
THE BRAIN THAT CHANGES ITSELF  
by Norman Doidge, M.D. 

    

    kibookclub.com 

 The Brain That Changes Itself (Page 1 of 5) 

Overview 

This book describes the science behind neuroplasticity, 
rife with case studies and practical applications. For 
example, phantom pain can be decreased by a simple 
mirror-box apparatus, in essence rewiring the brain to 
believe the pain is not there. In addition, one will realize 
how a fading spark in a relationship may simply be due 
to your neuroplasticity making you adapt to your 
spouse, and how rejuvenation can help respark it. 

“His being the first of his generation of 
neuroscientists both to understand that 

the brain is plastic and to apply this knowledge 
in a practical way to ease human suffering.” 

Chapter 1. A Woman Perpetually Falling 

Cheryl is a patient of Paul Bach-y-Rita, who is trying to 
understand the brain s ability to change and adapt He
is also attempting to treat Cheryl s debilitating lack of
stability. Doctors said her condition was irreversible.  

One's sense of balance is controlled by the vestibular 
apparatus, which humans rely on every day. This 
apparatus informs the body which way is up or down.  

Wearing Bach-y-Rita s equipment Cheryl begins the 
experiment. With the equipment replacing her 
vestibular apparatus, she is able to stand without 
falling over for the length of the first trial. When Cheryl 
removes the equipment, there is an after-effect that 
continues her functional abilities for half a minute 
after the devices are removed from her body. Over time 
and with consistent use, Cheryl is able to wear the 
technology less and less, until she no longer needs it, 
and no longer suffers from equilibrium problems.  

Bach-y-Rita created a device in 1969 that allowed 
congenitally blind people to rely on their sense of touch 
in order to see things The machine would create
different vibrations to signify shadow and light. 
Eventually the people were able to distinguish faces 
and react to visual cues.  

For centuries, the human body was though to operate 
like a machine. This view gave a sense of reliability, but 
it also created the perception of inflexibility and an 
inability for self-repair. Each of the senses was believed 
to correspond with a part of the body and a region of 
the brain. Yet as Bach-y-Rita realized, if one sense is 
damaged, another can compensate.  

According to Bach-y-Rita, our brain translates what the 
ears and eyes receive, but if these sense transmitters are 
damaged, that does not mean that a person has 
completely lost the associated sense. Neuroplasticity 
refers to the brain s ability to adapt to such changes. 

In an experiment in the 1960s, Bach-y-Rita witnessed a 
cat s reaction to different stimuli hen the cat was
shown a visual image, the part of the brain associated 
with visual reactions gave an electric spike on the 
equipment, but it also spiked in reaction to audio and 
tactile stimuli. Therefore, that same part of the brain 
was able to process other senses as well.  

Bach-y-Rita concluded that the brain can, and 
frequently does, reorganize itself so that it can continue 
to function. Bach-y-Rita continued to develop sensory-
substitution devices to help those with visual, balance 
and tactile disabilities.  

Bach-y-Rita s journey to the discovery of brain
plasticity began with his father, who had suffered a 
stroke. This took his ability to speak and paralyzed 
most of his face and body. Beginning with helping his 
father crawl and make small movements with his 
damaged body parts, his father slowly improved and 
was eventually able to walk again. After a year, Bach-y-
Rita s father was able to start a full-time job teaching in 
New York. He remained active in the years following 
his stroke, until his death by heart attack at the age of 
seventy-two. 

During his autopsy, the doctor could see the visible 
brain damage caused by the stroke years before. Even 
though he relearned the functions that had been 
affected, the damage never actually healed. Thus, the 
adaptability of the brain allows us to continue to 
function and thrive even in cases of extreme trauma. 


