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Grapheme Synesthesia: Exploring the Human Mind 

 

I have never eaten a blue strawberry.  I don’t think I would eat a blue strawberry if one 

was offered to me.  This is not because I have something against blue; I don’t have 

anything against the color blue.  I have simply associated strawberries as red with green 

stems.  

Color affects individuals on a daily basis. It is on the walls when we wake up in 

the morning.  It is on our bedspreads.  In the mornings, how we feel when we wake up 

influences what color of clothing we wear. In a similar way, color tells us whether or not 

eating certain foods is going to be harmful or helpful.  In other words, color mentally and 

emotionally affects people everyday.  

Providing that this information is true for almost all people, how much does color 

affect those who have color disorders?  Color blindness, missing color perception, and 

color synesthesia are all different types of disorders that are effected by color.  It has 

become common knowledge to know what color blindness is, and when a person 

cannot see one color or can only see one color we identify that as missing color 
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perception, but only a select few know what color synesthesia is.  Synesthesia, defined 

by Google, is “the production of a sense impression relating to one sense or part of the 

body by stimulation of another sense or part of the body”.  In other words, synesthesia 

is when one sense, either eyes, ears, nose, tongue, or skin, reacts to an object and 

produces another sensory reaction.  I have found myself captivated by the concept of 

this gene that alters the perception in the brain. 

Digging into this concept a bit more, I realized that different colors also have a 

different affect on people.  For instance, the colors red and yellow have a tendency to 

make people hungry which is why many fast food restaurants use red and yellow in their 

logos (eg: Wendy’s, McDonald’s, In-and-Out Burger).  The color blue is associated with 

strength.  For those who have grapheme synesthesia, they associate specific words, 

letters, and numbers with certain colors.  Like the rest of us, color also has a major 

impact on their life.  Depending on if the word, letter, or name, is read or spoken, this 

also influences the perceived color.  Furthermore, many people don’t even know that 

synesthesia is an issue out in the world let alone how many people it impacts.  Two to 

four percent of the world’s population has some form of synesthesia.  While that 

appears as a small influence, we forget how many people that impacts.  This means 

that relatively 149,448,839 - 298,897,678 people have synesthesia.  For this paper, I will 

argue that understanding grapheme synesthesia and the impact it has on the brain will 

help the world understand the human mind better. 

Many have argued and will continue to argue that the select few who have 

grapheme synesthesia shouldn’t be trifled with when we have so many other big issues. 
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Although the pursuit of studying grapheme synesthesia may seem trivial, it is in fact 

crucial to understanding the secrets that we need in order to unlock the mysteries of the 

medical science.  Most of my research has been done online however I personally know 

two people who have synesthesia and used their interviews to aid with the research 

process. 

While I was researching my topic, I began to look at some symptoms that occur 

with grapheme synesthetes, people who have synesthesia.  It came to my attention that 

even if two people have the exact same types of synesthesia, no two people have the 

same symptoms.  David Brang and V.S. Ramachandran work in the Department of 

Psychology in the University of California in San Diego, La Jolla, California.  According 

to their studies, they have found that some synesthetes “possess increased tactile 

acuity” while others tend to have “remarkable memory abilities”.  They also found that 

this synesthete “Daniel Tammet[,] used his synesthesia to memorize pi to 22,514 digits” 

(Brang).  While the rest of us marvel at who has that much time on their hands, it is 

curious to why synesthetes have these enhanced abilities. 

By extension many people are curious to attempt to replicate the feeling and 

enhancement of synesthesia.  Logically, replicating enhanced memorizing abilities in a 

non-synesthete because of a drug doesn’t sound like it would be possible.  There are 

just too many other factors such as one’s drive and genetic code that scientists don’t 

have enough information about yet.  Regardless, looking at the symptoms of a 

synesthete, you realize that not only could it be a genetic code that causes synesthesia, 

but it may have more of a stimulus behind it.  So after some more research, time, and 
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money, a drug came around in which “[l]ong-standing evidence has also demonstrated 

that hallucinogenic drugs can cause synesthesia-like experiences [...] suggesting the 

neural mechanism is present in all or many individuals but is merely suppressed” 

(Brang).  With this information, although not yet proven,  we are now able to see the 

logical connection of enhancing these abilities.  If every human already has them it is 

now a sense of arousing those abilities rather than creating them.  These tools that 

synesthetes tend to commonly acquire due to their synesthesia could come in handy for 

the rest of us.  When it comes to memorization, receiving an education would be easier 

and socially we would be able to better remember the names and faces of more people. 

So in theory, if we could understand how to wake these symptoms up, we would be able 

to have a control variable in the brain.  Once we can understand this control, we should 

be able to find other things we could control such as sending white blood cells to a 

specific place in our body, or even fighting cancerous cells without radiation.  The key 

now is unlocking these secrets. 

Now, not every symptom that comes from synesthesia is beneficial.  Emma 

Barlow tends to get headaches more often and sometimes migraines.  Tiffany Barlow 

has a more extreme form of synesthesia to the point where she can’t drive and listen to 

music because she sees so many colors it obscures her view.  Both Barlows “struggle 

with [determining their] left and right”.  These symptoms tend to have some negative 

affects on their life.  However, if we can gain the control over these symptoms, we 

should be able to reverse that and learn how to suppress them. 



 
Welker 5 

In another study surrounding grapheme synesthesia, we learn that there are 

some really specific and minor types of synesthesia.  One case reported a man in his 

mid-fifties who had a grapheme synesthesia but only when associated with the double 

letters “ll”.  He had no other issues with other letters or double letters, but the double “ll” 

produced a vivid blue color on the page (Weaver).  This synesthete also struggled with 

left-right confusion and he also seemed to have a font and case sensitivity.  With only 

these few guidelines of enacting his synesthesia, he was a popular test subject.  The 

only issue is that there are multiple purposes and uses for discovering this possible 

gene and neurological stimuli that we haven’t tested yet. 

Granted, we do not have enough information nor the current technology to aid us 

in being able to enhance or suppress this gene.  But consider the fact that we have 

been able to isolate and name 60 different types of synesthesia (Brang).  If we continue 

to test people with grapheme synesthesia and learn much more than how to make a 

drug give us the same effects, we might be able to gain the technology to fight 

untreatable diseases and discover new information about the human mind and body 

that we haven’t been able to uncover before. 


