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R U 4 8 6  o r  m ife p ris to n e  w a s  n o t  in v e n te d  w ith  th e  in te n tio n  o f  p ro d u c in g  
an  a b o rtifa c ie n t o r  ab o rtio n  p ill. M ife p r is to n e  w o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  h a ile d  a s  
a  m e d ic a l b re a k th ro u g h  w ith  b ro a d  p o te n tia l i f  o n e  o f  its  m a n y  a p p lic a 
tio n s  w e re  n o t to  p ro d u c e  ab o rtio n .

In  1 9 8 0  P ro fe sso r  E tie n n e -E m ile  B a u lie u , a  m e d ic a l d o c to r  a n d  b io 
c h e m is t a n d  h is  team  in  F ra n c e , sy n th e s ise d  m ife p ris to n e . I t  w a s  o n e  o f  
th e  f irs t  o f  a  n e w  c la s s  o f  d ru g s  -  a n ti-p ro g e s te ro n e s . T en  y ea rs  ea rlie r, 
re c e p to rs  h ad  b e e n  id e n tif ie d  in  th e  u te ru s  to  w h ic h  th e  h o rm o n e  p ro g e s 
te ro n e  a t ta c h e s .  M ife p r is to n e  is  a  c h e m ic a l  v e ry  l ik e  p ro g e s te ro n e . I t  
b in d s  to  th e  re c e p to r  a n d  b lo c k s  th e  a c tio n  o f  p ro g e s te ro n e .1 T h e se  re c e p 
to rs  a re  w id e sp re a d  in  th e  b o d y . T h e y  a re  p re s e n t , fo r  in s ta n c e , in  th e  
b ra in  a n d  th e  b re a s t  a s  w e ll a s  in  th e  u te ru s . A  d ru g  w h ic h  b lo c k s  th e  
ac tio n  o f  p ro g e s te ro n e  p o te n tia lly  h a s  m a n y  ap p lica tio n s . I t  c a n  b e  u sed  
n o t ju s t  a s  an  a b o r tio n  in d u c e r b u t a s  a  c o n tra c e p tiv e  th ro u g h o u t th e  m e n 
s tru a l c y c le . I t  h as  o th e r  o b s te tr ic  a n d  g y n a e c o lo g ic a l u se s  su c h  a s  in  th e  
in d u c tio n  o f  n o rm a l la b o u r a n d  th e  tre a tm e n t o f  ec to p ic  p re g n an cy . I t  c a n  
b e  u s e d  to  t r e a t  p r o g e s te r o n e  d e p e n d e n t  c a n c e r s  in  th e  b r e a s t  a n d  
m e n in g e s  -  th e  c o v e rin g s  o f  th e  b ra in .2 M ife p r is to n e  a lso  h as  p o te n tia l in  
th e  tre a tm e n t o f  C u s h in g ’s sy n d ro m e  -  a  d is e a se  c a u se d  b y  th e  o v e rp ro 
d u c tio n  o f  g lu c o c o r t ic o id  h o rm o n e s . In c id e n ta lly , C u s h in g ’s s y n d ro m e  
h as  m a n y  o f  th e  fe a tu re s  o f  a g in g  a n d  so  m ife p ris to n e  c o u ld  b e  u se d  in  
th e  s tu d y  o f  th e  d e g e n e ra tiv e  p ro c e sse s  a s so c ia te d  w ith  a g in g .3

H o w e v e r , its  a p p lic a tio n  a s  a n  a b o r t i fa c ie n t  so o n  o v e r s h a d o w e d  its  
o th e r  p o te n tia l in  th e  p o litic a l i f  n o t in  th e  sc ie n tif ic  a ren a .

P ro g e s te ro n e  is a  h o rm o n e  e s se n tia l fo r  th e  e s ta b lish m e n t a n d  m a in te 
n a n c e  o f  p re g n an cy . M ife p r is to n e  b in d s  to  th e  re c e p to rs  in  th e  u te ru s  a n d  
b lo c k s  th e  ac tio n  o f  p ro g e s te ro n e . W ith o u t th e  a c tio n  o f  p ro g e s te ro n e  th e  
p r e g n a n c y  f a i l s .  M i f e p r i s t o n e ,  t a k e n  w i th  a n o t h e r  d r u g  c a l l e d  a  
p ro s ta g la n d in , p ro d u c e s  a  m e d ic a l, a s  d is tin c t fro m  a  su rg ica l, ab o rtio n  in  
u p  to  9 9 %  o f  w o m e n . T h e  fe w  fo r  w h o m  c o m p le te  a b o r tio n  d o e s  n o t 
o c c u r  p ro c e e d  to  su rg ic a l a b o r tio n . M e d ic a l  te rm in a tio n  o f  p re g n a n c y  
u s in g  m ife p r is to n e  a n d  a  p ro s ta g la n d in  is  w id e ly  p ra c t is e d  in  F ra n c e , 
G re a t B rita in  a n d  C h in a . S w e d e n  h as  re c e n tly  a u th o rise d  its  u se  in  m e d 
ica l a b o rtio n . M ed ica l a b o rtio n  w ith  m ife p ris to n e /p ro s ta g la n d in  is  a c c e p t
ed  a s  sa fe  a n d  e f fe c tiv e  an d  m a n y  w o m e n  w h o  h a v e  th e  c h o ic e  o p t  fo r  th e  
m e d ic a l ra th e r  th an  th e  su rg ica l p ro c e d u re .4

G iv e n  th is  p o te n t i a l  a n d  th e  m u l t ip le  o th e r  a p p l ic a t io n s ,  w h y  is  
R o u s s e l-U c la f ,  th e  p h a r m a c e u t ic a l  c o m p a n y  w h ic h  m a n u fa c tu re s  th e  
d ru g , n o t a c tiv e ly  p ro m o tin g  its  sa le  -  a t  le a s t  to  th e  9 0 %  o f  c o u n trie s  in  
th e  w o rld  w h e re  so m e  so r t o f  ab o rtio n  is  leg a l?  W h y  is  th e re  n o  ac tio n  
p la n n e d  b y  R o u sse l-U c la f  to  in tro d u c e  th e  d ru g  to  A u s tra lia ?

Politics of mifepristone
A s so o n  a s  th e  a b o r tio n -p ro d u c in g  p o te n tia l  o f  m ife p ris to n e  w a s  re c o g 
n ise d , a n ti-a b o rtio n , an ti-c h o ic e  m o v e m e n ts  a ro u n d  th e  w o rld  sw u n g  in to  
p o litic a l a c tio n . T h e se  o rg a n isa tio n s  re fe rre d  to  m ife p ris to n e  a s  ‘th e  d e a th  
pill* a n d  ‘th e  h u m an  p e s t ic id e ’. A  V atican  sp o k e sp e rso n  sa id : ‘L e t ’s h a v e  
th e  c o u ra g e  to  say  so  o p e n ly  -  a  w a y  o f  k il lin g  w ith  n o  r isk  fo r  th e  a s sa s 
sin  h a s  fin a lly  b e e n  fo u n d ’.

A n  A u s tra lia n  R ig h t to  L ife  sp o k e sm a n  sa id  th a t a llo w in g  m ifep ris to n e  
to  b e  m a rk e te d  h e re  w o u ld  be : ‘ . . . l ik e  d e c la r in g  c h e m ic a l w a rfa re  o n  
th e  n e x t g e n e ra tio n  o f  A u s tra lia n s ’.

iso  a lt e r n a t iv e  la w  jo u r n a l



T H E  A B O R T I O N  P I L L

C o n g re s s m a n  R o b e r t  D o m a n  in  th e  U S A  m a d e  re p e a te d  
le g is la tiv e  a tte m p ts  to  b lo c k  re se a rc h  o n  m ife p ris to n e  a n d  su c 
c e e d e d  in  o b ta in in g  a  F o o d  a n d  D ru g  A d m in is tra tio n  im p o rt 
a le r t  e m b a rg o . T h is  im p lie d  to  th e  re s t  o f  th e  w o r ld  th a t th e  
d ru g  w a s  d a n g e ro u s .

A  T ex a n  p ro - life  c a m p a ig n e r  sa id : ‘W e a re  o f  c o u rse  try in g  
to  u s e  e v e ry  b i t  o f  p o li t ic a l  le v e ra g e  a n d  p o l i t ic a l  c lo u t  w e  
h a v e  to  k e e p  i t  (m ife p r is to n e )  o u t o f  th e  U S ’.

M e a n t i m e ,  in  F r a n c e  in  1 9 8 8  t h e  H e a l t h  M i n i s t r y  
a n n o u n c e d  th e  ap p ro v a l o f  m ife p ris to n e  a s  an  a b o r tifa c ie n t b u t 
sh o rtly  a f te rw a rd s  R o u sse l-U c la f  a n n o u n c e d  th e  su sp e n s io n  o f  
m a rk e tin g  o f  th e  d ru g . T h is  fo llo w e d  p ro te s ts  fro m  th e  F ren c h  
C a th o lic  c h u rc h  a n d  a n ti-a b o r t io n  g ro u p s , th re a ts  o f  b o y c o tt  
a g a in s t  R o u s s e l-U c la f  a n d  its  p a re n t  c o m p a n y , H o e c h s t,  a n d  
th re a ts  to  th e  sa fe ty  a n d  liv e s  o f  c o m p a n y  e m p lo y e e s  a n d  th e ir  
fa m ilie s . T w o  d a y s  a f te r  th e  su sp e n s io n  o f  sa le s  C la u d e  E v in , 
th e  th e n  F re n c h  M in is te r  o f  H e a lth , u s in g  th e  e c o n o m ic  c lo u t 
o f  th e  F r e n c h  G o v e r n m e n t ’s m a j o r i t y  s h a r e  h o l d i n g  in  
R o u sse l-U c la f , o rd e re d  th e  c o m p a n y  to  p u t  m ife p ris to n e  b a c k  
o n  th e  m ark e t. H e  sa id  th a t th e  d ru g  sh o u ld  b e  m a d e  a v a ila b le  
‘in  th e  in te re s ts  o f  p u b lic  h e a l th ’ , th a t  w ith d ra w in g  th e  p il l  
‘w o u ld  d e p r iv e  w o m e n  o f  a n  im p o r ta n t sc ien tif ic  a d v a n c e ’ an d  
th a t th e  d ru g  w a s  n o w  ‘th e  m o ra l p ro p e rty  o f  w o m e n ’ a n d  n o t 
ju s t  th e  p ro p e rty  o f  th e  d ru g  co m p an y .

D e sp ite  th is , in  D e c e m b e r  1988  R o u s s e l-U c la f  a n n o u n c e d  
th e  s u s p e n s io n  o f  d is tr ib u tio n  o f  m ife p r is to n e  a p a r t  fro m  in  
F ra n c e .  T h is  s u s p e n s io n  in c lu d e d  s a le s  to  C h in a  w h e re  th e  
d ru g  w a s  a lre a d y  a p p ro v e d , a n d  G re a t  B rita in , S w e d e n  a n d  th e  
N e th e r la n d s  w h e re  ap p ro v a l w a s  im m in e n tly  ex p ec ted .

In  F e b ru a ry  1989  d is tr ib u tio n  o f  m ife p ris to n e  to  a u th o rise d  
a b o r tio n  c lin ic s  in  F ra n c e  b eg a n . In  S e p te m b e r  1989 P ro fe sso r  
B a u l ie u  r e c e iv e d  th e  L a s k e r  A w a rd  -  th e  m o s t  p re s t ig io u s  
a w a rd  fo r  m e d ic a l re se a rc h  in  th e  U S A  fo r  h is  p a r t  in  th e  p ro 
d u c tio n  o f  m ife p r is to n e .  In  N o v e m b e r  1 9 9 0  th e  M in is te r  o f  
H e a lth  in  th e  W e s t A u s tra lia n  G o v e rn m e n t b a n n e d  P ro fe sso r  
B a u lie u  fro m  s p e a k in g  to  g y n a e c o lo g is ts  a n d  o b s te tr ic ia n s  a t  a  
h o sp ita l in  P e r th . In  Ju ly  1991 m ife p ris to n e  w a s  a p p ro v e d  fo r 
u se  in  m e d ic a l a b o r tio n  in  G re a t B rita in .

A lth o u g h  m o s t  o f  th e  p ro te s ts  a g a in s t  m ife p r is to n e  h a v e  
b e e n  fro m  a n ti-a b o rtio n  ad v o c a te s , th e re  h a s  a lso  b e e n  o p p o s i
tio n  fro m  a  sm a ll  m in o rity  o f  fe m in is ts . In  S e p te m b e r  1991 a  
g ro u p  o f  fe m in is t  a c a d e m ic s  fro m  th e  U S A  a n d  A u s tra lia  p u b 
lish e d  a  d e ta ile d  a tta c k  o n  th e  sa fe ty  a n d  d e s ira b ility  o f  m e d 
ic a l a b o r tio n  w ith  m ife p r is to n e /p ro s ta g la n d in .  T h e y  c la im e d  
th a t th e  d ru g s  w e re  n o t  sa fe , n o t a d e q u a te ly  te s ted  an d  th a t the  
in tro d u c tio n  o f  th is  m e th o d  o f  ab o r tio n  w o u ld  fu r th e r  u n d e r
m in e  th e  a u to n o m y  o f  w o m e n .5

T h e s e  a r e  j u s t  s o m e  o f  th e  c o n t r o v e r s ia l  a n d  c o n f u s in g  
e v e n ts  in  th e  h i s to r y  o f  m i f e p r i s to n e .  T h is  n e w  d r u g  h a s  
fo c u se d  in te rn a tio n a l a tte n tio n  o n  th e  u n re so lv e d  c o n tro v e rsy  
a b o u t ab o r tio n  a n d  th e  r ig h ts  o f  w o m e n  to  co n tro l th e ir  fertility .

Use in medical abortion
In  F ra n c e , m ife p ris to n e  is  a u th o rise d  fo r  u se  in  p re g n a n c y  te r
m in a tio n  a t  u p  to  s e v e n  w e e k s  g e s ta tio n  a n d  in  G re a t B rita in  a t 
u p  to  n in e  w e e k s  g es ta tio n . T h e  w o m a n  is g iv e n  m ife p ris to n e  
t a b l e t s  a n d  t h e n  3 6 - 4 8  h o u r s  l a t e r  t h e  o t h e r  d r u g ,  
p ro s ta g la n d in . O rig in a lly  p ro s ta g la n d in  w a s  a d m in is te re d  as  an  
in je c tio n  o r  v a g in a l p e ssa ry  b u t n o w  a  ta b le t  fo rm  o f  th is  s e c 
o n d  d ru g  is  av a ila b le .

I f  m ife p ris to n e  is  u se d  o n  its  o w n , o n ly  8 0 -8 5 %  o f  p re g n a n 
c ie s  a re  te rm in a te d  b u t, in  c o m b in a tio n  w ith  a  p ro s tag lan d in , 
9 9 %  o f  w o m e n  h a v e  a b o r te d  w ith in  2 4  h o u rs  o f  p ro s tag lan d in  
ad m in is tra tio n . T h e  a b o r tio n  re se m b le s  a  sp o n ta n e o u s  m isca r
riag e .

M o s t w o m e n  fin d  th e  p ro c e d u re  u n c o m fo r ta b le  b u t  a c cep t
a b le  a n d  th e  m a jo r i ty  o f  th o se  w h o  h a v e  th e  c h o ic e  o p t  fo r  
m ed ica l ra th e r  th an  su rg ica l ab o rtio n . M o s t  w o m e n  re p o rt p re 
fe r r in g  to  a v o id  a n a e s th e s ia  a n d  su rg ic a l in te rv e n tio n . T h ey  
fe e l m e d ic a l  a b o r tio n  is  le s s  e m b a r ra s s in g  a n d  p r e fe r  th e ir  
m o re  a c tiv e  ro le  in  th e  p ro c ed u re . T h e y  fe e l m o re  in  co n tro l, 
c o n s id e r  th e  m e th o d  is m o re  n a tu ra l a n d  d ig n if ie d  a n d  fee l less 
in v ad ed . H o w e v e r, so m e  w o m e n  w h o  h a v e  h a d  m ed ica l ab o r
tio n s  re p o r t  th a t th e  p ro c e ss  ta k e s  to o  lo n g  a n d  th ey  d o  n o t lik e  
to  b e  so  in v o lv e d  in  th e  ab o rtio n .

P a in  r e l ie f  m a y  b e  re q u ir e d  a n d  2 5 -3 3 %  o f  w o m e n  h a v e  
so m e  d ia r r h o e a ,  n a u s e a  o r  v o m itin g . T h e s e  s id e  e f fe c ts  a re  
m a in ly  d u e  to  th e  p ro s ta g la n d in  a n d  w ith  th e  u se  o f  n e w e r  
im p ro v ed  p ro s ta g la n d in s , a re  re d u c e d  in  in c id en c e . L e s s  than  
1%  o f  w o m e n  re q u ire  u rg e n t su rg e ry  b e c a u se  o f  h e a v y  b le e d 
ing. T h e re  is n e g lig ib le  d a n g e r  o f  in fe c tio n  o r  ce rv ica l d am ag e . 
T h e se  a re  sm a ll b u t s ig n if ic a n t r isk s  w ith  su rg ica l ab o rtio n .

In A pril 1991 th e  f irs t d e a th  a s so c ia te d  w ith  m ed ica l te rm i
n a t io n  o f  p r e g n a n c y  w a s  r e p o r te d .  A  3 7 - y e a r - o ld  F re n c h  
w o m a n  d i e d  f r o m  a  h e a r t  a t t a c k  a f t e r  i n j e c t i o n  o f  th e  
p ro s ta g la n d in  s u lp ro s to n e . S h e  h a d  h a d  12 c h ild re n  a n d  o n e  
p re v io u s  a b o r tio n  a n d  w a s  a  h e a v y  sm o k er. S in c e  th is  d ea th , 
m ed ica l ab o r tio n  h as  b e e n  lim ite d  to  w o m e n  o f  le ss  th an  35 
y e a rs  o f  a g e  w h o  a re  fit  an d  n o  m o re  th a n  lig h t sm o k ers .

W o m en  o c c a s io n a lly  d ie  fro m  c o m p lic a tio n s  o f  leg a l su rg i
ca l a b o r tio n . T h e  sa fe ty  o f  su rg ic a l a n d  m e d ic a l m e th o d s  o f  
a b o rtio n  see m s to  b e  c o m p arab le .

W o m en  h a v e  th ro u g h o u t h is to ry  so u g h t o ra l m e a n s  to  te r
m in a te  p re g n an cy . M e d ic a l a b o rtio n  is  a  sa fe  a lte rn a tiv e  to  su r
g ica l ab o r tio n  an d  h as so m e  ad v a n ta g es .

T h e re  is , h o w e v e r, c o n c e rn  th a t th e  in tro d u c tio n  o f  m ed ica l 
ab o rtio n  c o u ld  re su lt  in  re d u c e d  a c c e ss  to  sa fe  su rg ica l ab o r
tion  a n d  th a t th e  p re se n t e x p e rtise  in  th is  a re a  c o u ld  d im in ish .

T h e re  is  e v id e n c e  th a t m e d ic a l ab o r tio n  m a y  b e  s ig n ifican t
ly c h e a p e r  th an  su rg ica l ab o rtio n . C o s t is  a n  im p o rta n t co n s id 
e ra tio n  in  a n y  h ea lth  ca re  sy s tem  b u t  is  p a r tic u la r ly  p e r tin e n t in 
p o o re r  d e v e lo p in g  c o u n tr ie s .6

Medical abortion in developing countries
T h e re  is  an  a n x ie ty  a b o u t th e  d e v e lo p e d  w o rld  im p o s in g  p o p u 
la tio n  c o n tro l m e th o d s  o n  th e  d e v e lo p in g  w o rld . T h e re  is  no  
d o u b t th a t a s  w o m e n  b e c o m e  m o re  e d u c a te d , m o re  ec o n o m i
ca lly  in d e p e n d e n t a n d  m o re  p o w e rfu l th e y  u su a lly  ch o o se  to  
h av e  fe w e r b ab ie s . M a n y  d e v e lo p in g  c o u n trie s  h a v e  a c cess  to  
le g a l a b o r tio n  in  s o m e  c irc u m s ta n c e s  b u t  m o s t  h a v e  a  v e ry  
lim ite d  n u m b e r  o f  p e o p le  tra in e d  in  su rg ic a l ab o r tio n  p ro c e 
d u re s  a n d  m o s t h a v e  in a d e q u a te  se rv ic e s . H e n c e  m o s t o f  th e  
2 0 0 ,0 0 0  w o m e n  d y in g  e a c h  y e a r  fro m  ille g a l ab o rtio n s  a n d  th e  
co u n tle ss  th o u sa n d s  m o re  w h o  a re  d a m a g e d  b y  th e se  ab o rtio n s  
a re  fro m  d e v e lo p in g  co u n trie s .

In  N o v e m b e r  1 9 8 8  t h e  I n d i a n  C o u n c i l  f o r  M e d i c a l  
R e se a rc h  a d v o c a te d  th a t th e  in tro d u c tio n  o f  m ife p r is to n e  to  
In d ia  sh o u ld  b e  g ra d u a l, s ta rtin g  in  e x p e rie n c e d  w e ll-e q u ip p ed  
c e n tr e s ,  a n d  th a t  s tu d ie s  to  a d d re s s  c o s t  e f fe c tiv e n e s s ,  u s e r  
ac ce p ta b ility  a n d  lo g is tic a l p ro b le m s  sh o u ld  b e  d o n e .7
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H o w e v e r , w o m e n  h e a lth  w o rk e rs  in  B a n g la d e sh , w r it in g  
a b o u t th e  u se  o f  m ife p ris to n e  c o n c lu d e d  th a t th e  lik e ly  d is a d 
v an tag e s  o u tw e ig h e d  th e  lik e ly  b e n e fits  a n d  th a t th o u g h  m e d 
i c a l  a b o r t i f a c i e n t s  h e l d  p r o m i s e ,  t h e  m i f e p r i s t o n e /  
p ro s ta g la n d in  c o m b in a tio n  w a s  n o t  y e t su ita b le  fo r  in tro d u c 
tio n  to  c o u n tr ie s  w ith  w e a k  h e a lth  in fra s tru c tu re s .8

C h in a  is  n o t a  s ig n a to ry  to  in te rn a tio n a l p a te n t a g re e m e n ts  
a n d  th e re fo re  ig n o re d  R o u s s e l-U c la f ’s o w n e rsh ip  o f  m ife p ris 
to n e  a n d  m a n u fa c tu re d  its  o w n . C h in a  is  n o w  u s in g  m ed ica l 
a b o rtio n  w id e ly  a n d  is  a s se ss in g  w h e th e r  it  is  a  c o s t-e ffe c tiv e  
m e th o d  fo r  th a t co u n try .

O n e  o f  th e  p ro b le m s  a b o u t m e d ic a l ab o rtio n  in  d e v e lo p in g  
c o u n tr ie s  h a s  b e e n  th e  a v a ila b ility  o f  a  su ita b le  p ro s tag lan d in . 
U n til  re c e n tly  th e  p ro s ta g la n d in s  u se d  h a v e  b e e n  e x p e n s iv e , 
a d m in is te re d  b y  in je c t io n  o r  in tra v a g in a l  p e s s a ry  a n d  h a v e  
re q u ir e d  re f r ig e r a t io n .  H o w e v e r ,  c h e a p e r  o ra l  p re p a ra t io n s  
w h ich  d o  n o t re q u ire  re fr ig e ra tio n  a n d  h a v e  a  lo w e r  in c id en c e  
o f  s id e  e ffec ts  a re  n o w  av a ila b le .

F if te e n  y e a rs  a g o  th e  W o r ld  H e a l th  O rg a n is a t io n  s ta te d  
th e re  w a s  a  n e e d  fo r  a  s a fe  m e th o d  o f  m e d ic a l  a b o r tio n  to  
im p ro v e  m a te rn a l re p ro d u c tiv e  h ea lth  o n  a  g lo b a l sca le . Illeg a l 
ab o rtio n  c a u se s  13%  o f  a ll m a te rn a l d e a th s  in  S ri L a n k a , 2 5 %  
in  N ig e r ia  a n d  3 6 %  in  C h ile . T h e se  w o m e n  k n o w  th e  risk  th ey  
tak e  b u t th ey  see  n o  o th e r  a lte rn a tiv e .

Other uses of mifepristone
Further applications in fertility control
P o s t-c o ita l co n tra c e p tio n  h as  b e e n  a tte m p te d  th ro u g h o u t h is to 
ry  b u t  w ith  l i ttle  su c c e ss  u n til re c e n t  t im e s  w h en  a  sh o rt c o u rse  
o f  h ig h  d o se  o e s tro g e n  a n d  p ro g e s to g e n  w a s  fo u n d  to  b e  fa ir ly  
re lia b le  in  p re v e n tin g  p re g n a n c y  a f te r  u n p ro te c te d  in te rco u rse . 
M ife p r is to n e  h a s  n o w  b e e n  fo u n d  to  b e  a  h ig h ly  e f f e c t iv e  
p o s t-c o ita l c o n tra c e p tiv e  a n d  its  a d m in is tra tio n  c a u se s  s ig n if i
c a n t ly  f e w e r  s id e  e f f e c ts  th a n  th e  o e s t r o g e n /p r o g e s to g e n  
m e th o d .9

R e se a rc h e rs  in  C h ile  a re  in v e s tig a tin g  m ife p r is to n e  a s  an  
o v u la tio n  in h ib ito r. T h e y  a re  a lso  lo o k in g  a t  its  p o te n tia l a s  an  
e n d o m e tr ia l  c o n tra c e p tiv e .  V e ry  lo w  d o s e s  o f  m ife p r is to n e  
seem  to  a lte r  th e  u te ru s  lin in g  so  th a t im p la n ta tio n  o f  th e  eg g  
d o e s  n o t  o c c u r  -  w h ile  le a v in g  th e  n a tu ra l o v a r ia n  an d  p itu 
ita ry  h o rm o n e  o u tp u t u n a ffec te d . I f  th is  p ro v e s  a  p ra c tica l p o s 
s ib ility  it  is  a  m o s t ex c itin g  a d v a n c e  in  c o n tra c e p tio n .10

Other obstetric and gynaecological uses
M ife p r is to n e  so fte n s  a n d  d ila te s  th e  ce rv ix . I t  m a y  b e  u se fu l in  
m a k in g  p ro c e d u r e s  s u c h  a s  c o lp o s c o p y  -  a  v e ry  c o m m o n  
g y n a e c o lo g ic a l p ro c e d u re  in v o lv in g  e x a m in a tio n  o f  th e  ce rv ix  
w ith  a  m ic ro sc o p e  -  a n d  th e  in se rtio n  o f  in tra u te r in e  c o n tra 
c e p tiv e  d e v ic e s  e a s ie r  a n d  le s s  p a in fu l.

W h e n  a  fo e tu s  d ie s  in  th e  w o m b , d e liv e ry  o f  the d ea d  fo e 
tu s  is  an  e m o tio n a lly  d iff ic u lt  a n d  p o te n tia lly  p h y s ic a lly  d a n 
g e ro u s  p ro c e d u re  fo r  th e  w o m a n . M ife p r is to n e  h as  b ee n  u sed  
to  in d u c e  la b o u r  in  th e  p re se n c e  o f  in tra u te r in e  fo e ta l d e a th .11

M ife p r is to n e  h a s  a lso  b e e n  u se d  to  te rm in a te  p re g n a n c y  in  
th e  p re se n c e  o f  fo e ta l  a b n o rm a lit ie s  a n d  to  in d u c e  la b o u r  a t  
th e  e n d  o f  a  n o rm a l p re g n an cy .

I t  h a s  p o te n t ia l  in  th e  t r e a tm e n t  o f  e n d o m e tr io s is  w h ic h  
p r o d u c e s  m e n s t r u a l  p a in  a n d  r e d u c e s  f e r t i l i t y  in  1 0 %  o f  
w o m e n  o f  re p ro d u c tiv e  a g e , a n d  i t  h as  p o te n tia l in  th e  tre a t
m e n t o f  fib ro id s  a s  w e ll a s  in  th e  tre a tm e n t o f  ec to p ic  p re g n a n 
cy , a llo w in g  p re se rv a tio n  o f  th e  F a llo p ia n  tube .

Other medical applications
M ife p ris to n e  h as b e e n  u sed  in  th e  m a n a g e m e n t o f  h o rm o n e - 
d e p e n d e n t ca n ce rs . P a tie n ts  w ith  a d v a n c e d  b re a s t c a n c e r  a n d  
in o p e ra b le  m e n in g io m a s  h a v e  b e e n  tre a te d  w ith  m ifep ris to n e  
w ith  so m e  su ccess . O th e r  tu m o u rs  in c lu d in g  so m e  b o w e l, k id 
ney , l iv e r  a n d  u te r in e  c a n c e r s  c a n  s h o w  re le v a n t  h o rm o n e  
d e p e n d e n c y  an d  m ife p ris to n e  m a y  b e  u se fu l in  th e ir  m a n a g e 
m en t.

M ife p r is to n e  h a s  p o s s ib le  a p p lic a tio n  in  th e  tre a tm e n t o f  
A ID S .

It is  o f  p ro v e n  u se  in  th e  e n d o c rin e  d isea se , C u s h in g ’s sy n 
d ro m e , a n d  h a s  c o n s id e ra b le  p o te n tia l  a s  a  re se a rc h  in s tru m en t 
in  th e  in v e s t ig a t io n  o f  s e v e ra l  d is e a s e  p ro c e s s e s  in c lu d in g  
d e p re ss io n , o b es ity  a n d  h y p e r te n s io n .12

Conclusion
T h e re  is n o  d o u b t th a t th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  m ife p ris to n e  is  a  
m a jo r sc ien tific  b re a k th ro u g h . I ts  w id e  p o te n tia l w o u ld  seem  
to  m a k e  th e  c a se  fo r  in c re a se d  c lin ic a l a v a ila b ili ty  u n a ssa il
ab le .

S e v e r a l  d e c a d e s  a g o  t r e a t m e n t  w i t h  a  d r u g  c a l l e d  
m e th o tre x a te  w as  sh o w n  to  c u re  an  u n u su a l c a n c e r  th a t o cc u rs  
in  t h e  w o m b .  M e t h o t r e x a t e  a l s o  i n d u c e s  a b o r t i o n .  
M e th o trex a te  is n o w  an  esse n tia l p a r t  o f  sev e ra l e ffe c tiv e  c a n 
c e r tre a tm e n ts  an d  is  u se d  in  th e  m a n a g e m e n t o f  o th e r  serio u s 
an d  d e b ilita tin g  d ise a se s . I f  th e  so -c a lle d  p ro - life  ac tiv is ts  o f  
th e  d a y  h a d  p re v e n te d  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  a n d  d is tr ib u tio n  o f  
m e th o tre x a te  b e c a u se  o f  its  a b o r tio n  p ro d u c in g  p o te n tia l, p e o 
p le  w o u ld  h av e  b ee n  d e n ie d  th e  b e n e f i t  o f  a  v a lu ab le  a n d  life  
sav in g  d ru g .13

T h a t is w h a t is h a p p e n in g  w ith  m ifep ris to n e .
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