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INTRODUCTION
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Let us examine the writings of a militant atheist named Sam Harris. The page numbers that I cite are from the hardcover editions of his books.
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​ITEM 1: Harris Ignores Secularists
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Something bizarre happens on page 102 of Harris's book, The End of Faith. There, Harris claims that quite a few German writers in the 1800s openly declared that the Jews ought to be exterminated, but he doesn't say those writers belonged to any Christian denomination. Surely he would if he could. Indeed, nowhere in the book does he mention any Christian, of any denomination, who advocated killing Jews. Yet this fact seems to go into one of his ears and out the other. He continues to insist that Christians are a danger to the human race, but he never says that anti-Christian secularists are. One reads that and feels astonished. Why does he ignore the obvious?

The four greatest mass murderers of the twentieth century, Hitler, Stalin, Mao, and Pol Pot, were all atheists. Harris never claims otherwise. But apparently he thinks that is just a coincidence and means nothing.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​ITEM 2: Harris and the War on Drugs
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On pages 159-160 of The End of Faith, Harris claims that religion is the cause of the war on drugs. He presents absolutely no evidence to support this claim. Throughout the book he denounces the idea of taking things on faith, but then he turns around and expects his readers to take this accusation on faith.

Let me put it this way: in America today, I bet the people who go to classical music concerts are much more likely to favor gay rights than the people who don't go to classical music concerts, but does that mean that going to classical music concerts causes people to favor gay rights? Of course not. It is not a cause and effect relationship. Similarly, even if it is true that religious people are more likely to favor strict anti-marijuana laws, why should we assume that religion is the cause of their anti-marijuana views? It could just be a coincidence. But Harris never thinks of that.

The truth is that the Bible never even mentions marijuana, and certainly doesn't forbid use of it. What Harris cannot bear to admit is that some people just have a gut feeling, for reasons that have nothing to do with religion, that anything that distorts your brain function temporarily will surely also be bad for you in the long run. In the years since Harris's book was written, more and more evidence has accumulated that those people are right. A man in Denver ate some marijuana candy one day in 2014. That, in combination with a prescription painkiller that he was taking, caused him to go berserk and murder his wife. (Endnote 1.) Scientists have also discovered that heavy users of marijuana are 50 percent to 200 percent more likely than non-users to become schizophrenic. (Endnote 2.) That doesn't prove a cause-and-effect relationship, but still, it should make any sensible person wary of using marijuana. Dr. Erik Messamore, an expert on mental illness, says in recent years he has seen a big increase in severe mental illness among “otherwise stable middle-class professionals” who use no drug except marijuana, and that in these cases, antipsychotic drugs don’t seem to help much. (Endnote 3.) Also, among experts in the field, there seems to no longer be any doubt that marijuana use in the teenage years will lower one's IQ in adulthood, though exactly by how much is difficult to say. (Endnote 4.)

And look at this fact: in the state of Washington in 2013, 8 percent of the drivers in fatal car crashes tested positive for marijuana, but then marijuana was legalized, and in 2014, 17 percent of the drivers in fatal car crashes tested positive for marijuana. (This was reported in an article by Ashley Halsey III in the May 10, 2016 Washington Post.) It sounds to me like legalizing marijuana is causing problems, but people such as Harris never anticipated that.

Critics are constantly telling us that the war on drugs is a failure. What they mean by that, I guess, is that they think the war on drugs doesn't stop anyone from using drugs. Yet, when Washington state legalized marijuana, the number of car crashes involving drivers who were using marijuana went up, which, I think, probably means more people were using marijuana. One can also see an article on the front page of the March 2021 issue of Clinical Psychiatry News that reports that marijuana use goes up when marijuana is legalized. That indicates that the war on drugs really does stop some people from using drugs.
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​ITEM 3: Conspiracies
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On page 162 of The End of Faith, Harris claims that “owners of garden-supply stores” have received long prison sentences simply because some of their customers were caught growing marijuana. His source of information for this claim is Eric Schlosser's book Reefer Madness. Yes indeed, according to Schlosser, that happened once. But what Harris fails to mention is that Schlosser says that was a conspiracy case, which means the prosecution proved that the owners of the garden-supply store knew perfectly well that one or more specific customers were growing marijuana, but sold the supplies to them anyway. They weren't just innocent bystanders. In a similar way, it is perfectly legal to own a liquor store, but if you sell alcohol to someone who openly admits that he is going to re-sell it to minors, you can go to jail for that.
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​ITEM 4: Harris Lies About Prison Inmates
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On page 162 of The End of Faith, Harris says murderers, rapists, and child molesters are “regularly paroled to make room” for drug dealers in prison. He presents no evidence to support this claim. Once again, he wants his readers to take what he says on faith. In an endnote, he merely says that many people convicted of violent crimes are imprisoned for less than four years, while the average sentence for a drug offense at the federal level is more than six years.

Does he really think that endnote proves something? It certainly does not prove that murderers, rapists, and child molesters are being paroled to make room for drug dealers. Many violent crimes draw short sentences simply because they are minor crimes. Doesn't Harris know that? Does Harris really think a guy deserves a long sentence just for getting into a fight in a bar and throwing a few punches that cause no serious damage? If a woman drunkenly crashes the family car, and her husband becomes angry and slaps her a few times, does Harris really think he deserves a long sentence for that? And Harris's comparison to federal drug convictions is silly, because it is rare for any but the most serious drug-peddling offenses to be prosecuted at the federal level. If he looked at the state and county level, he would find the average drug-related sentence to be considerably shorter. Look, for example, at page A8 of the February 19, 2018 issue of the Bismarck Tribune of Bismarck, North Dakota. There we see that the normal sentence for simple marijuana possession in Bismarck is ninety days or less.

And even if the average sentence for a drug offense at the federal level is more than six years, that doesn't mean the convicts are actually serving the entire sentence. There is such a thing as parole, you know.

It is also worth noting that Harris is referring here to drug dealers in general, not just to marijuana dealers. Apparently he thinks it is awful to imprison pushers who sell cocaine, heroin, amphetamines, PCP, ecstasy and LSD, despite the well-known dangers of using those substances. I see nothing wrong with giving those pushers long sentences, and I guarantee you, there are plenty of grief-stricken parents in this country who agree with me. Has Harris never heard of Joe McGinniss's bestselling true-crime book Fatal Vision, about a man who murdered his wife and two daughters because he was high on amphetamines at the time? Why does Harris fail to name even one major newspaper in the United States that has editorialized in favor of legalizing cocaine, heroin and amphetamines, or even one country in Europe that has legalized them? If it was such a good idea, wouldn't some columnist somewhere be in favor of it? If it was such a good idea, wouldn't there be at least one country in Europe that has done it?
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​ITEM 5: Harris Lies About the Netherlands
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On page 260 of The End of Faith, Harris says the experience of Holland proves that legalizing drugs would not cause an “epidemic of drug abuse and addiction.” He presents no evidence or source of information to support this claim. What on Earth makes him think the Dutch have legalized cocaine, heroin, LSD, and other hard drugs? I checked the Proquest Newspaper Database and found an article by a journalist named David Jolly in the April 3, 2012 New York Times that says cocaine and heroin are definitely illegal in the Netherlands. There's also a news item from the December 24, 2013 Irish Times, written by a journalist named Peter Cluskey, about a 13-year-old girl who was arrested at a Dutch airport for trying to smuggle 100 grams of cocaine into the Netherlands.

For what it's worth, you can also look at the Wikipedia article on drug policy in the Netherlands. It says that even though the Dutch government doesn't worry much about marijuana, it definitely does have harsh penalties for selling cocaine, heroin, and other hard drugs. Harris, obviously, was shooting his mouth off without bothering to gather any evidence first.

Of course, there is a larger point here. We have seen in the United States in recent years that when opioids are easy to get, an “epidemic of drug abuse and addiction” is exactly what happens. The thing that Harris was sure would not happen, has happened.
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​ITEM 6: Harris Lies About Prohibition
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On page 163 of The End of Faith, Harris says Prohibition was caused by religion. That's true, in part. Even more, I think it was caused by wives who were tired of being beaten up by drunken husbands, and tired of their husbands drinking half their paychecks every week. Why does Harris think this needs to be talked about? Prohibition was not a good idea, it caused many people to die, go blind, or be otherwise crippled from consuming improperly-distilled alcohol, so we were wise to end it, but it was certainly well-intentioned. Harris himself admits on page 161 that alcohol is a terrible problem in our society.

Just look at the fact that Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, the famous women's suffrage activists, also crusaded in favor of Prohibition. Stanton, who was not the least bit religious, even praised Carry Nation, the prohibitionist who traveled around the United States vandalizing taverns. Stanton urged other women to do the same. She said she wished there were ten thousand more women like Nation to smash the “haunts of vice.” (Endnote 5.)

And look at Jack London, the famous novelist and short story writer. Any biography of the man will tell you he was not religious, but he supported Prohibition. (Endnote 6.) A lifetime of heavy drinking convinced him that alcohol was a menace to society and ought to be banned.
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​ITEM 7: Harris Lies About Prohibition Again
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On page 163 of The End of Faith, Harris says Prohibition caused an increase in drinking. He presents no evidence to support this odd claim, nor does he try to explain why something so counterintuitive could be true. Once again, he is simply lying. The truth can be found on pages 373-374 of Daniel Okrent's critically-acclaimed book Last Call: The Rise and Fall of Prohibition: Prohibition caused a seventy percent drop in annual per person alcohol consumption in the United States. Even after Prohibition was repealed, annual per person alcohol consumption in the United States did not rise back to pre-Prohibition levels until 1973. Apparently, some people got out of the habit of drinking heavily, and never resumed that habit. You can also read about this subject on page 372 of Prohibition: The Era of Excess, by Andrew Sinclair: Prohibition definitely caused a significant drop in alcohol consumption in the United States. Page 395 of that book reports that the end of Prohibition definitely caused an increase in demand for barley and rye, which obviously would not have happened if Prohibition hadn't been holding down demand for alcoholic beverages. In fact, on page 348, we read that during the Great Depression, some American businessmen openly argued that alcohol should be legalized again, because the poor would be less angry at the rich if they could get drunk more often. And, for what it's worth, the Wikipedia article called “Prohibition in the United States” also says that Prohibition drastically cut alcohol consumption in the United States.

It is amazing to see how little respect Harris has for truth.
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​ITEM 8: Harris Wants to Legalize Cocaine and Heroin
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On page 163 of The End of Faith, Harris rants again about how awful he thinks our government's policy on “drugs” is, not just our policy on marijuana. Does he really want to legalize heroin, amphetamines, PCP, cocaine and LSD? Yes, he does. He says so in footnote 39 on page 260.

As I said earlier, if the war on drugs such as heroin, cocaine, LSD, methamphetamine, and PCP is really so ridiculous, why has no country in western Europe legalized them, and why have the editors of our major newspapers never advocated legalization? Why did the ultra-liberal mayor of New York, Bill de Blasio, in 2015, sign a law outlawing a class of synthetic drugs known as K2? (Endnote 7.)

Believe it or not, in that same footnote on page 260, Harris argues that legalizing drugs and regulating them is the best way to keep them “out of the hands of minors.” Believe it or not, his one piece of evidence to support this theory is the fact that we don't today see anyone selling alcohol to children in “schoolyards.” One feels amazed that Harris would make such a nutty argument. Doesn't he know that we have quite a problem with teenage drinking in America? Doesn't he know that minors frequently get alcohol by using fake IDs, or by paying adults to buy alcohol for them? When I was in high school, I often heard about my classmates' drunken escapades, and I doubt that has changed in the years since.
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​ITEM 9: Harris Lies About Logic
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On page 13 of The End of Faith, Harris says a religious person must be intolerant, because if a person believes in a religion, “he cannot tolerate the possibility that the people he loves might be led astray by the blandishments of unbelievers. Certainty about the next life is simply incompatible with tolerance in this one.”

Oh really? Can he name any Christian in the United States who thinks that way? When did Cardinal Spellman or Cardinal Cushing or any other American bishop ever say people should be arrested for preaching atheism? When did Jerry Falwell or Pat Robertson or Billy Graham ever say that? The simple fact is that Jesus forbids the use of force except in self-defense, therefore I have to just put up with the fact that atheists exist in my country. Is Harris really unable to understand something so obvious?

We can see what is happening here. Harris assumes Christians will be strictly logical: they will not tolerate anything that may stop their children from getting into Heaven. But he doesn't think atheists will be strictly logical. He doesn't think atheists will think: “Religion is a terrible thing, it leads to terrorism, therefore we must exterminate it.” He doesn't think atheists will think: “Muslims are a crazy, violent bunch and therefore we must wipe them out. I don't want my kids killed by a suicide bomber. Even if some of the Muslims are harmless, kill them all, because killing the harmless ones will not hurt me or my loved ones in any way.” He doesn't think atheists will think: “Why should I care about people who are starving in Ethiopia? If they die, that won't harm me in any way, and if I save their lives, their existence on this Earth will never benefit me in any way. In fact, their existence on this Earth might cause trouble for me, because they might become terrorists.” He doesn't think the atheists will think: “The retarded and the mentally ill are just a burden on society. We should exterminate them.”

And in the entire book, Harris never explains why he thinks Christians will be strictly logical, but thinks atheists will not be.
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