Autistic Patterns of Thoughts and Emotions
Written by: Judy Endow (www.judyendow.com)
I use the movement of things outside of me for purposes of thinking and of processing feelings. Recently, autistic
friends have let me know that most people in the world do not do this and that it is a rather common autistic
experience. I have no idea how common so would very much appreciate autistic weigh in here.
Thinking
My thoughts are all in colors and pictures. Usually there are sounds attached, but not always. To think I need a
way for the colors and pictures to move. When my sensory system is calm and integrated the thoughts sometimes
move on their own accord. When my thoughts are not moving or moving too slowly I simply borrow from the
archives. This means that my words come from something previously thought about and stored. I just pull from
the archives and run the script. Sometimes I wonder if this is simply a form of echolalia.
When I am a little bit disregulated I am able to pull from the archives and run the scripts, speaking aloud their
words, pretty fluidly. I doubt most people realize the thoughts are not original, but instead historical. As I become
more disregulated I have higher probability of pulling something from the archives that isn’t a particularly good
match for the current conversation. I also have an increasingly narrow swatch of the archives available to see and
pull from. The best match from the limited swatch is at best not relevant and at worst downright offensive to
those around me. It is one reason why I work hard at staying regulated – I want the lowest probability of
unintentionally offending friends and coworkers in my day-to-day life.
Emotions
My emotions are also in colors and pictures, sometimes with sound and always with a high degree of movement.
The more intense the emotion the more patterned the movement of colors and pictures become. Emotions that
arise from interactions with others can get really big really fast. The colors and movement pattern of the emotions
are infused with snapshots of the current situation. As the pattern of color movement happens, portions of the
snapshot are stretched and highlighted. When the emotions are positive the stretching and highlighting of the
snapshots are generally either amusing or very beautiful. When the emotions are negative it makes the snapshots
look similar to horror movie scenes with grotesque exaggerations.
The visual emotion scenario my brain creates runs in a predictable sequence over and over, each time through
with an increasingly vividness. Thus, a good and positive sequence can become quite nice and very relaxing and
generate soft feelings towards others that are in the pictures, while a difficult or negative sequence becomes
more and more horrifying as the loop recycles over and over. This is how I experience emotions.
The Patterns of Thoughts and Emotions
Besides my thoughts and emotions being comprised of colors and pictures and their sounds and movements
they also occur in the context of unlimited patterns and combinations of patterns. I do not have control of the
patterns any more than I have control of the colors, pictures, sounds or movement. Or perhaps it would be more
accurate to say I am unaware of any control. I am always hopeful that one day I will be able to exert control over

some of this internal thinking and feeling process as I imagine that would make for an easier time interfacing with
people around me.
The patterns are important, because whether in thought or in emotion, that is where I can impact a change. When
I have a friend who will listen to my thoughts or is willing to hear the same patterned emotional story, after several
times through I can latch onto something – usually a snippet of color or movement that comes with their words
– that becomes helpful in breaking up the pattern and heading towards a new or different pattern. Practically
this means I am able to shift an emotion or incorporate new words or ideas into my thinking.
Most of my friends are not able to hang in there beyond the second or third pattern repeat. If it is a thought pattern
I am attempting to repeat they stop me and tell me I have already told them my views. Sometimes I am perceived
as stubborn and controlling because I am saying the same thing over without incorporating their ideas. This
makes them feel like I am talking at them rather than with them about the topic at hand. As soon as I recognize
this I stop, but typically the damage has already been done in terms of how people view me.
When I am in the midst of an emotion pattern I repeat the visual loop I am seeing over and over. My friends report
they feel they are not helpful as I am just repeating myself and not taking their words into consideration. They
tell me they feel they are wasting their time because I am not listening. Typically, they walk away in frustration.
The Resolution of Difficult Though and Emotion Patterns
Most friends are not able to be helpful to me in interrupting my negative thought or emotion patterns only
because they do not see that sticking with me while I replay the pattern might be helpful. Most friends seem to
need to be able to make a positive impact the first time through. Really good friends allow a second or third
round of my repeating pattern, but then do not see any benefit in continuing on in a cycle they seem unable to
be helpful in altering.
Because people are generally not very helpful to me in changing the patterns of negative thoughts or emotions I
have other ways that are helpful. All of the helpful things for me involve some sort of movement outside of me
that has either nature sound or no sound attached to it. When I put myself in these contexts I allow the thought
or emotion pattern to run repeatedly until some element of movement outside that pattern presents itself in a
way that my neurology can latch onto. Once this happens, the thought or emotion pattern can start to change.
Sometimes this can happen in a few hours, but most of the time it takes several days. It is hard work. There are a
few thought and emotion patterns that I have been trying to interrupt and change for years.
If I do not have lots of energy I find it helpful to be outdoors. Sometimes going for a walk, other times just sitting
outdoors in solitude watching the patterns of nature is helpful. Eventually, something in nature’s pattern will
hook into the thought or emotion pattern and effect a positive change.
If I have more energy I can read a book or engage in creating a work of art. This allows for the same result of
something in the pattern of the reading or the act of creating to hook into the thought or emotion pattern to
effect a positive change.
The interesting thing about this is that generally I become cognitively aware before my thought or emotion
pattern changes. For example, if I misunderstood something with a friend that produced a negative emotion

pattern and then discuss it with my friend, I will cognitively understand my friend’s perspective before I am able
to interrupt the emotion pattern.
Practically, this means that even though I understand my friend’s words and the words do inform me that the
pattern I have running is now faulty, my neurology will continue to repeat the pattern and to be experiencing the
negative upsetting emotions until some movement pattern outside me can interrupt and change that internal
pattern. My friends sometimes interpret this as me not being able to take their perspective. I know it looks like I
am stubbornly hanging onto my false take on the situation even though my friend has told me their take on it. It
is exasperating to them. It is to me, too.
Even though I understand their words and their perspective the pattern of thought or emotion is still running. It
is more dominant and powerful than I care for it to be and I am not able to will it away. Believe me, I’ve tried!
Instead I need to work with it by finding some other movement to hook into that will serve to interrupt and change
the pattern to match my newer cognitive understanding.
Here is a poem frm my childhood that illustrates using a movement pattern in nature to be able to think about
my thoughts from the day. When the pattern of nature’s movement was over, so was my ability to continue
thinking. At the time I wrote this poem I did not have the words to explain it further than the words of the poem.
Today I have this blog. That is progress – slow – almost 50 years in the making, but progress in understanding my
own autistic neurology! (Note: I no longer see myself as an alien on this planet, but did back then.)
– Autistically Thriving: Reading Comprehension, Conversational Engagement, and Living a Self-Determined
Life Based on Autistic Neurology, pgs. 19-23.
Dog Walk Air Colors
brown, soft hush puppy skin folds swaying to and fro
as short legged clippety-clops echo off the sidewalk
the pink-yellow air of a going down sun
allow the girl and the dog forward walking room
into the future
by providing a reliable unchanging pattern of air color rhythm
every night after day, every day after night
predictably reliable over and over, again and again
the girl lent the air colors a space inside her
adopting the yellow-pink air
along with its’ early-time night of lavender-blue
to herself
then…
tying the dog by his house she went back inside her alien self
to hide from a world she didn’t belong to and was not a part of

but one from which she could see and borrow dog walk air colors
to become for a moment something bigger
than the alien girl that she was
– Making Lemonade: Hints for Autism’s Helpers, pg. 100
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