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Costs of Syphilis Tests

» A TEST for syphilis can cost from 10
cents to $35, depending on where done and
the kind of test.

For the usual serological blood test done
in public health laboratories all over the
U. S., the cost per test is 10 to 50 cents,
depending on the number of tests run by
the laboratory.

The $35 price is charged by a commer-
cial laboratory for a TPI test, the letters
meaning Treponema Pallida Immobiliza-
tion. The laboratory, located in Philadel-
phia, is the only commercial one doing
this test. Even at the $35 per test figure,
the laboratory is reported to be “losing its
shirt” and wishes it could get out of this
test business.

Among reasons for the high cost is the
need to use live rabbits in which to grow
the spirochetes.

In between the 10-cent and the $35 tests
is another, called TPCF, which costs about
$3 per test. The letters TPCF mean Trepo-
nema Pallida Complement Fixation.

The serological tests, of which the old
Wassermann is perhaps the best known, are
considered among the most accurate of
laboratory tests for any disease. At present
the serological tests most often used are the
Kahn and the VDRL, named for the Public
Health Service’s Venereal Disease Research
Laboratories. For premarital, prenatal,
Armed Forces induction and public health
population screening tests, these are con-
sidered adequate. They are based on the
fact that syphilis, as most other infectious
diseases do, develops several antibodies in
the patient’s body. One of these is called
reagin and that is what the serological tests
detect.

In population groups where there is very
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» A DESCRIPTION of people in the
United States in the manner of anthropol-
ogists describing primitive people by Dr.
Horace Miner of the University of Michi-
gan appears in American Anthropologist
(June).

This “as yet undescribed tribe” he calls
“Nacirema.” (Try reading it backward.)

“Nacirema culture is characterized by a
highly developed market economy,” Dr.
Miner reports, “which has evolved in a
rich natural habitat. While much of the
people’s time is devoted to economic pur-
suits, a large part of the fruits of these
labors and a considerable portion of the
day are spent in ritual activity, the focus
of which is the human body, the appearance
and health of which loom as a dominant
concern in the ethos of the people.”

Each home, he says, has at least one
shrine devoted to these rituals. Center of

little syphilis, these tests occasionally give
a false positive reaction. In such cases, the
TPI or TPCF test might be used. The U. S.
Navy since 1951 has required a TPI test
for personnel suspected of having syphilis
and giving a doubtful or positive serological
test.

This test is based on the differential re-
action of live syphilis spirochetes, cultured
in rabbit testes, to serum from a person
who has had syphilis compared to that
from a person who has not had it.

The TPCF test is based on the blood
serum reaction with a protein fraction from
the spirochete instead of a synthetic pro-
tein as used in the older serological tests.

This latter test or one like it may in
two or three years be used by state health
department laboratories.

Sidewalk Blood Tests

» POSSIBLY UNIQUE in mass disease de-
tection methods is the sidewalk blood test-
ing for syphilis carried on in Philadelphia.
Known as “Operation Streetcorner,” it was
conducted in three areas known to have a
high prevalence of the disease.

The testing was made at street corners
of heavy pedestrian traffic for eight weeks.
During this time 35,282 persons got blood
tests. Of these, 119, were reactive.

From this and a second blood testing
program known as “Operation Doorbell,”
in which 8,892 persons were tested, a total
of 1,798 persons were discovered who
needed treatment for syphilis.

The two programs were reported by Dr.
John William Lentz of the Department of
Public Health, Philadelphia.
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Described

the shrine is a “charm box” built into the
wall.  This box is usually full to over-
flowing with magical packets of curative
drugs. Beneath the charm box is a font.

Each day every member of the family in
turn enters the shrine room, bows his head
before the charm box and proceeds with a
brief rite of ablution.

“The daily body ritual performed by
everyone includes a mouth-rite. Despite
the fact that these people are so punctilious
about care of the mouth, this rite involves
a practice which strikes the uninitiated
stranger as revolting.

“It was reported to me that the ritual
consists of inserting a small bundle of hog
hairs into the mouth, along with certain
magical powders, and then moving the
bundle in a highly formalized series of
gestures,” Dr. Miner says.

“In addition to the private mouth-rite,
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the people seek out a holy-mouth-man once
or twice a year. These practitioners have
an impressive set of paraphernalia, consist-
ing of a variety of augers, awls, probes and
prods. The use of these objects in the
exorcism of the evils of the mouth involves
almost unbelievable ritual torture of the
client.

“The purpose of these ministrations is to
arrest decay and to draw friends. The
extremely sacred and traditional character
of the rite is evident in the fact that the
natives return to the holy-mouth-men year
after year, despite the fact that their teeth
continue to decay.”
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