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ALL YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT… SYPHILIS 
 
WHAT ARE ITS SYMPTOMS? 
Syphilis infection happens in a few stages. 
 
The first stage is the initial infection. The most common symptom are painless sores on 
the site of infection. These sores can appear anywhere on the skin, including on the 
penis, anus, rectum and mouth. There may be one, or a few of them, and they can 
develop in hidden areas such as the inside of the foreskin, or in the rectum. These sores 
go away on their own after some time. 
 
In the second stage, you may get a skin rash, fever, and swollen lymph nodes. These 
symptoms may be mild or even unnoticeable to you, before they go away on their own. 
 
After these first two stages, the bacteria that causes syphilis will quietly remain in the 
body. If left untreated for many years, the bacteria may cause severe damage to other 
parts of your body, such as the heart, brain, nerves and bones. 
 
It’s very important that you get tested regularly for it, and to seek medical care as soon as 
you notice symptoms of syphilis. 
 
WHAT CAUSES IT? 
A kind of bacteria called Treponema pallidum. 
 
HOW DOES IT SPREAD? 
Syphilis is spread through direct contact with an infected sore. These sores can occur on 
or around the penis, anus and mouth, or in the rectum or mouth. 
 
HOW CAN I PROTECT MYSELF? 
That’s simple – use condoms, and get tested regularly. However, syphilis can also be 
spread wherever there is an infected sore, and these sores might not appear in places 
that can be protected using condoms. 
 
If you’re on PrEP, remember that it does not protect against syphilis and other STIs. 
 
HOW WILL I KNOW I HAVE SYPHILIS? 
The only way to know is to get tested. Symptoms are not a reliable indicator of syphilis, 
as some people may not notice if they have them. 
 
To ensure that you do not have syphilis, you should schedule an STI screening test at 
least once a year. If you frequently have sex with different partners or do not use 
condoms regularly, it’s recommended that you get tested once every three months. 
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IS IT CURABLE? 
Syphilis can be cured with a course of antibiotics. However, bear in mind that symptoms 
are not a particularly reliable way of knowing that you have syphilis, and treatment might 
not undo damage that the infection has already done. Therefore it’s very important that 
you schedule STI tests regularly. 
 
HOW IS IT TREATED? 
Syphilis is treated with an injection of antibiotics. If you test positive, you should inform 
your sexual partners so they can get tested and seek treatment if they need to. 
 
The antibiotics may take some time to clear the infection, so you should hold off any 
sexual activity for several days as you may still spread syphilis to others during this time. 
 
To ensure that the infection has been successfully cleared out and that you haven’t been 
reinfected, it’s recommended that you get tested again around 2-3 months after 
treatment. 
 
IF I'VE HAD SYPHILIS BEFORE, CAN I GET IT AGAIN? 
You can still get reinfected with syphilis, even if you’ve been treated for it before. To 
make sure that you haven’t been reinfected, it’s important that you and your partners get 
tested regularly. 
 
WHAT CAN HAPPEN IF I DON'T GET TREATMENT? 
You may spread syphilis to your sexual partners if you are not treated. Having an 
untreated infection also increases your risk of getting HIV, or may cause you to be more 
infectious if you are already HIV positive. 
 
If left untreated, syphilis can stay silent in the body for many years. You may develop 
tertiary syphilis, where the bacteria causes severe damage in other parts of the body. 
 
The bacteria that causes syphilis may affect your eyes or nervous system at any stage of 
infection: 
 

• When it invades the nervous system, the condition is called neurosyphilis and can cause 
headaches, problems with movement, behavior, thinking, memory, and the senses. 

 
• If it infects the eyes, the condition is called ocular syphilis, and causes problems to your 

vision, including permanent blindness. 
 

As tertiary syphilis is a silent but life-threatening disease, it’s important that you stop it in 
time before it causes extensive damage to your body. That’s why we recommend getting 
tested for STI at least once a year, or more frequently if you’re more sexually active. 
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WHAT IF I'M HIV POSITIVE? 
If you’re HIV positive and have a syphilis infection, it increases the risk of you spreading 
HIV to your sexual partners. Having HIV may also cause a syphilis infection to spread in 
your body faster as compared to a person who doesn’t have HIV. 
 
Therefore, it’s very important that you get tested for STI regularly as part of your 
treatment program, and to use protection when you have sex. 
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