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Soap is one of the most important products in our daily lives, yet few of us ever 

stop to think about what is in that bar of soap we’re using on our skin.  

Frequently, commercial soaps are not as safe as they pretend to be.  

Commercial soaps, though cheap and plentiful, also come with many associated 

dangers that the vast majority of consumers are largely unaware of.  These 

soaps come with a host of chemicals that can jeopardize both human skin and 

human health, deprive skin of moisture, and generally are unnecessarily harsh.  

Fortunately, there are plenty of natural, handmade soap alternatives on the 

market. 

 

 

Is it really soap? 

 

One of the first big issues with most commercial soaps on the market is that 

many times, they’re not really soap—they’re detergents masquerading as soap.   

 

At its most basic form, soap is created from a chemical reaction between oil, 

water, and lye.  Often instead of oil, commercial manufacturers will replace oil in 

soaps with petroleum distillates. However, one of the most basic yet most 

important flaws of commercial soaps is that industrial manufacturers strip the 

natural glycerin out of these soaps – and thus, the soap strips your skin of its 

natural oils and dries you out.  When you hop out of the shower and reach for a 

big bottle of lotion because your skin is dry, it’s highly likely that commercial soap 

could be causing your dry skin issues.  Soaps that claim to be relatively ‘mild’ can 

also still be too harsh, especially for sensitive skin.  

 

Even those clear bars that claim to be “glycerin bars” don’t contain real glycerin!  

Those are almost always made with propylene glycol, which is not the same 

thing as natural glycerin, nor is it healthy for your skin.  Some claim that they are 

made from vegetable glycerin even if they only have a small fraction of vegetable 

glycerin and a high percentage of propylene glycol—making their packaging and 



advertising very misleading.  These bars also are host to many other toxic 

petrochemicals in addition.  Many people with skin problems such as eczema 

and psoriasis find that commercial soaps exacerbate their skin problems 

because the removal of glycerin and addition of chemicals and heavy perfumes 

is very irritating to sensitive skin.  

 

But many industrial “soaps,” because of their lack of glycerin and the cocktail of 

harsh chemicals they contain, are not even legally allowed to call themselves 

soap; thus, their packaging usually contains creative titles such as “deodorant 

bar” or “beauty bar” but never soap – because they’re not true soap! 

 

 

And what’s in that bar of soap? 

 

Do you know what exactly is in these industrial soaps?  Sadly, most consumers 

don’t.  For instance, some of the chemicals contained in commercial soaps can 

include: sodium hydroxide, which is a type of lye; sodium isethionate, which is 

used to create a dense lather and lots of suds; sodium dodecylbenzinesulfonate, 

a type of detergent so strong it is commonly used in laundry detergents; 

pentasodium pentatate, a type of acid which is used as a water softener; and 

titanium dioxide, which is used as a colorant in soap, sunblock, toothpaste, and 

cosmetics.  They can also contained added preservatives like Butylated 

Hydroxytoluene and strong antibacterial ingredients such as triclosan.   

 

Sound like a mouthful?  It is, and there’s no reason that it is necessary.  Sodium 

Lauryl Sulfate, another common soap ingredient, can stay on skin longer after 

you’ve rinsed off the soap, and can continue to strip away fatty acids, amino 

acids, and moisture from your skin, and makes it easier for other toxins to be 

absorbed into our bodies.  Not to mention all those synthetic fragrances in your 

soaps—these can cause common but annoying problems such as watery eyes, 

reddened skin, spaciness, nausea, mood changes, depression, lethargy, 

restlessness, irritability, anger memory lapses, and inability to concentrate.  The 

fragrances that linger on your hands for a long time are even worse, because 

they stay there and irritate your skin for up to hours after you wash your hands 

with that soap.  The use of synthetic fragrances, rather than essential oils, has 

been shown to increase chemical sensitivity in people, but they are not 

necessary, as they have no proven aromatherapy benefits.  



 

Chemicals such as diethanolamine, monoethanolamine, and triethanolamine, 

used in some soaps in America but banned in Europe, are known to have 

carcinogenic effects.  Polyethylene glycol (PEG) is a potentially carcinogenic 

petroleum product that can reduce your skin’s natural moisture factor thereby 

increasing the appearance of aging and vulnerability to bacteria. Synthetic 

colorings in bar soaps can also cause allergic reactions and a wide range of 

other health, behavioral, and learning issues.  And liquid soaps are even worse, 

for they are almost always just a mix of chemicals at varying levels of toxicity.  

Excessive amounts of such synthetic chemicals have never been proven 

necessary in soap; natural soap can be much safer for you, without all the 

chemicals of commercial soap. Still tempted to use that commercial bar of soap? 

 

 

That antibacterial soap may not be all good… 

 

Antibacterial soaps, which often claim to kill “99.9%” of germs, have become 

extremely popular in our germ-phobic age, but is this a good thing?  The 

bacteria-fighting ingredients in those soaps may be doing you more harm than 

good.  Extra-strength antibacterial ingredients in soaps, while killing harmful 

bacteria, can also kill healthy bacteria that exist to protect your skin – thus 

endangering you and stripping your skin of those healthy bacteria.  Killing too 

much of your body’s bacteria, when overdone, can even lead to causing 

diseases such as eczema, irritable bowel syndrome, and even diabetes.  In an 

article in Wired Magazine, Brandon Keim writes that “it now appears that our 

daily antibacterial regimens are disrupting a balance that once protected humans 

from health problems, especially allergies and malfunctioning immune 

responses.”   Thus, it is extremely important to be wary especially of commercial 

bar soaps that claim to contain many antibacterial and antiseptic ingredients.   

 

Furthermore, antibacterial ingredients such as triclosan need to be on your skin 

for at least two minutes in order to kill all the germs, so in most cases they do 

not—they merely exist to give consumers the satisfaction of buying something 

antibacterial without really knowing its effects.  It is commonly thought that using 

antibacterial soaps and products can help prevent you from getting illnesses like 

the common cold—but this is a misperception; antibacterial soap can kill 

bacteria, but the common cold and other diseases are viral, not bacterial.  



Triclosan is a member of the carcinogenic chlorophenol family. (As is Agent 

Orange, the defoliant used in Vietnam with such tragic results.)  In addition, not 

only are batches of triclosan occasionally contaminated by carcinogenic dioxins, 

but triclosan itself breaks down into dioxins when exposed to sunlight in the 

general environment.  The Environmental Protection Agency considers triclosan 

a toxic pesticide that poses significant risk to human health and environment.  

Swedish retailers even went so far as to recall all triclosan products off their 

shelves, and some English retailers are doing the same.  

 

Commercial manufacturers load their soaps with such ingredients for many 

reasons:  to lower costs, to make soaps look and smell attractive—in short, to do 

whatever will sell more soap and make them more money.  However, they often 

ignore the effects that these sometimes toxic chemicals can have on consumers.  

 

 

And what about my clothes? 

 

As if all the aforementioned affects of commercial soap weren’t enough to scare 

you, commercial soap can also have an adverse effect on your clothes.   Often in 

the manufacturing process, excess sodium hydroxide (NaOH, which is a 

base/alkali) is left over, and can have a mild base reaction with fabrics, resulting 

in long-term damage to the clothes.  Many poorly finished commercial soaps 

contain excess base/alkali which is bad for fabrics and for your skin in the long 

run.  Skin is naturally acidic, with a PH of 4.2 - 5.6.  Commercial soaps have a 

PH of 9.5 – 11, which is too high, allowing it to remove the skin’s natural acid 

protection, and leave skin very dry.  

 

 

The benefits of handmade soap… 

 

So why use handmade soap? Well, it’s milder than commercial soaps, and won’t 

strip your skin of its natural moisture and give you skin problems such as 

eczema. It contains natural ingredients rather than harsh chemicals. It also 

contains natural glycerin which moisturizes your skin rather than drying it out. 

Furthermore, there are no synthetic additives, preservatives, fragrances, or 

colors that could hurt your skin and your health. Handmade soap also effectively 

kills germs without the use of such harsh ingredients as triclosan.  



 

Making your own soap has numerous benefits. Handmade soaps come from 

simple, natural ingredients such as olive oil, goat’s milk, shea butter, cocoa 

butter, coconut oil, and essential oils rather than synthetic chemicals. And with no 

phosphates or detergents, handmade soap is better for the environment. Don’t 

forget that making your own soap is less costly than buying commercial soap, 

and in addition, you can control the quality of your soap and make sure it is good 

enough to suit you and your own personal preferences.  

 

 

Avoid Them When Possible 

 

When presented with the overwhelming amount of evidence as to what is really 

in commercial soap, it is easy to see that natural and handmade alternatives are 

a better choice.  However, few consumers know this, and are putting up with the 

negative effects of commercial soap without being fully aware of what they are 

putting on their skin day after day.  Commercial soaps contain a vast amount of 

harsh chemicals, additives, preservatives, synthetic colors and fragrances, and 

antibacterial ingredients which can take a harsh toll on one’s skin and health. 

Even soaps that claim to have special features such as killing 99% of germs, or 

“glycerin” soaps, are very often misleading – it is just as important for consumers 

to be aware of these advertising gimmicks that commercial soaps use.  

 

 

Making Your Own Soap 

 

It is important for consumers to seek out safer, handmade alternatives to 

commercial soap which are all-around better for your health.  Making your own 

soap is an excellent method for avoiding dangerous commercial soaps.  By 

creating it yourself, you know exactly what ingredients the soap contains.  All of 

the beneficial elements, such as glycerin, remain in the bar. 

 

Making soap can be complicated but it doesn’t have to be difficult.  With the right 

training at your disposal, making soap is a snap.  To learn how to make soap, 

check out the Cold Process Video.  It walks you through the entire process, step-

by-step, to teach you how to make soap like a pro!  Click the link below or copy & 

paste it into your browser. 



 

http://www.soapmakingfun.com/cold-process-soap-guide2.shtml 
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