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Portable lighters

The invention of fire is considered to be the greatest human discoveries according to Darwin, with the exception of language. This invention has since led to many other discoveries and changed humanities lifestyle and development in many significant ways, most especially in terms of survival. Humans have continued to hone the art of fire control throughout the ages, eventually leading to the invention of the portable lighter (Mertes, 2022). This essay aims to cover what lighters are, how they are made, and how they have impacted humanity (for better or worse).

Modern portable lighters are generally small lightweight devices which produce a flame by pressing on a switch that ignites the combustible material held within. The small size of the device is what makes it easy to carry around in one’s pocket. A lighter may be used to light up cigarettes, campfires, candles, and generally everything else which requires fire. The first prototype of a portable lighter was invented in 1823 by German chemist Johann Wolfgang Dobereiner (Lighter USA, 2019). His design was not necessarily safe or easy to use, although it paved the way for many more innovations of the lighter as it is today.

Modern portable lighters are made of plastic or metallic containers; within which they contain flammable gas that is ignited through a switch located on the container itself. Others are however electric, consisting of an electric arc and heating element for the purpose of ignition. Lighters often weigh between 10 to 15g, are appropriate for both indoor and outside usage, and can be of a variety of shapes and colours depending on its manufacturer. The very basic lighter consists of a spark wheel, nozzle, fuel space, wick, and an adjusting wheel (Allied Market Research,2022). The use of plastic and metal materials serve the primary function of containing the flammable gas held within the lighter. Engineering plastic is an excellent choice due to its malleability, resistance to chemicals as well as their durability. Flint material on the other hand looks more appealing and stylish, while enabling the user to see the level of liquefied gas remaining in their device. Butane is preferred for use due to its nature to turn into liquid increasingly fast (Utility Smarts, 2022). It similarly returns back to gaseous state very quickly when compressed. It is also highly flammable and cheaper than having to use other gases such as propane.

Döbereiner’s lighter was an instant success, although not commercially in Europe where it was first invented by replacing the traditional method of splint and tinder (Mertes, 2022; Thomas, 2018). It provided an ingenious way to produce instantaneous flame to light a candle or splint at the simple push of a finger. It is important to note that although this design was relatively dangerous to use, it was popular since it precedent the use of friction matchsticks. The commercial use of the portable lighter was accelerated by the discovery of tobacco, which necessitated people to create a portable means of fire. Soldiers during the First World War innovated lighters from used cartridges using Döbereiner’s design (Kauffman, 1999). The breakthrough came in 1931, when George Blaisdell innovated an Austrian lighter which resulted in the Zippo lighters, that were more efficient and easier to use. Although there are other manufacturers of pocket lighters in the market, Zippo still remains one of the largest manufacturers of portable lighters to date.  A portable lighter has since evolved to serve as a statement of style and fashion aside from its primary function. 

Market research contends that flint lighters are most popular among smokers due to their ease of use and affordability as compared to other portable lighters. This trend has been accelerated by the rise in smoking rates across the globe, as well as a growth in disposable incomes. Varied options which include electric and battery–operated lighters have since been released into the market to increase profitability. According to research done by Expert Research Markets, the global market for cigarette lighters in 2020 was 5107 million dollars, which is forecast to reach 6606 million by the year 2026. In light of environmental sustainability, developers are shifting from disposable lighters towards refillable options. New innovations and properties such as child safety and water resistance have been added to ensure safety and increase sales. Moreover, customized options are now available upon order which has increased the popularity and surge in the use of portable lighters. They may be engraved with the user’s name, image, favourite colour, and design.

The major distribution channels of portable lighters include super and hyper markets, convenient stores, tobacco shops, as well as modern online stores. The lighter has remained in use for a long time for the purposes of lighting stoves, candles, and as fashion statements. However, the main demographic which appeals to portable lighters is that of cigarette and tobacco smokers. Consequently, campaigns against smoking have affected the sales of cigarette lighters, although to a slight extent. Increased awareness on the effects of tobacco, and their ban in the advertising of tobacco and related products may affect the sale of pocket lighters (Henriksen, 2012). Cigarette smokers attempting to light their sticks might inhale butane fumes from their lighters by chance. Long term usage could affect the supply of oxygen in the body, leading to serious health issues. Other than poor health, portable lighters have also been negatively associated with criminal activity such as arson and forest fires.

Overall, the power and utility of fire is readily available thanks to the invention of the portable lighter. This, of course, comes with risks and negative connotations, especially as those carrying them are often assumed to be smokers. Humanity has undoubtably benefitted from the creation of lighters, and will continue to for a very long time.
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