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By way of explanation my parents 

weren’t rich, so getting a Barbie was a 
big deal. Both my parents both worked, 
Dad as a plumber and Mum as a fashion 
designer and seamstress to the well 
heeled. I had two older brothers so my 
parents (read Mum) wanted me to be a 
girly girl as I had already started being the 
tom boy. So, though I didn’t realise it at 
the time, Barbie was part of a cunningly 

wore and looked sensational in new 
fashionable outfits. She had high heel 
shoes, handbags, handkerchiefs, scarves, 
earrings, necklaces, and the best part....a 
removable head and wigs....ooh my stars 
she was great.

In 1961 to have a Barbie was the height 
of cool because very few of my peers had 
one. Prior to Barbie I was not part of the 
elite, so I enjoyed the moment.

My most memorable 1961 Christmas 
present from Mum and Dad was a 
transformative one. With it came a 
social cache that I had hitherto lacked 
amongst my peers. With this small yet 
life changing present I now had entrée 
into an elite group of very young girls 
who were so cool, we could just about 
glow in the dark! Unlike other presents, 
this one would never go to school to be 
trashed, stolen or played with by anyone 
else. Nothing at all like ones swap cards 
or lunch money that constantly got stolen 
by the bullies. Nope, this one was really 
special and got played with at home 
with other devotees or at their place. By 
appointment of course!

The present had a name, and to me it 
represented a world that was so different 
from the one that came before it.

Everyone called it by its name. There 
were no personalised names such as those 
given to the likes of teddy bears and dolls. 
Her name of course was Barbie and that 
was that. She was of course a doll, but 
for me and a lot of under 10’s Barbie was 
pretty darned close to real.

At the time Barbie was not really 
attractive, not like she got later on, but 
more of that later. She was a smooth 
and mythical adult, not a baby doll or 
whatever we had before Barbie. She 
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Before the internet, and before the 

hundreds if not thousands of often 

scientifically ill informed blogs on 

cosmetic ingredients, my very basic 

science told me that petrolatum (aka 

petroleum jelly or pet jelly) and associated 

materials were derived from a natural 

product .Indeed in the most detailed 

dictionary source, petroleum, the source 

material for pet jelly is defined

“ Literally ‘rock oil,’ it is a general term 

for crude oil and natural gas. Primary 

source of automotive fuels and lubricant 

oils, petroleum is a complex mixture 

of hydrocarbons and paraffins in some 

areas, and aromatics and cyclo-paraffins 

in other areas. Thought to have been 

formed from decomposition of animal 

and vegetable life under heat and pressure 

during geologic periods, it occurs usually 

in deep rock strata but sometimes near to 

the surface. When ‘cracked’ and refined, 

it produces hundreds of petrochemicals 

that are converted into tens of thousands 

of products, with new ones appearing 

continually. Crude petroleum (crude 

oil) contains about 80 percent carbon 

compounds, 11 percent hydrogen, and 

one to two percent of nitrogen, oxygen, 

and sulfur. In most oil fields, oil and 

natural gas occur together, gas being 

the top layer on crude oil under which 

may lie water. One barrel of petroleum 

equals 5604 cubic-feet of natural gas, 1.45 

barrels of liquefied natural gas (LNG), 

or about one barrel of gas oil.” 1 So pet 

jelly etc comes from ancient plankton 

and algal deposits. It seems to me to be 

natural, along with Natural Gas or Liquid 

natural gas. I thought petrolatum was a 

simple part of the oil extracted from old 

natural deposits, in short a very simple 

by-product. And I thought that was OK. 

So too it seems did a large number of 

chemists and doctors. In the very early 

days of the oil refining industry, the 

Petrolatum component of the refining 

process was taken up and used for its skin 

healing qualities. In a relatively short time 

it became the basis of almost every salve, 

lip balm and cream. And hey since it 

pretty well totally replaced sperm whale 

products that preceded it, so how great 

was that? It was and still is recommended 

”she wants to look like Barbie” Gee as if 
that is so bad ♥

The consequences for the cosmetic 
industry is that over the last 20 years it 
has become harder to get brand owners 
to consider products that contain silicone 
or petrochemicals or anything else they 
think is a “chemical” (including the 
preservatives that make the product safe 
to use) in their formulations. Increasingly 
the desire is for a product that is 100% 
natural and at a price that is at least as low 
as the mass market brands.

For instance, we all know about SLS 
sodium Lauryl sulphate and parabens and 
how they have fallen into the shadows 
of fear and loathing. And now we make 
a LOT of lipbalm that says free from 
petrochemicals and petrolatum. And 
indeed we make a pretty good mix that 
could beat the pants off petrolatum but it 
is 10 times more expensive.

concocted plan. Barbie was Mums best 

effort to assist me in being interested in 

frocks, and less of a tom boy!

I continued to be a tom boy most 

of the time. I guess my Dad and my 

brothers can claim some credit for that. 

I just loved blowing up ants nests plus 

a few other things best not mentioned. 

Suffice to say that my memories of 

childhood are something that I cherish. 

Fireworks and bonfire nights were gold 

and I climbed trees without a care in 

the world that I might fall (I never did 

either!) Even so, I loved my Barbie and 

she helped me socialise with other girls, 

so at least part of Mum’s cunning plan 

was working.

This may not be news now but one of 

the things that made Barbie special was 

plastic. This means she was petrochemical 

thru and thru. Probably one of the first 

mass produced plastic toys ever. Barbie 

was smooth and chic and she made plastic 

sooooo desirable.

In the middle 60’s she got upgraded to 

part silicone, so she could bend her legs 

to get out of a car, sit at a desk or ride a 

motorbike or horse depending on how 

the mood took her. The silicone made 

the feel of her skin much more lifelike 

and far more tactile. Not surprisingly 

the marketers of the day described the 

upgraded Barbie as the “natural” Barbie.

In my opinion, the reputation of 

silicone since that highpoint has taken an 

undeserved beating – especially when it 

comes to cosmetics. Silicone in cosmetics 

can provide products with a most 

luxurious skin feel, and unfortunately 

there it is on the “nasty” chemical list.

Even though Barbie was a favourite 

of my era (and of many little girls over 

the subsequent years), her “naturalness” 

did take a dive in popularity. Times 

change for toys and materials alike it 

seems. Today materials like silicone 

and petrochemicals (aka plastics) are 

considered by many as “nasties” and 

not natural at all. Over the years, 

Barbies status has changed as well and 

today the name carries connotations of 

“synthetic-ness”. Just the name alone 

is sometimes used to criticise women 

having implants or any cosmetic surgery 
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be willing to give them a try. A nother 
ingredient that I have been wondering 
about is coco-betaine (cocamidopropyl 
betaine) in shampoo, which is all over 
more natural options and in fact seems to 
be more harmful than SLS.

But it appears the damage is done, at 
least on the Internet, and petrolatum 
is ‘ingredient non gratia’ for many 
Brand Owners and some users. If you 
haven’t already guessed, I don’t share the 
fears spouted on the internet. I remain 
confused by how some people can be 
caught up in the fear campaigns, when it 
is evident that sales of skin care products 
full of “petrochemical” raw materials far 
outsell all of the natural brands together. 
Do the majority of consumers really care 
about some materials? Or do they just 
want something that does a good job at a 
fair price?

Or is it as I have pretty much 
concluded that the ingredient list means 
almost nothing to the average user. 
When my company responds to a product 
brief we send ingredients lists and a full 
explanation of each of the ingredients and 

its chemical simplicity and safely used on 
babies for the last 60 years.

But now if we are to believe the 
internet, Petrolatum is so horrible and 
such a feared ingredient that we are often 
instructed to leave it out of the new briefs 
we get. It made me wonder whether 
there was something more to this than I 
first thought.

My research took the form of looking 
at internet blogs said nasty stuff about 
petrolatum that cited scientific papers 
in support of their position. But then as 
I researched further and “googled” the 
“anti petrolatum” sites that quoted the 
names of really well known scientists, I 
found the final citation that they were 
relying on was something not petrolatum 
related but instead was about the burning 
of said hydrocarbons... nothing about the 
badness of the jelly material itself.

Emma B says: August 27, 2012 at 1:43 
pm I avoid silicones because they rarely 
come alone. Most products that contain 
them also contain PEGs, phenoxyethanol, 
petrolatum, or parabens. If you can 
suggest otherwise clean products I would 

by doctors and dermatologists to protect 
the skin from the atmosphere and water 
during the healing process.

It seemed for a period of time everyone 
really thought Petrolatum was just the 
best thing. And just as usual things started 
to change and oil based products began to 
lose their golden glow and instead began 
to be tainted because of damage being 
done to the environment. I’m pretty clear 
that it was largely a guilt by association 
thing for the oil based and derived 
products used in cosmetics, because it was 
only with the large scale introduction 
of cars into the broad community that 
people began to see that oil could be bad 
for the environment. Bad environmental 
practices of some of the businesses that 
used oil and oil by products didn’t help 
either.

But even with the bad press on oil and 
dirty business practices, I still thought 
that Petrolatum was different. It was not 
highly processed. We did not burn it, nor 
did we breathe it in. It was occlusive and 
so did not soak into our blood stream. It 
was cheap, amazingly effective despite 
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fearmongering and opinion speaks louder 
than commonsense, facts and science.

1 ref Business dictionary.com

These days product briefs present us 
with a range of challenges. We really 
want to be able to match it all but 
sometimes that isn’t possible – a bit like 
the short black latte. I sometime imagine 
how I would have felt if for Christmas 
1961 I had opened my present to find a 
wooden Barbie instead of the plastic icon. 
Through childs eyes I know I would have 
been tremendously disappointed. And as 
an adult looking back I know a part of 
the joy of owning Barbie came directly 
from her humble plastic origins.

If you think this musing is a dig at 
the natural world, you really do need 
to read a number of my past articles to 
understand that that is not the case. As I 
have said before we can really do a lot in 
the natural world. However I am sorry 
for Barbie and her silicone bendy legs that 
allowed her so much freedom.

I am sorry for us too that we seem 
to have lost silicone, SLS, parabens and 
Petrolatums through a climate of fear 
when made well and used well they are 
some of the most magnificent, beneficial 
materials we have ever seen. It seems 

whether it is natural/naturally derived 
etc and where from. Even for some of the 
‘professionals’ in our industry it appears 
that the understanding of ingredient 
lists (or potential ingredients) can be a 
challenge to fully comprehend. What 
hope do we have that the punter reads 
and fully understands the fine print? But 
they can see the price difference and their 
habits are the ones that show up on the 
highest sellers, and it is clear the naturals 
hardly get a foot in the door.

Our experience is that the price/
performance ratio is even more critical 
in the world now. We are constantly 
being asked to try to make a simple 
natural product that mimics the silicone 
filled benchmark for the same price as 
a conventional product. Sometimes it 
is challenging yet achievable but other 
times darned impossible. The quandary 
reminds me of the person who goes to 
the counter and orders a short black latte. 
The barrista understand the request but 
can’t fulfil the design brief because of 
course it contains mutually incompatible 
requirements in the one cup.

Unipure Pigments & Dyes (Global 
Conformance)
Natpure Vegetable Extract Colourants
Glitters and Pearls (coated and uncoated)
Binders & Texturing Agents

Cosmetic Powders (Soft Focus & 
Powdery Feel)
Solubilisers / Emulsifiers (Natural 
& Synthetic)
Fibres for Mascara etc.
Hair Dyes & Auxiliaries

MARG SMITH is the owner of Syndet Works 
– an Australian company established in 1984 to 
formulate and produce soap free skincare bars.  
Syndet has developed an enviable reputation for 
custom formulated and manufactured skincare 
that now extend well beyond the origins of the 
business.


