
 

Components of Air 

Though we know air is essential for breathing, but have we ever given 

it a serious thought? Have you wondered what is it that makes the air 

so important and why is it important to preserve the environment? 

What effect will it have on our health if we allow air pollution to 

grow? What is the composition of air? Let us know more. 

Composition of Air 

We often take air as a single unit. In reality, air is composed of several 

gases. The composition of air consists of three key components of air, 

namely Nitrogen (78%), Oxygen (21%), Argon (1%), Carbon-di-oxide 

(0.03%) and water vapor.  Air also has some other gases but they are 

in very minute percentage. 
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It is also important to understand that the composition stated above is 

the ideal composition of air, which maintains the fine balance in 

nature. In places where this composition of air varies, the atmospheric 

balance of nature may be tilted. For instance, in an industrial area, the 

composition of air can differ drastically. There may be a high quantity 

of harmful gases emitted from the industrial chimneys that can 

increase the amount of carbon-dioxide in the air, making it harmful to 

anyone who breathes such air. 

Let us now look at the components in the composition of air 

separately. 

Learn more about Water here in detail. 

Oxygen 

The most important gas in the composition is oxygen. Oxygen is an 

important gas, both for humans as well as the atmosphere. It supports 

in breathing for living beings, but at the same time, oxygen is a 

combustible gas, which means, it can catch fire quickly. Thus, when 

you light a candle, it easily lights up. Try doing the same in a vacuum, 

and you will not be able to light it. Which means air consists of 

combustible substance too. This is why the composition of oxygen in 
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the air is just about 21%. Just enough to give us healthy lungs, but not 

enough to start a random fire! 

Learn more about Oxygen in detail here. 

Nitrogen 

To balance out oxygen, there is Nitrogen. It is a non-combustible gas 

and occupies the highest percentage of air. This is why, when you 

blow on a candle it is easily extinguished. This is done because of the 

presence of nitrogen. Nitrogen is also one of the most abundantly 

found gases on earth. 

Argon 

Presence of Argon in the air was first suspected by Henry Cavendish 

in 1785, but it was not confirmed until 1894 when Lord Rayleigh and 

Sir William Ramsay attested to it. This gas is known to occur naturally 

in the environment and easily dissipates in a well-ventilated space. In 

itself, argon is an asphyxiant and inhalation of it can lead to dizziness 

and nausea in a person. 

Carbon dioxide 
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Carbon dioxide is infused in the air due to respiration. Living beings 

inhale oxygen and exhale carbon dioxide. There are other ways by 

which carbon dioxide is infused in the atmosphere, and its 

composition keeps changing depending on the place where you are. In 

general, it should occupy about 0.38% of the earth’s total atmosphere. 

Water vapor 

Finally, we have water vapor. When the water present in the water 

bodies evaporates due to heat, it rises up and mixes into the 

atmosphere. You can assess the presence of water vapor in the air by 

measuring the humidity level. You will notice that as we come closer 

to sea, the level of humidity rises. This is because the amount of water 

vapor is more near seaside areas. 

Other Particles 

Apart from the natural gases, air also contains things like smoke and 

dust. The closer you are to the city, the amount of these particles in the 

air increases. 

Simple activity for you 

Activity: How can you prove that air supports burning? 



 

What to do? 

Take a candle and try to burn it in air. Take another candle and try to 

burn it while keeping it submerged in water. You will observe that, 

while the candle burns in air; it does not burn in water. This simple 

activity shows that air support burning. This simple activity can be 

done by you at home and is a great help in understanding this property 

of the air around us. 

You may have seen rural women blowing air while lighting up the 

chulha. Blowing air helps in quickly burning the wood in the chulha. 

This is also a proof to help you understand that the air around us does 

support burning. 

Question For You 

Q. In desert areas, water vapor content is : 

a. Different             b. Higher 

c. Low                      d. Constant 

Sol: c. Low 



 

In the desert areas, the water vapor content is significantly lower than 

the regular areas. This is because the deserts are mainly hot areas as 

there is lack of water and if there is lack of water than there is lack of 

water vapor also in the air. 

 

Oxygen in Air 

When we talk about the air, we presume we are talking about oxygen, 

that the human body needs to breathe and stay alive. But the fact is, 

that it is merely one of the gases which form part of the air. Here is 

another interesting fact, humans only need a very regulated amount of 

this gas to breathe. Approximately 19.5% oxygen is all we require to 

keep on living! Let us study more about below. 

How is Oxygen Consumed By The Body? 

When we inhale air, our lungs take in the oxygen, from where it is 

transported to various parts of the body. This is done by the help of 

red blood cells. It is infused in the RBCs and then circulated in the 

entire body and is important for our body to function. Every cell in our 
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body requires oxygen to perform their tasks efficiently. That is why a 

body always needs a specified amount of it for breathing. When the 

concentration varies, we experience trouble in breathing. 

 

Basic Composition of Air 

As we have already studied, air composes of several gases in various 

quantities, chief of these gases being Nitrogen, Oxygen, and Argon. 

Apart from it several traces or carbon dioxide, helium, and neon are 

also found in the air. But our body has a mechanism to disintegrate the 
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air molecules and take what it needs, discarding what it does not 

require. 

Browse more Topics under Air Around Us 

● Components of Air 

Facts About Oxygen In Air 

● Oxygen is one of the elements in the air. Air consists 

approximately 21% of it. 

● It is a combustible gas. 

● You will notice that wood or anything combustible burns 

brighter in the presence of pure oxygen than in air. 

● Since only one-fifth of air comprises of oxygen, and air 

majorly consists of Nitrogen, there are no random fires started. 

Nitrogen is a non-combustible gas and acts as a neutralizer of 

oxygen’s inflammable tendencies. 

● It is normally found in pure form. 

● It is heavier than air. 
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● The rust that we see on an exposed iron is caused due to 

oxidization, a process that occurs when iron comes in contact 

with it in the air. 

Safe Levels of Oxygen 

For living beings to sustain, ideally a very small concentration of 

oxygen is required. Humans and animals can both survive on a 

maximum of 23% of the gas. Anything more than that may not be 

very harmful, but will also not be favourable. As we have already 

learned, this gas is a highly combustible gas, so an excess of it in the 

environment can cause several side effects. 

● Excess of this gas results in oxidizing which create free 

radicals. These free radicals are extremely harmful to human 

tissue, causing muscle twitching. 
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● Constant exposure to high concentration of the gas may also 

result in a person’s death 

On the other hand, not enough level of it can also lead to health issues. 

● When you engage in a physically strenuous activity, your body 

requires more oxygen, if you fail to receive it, you will feel 

dizzy. 

● If sufficient amounts of the gas do not reach the brain, it may 

cause mental impairment. 

● The body will get exhausted quicker than usual 

● Human beings cannot survive in an environment which has less 

than 6% of it. 

Question for you 
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Q. How does pollution affect oxygen in the air? 

Ans. Air pollution is caused by the release of toxic gases in the air. 

When such toxic gases or smoke and dust are constantly released in 

the air without sufficient means to destroy them, the composition of 

air goes out of sync. Without enough plants to consume the toxic 

fumes, and release oxygen to the air, the level of it in the atmosphere 

constantly decreases causing severe respiratory diseases. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 


