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BackgroundBackground

Syphilis widespread 
but poorly 
understood

36% of African 
Americans had 
Syphilis (1930s 
Macon County)

Often incorrectly 
diagnosed

Treatments of 
1930s

3% successful

Dangerous
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http://www.cynical-c.com



What is Syphilis?What is Syphilis?
Sexually Transmitted 
Disease

Passed through direct 
contact with chancre
Bacterium: Treponema 
Pallidum

Symptoms
Sores, Rash, 
Scales, Warts

Progression
Blindness, Deafness
Paralysis, Insanity
Wounds that 
destroy tissue
Death
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CaseCase
1932 -1972 US. Public Health Service

Original Purpose
Standard treatments: Mercury, Arsenic, Bismuth

toxic and dangerous

Treatment more/less dangerous?

Subjects
399 Black Males 

Poorest county 

in Alabama

Very little medical 

care available
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Case (cont.)Case (cont.)

Experiment
Control Group: 201 
healthy black males

Experimental Group: 
399 sick black males

Gave “treatment” to 
both groups

Gave no consent to 
participate in study

Were not informed of 
illness (told they had 
“bad blood”)
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Some of the Tuskegee 
Study Group clinicians.



“Treatment”“Treatment”
Given treatments 
of that time
Then administered 
aspirin (Placebo) in 
place of treatment 
Penicillin (1943)

Current treatment
Discovered 10 years 
into study
Withheld from patients
Single injection cures syphilis and prevents 
congenital syphilis

Deceived patients with letter
To come in for spinal tap (check on progression)
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Administration of 
spinal tap

www.blackpast.org



Tuskegee 
Study 
Group 
Letter:   
last chance 
to receive 
“special 
treatment”
for “bad 
blood.”
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1932 Experiment started

1932 Given standard treatments

???? Given aspirin as a placebo

1943 Penicillin treatment for syphilis

1947 Widely available
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ResultsResults
28 deaths directly related to syphilis

100 deaths from related complications

40 wives infected

19 children born with congenital syphilis

No scientific conclusions drawn
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Ethical ImplicationsEthical Implications

Nuremberg Code (1947)
1. Voluntary consent

2. Results for good of society (??)

3. Prior animal experimentation

4. Avoid all unnecessary suffering

5. Death should not be expected result

6. Importance outweigh risk

7. Proper facilities (unknown)

8. Qualified scientists (??)

9. Subject at liberty to end participation (??)

10.Scientist prepared to terminate study
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Did not inform patients of 
involvement in study

Did not inform of disease

Lied about “treatment”
Spinal tap

Aspirin

Withheld Penicillin
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OutcomeOutcome
Government 
reevaluated 
research practices

National Research Act
Signed into law July 12, 
1974
All studies using human 
subjects reviewed by 
Institutional Review 
Board

Compensation
$37,500 per survivor
$15,000 per heir

Apology
President Clinton 
1997

Government 
reevaluated 
research practices

National Research Act
Signed into law July 12, 
1974
All studies using human 
subjects reviewed by 
Institutional Review 
Board

Compensation
$37,500 per survivor
$15,000 per heir

Apology
President Clinton 
1997

“The United States Government 
did something that was wrong, 

deeply, profoundly, morally 
wrong.”

-- President Clinton

President Clinton and 
study survivor

QuickTime™ and a
Sorenson Video decompressor
are needed to see this picture.
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