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Passive smoking disaster in Tokyo or Japan: My personal experience.

Julia Anna Hollnagel, Austria 28yrs
Student, 35 years in Tokyo

It is Friday, 12 am and I just came back home from dinner and drinks with my friends. I
get out of my clothes and hang them on my balcony. Not to dry them, but to soak them
in fresh air and avoiding to wake up in my small apartment smelling like a smoky
izakaya or pub. I also realize, that my hair is smelling of the dense smoke I experienced
the last few hours.

This whole scenario makes me feel a bit nostalgic about my childhood, when my mother
would come back from dinners, give me a hug and I would tell her that she stinks of
smoke or later, in my teenager years, spending the night out in bars and clubs, waking
up with a headache and a pile of clothes smelling of smoke. Of course those are
memories of good old times, fun with my friends and evenings with my family, but the
smoke itself has never been a positive factor in all those moments.

My experiences with smoky places in Japan in the last years have been plentiful and



also kind of eye opening to me, but it is not only about the smoke itself. It is common
knowledge that passive smoking harms everyone exposed to it, apart from the
uncomfortable feeling, the inability to fully enjoy the taste of food, burning eyes and the
feeling of breathing dirty air, passive smoking stands also in relationship with society at
large for me.

I am referring to a very personal experience when drinking going for dinner or
after-parties with my colleagues, bosses, professors and co-workers. Many of them are
smokers, but I also noticed, that amongst all people I know way more man smoke than
women. This goes along with the findings of the survey by Japan Tobacco in 2014,
according to which 10% of women in Japan are smokers, compared to 30% of men. So in
these social gatherings, the izakayas or restaurants we go to are almost always catering
to smokers. I am not saying that I don’t enjoy those social outings and I actually love to
talk and have fun with my friends and colleagues, but the passive smoke is definitely a
turn-off during and after those cheerful moments. Due to the ratio of smoking males
versus females, the general male dominated corporate and political landscape and my
personal experiences during social gatherings, it seems to me that Japanese (non-)
smoking policies are made by men and for men. It is very hard for a young foreign
woman to tell some senior male, that we should rather go to a non-smoking
establishment. I actually have never thought about that, it just seemed natural to me to
bear the smoke around me and come home smelling like a bad version of smoked ham.
So in my opinion passive smoking is not only a health hazard, but also kind of gives
males more power in some situations or rather makes me feel powerless. As long as
smoking is allowed in most places I will just go along and bear the smoke, try to ignore
it and keep on leaning back or forwards to avoid getting the smoke of the people sitting
around me directly in my face.

Apart from this perceived male domination in smoking, which is purely based on my
1impressions, I actually stopped to go to certain places in Tokyo, just because of the fact
that the smoke is so dense that I feel like being poisoned. It feels similar to people who
chose to not drink alcohol on certain evenings or who are pregnant or too young to
drink.

What if the waiter would just give everyone a shot of alcohol in their drinks to distribute
1t among everyone. I also don’t feed my colleagues with chocolate or chips, just because I
decide to enjoy a bit of junk food at times.

I don’t care if my friends smoke or not, I love them equally and it’s their choice. But I
don’t want to smoke and I also would like to have that choice. So I hope that soon

everyone in Japan will be able to enjoy nights out, fun nights with colleagues and



friends or some of the best cuisine the world has to offer without having to hang out

their clothes on the balcony, when coming home.



