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Letter to the Editor 

Use of the term “detergent” in biochemistry 

Sir, 
In reply to Dr. Zemanl, we would like to point out that the term “detergent” is 

commonly used in the biochemical literature in the sense of “micelle-forming 
amphiphile usually capable of solubilizing membrane lipids and integral membrane 
proteins” (c$, refs. 2 and 3). In well known modern textbooks in biochemistry the term 
“detergent” is also used in this sense (see, for instance, refs. 4-6). However, we have 
noted that the terms “surfactant” and “surfactant micelle” are often used in the 
physical literature (for instance as in ref. 7). 

We appreciate Dr. Zeman’s comments on the industrial nomenclature in this 
field but we doubt that the widespread and non-ambiguous use of the term “detergent” 
in membrane biochemistry can be erased by the draft International Standard ISO/DIS 
862. To preclude misunderstanding, the chemical name(s) of detergent(s) should 
always be given. 

We support the use of the term “detergent” in the strict sense of “soluble 
amphiphile that can form micelles in water” (c$, ref. 3). The term “surfactant” is 
wider, as some amphiphiles do not form micelles. The terminology of commercial 
products for laundering, washing and cleaning can hardly cause any confusion in 
biochemistry. 
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