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Abstract: During the five hundred years before the appearance of AIDS in the late 20th century, syphilis
has been the most serious and terrible sexually transmitted disease for mankind. The Canadian physician
William Osler, who has been regarded as "the Father of Modern Medicine", even said that "the physician
who knows syphilis knows medicine”. Thus, the issue of the origin of syphilis has been one of the academic
foci in the Western world in the last five centuries. Especially from the late 20th century to present, with the
acceleration of globalization, this issue has been an important topic in the study of the history of globalization,
and has attracted the attention of more and more researchers from different fields. Despite the constant
efforts of scholars, the problem of the origin of syphilis not only still remains unsolved, but also becomes
more complicated and confusing. In brief, there are two theories proposed by the scholars about the origin
of syphilis. One theory is termed as the American Origin Hypothesis, assuming that syphilis had existed
in America long before 1500 AD, and it was some sailors who accompanied Christopher Columbus on the
second voyage across the Atlantic from 1494 to 1496 that contracted syphilis in America and brought this
dangerous disease back to Europe, resulting in the worldwide spread of syphilis. Thus, in their opinion, the
first outbreak of syphilis in Europe in the end of 15th century was the byproduct of globalization. But there is
no consensus among the scholars who support the American Origin Hypothesis about the exact way through
which syphilis was introduced from America to Europe. Another theory is termed as the Old World Origin
Hypothesis, arguing that syphilis was already present in the Old World (Europe, Asia, and Africa) even in
ancient times, though not identified as a separate disease, and thus its outbreak in Europe had nothing to do
with the discovery of America by Christopher Columbus. Debates among advocators of these two hypotheses
have lasted for centuries, but the issue is never settled. With the dawning of the 21st century, there have
emerged two new academic trends on the research of the origin of syphilis. The first trend is that the academic
horizons are expanding and the research methods are increasing. The second trend is that paleoanthropologists,
biologist and medical researchers begin to play a more important role in the discussions, while the historians
have retreated to a secondary position. Despite the fact that we still do not know the exact origin of syphilis,
a lot of fundamental questions about the disease have been answered over the course of 500 years of probing,
researching, and seeking for truth, shedding light onto many fields of scientific studies. So, it can be safely
predicted that by exploring the mysteries of syphilis’s origin in the coming years, man may not only make

some unexpected scientific discoveries, but also get to know more about the negative effects of globalization.
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