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Seeing Red, Working from Nine to Five, and Wearing Platform Shoes 

The philosopher’s favorite sort of experiment is the thought experiment.  Here’s a quite famous one 
thought up by Frank Jackson:  Mary is the world’s leading color scientist.  She an expert of unparalleled 
sorts in the neurophysiology of vision (we can add whatever other sciences we deem relevant) and 
knows all the relevant physical facts about what occurs when, for example, one sees a ripe tomato and 
subsequently says, “That’s red.”   However, Mary has lived in a colorless room and can only do her 
research through looking at a black and white television screen.  Can she really know everything there is 
to know about the color red?  Or will she learn something new about red when she is handed a ripe 
tomato? 

Well, she has never experienced red, says our hunch, so there must be something she doesn’t know 
about red—namely the subjective quality of red.  Since we have given her access to all the physical facts 
about red, our intuition tells us, and she has yet to know the subjective quality of red, it must lie beyond 
the physical facts.   

Let’s stretch this intuition a bit now.  Suppose I have never worked a nine-to-five workday.  In fact, let’s 
say I have never worked a day in my life.  There is, we might say, something it is like (something 
regarded as rather unpleasant by quite a few) to regularly work a nine-to-five workday.  Would you say 
that I don’t really know what it is to work a nine-to-five workday, since I never worked one?  That seems 
silly.  If someone is working a nine-to-five workday simply means that someone is working regularly from 
9am to 5pm.  I haven’t worked a full day in my life, but I certainly know what it means! 

Now suppose a person who works one approaches me, offended, and says “You don’t know in the 
least what working a nine-to-five is!”  What do I say to him?  I will probably tell him that he’s confusing 
knowing what a nine-to-five is and knowing what it’s like to be a person who works one.  I know what I a 
nine-to-five is, but I obviously don’t know what it’s like to be a person who works one, because I’m not a 
person who works one! 

Why can’t we say the same thing about Mary?  Mary knows everything there is to know about red.  She 
simply doesn’t know what it is like to be a person who has experienced red.  There isn’t anything strange 
or mysterious at all here.  She also doesn’t know what it is like be a monarch, a professional athlete, or 
someone who is three inches taller.  She doesn’t know what it’s like to be any of these hypothetical 
people because she isn’t them.  

Of course, Mary can do some mental gymnastics to get some understanding on what it might be like to 
be a different person with different experiences, and some perspectives will be easier to get a grip on 
than others.  To get a perspective on what it’s like to be a person who is three inches taller, Mary might 
wear platform shoes for a few days.  Clearly, getting a perspective on what it’s like to be a person who 
has experienced red will be a little trickier.  But she can clearly get some perspective.  Locke’s 
hypothetical blind man said “Scarlet is like the sound of trumpet,” and this gets him somewhere to 
knowing what it’s like to be a person who has experienced scarlet.  If Mary literally knows all the 
physical facts about red, and whatever else she deems relevant, no doubt she can come up with a set of 
analogies much more helpful than Locke or any of us can think up.  



Still, this would be solely for a perspectival growth and understanding, not for factual knowledge, and 
Mary, strictly speaking, needn’t do any of this analogizing to be a good scientist.  Wearing platform 
shoes for a few days might be necessary to appreciate the experience of tall people, but, of course, 
there is no factual knowledge that can only be gained by wearing platform shoes.  For some reason 
philosophers have thought experience of colors like red to be radically different, but I’m pretty sure this 
is a mistake. 
 

 


