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Tobacco is a plant with a long and complex history. About 500 years ago, it
began to spread across the globe, and today it is everywhere. There have been
many conflicts over tobacco ever since European people first encountered it. But
how did tobacco spread, and why did so many problems arise?

Cultivation of tobacco began in South America about 8, 000 years ago. After
that, tobacco slowly spread north. When Christopher Columbus arrived in the
New World (North, Central, and South America) in 1492, tobacco was
everywhere. later, other Europeans went to the New World, and many of them
learned how to smoke tobacco from the Native Americans. Tobacco plants
arrived in Spain and Portugal by 1550 and spread across Europe. Many people
did not like tobacco — they thought it was an evil plant. The Catholic Church felt
this way because sucking in smoke and blowing it out looked like an activity of
the devil. Members could be banished for using tobacco. In some places, using
tobacco was punishable by deéath.

Europeans also took tobacco south into Africa. Many people in Africa
already smoked other plants, so tobacco spread across Africa quickly. In
addition, tobacco was involved in the slave trade — the Portuguese, for example,
used both native and African slaves to produce tobacco in Brazil during the
sixteenth century, and then traded the tobacco to slave dealers in West Africa
for more slaves, whom they in turn used to produce more tobacco, or perhaps
sugar. European people also took tobacco to India and China. By the beginning
of the Edo Period, in 1603, some Japanese people were smoking tobacco as well.

Smoking is the most common way to use tobacco today, but in the past the
plant was used in many different ways. One way the people of the New World
used tobacco was for religious rituals and ceremonies. The plant could be given
to the gods as a gift, for example. Tobacco was also used as medicine for a very
long time by the people of the New World. It could be smoked, or tobacco juice
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could be directly applied to the skin. Later, Europeans and people in Asia also
used tobacco as medicine. One more use for tobacco was for protecting crops —
plants grown for food or other uses. Tobacco smoke is actually very good for
keeping away insects.

Tobacco did spread across the earth with great speed, but it was not very
cheap or easy to use until a cigarette-making machine was invented in the United
States in 1880. After that, the mass-production, marketing, and selling of
cigarettes increased dramatically. But, in the beginning of the twentieth century,
people slowly began realizing that smoking tobacco was actually a health danger.
However, tobacco companies worked hard to make and sell more and more
cigarettes, and also to prevent people from hearing or reading too much negative
information about their products. Now, every day, 15 billion (15, 000, 000, 000)
cigarettes are smoked around the world. Also, conflicts continue between people
over tobacco — some think that smoking it should be banned in public places and
others do not, for example.

In summary, the relationship between people and tobacco is long and
complex. As soon as it started to ( 1 ) out of the New World, conflicts
between people began to appear. Before, rulers and religious leaders ( 2 )
tobacco use, mainly for moral reasons. Today, tobacco is attacked mostly for
(3 ) reasons, for only in the last 100 years have we come to realize the true
dangers of the plant. Now we know thal smoking tobacco is less of a moral

choice than one of life or death.
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I have a slight sense of guilt every time I drive my car. Of course, it's
because of the environmental problems that overshadow the future of this planet
and all life forms on it. At the same time, however, something in myself is
telling me that it’s foolish to be worried about such a big problem since there’s
almost nothing one individual can do to improve the situation. But does it follow
that you don’t have to do anything in particular?

When something burns, it produces heat; and then the temperature of the air
around it rises. We, human beings, have been doing too much of this on a global
scale since we took to burning coal and oil, and the heat has been accumulating’

(@)
in the atmosphere that surrounds the earth. These days, the media continually

report that the ice is rapidly melting in the Arctic Ocean and around the
Antarctic Continent and that the sea level is gradually rising so that small coral
islands in the tropics will completely disappear in the not so distant future. The
warming of the earth will also lead to grave® consequences of larger dimension:
tragic changes in our ecosystem with unimaginable damage to living things
including humans. Because 1 greatly benefit from electricity and fuels like
gasoline, I do think that I’'m responsible for this mega-trend, however small my
share of the guilt is.

In 1997, the Kyoto Protocol® was concluded to slow down global warming. It
was decided that the industrial countries that are largely responsible for the
warming limit their carbon dioxide gas emissions® so that the situation wouldn’t
get any worse. Iew people, however, believe that all these industrial countries

(b)
will meet the expectations, and President George Bush stated, in March 2001,

that the United States would never sign the Protocol. Here in Japan, the
government may be doing what it can to limit the amount of carbon dioxide gas,
but people on the whole are living as they were in 1997, wasting much electricity
and driving their cars to places within walking distance. There are a lot of
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consciousness raising efforts going on in the media, but at the same time we see
many ads for automobiles on TV and in the newspaper. Are we serious?

I sometimes wonder how the people on those small islands are feeling,
islands that are in danger of being sunk under water. If the Japanese Islands
were to sink, we’d go panicky; we would probably start an international
campaign, even asking the United States to sign the protocol. Therefore, it’s
clear that we are not allowed to see those islands disappear while doing nothing
to stop it.

Then, my question is: what shall T do? Or)what can I do? But I doubt I can
do much to improve the situation; I'm just one(cih a million, or should I say, one in
thousands of millions. It would be much easier to turn a deaf ear to the cries of
the earth and live the way I do now. More than twenty years ago, a stand-up
comedian made this famous remark: “It’s not scary to cross the street if

”5 Come to think of the environmental problems

everybody ignores the red light.
we are facing, this ironic remark has never been truer than today. But still I
cannot erase my ever-growing sense of guilt. I come from the Oga Peninsula®,
and I love it so much that I hate to see it disappear. And I have two children
whose future may be darkened by global warming; so last month I made a new-

year resolution to go to work by bus as often as I can. I know this is nothing,

but I wouldn't like to cross that street even if everybody else does.
)

7E) 'accumulate: to become greater in number or size over a long period of time
2grave: serious, important and needing immediate attention
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