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The article by Francis (2013) suggesting that the development

of a new syphilis cure (penicillin) contributed to increasingly

unsafe sexual behaviors raises several interesting questions,

especially in light of the fact that curing HIV is now a strategic

priority of both the International AIDS Society and the

National Institutes of Health. Investigating how new sexually

transmitted infection (STI) cures may have unintended con-

sequences requires a careful analysis of previous STIs such as

syphilis. However, Francis’ study had two shortcomings.

First, Francis’ argument about a decreasing‘‘cost of syphilis’’

ignored the persistent stigma associated with syphilis in the

post-penicillin era. The study under-emphasized the moral

and social context of syphilis. Stigma associated with syphilis

remains a powerful social force with direct public health

implications (Lichtenstein, 2003; Tucker & Tuminez, 2011).

Second, Francis misconstrued the potential role of deterio-

rating VD control and prevention systems in understanding

subsequent behavioral changes.

The early 1950s saw massive cuts in U.S. VD curative and

behavioral funds (Green,Talbot, & Morton, 2001). Federal VD

funds shrank from over 17 million dollars in 1949 to 3 million

dollars in 1955 (Anderson, 1965). Prematurely decreasing funds

for behavioral prevention likely played some role in subsequent

behavioralchanges.Penicillindidindeedrepresenta transforma-

tive watershed moment in controlling syphilis, but this moment

must be interpreted within the social and institutional context of

the period. As HIV cures move from the bench to the clinic

(Hutteretal.,2009;Persaudetal.,2013;Saez-Cirionetal.,2013),

consideration of unintended consequences on individual behav-

iors and population-based control programs will be critical.
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