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Vertigo is not a disease entity but a multifaceted, unspecific symptom. More than 300 diseases might trigger dizziness. So, in the diagnosis of vertigo disorders the doctor is bound to have a very broad spectrum of associations of likely causes of this symptom. The ethymology of the term vertigo has a wide range of meanings. Vertigo is the most common type of dizziness. Dizziness comes from dwindling (Old High German: swintan) which means to lessen. Such a physical process would be addressed as consumptive. In the days of Sturm und Drang (storm and stress) vertigo changes to the dizziness of trembling, triggered by strong sensations, an emotional experience: You get dizzy, perhaps unconscious. In English, “to swindle” means to cheat. This meaning was adopted by the German-speaking countries and used in the German-Dutch business practices to secure an exchange here with an even bigger there: The proposal is therefore synonymous with the concept of Cross Riding, i.e. Wechselreiterei. The original noun from the Latin word vertigo from vertere, turn around, rotate, was expressed as swintilot in old high German and later replaced by swindel in Middle High German. If we follow the Latin word vertigo into English of our time, we find two distinct definitions. One was used by Lord Brain1: Vertigo is a state of disordered orientation regarding the body and space. This reflects the common parlance. By contrast, the Dutch ENT doctor Jongkees2 defined vertigo as: The sensation of movement – i.e. a designation emphasizing the vestibular character of dizziness. On the other hand, the term dizziness accounts for short-term disruption of the relationship of the individual subject within space. The original meaning of dizzy was: Foolish, mentally insteady, whirling with mad rapidity, stupid, silly – psychologically insecure and wheeling with crazy speed. This certainly contains psychological components of its ambivalent meaning.


In the late eighteenth century “vertigo” concerned medical anthropology, the subject of which was the spiritual life of man. At that time, this still concerned philosophy, while the approach was empirical and oriented towards the observational practices of natural science. Man in his combination of body and mind became the object of observation. Their pathological deviations were intended to provide information about the nature of man. Vertigo was one of the phenomena that were clearly localized at the border between body and soul. The Jewish physician and philosopher Marcus Herz 3, a student of Immanuel Kant, described and classified the phenomena that led to vertigo and dizziness: “an illness of the soul – independent of its physical or mental causes“. Behind this was a sensualist theory of the life of the soul, which was based on the basic ability of the soul to have conceptions that followed a certain rhythm: our conceptions can only be clear and distinct if they follow each other at an appropriate time interval. This meant that the inner conceptions must have a suitable “healthy” speed; for if the successive conceptions are too fast, then dizziness and vertigo arise.
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