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A BRIEF HISTORY OF NATURAL FIBERS  
 

The use of natural fibers in the textile industry had existed even prior to recorded history, with evidence of fibers 
being used as early as the Stone Age.i   

 
While fibers were first used to create items 
necessary for survival, tribes began 
producing fabrics for decorative purposes 
by the Bronze Age.ii During this period, 
artisans from ancient civilizations in South 
America and Eurasia became highly skilled 
in the dyeing and ornamentation of cotton, 
silk, flax and wool.iii  
 
As migrants moved from the East to the 
West throughout the centuries, the 
remainder of Central and Western Europe 
began practicing higher forms spinning and 
weaving.iv Producing increased rapidly as a 
result of demand, and by the 1700’s, 
factories were established to expedite this 
process.v  
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THE INTRODUCTION OF SYNTHETICS  
 

Although natural fibers 
have been utilized for 
thousands of years, and 
invention in the late 19th 
century propelled the 
industry to new heights. In 
the late 1880’s scientist 
Joseph Swan inadvertently 
invited the first synthetic 
fiber known to man and 
revolutionized the textile 
industry.vi  
 
 

Synthetic fibers differ from 
natural fibers in that they 
consist of polymers produced 
entirely in a laboratory or 
chemical plant and almost 
always involving petroleum 
and/or natural gas. Within 
fitted years, rayon (formerly 
named “viscose”) was 
developed into a commercial 
product. By World War II, 
scientists introduced rayon as 
a replacement for silk. 
 

 
PRESENT DAY 

Synthetic fibers now comprise of about half of all fiber usage, with nylon, polyester, acrylic and polyolefin 
accounting for 98% of all synthetic fiber production. Polyester alone accounts for a whopping 60% of production.vii 
For the modern knitter or crocheter, there are now more varieties of yarn than ever. There are 100% natural fiber 
yarns, 100% synthetic fiber yarns, and blends of both natural and synthetic fibers.  
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So here comes the big question.  
Which is better, natural or synthetic?  
 
Since there are so many factors to consider, let’s break it down for you:  
1) Comfort and wearability 
2) Environmental impact 
3) Maintenance and care; and  
4) Price 
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COMFORT AND WEARABILITY 
Thermal and Insulation Properties 
The thermal and insulation properties of a fiber are 
among the most important features to consider when 
selecting a yarn. Aside from fashion, the comfort and 
function of a finished garment or accessory is 
paramount. With that said, choosing a fiber depends 
on the subjective point of view of which property is 
more important – cool and breathable or insulated 
and warm?  
  
The inherent characteristics of natural fibers include: 
breathability, temperature regulation, water 
absorption, and anti-microbial properties. In contrast, 
synthetic fabrics can disrupt the normal function of 
the body due to its low breathability, water 
absorption and thermal regulation. This means that 

the wearer can be subject to both ends of the 
temperature spectrum - overheating or getting too 
cold.viii  
 
When researchers compared yarn made of cotton 
with yarn made of the synthetic fiber Tencel, they 
found that finished fabrics made of the latter showed 
lower values of thermal conductivity and thermal 
absorption. This means that when cotton and Tencel 
fabrics of similar density and comparable finishings 
were compared, cotton was found to be warmer. ix  
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Allergic Reactions   
All fibers, natural or synthetic, can cause irritant and 
allergic contact dermatitis.x The level of irritability can 
be due to a variety of factors, including but not limited 
to: fiber type, blend, fit of the garment, skin 
susceptibility, length and frequency of exposure, 
and/or environmental factors.xi Although people with 
atopic dermatitis may encounter prickling or itching 
when wearing wool garments, this irritation is not 
considered an allergy.xii Allergic or irritant reactions to 
fabrics are more often a result of the rubber materials,  
 

 
formaldehyde finishing resins, chemical additives, dyes, 
glues and tanning agents used in the fabric processing. 
Synthetic fibers, which typically do not breathe or dry 
very quickly, can cause rashes when the wearer 
becomes soaked with perspiration.xiii Therefore, 
dermatologists recommend wearing breathable 
garments made of natural fabrics such as cotton and 
linen, light colored items as they contain less dye, or 
fabrics processed with fewer or no chemicals.1  
 
 

Ultraviolet Ray Protection Although dependent on fabric weight and tightness of the knit, both natural and 

synthetic fiber yarns offer excellent UV protection. Hemp and flax fibers contain the natural pigment "lignin", a 
natural UV absorber that ensures excellent sun protection to its wearer and can stop up to 95% of ultraviolet rays. 
Wool provides maximum UV protection, while acrylic has a low ultraviolet protection factor due to its chemical 
composition.xiv 15 The less treated a fiber is, the more protection it offers. For example, naturally pigmented tan 
cotton offers 6x more UV protection than bleached cottons.xv  
  

Durability There are durable yarns that come from both the natural and synthetic fiber families. Synthetics such 

as acrylic and nylon are highly durable due to their compact molecular structures. As such, they can withstand wear 
and tear and are suitable for items such as rugs, home accessories, and garments/accessories for messy kids. At the 
same time, wool is also a resilient fiber and can withstand being bent 20,000 times without 
breaking.xvi Wool’s natural elasticity makes its fabrics resistant to tearing and abrasion. In contrast, cotton can only 
be bent 3,000 times and rayon only 75 times without breaking. xvii  
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ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT  

Fiber Production  
Both natural and synthetic yarns have 
areas of improvement in terms of 
production. Currently, cotton is the most 
widely used natural fiber in the clothing 
industry.xviii As such, the industry 
demands a substantial use of water and 
pesticides to grow the crops and control 
weeds, insect infestation and diseases. 
Overall, the cotton industry contributes 
to 11% of global pesticide sales, posing a 
significant risk of pollution in freshwater 
ecosystems.xix  
  
Overall, animal fibers such as wool, 
cashmere, and alpaca use very little non-
renewable resources and a low amount 
of water and energy consumption to 
grow and/or spin.xx On the other hand, 
viscose rayon and Tencel require the 
heavy use of chemicals, water, and 
energy in the fiber-spinning phase, while 
polyester and other synthetics rely on 
non-renewable resources in its 
production.xxi  
 
In 2009, a Canadian research team 
published a shocking paper showing the 

nature in which the chemicals used in 
the production of synthetic fabrics have 
a negative effect on health. The study 
found that women working in acrylic 
textile factories had seven times the risk 
of breast cancer than the normal 
population, while women working in 
nylon factories had double the risk of 
breast cancer.xxii  
 
Although both natural and synthetic 
fibers contribute negatively to the 
environment, animal fibers and certified 
organic, Better Cotton Initiative (BCI) 
standard and recycled cotton should be 
the fibers of choice for a smaller 
environmental footprint.xxiii  
 

Biodegradability and Pollution  
Projects consisting of natural fibers can 
be composted to release nutrients back 
into the soil.xxiv Biodegradable fabrics 
include items made from cotton, silk, 
wool, cashmere and hemp.xxv Cotton 
fibers (especially if it is 100%) can 
biodegrade in as quickly as a week, while 
wool can take up to five years to 
decompose.   

Synthetic fibers are not as 
environmentally-friendly in this regard. 
Textiles containing polyester, spandex, 
nylon, and rayon are considered non-
biodegradable due to its gas, coal, 
and/or petroleum content.xxvi Although 
these fibers will eventually disintegrate 
with time, it could take anywhere 
between 20-200 years to fully break 
down.xxvii  
 
Whatever does not break down is bound 
to pollute the earth and water bodies. 
When Ecologist Mark Browne examined 
shorelines around the world, synthetic 
fibers were found in great 
concentrations near sewage outflows.xxviii 
85% of these man-made materials were 
microfibers belonging to nylon and 
acrylic fabrics.xxix  
 
According to Science Daily, rayon 
contributes to 56.9% of the total 
microplastic fibers found in deep ocean 
areas. If biodegradability is a deciding 
factor in whether to purchase natural or 
synthetic yarn and fabrics, the former is 
the way to go. 
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MAINTENANCE AND CARE  

In order to properly wash and care for a project, a 
knitter or crocheter must understand its fiber 
properties. Luckily, this information is readily available 
on yarn ball bands with instructions on whether 
projects need to be hand- or machine-washed. 
Sometimes even the temperature of the water to be 
used is printed. With that said, all synthetic fibers can 
be machine-washed since the fibers do not shrink.   

 
 Although depending on the exact yarn (don’t forget to 
check!), nearly all cotton and linen projects can be 
washed in the washing machine on a gentle cycle 
using either cold or warm water. Unless the cotton is 
mercerized, some shrinkage may occur.    
 
Animal fibers have an outer layer of fine scales that 
determines the overall appearance and texture of the 
fiber.xxx Harsh soaps can damage these scales and strip 
the fiber of its natural oils. The yarn would then 
eventually lose its luster and potentially its color 
too.xxxi Wool washes such as Soak, which is 
biodegradable and phosphate-free, protects and 
conditions fibers. Although hand washing may seem 
time-consuming, you can be certain that a lot of hard 
work went into creating your knitted piece.  Wool yarn 
that has been coated with a polymer or resin provides 
a protective coating that prevents felting. Labelled 
superwash, projects using these yarns can be 
machine-washed and are compatible with modern 
detergent formulas.xxxii  
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PRICE  
Although yarn prices vary depending on fiber type, 
blend, and brand, synthetics are generally cheaper 
than their au naturel counterparts. Due to its cost-
effectiveness, synthetics are a solid choice for 
beginners who are on a budget but want to practice 
getting their stitches right. Synthetics are also suitable 
for those who want to have fun yarn bombing 
without blowing their budgets. 
 
Although yarn prices vary depending on fiber type, 
blend, and brand, synthetics are generally cheaper 
than their au naturel counterparts. Due to its cost-
effectiveness, synthetics are a solid choice for 
beginners who are on a budget but want to practice 
getting their stitches right. Synthetics are also suitable 
for those who want to have fun yarn bombing without 
blowing their budgets.  
  
However, it is a misconception that all natural fiber 
yarns are expensive. When shopping around, cost per 
yardage is a useful measurement in comparing two or 
more yarns. For example, Red  
 
 

 
 
Heart's 100% acrylic Boutique Unforgettable yarn 
sells for $6.19 a ball ($6.19/246m = $0.025/m). At 
HANK & HOOK, a skein of 100% Peruvian wool 

Cascade 220 costs $8.49 ($8.49/200m = $0.042/m). 
The difference between the two yarns is only 2 cents 
per meter!    
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VERDICT 

The modern day knitter and crocheter is presented 

with a multitude of possibilities when it comes to selecting yarn for their next project. The options 
are seemingly endless – what type of project should I make? What color yarn should I buy? Should I 
buy natural or synthetic?  If you can’t stand the idea of handwashing your projects, maybe alpaca 
yarn isn’t for you. If you have sensitive skin, then maybe avoiding the chemicals in synthetics is 
reasonable. If you are an environmentally-conscious consumer, maybe the lack of biodegradability in 
polyester fibers will shock you.  
 
 
 
 
We hope that you can make an informed decision based on the factors that are important to you. 
 

  

As the old adage goes: you get what you pay for. 
It’s true for yarn; it’s true for everything else in life. 
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