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  Cosmetics have played an integral part in beautifying humankind for tens of 

thousands of years. The practice of people enhancing their natural features dates back 

several millennia before written text to ancient Egyptian and other early civilizations. 

Throughout time, these augmentation methods have been studied and perfected to create 

what is now a multibillion-dollar industry. The earliest forms of cosmetics derived from 

locally available natural resources but over time transformed to incorporate synthetic and 

potentially harmful substances including lead, formaldehyde, and benzophenone. The 

objective of this thesis is to investigate the timeline of cosmetic use and to inquire into 

the compulsion to use cosmetics for embellishing the natural look, the introduction of 

artificial chemicals into cosmetics, the minimal protective legislative guidelines currently 

in place, and the necessary reforms required to ensure the safety of the consumer. 
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Introduction 

 

The term cosmetics itself is broken into six separate categories: skin care, hair care, color 

cosmetics, fragrances, personal care, and over-the-counter products (Stewart, 2017). For 

the purpose of this paper, the focus will be on two of the categories: skin care and color 

cosmetics. Skin care products are additionally categorized by those products designed to 

be left on the skin and those designed to be removed from the skin. Products to be left on 

the skin include moisturizers, anti-aging serums or creams, sunscreens, sunless tanners, 

and acne treatments. Products to be removed from the skin include facial washes, toners, 

soaps, and exfoliating products. Color cosmetics are what typically come to mind when 

one thinks of the term cosmetics. This category encompasses foundations, concealers, 

eyeshadows, eyeliners, mascaras, blushes, bronzers, lipsticks, nail polishes, etc. They are 

referred to as color cosmetics because they alter the color of the skin, lips, or nails 

(Stewart, 2017).  

 Although these are the terms coined in the modern 20th century, the application 

techniques and intent of use remain comparable to those executed thousands of years ago. 

At their inception in ancient Egypt, cosmetics were designed for both men and women to 

mask body odors and decorate their faces for special occasions and religious rituals 

(Ravilious, 2015). As the rage of cosmetics spread through Europe, the products were 

incorporated into the routines of the wealthy elites and politicians to show status. From 

Europe it then travelled to North America where it blossomed into the massive business it 

is today. Throughout the locale and time transitions, the industry underwent massive 

changes. While chemicals have always been prevalent in cosmetics, both in the ancient 
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and current variations, advancement in scientific research have expanded the scope of 

synthetic chemical incorporation.  

 In the early years of color cosmetics usage, dangerous chemicals such as lead 

were often applied directly to the face due to a lack of understanding of the potentially 

hazardous side effects. As understanding advanced with the spread of scientific 

knowledge, alternative formulas were sought to provide the desired look without the 

harsh impacts. Entry into the 20th century was accompanied by the introduction of the 

film industry, which inspired women (mostly) around the world to mimic the look of 

their favorite actresses. At this time period, cosmetics were unregulated by the Food and 

Drug Administration, so chemicals like arsenic, lead, and mercury were still being added 

to facial powders and lotions. Today, there has been an overwhelming push from 

consumers toward natural cosmetic products, and yet asbestos and phthalates are still 

being widely utilized.  

The Birth of Cosmetics 

 

The earliest record of “cosmetics” comes from ancient Egypt around 10,000 B.C. The 

integration of cosmetics into ancient cultures aimed to improve hygiene for both men and 

women, rather than to enhance appearance, as its purpose is today. Early Egyptians began 

incorporating essential oils such as thyme, chamomile, lavender, and peppermint into 

their daily routines to mask body odors and to protect their skin from the harsh desert 

climate (Dallaire, 1951). As time progressed, so did the complexity of the routines 

performed by ancient Egyptians, who began incorporating kohl, a black powder 

containing lead sulfide, and malachite, a bright green paste made of copper hydroxyl 

carbonate (Cu₂CO₃(OH)₂), to decorate and contour their faces, specifically to their eyes to 
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create the illusion of an almond shape, for special occasions and religious rituals 

(Ravilious, 2015). This look is illustrated below in Figure 1: Early Egyptian Cosmetics. 

Unbeknownst to the wearer, the lead salt used in the eyeliner actually increased 

production of nitric oxide, which helped prevent eye infections (Ravilious, 2015). Bright 

red lipstick also became popular through the discovery of carmine, an aluminum and 

calcium salt of carminic acid. It is derived from the shells of the female insect Coccus 

Cacti (Lucas, 1930). 

 

Figure 1: Early Egyptian Cosmetics 

 Through the next thousand years, the use of cosmetics expanded from a hygiene 

product solely for special occasions, to a statement of wealth and beauty. The use of 

cosmetics extended its reach into areas of China where the dynasty royals began using 

cosmetics as an indication of wealth and status. The Chinese royals stained their 

fingernails, cheeks, and eyes with beeswax, gelatin, and egg, creating bright shades of red 
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and black (Stewart, 2017). They also applied rice powder to their faces to appear paler; 

being pale was seen as a status symbol because it meant that you had not been exposed to 

the sun performing manual labor. This look can be seen below in Figure 2: Chinese 

Royals.  

 

Figure 2: Chinese Royals 

However, the lower-class citizens were forbidden from wearing bright colors on their 

nails and skin and often could not apply enough rice powder to appear as pale as the 

royals. Around the same time, Grecian woman began crushing up berries to use as blush 

and lip stain and using oxen hair to create the illusion of a fuller eyebrow. All around the 

world, women and men on many continents used natural products and animal products as 

cosmetics. One of the earliest written records of cosmetics also appeared around this 

time, 900 B.C., in the Bible. Cosmetics are mentioned in the Old Testament 2 Kings 9:30 
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where Jezabel is said to have painted her eyelids. This is the beginning of the negative 

view of makeup, depicting it as a licentious practice. 

Expansion to Europe 

In the 18th century, Italy and France were the first countries to begin monopolizing the 

sale of makeup and creating branded products for the market. However, only the 

aristocracy had access. Facial powders included arsenic, and foundations were made with 

white lead paint (2PbCO3·Pb(OH)2), both toxic to humans. Some of the other ingredients 

of cosmetics widely utilized at the time can be found below in Table 1: Cosmetics, 

Ingredients, and Effects. 

Cosmetics Harmful Ingredients Harmful Effects 

Eyeliner Belladonna, oil Pupil constriction, blindness, 

blurred vision 

Facial Powder Lead, Arsenic Blood poisoning, Skin 

blackening, Death 

Foundation Lead, Arsenic Blood poisoning, Skin 

blackening, Death 

Rouge Lead, Mercury Sulfide Renal dysfunction, Blurred 

vision, Loss of teeth, Death 

Lipstick Mercury Sulfide Shaking, Blurred vision, 

Death 
Table 1: Cosmetics, Ingredients, and Effects 

As illustrated in the table above, the makeup the nobles used caused their eyes to swell, 

attacked the enamel on the teeth, and changed the texture of the skin causing it to 

blacken, which was then combated by applying more white lead paint to their face and 

skin. It was known that heavy use of lead could cause death, but it was not until members 

of the royal family in England began developing muscle paralysis, facial tremors, and 

even encountered death, that Queen Victoria publicly declared makeup improper and 

banned its use for everyone with the exception of actors (Stewart, 2017). Lead paint was 

essential to actors who were oftentimes men playing the roles of women, and thus needed 
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to appear as such. White faces and other cosmetic trends were used by actors to portray 

emotion and to add to the fantasy element of their plays. This made them stand out on 

stage, as this was before the time of powerful stage lighting. 

Another ban was enacted when, believing women were using cosmetics to trick 

Englishmen into marriage, a 1770 bill was introduced stating that “any woman who 

seduced an Englishman into marriage by use of scents, paints, artificial teeth, false hair, 

Spanish wools, iron stays, hoops, bolstered hips, or high heeled shoes was subject to the 

penalty prescribed for witches” (Journal of Chemical Education, 1974). The use of 

makeup persisted regardless of the strict laws put into place, and upon the repeal of the 

bill in the 1800’s, women were allowed to freely indulge in the use of cosmetics. By the 

early 1900’s, pressure was applied to women, especially those who had jobs, to appear 

youthful and fresh. As a result, cosmetics use increased, but was not yet completely 

popularized. In fact, women were seen sneaking through the backdoor of beauty parlors 

to get their desired looks, as they did not wish to publicly admit they had assistance 

achieving their youthful appearances. 

North America in the 20th and 21st Century 

By 1900, cosmetics were in widespread use around the world, including the United 

States. With the start of World War I in 1914, women were flocking to the workforce and 

the cosmetics industry in the U.S. saw its first major boom. As women started to pick up 

jobs left behind by men going to war, there was an uptick in makeup advertisements that 

encouraged women to stay feminine and not get carried away with their entry into the 

“man’s world” (Woodhead, 2003). The trend at the time was a “no makeup” makeup look 

which consisted of applying blush to the cheeks, mascara to the eyelashes, and a light 
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layer of powder all over the face. This look can be seen below in Figure 3: World War I 

Makeup.  

 

Figure 3: World War 1 Makeup 

American Women, frightened by ads about developing “war face”, began obsessively 

applying lotions and creams to their faces. One ad by Helena Rubenstein, the owner of a 

worldwide cosmetics empire, shown below in Figure 4: World War I Ad asks, “Does 

your reflection give you quite the same satisfaction it gave you in 1914?" and goes on to 

say “Even if your social or professional life does not demand it, your patriotism demands 

that you keep your face bright and attractive so that you radiate optimism”. This 

perpetuated the mindset that women must appear youthful and consistently utilize 

cosmetics to be taken seriously in the workplace- an ideology that is still rampant in 

society over one hundred years later. 
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Figure 4: World War 1 Ad 

 Following the end of World War I began a new era in American history 

commonly referred to as ‘The Roaring 20’s began. The flapper look came into fashion for 

the first time and, with it, increased cosmetics use: dark eyes, bright red lipstick, red nail 

polish, and tanned skin. This look is shown below in Figure 5: Flapper Look and was 

first noted as a fashion statement by Coco Chanel who is accredited as the woman who 

popularized a sporty, casual look as the feminine standard of style. During the same time 

period in 1923, the Warner Brothers opened Warner Brothers Pictures, and with it came 

the start of the American film industry. Women flocked to makeup counters to recreate 

the looks of their favorite actresses, including Marion Davies and Lillian Gish. Their 

famous looks can also be found down below in Figure 6: Marion Davies and Figure 7: 

Lillian Gish. 
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Figure 5: Flapper Look 

 

Figure 6: Marion Davies 

 
Figure 7: Lillian Gish 
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Celebrities like those pictured above propagated the trend of appearing tanned. 

Although tanned skin was the trend at this time, black women were still perceived as 

being “too dark” and began bleaching their skin and straightening their hair to achieve the 

“white look”. Skin bleaches contained chemicals such as hydroquinone, which subdued 

the production of natural melanin in the skin. These bleaches caused severe dermatitis, 

blue or black discoloration of the skin, and even death in high dosages. Meanwhile, white 

women turned to tanning outdoors before the development of sunscreen, leading to 

premature aging, skin cancer, and burns. A cartoon from the 1920’s is shown below in 

Figure 8: Tanning Cartoon and humorously depicts the fad of tanning at the time. A pale 

woman stands next to a tan woman on a beach and is told of her pale look “Don’t worry, 

darling, you’ll look quite respectable in a day or two” (Walkley, 1920). 

 

Figure 8: Tanning Cartoon 
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Soon after, ultraviolet lamps were introduced to the market and claimed to safely 

darken the skin. These lamps produced radiation which is known today to cause 

numerous cancers, immune system suppression, and cataracts.  Helen Rubinstein and 

Elizabeth Arden, powerful cosmetics businesswomen, worked with chemists to make 

some of the first sun blocks. Since the suntan and sunburn were in style, Arden began 

creating powders that were deeper colored than white to help create a sun kissed glow 

(Woodhead, 2003). This marked the invention of the first marketed bronzer, a safer 

alternative to tanning via sun exposure and ultraviolet radiation.  

As the Roaring Twenties collapsed into the Great Depression, the makeup of the 

thirties carried a darker, severe look with it. With men back home from the war, women 

lost most of their independence and restrictive style was now expected. A typical thirties 

woman could be seen boasting harsh lipliner and lipsticks. With the advent of 

technicolor, women could now choose from a variety of shades. This was the only way to 

add a flair to their makeup look at the time, as the only other products widely utilized 

were foundation and light eyeshadows. In 1932, in the midst of the Great Depression, 

Charles and Joseph Revson, along with chemist Charles Lachman, founded Revlon 

(Abrams, 1977). The men coined a unique manufacturing process for nail enamel, using 

pigments instead of dyes. Dyes could only achieve three transparent shades, while 

pigments made nail polish more opaque and the men could produce a wider range of 

shades (Abrams, 1977). This innovation was responsible for Revlon’s success and it 

became a multimillion-dollar corporation within just six years, despite the daunting 

economy at the time. In 1936, the founder of L’Oréal, Eugene Schueller invented the first 

sunscreen. Although it was virtually ineffective, its development lead to the invention of 
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Glacier Cream by Austrian scientist, Franz Greiter. This product was the first viable 

sunscreen on the market and in 1962, and Greiter developed the Sun Protection Factor 

rating system (SPF), which has since become the worldwide standard for measuring the 

effectiveness of sunscreen (Brady, 1993). 

From 1939 to 1945, during the Second World War, cosmetics were in short 

supply. Most of the ingredients, such as petroleum and alcohol, were diverted to war 

efforts, and could not be incorporated into cosmetics. In response to the lack of products 

for women to use at the time, leg makeup was developed. Women were forced to hand in 

their stockings at the beginning of the war and began using products like ‘Stockingless 

Cream’, ‘Leg Art’, ‘Liquid Stockings’ and ‘Leg Stick’(Woodhead, 2003). Good leg 

cosmetics should have had fashionable colors to choose from, go on evenly without 

streaking, dry quickly and most importantly, not rub off on her skirt or shoes. An 

advertisement for skin makeup can be found below in Figure 9: Leg Makeup Ad. 

 

Figure 9: Leg Makeup Ad 
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American leg cosmetics were infused with zinc oxide for better coverage, talc for 

simulating the glossy sheen of stockings, glycerin to provide moisture to the leg, and 

latex to assist in the makeup staying put (Woodhead, 2003). The glycerin in the leg 

makeup caused the moisture to be sucked from the skin making the women’s legs even 

drier. Latex incorporation is considered safe, but it is a common allergen so oftentimes 

women would have reactions to the makeup. Zinc oxide is the main ingredient in current 

day sunscreens, so it was actually protecting the women’s legs from sun damage. The 

effects of talc in cosmetics are still widely unknown today. Talcum powder is derived 

from talc and is known to cause reproductive issues in women but according to the U.S. 

Food and Drug Administration, talc is “generally recognized as safe” for use in cosmetics 

and other products. 

After World War II, women got their stockings back and the makeup looks 

continued to be fairly natural with a pop of color on the lips. In the 1950’s celebrities like 

Marilyn Monroe popularized bright red lipstick and black winged eyeliner, her iconic 

look can be found below in Figure 10: Marilyn Monroe Signature Look- false eyelashes 

begin to be widely utilized as well.  



14 

 

 

Figure 10: Marilyn Monroe Signature Look 

The fifties, sixties, and seventies were largely known for developments in 

hygienic products such as deodorant and mouthwash rather than makeup products. It was 

not until the 1980’s came around that makeup became trendy again. Women ditched the 

natural look and began wearing foundations a few shades lighter than their skin and 

heavily layered bold, bright colors. Also, smokey eyes were hugely popular with eye 

shadows in bright colors such as electric blue, orange, fuchsia, and neon green (Stewart, 

2017). The 80’s was all about taking your look to the extreme, championed by superstars 

such as Madonna and Cyndi Lauper. Pictures of the icons can be found below in Figure 

11: Madonna and Figure 12: Cyndi Lauper. Men, mostly those in the rock scene, began 

wearing makeup around this time as well; mainly thick black eyeliner and concealer, this 

look can be seen below in Figure 13: Men’s Rock Look. 
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Figure 11: Madonna 

 

Figure 12: Cyndi Lauper 
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Figure 13: Men’s Rock Look 

Transitioning to the nineties, women opted for a thin darkly filled eyebrow, blue 

and green eyeshadows applied lightly all over the eye, and dark lip liner and light lipstick 

were a must (Stewart, 2017). Naomi Campbell and Kate Moss were major influencers at 

the time, and the two models created the trends. Kate Moss’ iconic runway look from the 

90’s can be found below in Figure 14: Kate Moss Makeup Look. 

 

Figure 14: Kate Moss Makeup Look 
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 Most of the major names in the makeup industry today were already created by 

this time, companies such as Wet N Wild, Hard Candy, MAC, Benefit, Maybelline, 

L’Oréal, Revlon, Neutrogena, etc. At the turn of the century, women began wearing 

frosty eyeshadow, dark black eyeliner, and nude lips. The concept of "metrosexuality" 

also erupted at this time, pioneered by men like Adam Lambert and Pete Wentz. Beauty 

brands began to release targeted makeup for men, one company Yves Saint Laurent, 

released a “male” version of their product Touche Éclat, an undereye concealer (Stewart, 

2017). 

Today, the cosmetics industry is more popular than ever. The use of color 

cosmetics is seen as a form of self-expression and has become hugely popularized by 

platforms such as YouTube. Trends today range from full coverage foundation to light 

tinted moisturizers, deep colorful eyeshadows to sultry looks, a nude lip to a bold lip. 

There is not a single defined look of the time; rather, it is common to see a huge array of 

artistic creations and natural looks. As the roles of gender norms become more and more 

flexible, makeup continues to slowly infiltrate some men's everyday routines. In 2017, 

Maybelline even named its very first “CoverBoy”, James Charles, to be the face of their 

company. Now, seeing men with beards wearing full faces of makeup is considered 

acceptable, in large part by social media and famous male makeup influencers such as 

Jeffree Starr. Current gender-neutral ad campaigns from brands like Milk Makeup are 

helping break the stigma of makeup as a feminine endeavor.  

Cosmetics Reform Throughout the Centuries 

As mentioned previously, the very first documented instance of reform in the cosmetics 

industry was in 1770’s England. Pushed heavily by the church, the British Parliament 
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introduced a bill stipulating that any woman who seduced an Englishman into marriage 

by use of “scents, paints, artificial teeth, false hair, Spanish wool, iron stays, hoops, 

bolstered hips or high heeled shoes” (Journal of Chemical Education, 1974), was subject 

to the penalty prescribed for witches- and the same law was later passed in Pennsylvania. 

The church used a painting of the devil applying lipstick to discourage women from using 

cosmetics. One medieval manuscript attributed to Dominican Friar John of Frieberg 

insisted that confession clergymen ask those who came to confessional if they had used 

cosmetics or plucked their facial hair. Cosmetic usage was a mortal sin unless done “to 

remedy severe disfigurement or so as to be not looked down upon by [one’s] husband”. 

 In America, no federal or state safety laws checked the continued use of harmful 

ingredients in cosmetics. This was not due to ignorance or a lack of trying, as the federal 

legislature, as early as 1897, had begun trying to pass food and drug safety laws that 

would include cosmetics under its clauses (Phillips, 1934). Resistance to cosmetics 

regulation from the National Pure Food and Drug Congress forced legislators, in 1900, to 

drop the bill’s cosmetics provision in order to get it passed. New York’s Board of Health 

considered banning lipstick out of concern that it might poison the men who kissed 

women wearing it (Ragas, 1998). A bill introduced in the Kansas legislature’s 1915 

session would have made it a misdemeanor for any woman under age 44 to wear 

cosmetics if “for the purpose of creating a false impression” (Ragas, 1998). 

 After much women’s lobbying and political persistence, several important 

politicians such as President Franklin D. Roosevelt helped lead the way to the first safety 

regulation of cosmetics. Shortly after taking office in 1933, Roosevelt announced 
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his support for strengthening of the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906, thereby adding 

cosmetics regulations (Donegan, 1995). The FDA began evaluating the chemical 

components of the makeup on the market and discovered that most materials being used 

were made entirely of synthetic compounds, instead of the natural animal and vegetable 

products used in earlier times. The FDA found that unsafe colorings including arsenic, 

lead, and mercury were being added to facial powders, dyes including chromium 

hydroxide green (Cr(OH)3) and chromium sesquioxide (Cr2O3) were included in eye 

pencils and mascaras, and facial lotions included bleach and skin irritants (Wall 1942). 

High levels of lead were found in most lipsticks, up to 110 parts per million (ppm). This 

sparked the reconstruction of the cosmetics industry alltogether. In 1938, Congress 

finally passed the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetics Act, and new formulas were 

developed upon the banning of all components mentioned above, and makeup batches 

were required to be tested by the FDA before release to the public.  

 Some states had previously taken it upon themselves to go further and put into 

place more stringent regulations. Kentucky banned poisonous and dangerous eyebrow 

and eyelash dyes, New Hampshire banned dyes as well as lead-based hair dyes, and New 

Jersey banned the use of methyl alcohol in cosmetics (Salthe, 1939). Many states 

borrowed from those above and pulled legislation from the pending Federal Food, Drug, 

and Cosmetics Act. The state of Virginia intensified the federal model, by prohibiting the 

sale of cosmetics without a permit and also prohibiting the manufacturing of cosmetics 

by any person not pre-approved by the Virginia Board of Pharmacy. Louisiana however, 

developed a more lenient model; they mandated that cosmetics containing toxic 

substances indicated so on their labels (Salthe, 1939).  
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Soon after the passing of the 1938 bill, World War II began, and cosmetic reform 

was pushed to the back burner. In the 1950’s, after political attention could shift from the 

war to domestic matters, federal and state interest in cosmetic regulations revived, and 

Congress passed two cosmetics-relevant amendments to the Food, Drug, and Cosmetic 

Act. The first was an amendment called the Delaney Clause that stipulated a “zero 

tolerance clause for the use of carcinogenic additives in either processed foods or 

cosmetics” and the second was a regulation that further restricted the use of specific color 

additives in food and cosmetics (Sheehy, 1995). 

This second amendment sparked the creation of what is now referred to as the 

Color Additive Amendment of 1960, which states “A color additive shall, with respect to 

any particular use (for which it is being used or intended to be used or is represented as 

suitable) in or on food or drugs or devices or cosmetics, be deemed unsafe unless: (A) 

there is in effect, and such additive and such use are in conformity with, an [FDA] 

regulation. . . listing such additive for such use, including any provision of such 

regulation prescribing the conditions under which such additive may be safely used, and 

(B) such additive either is from a batch certified, in accordance with [FDA] regulations. . 

. for such use, or has, with respect to such use, been exempted by the Secretary [of Health 

Education and Welfare] from the requirement of certification; or such additive and such 

use thereof conform to the terms of an [investigational use by qualified experts] 

exemption…” (Greff, 1996). 

Basically, this prohibits cosmetics companies from using any color additives 

except those the FDA has approved for that given use, and that additive must come from 

a batch previously certified for use. The Delaney clause was used as a guideline for 
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approval of additives. There was also a stipulation incorporated that states colorants, like 

other additives, must not pose any risk of cancer to the consumer and also, the FDA must 

prescreen all colorants for a risk of cancer and other harms before manufacturers can 

incorporate the colorants into any product. This mainly pertained to most color cosmetics 

but mainly lipstick, as it reliant on colorant and applied directly to the mouth where it can 

potentially be ingested. 

In 1966, Congress enacted the Fair Packaging and Labeling Act (FPLA), which 

required all consumer products in interstate commerce to be honestly and informatively 

labeled, with FDA enforcing provisions on foods, drugs, cosmetics, and medical devices. 

Ingredients were to be listed “in descending order of predominance and in proper 

nomenclature, now needed to appear on all packaging”. All ingredients used for flavor 

and fragrance purposes also needed to be listed. These notions were looked over for 

several years because the FDA did not believe they had the authority to require labeling. 

The cosmetics industry largely opposed the bill because it was extremely costly for them 

to implement. In 1975, the cosmetics industry, in Independent Cosmetic Mfrs. & 

Distributors, Inc. v United States Dep’t of Health, Educ. and Welfare, turned to the court 

system to fight against the labeling requirements. The cosmetics industry ultimately lost 

and were forced to uphold the labelling requirements (Independent Cosmetic Mfrs. & 

Distributors, Inc. v United States Dep’t of Health, Educ. and Welfare, 1978). 

In 1971, amidst the controversy between the cosmetics industry and the 

Department of Health, the FDA Office of Colors and Cosmetics established the 

Voluntary Cosmetic Reporting Program (VCRP). “The VCRP is an FDA post-market 

reporting system for use by manufacturers, packers, and distributors of cosmetic products 
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that are in commercial distribution in the United States” (Boock, 2003). This proved to 

consumers that the industry was committed to cosmetic safety and furthered the safety 

evaluation of cosmetic ingredients. 

 In the 1980’s, the Secretary of Health and Human Services Margaret Heckler had 

to face charges of knowingly violating the law by not banning dyes known to cause 

cancer (Washington Post, 1985). Hecker argued that the dyes only had the smallest 

chance of causing cancer but her argument was struck down. This brought about a 

lawsuit by the consumer group Public Citizen, which brought suit against FDA 

Commissioner Frank E. Young for having approved use of Red No. 10 and Orange No. 

17 despite knowledge that both substances were proven to cause liver cancer in rats. The 

FDA argued that “Because the risks presented by these dyes were so small. . . [the 

agency] had ‘inherent authority’ under the de minimis doctrine to list them for use in 

spite of [the Delaney Clause] language”. In response, the FDA banned Red No. 8, Red 

No. 9, Red No. 19, and Orange No. 17- marking the first delisting of an additive since the 

bill was passed (Public Citizen v Young, 1987).  

 These changes sparked an investigation into several common additives being 

incorporated into cosmetics. Red No. 3 was one of the additives that was quickly delisted 

because of its ties to thyroid cancer in rats but was shortly after relisted because it “posed 

a minimal threat to humans” (Gladwell, 1990). By this point in time, the FDA considered 

the Delaney Clause severely outdated, because the clause’s zero tolerance premise on 

carcinogens now seemed unnecessary with the “sophisticated” understanding of cancer. 

In 1989, the Cosmetic, Toiletry, and Perfumery Association CTFA instituted a voluntary 

labeling program for professional cosmetic products. This voluntary labeling program 
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fairly resembled the FDA’s mandatory labeling system for foods and drugs (Eiermann, 

1992). This became a firmly establish industry practice that contributed to the cosmetic 

industries’ self-regulation. 

By the 1990’s, the cosmetics industry was worth $18.5 billion in the United States 

alone. Glow in the dark makeup was becoming popularized but was quickly halted when 

the FDA discovered the makeup’s glow came from an unapproved color additive, zinc 

sulfide (Nordenberg, 1998). Shortly following this snafu, the FDA finally decided to 

discontinue voluntary filing for adverse reactions. The FDA stated “While the VCPE has 

provided useful information regarding relative adverse reaction baseline rates, it has 

suffered from some serious limitations. Industry participation in this portion of the 

program has historically been very limited and selective, the reports lack sufficient details 

to be useful, and annual reports are sent in long after the occurrence of an adverse 

reaction. This limited participation has persisted even though the program has been 

modified several times over the years to make it easier for companies to participate. In 

this regard, the VCPE provides a false impression about the ability of the voluntary 

program to ensure the safety of cosmetics. Thus, the VCPE program no longer provides 

any new information about cosmetic adverse reactions, and it no longer serves the 

important purpose of helping to find harmful cosmetics and to remove them from the 

marketplace” (Nordenberg, 1998). Thus, the FDA began seeking drug classification for 

cosmetics so that they would be required to list all ingredients and that complaints about 

products would be taken more seriously. 

Incorporating sunscreen into cosmetics became increasingly popular at the end of 

the twentieth century as the link between sun exposure and skin cancer became common 
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knowledge. The FDA wanted to make sure that companies that claimed to have sun 

protection in their products were keeping their word. They added cosmetics with UV 

protection to a sunscreen regulation draft they had been working on for several years, 

referred to as the 1993 Tentative Final Monograph (Brady, 1993). According to the 

document, cosmetics could “only contain sunscreen without triggering drug status if the 

cosmetics did not use any of twelve phrases that suggested sunscreen, sun protection, 

freckle prevention, wrinkle prevention, or certain antiaging properties” (Brady, 1993). 

The rules and regulation were constantly extended until they finally became law in 2003. 

In the late 1900’s, a team of scientists from the University of Michigan discovered 

that the classic red dye, carmine, poses a risk of life-threatening allergic reactions (Okie, 

1997). In response, in 2006, the FDA announced a proposed correcting of its labeling 

requirements such that cochineal extract and carmine must appear on all food and 

cosmetics labels in order to help affected consumers avoid the colorant. This is also 

around the time when animal testing began to be scrutinized in the cosmetics industry. 

Avon became the first major cosmetics company in the world to announce a permanent 

end to animal testing of its products, including testing done in and outside of laboratories. 

Other companies followed suit throughout the next decade and efforts intensified to 

develop and gain governmental approval for alternative methods to substantiate product 

safety (Okie, 1997).  

In 2009, The European Union (EU) implemented an animal testing ban on 

cosmetics ingredients and a ban on marketing of the finished product. Then, in 2013 the 

EU successfully banned production and marketing of cosmetics and ingredients tested on 

animals regardless of the availability of alternative testing methods. This was a 
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revolutionary event in the cosmetics industry, and the standards the EU has set still serve 

as framework for other countries today. Countries who have subsequently banned all 

testing on animals for cosmetic use include Israel, South Korea, New Zealand, India, 

Taiwan, and Guatemala (Blaschke, 2005). Finally, in 2018, the EU parliament urged for a 

worldwide ban on animal testing by the year 2023 and specifically called out the United 

States for introducing the Humane Cosmetics Act to ban animal testing but never 

implementing it. 

Today, the cosmetics industry is more prosperous than ever, and popular 

companies are under constant scrutiny now that consumers are avidly researching the 

chemical contents of the products on the market. As recently as 2016, laws regarding the 

amount of lead use in makeup were still being updated. The Personal Care Products 

Council (PCPC) successfully petitioned the FDA to issue draft guidance for lead 

impurities in lip products and externally applied cosmetics. They were urged to provide 

critical regulatory certainty consistent with international policies, such that specific 

chemicals be banned completely from cosmetics due to its links to reduced fertility in 

men and women. However, the FDA found that lead in makeup products needed to be 

kept below 15 ppm to ensure the safety of the user and decided not to ban the neurotoxin. 

Today over 99% of the cosmetic lip products and externally applied cosmetics on 

the U.S. market contain lead at levels below 10 ppm. Chemical compounds including 

parabens, such as propyl-, butyl-, and isobutylparabens, in cosmetic products have shown 

a link to breast cancer, skin cancer, and infertility in men. These products are still 

available for purchase and have not officially been deemed harmful by the FDA in the 

United States (Center for Food Safety and Applied Nutrition, 2019). As time progresses 
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and as consumers are becoming more health conscious, cosmetic companies in the United 

States will have to adapt to the needs of the people. 

Necessary Reform 

While the safety of cosmetics has drastically improved since their inception thousands of 

years ago, there is still much necessary reform in the United States specifically. The 

United States has become a large target for the EU, who claims that the US possesses a 

strong favoritism towards companies and manufacturers and is disregarding the public 

health of its citizens. In March of 2019, asbestos was found in Claire’s cosmetics, a 

popular makeup line marketed specifically for children (Lowe, 2019). Despite these 

findings, the FDA did not have the authority to do anything other than simply share them 

with the public. Claire’s eventually voluntarily took these products off of the market 

claiming “We are taking these actions out of an abundance of caution and remain 

confident that any products purchased at Claire's are safe (Lowe, 2019). We look forward 

to working with the Food and Drug Administration to ensure the highest safety standards 

for all cosmetics”. 

 In the US there are no laws that require companies to test cosmetic safety before 

they are distributed to consumers. In addition, the FDA has little authority over the safety 

of cosmetics products. The FDA commissioner himself called for a more modernized 

framework for the agency to "improve consumer safety" for cosmetics, including better 

ways to register products, ingredients, and access to consumer complaints. It is clear that 

the US is far behind other first world nations including the EU that has Reach 

(Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and Restriction of Chemicals) laws which 

require manufacturers to prove to regulators that a product is safe before it can be used. 
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The US has similar rules for new chemicals entering the market but no precautionary 

principles for the thousands of potential toxins already in use. 

Currently, there is a bill being reviewed by the House called the Safe Cosmetics 

and Personal Care Products Act of 2018. This bill calls for banning toxic ingredients 

from personal care products and full disclosure of all ingredients included in beauty and 

personal care products including fragrances. It also bans outright toxic ingredients, like 

carcinogens, in those products. The woman spearheading this bill, Rep. Janice 

Schakowsky, claims that cosmetics are one of the least regulated consumer products on 

the market. The bill focuses on both major parties responsible for public health, the 

companies and the FDA. It would require companies to pay a fee and register with and 

inform the FDA of all of its cosmetic products, inclusive of all data and information 

regarding the safety of its products and product ingredients, warnings, and directions for 

use of products. The Bill also requires that each product contain a list of all ingredients 

and identify those deemed to be contaminants. Additionally, the bill calls on the FDA to 

establish a “safety standard” so that a cosmetic or ingredient provides a reasonable 

certainty of no harm and protects the public from any known or anticipated adverse 

health effects. It also tasks the FDA with creating a list of ingredients and categorizing 

them as: “prohibited and restricted,” “safe without limits”, or “priority assessment”, as 

well as compiling a list of contaminants linked to severe acute reactions. Furthermore, 

and most importantly, the Bill states that the FDA may request a voluntary recall, 

immediately order a cease of distribution with cause (i.e. serious adverse event, cosmetic 

misbranded, unregistered brand owner), or issue an emergency recall order if a product 



28 

 

presents an imminent threat of serious adverse event (Personal Care Products Safety Act, 

2018-19). 

 This would be a monumental shift towards ensuring the safety of American 

consumers, majority whom are women. The FDA will almost surely need to expand this 

focus to international regulatory issues as well. Given the increasing globalization of the 

cosmetics market, companies could begin making differently formulated products for the 

different major United States, European Union, and Japanese markets. More likely 

though, the consumers will pressure the government to create globally standardized 

cosmetics regulations. A United States-initiated International Nomenclature of Cosmetic 

Ingredients has already begun working towards a universal ingredient listing system. The 

EU has already begun implementing this standardized ingredient identification system 

but rightfully calls for more stringent classifications as the EU has stricter legislation 

about what can be incorporated into their cosmetics.  

 For reference, the EU has banned 1,328 chemicals from cosmetics, including any 

that are known to or suspected to cause cancer, genetic mutation, reproductive harm, or 

birth defects, while the US has banned 11 (Mandal, 2020). It is still considered acceptable 

in the US to find formaldehyde in nail polishes, parabens linked to reproductive issues in 

skin care products, and coal tar dyes in eyeshadows. The EU law requires pre-market 

safety assessments of cosmetics, mandatory registration of cosmetic products, 

government authorization for the use of nanomaterials, and prohibits animal testing for 

cosmetic purposes. Unlike the US, the EU believes that chemicals linked to cancer and 

birth defects do not belong in cosmetics, regardless of the concentration of the chemical 

being used. Some of the products listed include formaldehyde, triclosan, selenium, 



29 

 

nitrosamines and 1,4-dioxane — all of which are allowed in U.S. products and can cause 

endocrine disruption, a multitude of cancers, and tremors (Mandal, 2020). 

 International discussions suggest that federal regulation of cosmetics will require 

an international perspective. At the state level too, regulation will likely develop along 

the lines observed in the past decades. Many states, such as the most progressive, 

California, will continue to add to the national cosmetics laws. Doing so will leave 

cosmetics companies liable for differing regulations on a state by state basis, which could 

get tricky. Firstly, it would be in the best interest of the US to have the FDA create a 

stringent list of chemicals that can cause unwanted side effects and ban them all together-

looking to other countries’ accomplished cosmetics regulations as guidance. Gone are the 

times of incorporating the smallest detectible limit of formaldehyde, lead, and asbestos- it 

is modeled by several other countries that incorporations of these cosmetics are 

unnecessary and unhealthy. Also, the creation of a database that provides easy access to 

safe inclusions would be helpful- the EU has a model of such called CosIng. 

Secondly, after holding all companies to the FDA’s requirements, looking to 

globally regulate the cosmetics industry would be appropriate. Modeling a system after 

the EU would not only ensure the safety of consumers, but animals as well, as they have 

banned all cosmetic testing on animals. The manufacturer would be responsible for the 

safety of their products and must ensure that they undergo an expert scientific safety 

assessment before they are sold. A special database, as mentioned above, with 

information on cosmetic substances and ingredients, would globalize and enable easy 

access to data on these substances, including legal requirements and restrictions. This 
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would eliminate any confusion on what could and could not be added, as it would be the 

same worldwide.  

Cosmetics reform in the United States is necessary to provide consumers with 

confidence that the products they are using every single day are safe for them. Despite 

miniscule changes in policy regarding colorings and a few chemical bannings, cosmetics 

law has not changed in 80 years (Faber, 2018). Bills currently in Congress, like Rep. 

Janice Schakowsky’s, would require FDA to review the most dangerous chemicals in 

cosmetics, require companies to tell FDA when contaminated products are in the 

marketplace, and give FDA the power to act to keep us safe. Additionally, it is necessary 

to start with a country wide, and then global expansion to a solidified list of chemicals to 

be completely eradicated from cosmetics. This would ensure the safety of not only 

American citizens but citizens around the globe who are utilizing cosmetics. It is 

imperative that the United States and the EU come to an agreement on such list, as they 

are the main countries influencing developing countries when creating their own 

cosmetics. 

Conclusion 

The history of cosmetics, although begun several millennia ago, is still widely relevant 

today. Cosmetic use spread rapidly through early civilizations, to midcentury cultures, 

and blossomed into the multibillion-dollar industry it is today. From the beginning, 

cosmetics have been an indicator of identity, whether social class, gender, or both. They 

played an integral role in the lives of women and men alike. In ancient Egypt, cosmetics 

allowed people to develop proper hygienic practices. In Victorian England, cosmetics 

allowed people to enjoy actors both in drama and comedy. In World War I and II, 
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cosmetics became a symbol of resilient femininity in the face of danger, a symbol that 

boosted the morale of the women wearing the lipstick and the male soldiers who saw 

such attractive American females. Today, the cosmetics industry has allowed both 

women and men the freedom to express themselves and execute their creative design. 

The cosmetics industry itself has revolutionized social norms throughout the generations, 

spearheading war efforts, blurring stark gender lines, and creating looks that would define 

eras of time. 

Ancient peoples used pure lead paint on their faces and rubbed mercury sulfide 

directly on to their mouths. Advances in medical and scientific knowledge have led to 

layers of human safety regulations within the cosmetics industry. Today, the FDA and 

state representatives are working harder than ever to ensure the safety of the general 

population. Should Rep. Janice Schakowsky’s bill be passed, the United States would 

drastically improve the welfare of cosmetics consumers, by getting rid of all chemicals 

linked to cancer and birth defects. This Bill itself is already allowing consumers to look 

into what was unknowingly being incorporated into their everyday products, inspiring 

makeup artist and consumers alike to better educate themselves. The history books have 

not closed on either the status or the varied safety regulations; society should expect to 

see in the future what it has in the past, new regulations coming and going, as well as the 

constant push by society to improve the safety and quality of their beauty items.  
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