form the thoughtfeel of the whole line: one fabric whose
components I can attend to.

The specificity of that fabric is what lets me recover the wording. Replacing “bring”
with “carry” makes the line feel distinctly different to me. So does replacing
“Brooklyn” with “the Bronx.” When I return to the original line’s thoughtfeel, I can
recognize which wording belongs to it.

In this process, I am attending to the felt character of the line. I do not need to see
the words on an imagined page or hear a recording of the singer in my head. A
picture or sound may accompany the thought, but my attention is on the thoughtfeel
that the words produce.

Trying it with a line you want to remember

Choose one line from a song or poem and read it. As you read, attend to what each
phrase feels like and how the phrases combine into the whole line. If reading aloud
helps you direct your attention, use your voice to guide that process. Keep your
attention on the felt meaning of what you are saying.

Now look away from the text and return to the line’s thoughtfeel. Attend to the
beginning of the line, recover its words, and continue through the remaining
phrases. For me, I can attend to the parts within the whole fabric and recover the
wording from them.

Check the words you recalled against the source. If you recover the general idea but
a particular word is unclear, return to that phrase. Compare the original wording
with the wording that came to mind, attending to how each version feels. Then read
the original line again and retain its specific feel as a whole.
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Continue with the remaining lines. To keep their order, you can give each line a
position in the song or poem, just as you would give a word a position in a list. Say,
for example, “This is the second line,” while attending to the whole line’s thoughtfeel
and its place in the sequence. Each line can remain one recognizable item while its
words remain available within it.

Back to contents

Learn board-game rules

When I learn a board game, I want to remember which actions are available, when a
rule applies, and what changes when I carry out an action. In thoughtfeel, I can
represent the game’s pieces together with those conditions and actions. Returning to
a rule can then bring its meaning to mind in a form I can use during play.

Here is a made-up rule to show how I approach that work:

At the end of your turn, if you have no cards in your hand, draw two cards
from the deck.

Here, your hand means the collection of cards you are holding. To represent the rule,
we need to express three things in thoughtfeel: when to check the hand, what to
check for, and what to do if that condition is met.

Representing the condition and the action

Begin with the hand as a collection that can contain cards. The condition we will
check is whether that collection is empty. If emptiness is unfamiliar in thoughtfeel,
think of an empty cup, an empty seat, and an empty parking space. Attend to the
shared texture of emptiness until you recognize what the absence of the contents or
occupant feels like.

Now put that texture on your thoughtfeel of the hand. Say, “There are no cards in
this hand,” while attending to the hand and its emptiness. You are representing the
state the rule asks you to check for.

Next, bring drawing two cards to mind as an action. Two cards leave the deck and
join your hand. Attend to what that change feels like, including the quantity of two.
This gives you the action that the rule calls for when the hand is empty at the end of
the turn.
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Connecting the check to the action

Knowing what emptiness feels like and knowing what drawing feels like leaves one
relationship to express: if the hand is empty, draw. We also need the check to happen
at the end of the turn.

To get to know this arrangement, imagine two everyday routines. Before leaving
home, you check whether it is raining; if it is, you take an umbrella. Before a car
journey, you check whether fuel is low; if it is, you fill the tank.

In each example, attend to the thoughtfeel of the procedure. There is a particular
time to check something, a condition you check for, and an action you take if the

condition is met. Focus on how those parts relate, until you recognize the shared

arrangement through its feel.

Now use the game rule’s parts in those roles. The end of the turn is when the check
happens. Having no cards is the condition. Drawing two cards is the action that
follows if the condition is met. Say the complete rule aloud, directing your attention
to each part as you say it and to how it connects with the next.

Try using the rule in three situations:

Situation What this rule does

Your turn ends and your hand is You draw two cards

empty

Your turn ends and you have one You draw no cards under this rule

card

Your hand is empty but your turn The rule has not called for the check yet

has not ended

These situations help you check whether your thoughtfeel version preserves the
rule’s timing and condition. If it tells you to draw as soon as the hand becomes
empty, for example, the end-of-turn requirement needs work. Return to that part of
the procedure and make the end of the turn the event that calls for the check.

Remembering what happens in a phase

A game may collect several instructions into a named phase. During play, the phase’s
name needs to bring back what you are supposed to do.

I encountered this while learning Moon Colony Bloodbath, with phases such as farm,
mine, and build. At first, I represented each phase as an object. I could recognize
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farm, but the way I held it in thoughtfeel did not help me carry out its instructions. I
knew the rules; I needed a better way to represent their behavior.

To represent a phase as something I could run, I brought a familiar computer
program to mind. I knew what the program would do when I ran it, and that behavior
was part of how it felt. I did not have to see a program window or hear its
instructions internally.

I then represented farm as a program too, with the farm phase’s instructions as the
actions it performed. Bringing farm to mind now gave me a procedure I knew how to
carry out. The phase had both a recognizable identity and behavior.

To try this with a phase you are learning, begin with the actions specified in its rules.
Say, “When this phase begins, first I do this, then I do this,” naming the actual
actions. Attend to the thoughtfeel of carrying out each action and to the order in
which they happen. Then bring the whole procedure to mind under the phase’s
name. Check that returning to the name brings back what the phase does.

You can weave while reading a rulebook, or read a passage first and represent what
you understood afterward. When a relationship is unfamiliar in thoughtfeel, use
texture discovery to get to know it, then return to the rule and put its participants
into that relationship. Check uncertain details against the rulebook. Familiar
textures make this easier over time: containment, emptiness, sequence, and
conditional actions become components you already know how to use.

Back to contents

Play mental chess

When I keep a chess position in thoughtfeel, I recognize the pieces and their
locations through their feel. I can think about a move and update where the pieces
are without maintaining a visual picture of the board. For me, this is much easier
than playing through visual imagery alone.

To practice, use a board with only a white knight on B1. We will move it to C3.
Keeping track of this one move lets us work through how to represent a piece, its
location, and the changes a move makes.

Getting to know the two squares

View the board from White’s side. Count columns from the left edge and rows from
the bottom edge, starting at one. B1 is in the second column and the first row. C3 is
in the third column and the third row.
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For me, B1 has the feel of being at the bottom, in the way a cup resting on the floor
feels like it is at the bottom. Its horizontal position also feels specific: second from
the left. C3 feels like third from the left and third from the bottom.

The horizontal and vertical directions feel like two separate things. Together, they
give me the position of a particular square. I can attend to either direction within
that position, just as I can attend to the tens or ones within a number.

The numbers involved have precise feels too. A distance of one feels like the age
difference between a six-year-old and a seven-year-old. Distances of two and three
each feel specific in the same way. I recognize a square’s position through those
relationships without needing to see the square on an internal grid.

Bring B1 to mind, then C3, attending to where each square is through thoughtfeel.
An image may accompany the thought. Direct your attention to the felt position: how
far along each direction the square is, and how those two positions belong together.

Putting the knight on B1

Think of a knight, then a king. Attend to how differently the two pieces feel in
thoughtfeel. Return to the knight. For me, that recognizable feel is how I know which
piece I am thinking about.

To place the knight on B1, you need the relationship of occupies. Think of a car
occupying a parking space and a person occupying a seat. Focus on the texture of
the relationship between each occupant and its place until you have a sense of what
occupies feels like.

Now “put” the knight and B1 into that relationship. The knight takes the occupant’s
role, and B1 takes the place’s role. Say aloud, “The knight occupies B1,” using the
words to guide what you are expressing in thoughtfeel. For me, this feels like using a
little chassis with two places: one for the occupant and one for the occupied space. I
do not see a chassis; I recognize the two roles and their relationship through their
feel.

C3 needs the property of emptiness. Think of an empty cup, an empty seat, and an
empty parking space. Attend to the shared thoughtfeel of emptiness. Then take your
thoughtfeel of C3 as a chess square and put that texture on it: “C3 has no piece on
it.”

You now have a piece on a particular square and an empty destination. Those are the
parts we need for the move.

thoughtfeel | Reader’s guide 23



Considering a move and making it

A knight moves two squares horizontally and one vertically, or two vertically and one
horizontally. From B1, one column to the right and two rows up reaches C3.

First consider moving the knight there. You can think about the knight being on C3 if
you make the move, while retaining the knight is currently on B1. These thoughts
refer to different states of the board: one is a possibility, and the other is the position
you are keeping track of. For me, the difference between possible and current is
itself recognizable in thoughtfeel.

Now choose to make the move in your mental game. Update the position you are
keeping: the knight occupies C3, and B1 is empty. You are retaining C3 as the
knight’s current location.

When I first tried this, arrival and departure did not happen together in my
representation. The knight arrived at its destination, but I had to make its starting
square empty separately. To make both changes part of one operation, I used texture
discovery.

Think of a person changing seats and a file being cut and pasted between folders. In
each example, attend to the thoughtfeel of the whole relocation: the same thing
leaves one place and occupies another. Once that operation feels familiar, use the
knight as the thing being moved, B1 as its starting place, and C3 as its destination.

Restore the starting position: the knight occupies B1, and C3 is empty. Then try the
move again, saying, “The same knight leaves B1 and occupies C3.” Attend to
departure and arrival as parts of the same change. Check whether B1 becomes
empty as part of moving the knight. If it does not, return to the seat and file
examples and focus on how leaving the starting place belongs to the relocation.

When I return to the knight after making a move, I know it is the knight because it
feels like the knight. Its current location comes with it. I can attend to that
relationship without replaying an internal animation of the move.

As you expand to a full game, retain the other pieces and their locations, whose turn
it is, and the rules that determine which moves are legal. Use the chess rules you
already know to check the operations you weave. For example, a knight capturing an
enemy pawn must remove that pawn, while moving the knight onto one of your own
pieces is disallowed. Each rule becomes part of what your mental move does, or a
condition that determines whether you can make it.

Back to contents
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A note on the model and further reading

The account in this guide comes from learning to use thoughtfeel in my own life and
discussing it with people who describe similar experiences. I call it a sense because
thoughts have a recognizable feel I can attend to. I describe a working memory
because I can keep information available in that form and work with it. How this
experience relates to the brain’s memory systems remains an open question.

There is existing work on developing ideas through felt meaning. Eugene Gendlin’s
Thinking at the Edge, for example, works with a felt sense, examples, and language.

Readers interested in that connection can explore his account alongside this one. My
emphasis here has been on getting to know reusable textures and combining them to

retain and think with particular information.

You can begin using the method with one rule you are learning, one point you want
to retain during a conversation, or one short list. Start with what you mean, then

attend to how that meaning feels. If a relationship is difficult to express, find familiar

examples and get to know its texture before returning to your thought. As you
become familiar with more textures, you have more of the components ready when
you next need them.
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