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Acute Severe Back Pain:
What Could It Be, and
What Should You Do?

Acute benign back pain

I had been working hard as Chief Resident of Or-
thopaedic Surgery, on call every other night, and trying
to scrub in on every interesting surgical case that I could.

A young man came into the
emergency room with a severed
nerve on the side of his knee,
and he could not lift his foot up
off the floor. In order to repair

the nerve I had to stand in an awkward position bent for-
ward over the operating room table for almost two hours,
stitching the nerve with the aid of magnifying lenses.

In the surgeon’s lounge following the operation, I bent
over to put on my shoes and was struck with such a severe
back pain that I almost fell to my knees. A fellow resident
helped me to the emergency room, and there I was evalu-
ated by another colleague who suspected that I was pass-
ing a kidney stone. He ordered an x-ray of my kidneys, and
when the x-ray came back normal, we both realized that
the pain was coming from my back. I went home and rested
for a few hours with a heating pad and then got out of bed
and walked it off over the next few days. I finally under-
stood why my father was so incapacitated when he had
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The pain is horrible! What is wrong? Is
it an emergency? How do I get rid of it?



attacks of back pain and how he recovered from what seemed to be a dev-
astating condition by simply walking it off!

This attack was brought on by no apparent injury and went away with-
out any real treatment except walking it off. To this day, we medical sci-
entists have not been able to pinpoint the exact reason for such attacks of
low back pain. Therefore we label the condition as idiopathic low-back
pain, meaning the exact cause of the back pain is not known. I suspect such
attacks of back pain represent the first complete tears in the side wall (an-
nulus fibrosus) of a degenerated disc, tears that reach the sensitive nerve
endings adjacent to the disc.

Whatever the exact reason, the vast majority of acute, severe attacks of
low-back pain are way out of proportion to the seriousness of the condition
that causes them, and they go away just as mysteriously — but unfortu-
nately not as quickly — as they came. How do we know when to seek help
for such an attack?
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When to Walk It Off When to Call for Help

You can still get out of bed and walk It is too painful to walk

Your legs do not give way Your legs are weak and won’t hold you up

You have normal sensation everywhere You have numbness in your pelvic area

You have no difficulty urinating You cannot urinate or you lose your urine

You do not feel faint or light headed You are faint or lightheaded

You do not feel sick You have chills, fever, nausea, or sweating

The pain is bearable within an hour of rest The pain is unbearable, even after rest

You do not feel anxious The pain comes in spasms

The pain is gradually getting better The pain is getting worse

The pain is coming from your back You have chest or abdominal pain
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