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Bill Maher, host of Real Time with Bill Maher, depicts Muslims as dangerous and uncivilized.

Maher embodies anti-Muslim left

S
INCE 9/11, liberals have consistently targeted
conservatives as the main perpetrators of
Islamophobia; however, what is often forgot-

ten are the ways in which left-wing commentators
contribute to the same fearmongering stereo-
types.
No one personifies the anti-Muslim left more

than comedian and television producer Bill
Maher, the host of Real Time with Bill Maher.
First, Maher is often guilty of making sweeping
generalizations. For instance, he believes there is
a “connecting tissue” of intolerance and brutality
that binds 1.6 billion Muslims to terrorist groups
such as the Islamic State group (IS). Empirical
evidence, however, suggests otherwise.
Recent surveys found most people in countries

that have significant Muslim populations have
an unfavourable view of IS, including virtually
all respondents in Lebanon, 94 per cent in Jordan
and 84 per cent in the Palestinian territories.
Fond of depicting Muslims as inherently dan-

gerous and uncivilized, Maher admitted during
an interview with journalist Charlie Rose that
“most Muslim people in the world do condone
violence just for what you think.” As political sati-
rist Stephen Colbert would say, Maher is being
“truthy” in this regard.
In a 2016 Environics poll, only one per cent of

Canadian Muslims believe that “many” or “most”
Muslims in Canada support violent extremism.
Globally speaking, Muslims overwhelmingly re-

ject suicide bombings and other forms of violence
against civilians in the name of Islam. Studies
conducted by the Pew Research Centre found
that Muslims view such extremism as rarely
or never justified, including 96 per cent in both
Bosnia-Herzegovina and Azerbaijan, 92 per cent
in Indonesia and 91 per cent in Iraq.
Maher’s lack of rigour was also apparent when

he labelled female genital mutilation an “Islamic
problem.” Religious scholar Reza Aslan informed
CNN news that not only was genital mutilation
not an issue in Muslim-majority states outside of
Africa, but that the African countries in ques-
tion — Ethiopia and Eritrea — were predomi-
nantly Christian. When Aslan referred to the
demographically challenged Maher as “not very
sophisticated in the way that he thinks,” he was
being generous.
Maher even takes pride in resorting to polem-

ics.
He consistently categorizes Islam as “different”

from, and decidedly worse than, other religions.
Although Islam, Judaism and Christianity are
all rooted in a common ancestor — the patriarch
Abraham— and even though all monotheistic re-
ligions subscribe to the core values of love, char-
ity and compassion, Maher emphatically rejects
these common bonds: “This idea that somehow
we do share values that all religions are alike is
bullshit, and we need to call it bullshit.”
As well, Maher relies heavily on conspiracy

theories, the kind of paranoia usually associated
with the far right.

Worried over the “Islamization of Europe” and
its effect on human rights, he senses the stealth
takeover of the United States by Muslim newcom-
ers: “Free speech, we see, is not something they
always agree with. And often their attitude is,
‘We’re biding our time until you will do things our
way.’ ”
Maher keeps insisting he’s not prejudging Mus-

lims, yet the more he defends the indefensible, the
more he sounds like the “regressive leftists” he
smugly looks down upon, “the people who don’t
quite get it about being liberals in the world.”
As a matter fact, they do get it. It’s Maher who’s
confused.
When a recent op-ed in Al Jazeera made refer-

ence to Maher and his ilk as those who talk with
“fake authority and false familiarity,” it was
exposing the limitations of liberal ideologues.
In other words, when it comes to revealing the
“truth” about Islam, Maher and his enablers are
“living in a bubble.”
In his relentless crusade against the infidel,

Maher continues to provide a platform for the
anti-Muslim left, but he may want to take a long,
hard look in the mirror. His worldview of Islam is
a shiny reflection of the neoconservative mindset
he so easily dismisses as close-minded, unin-
formed and arrogant.

Stuart Chambers teaches in the faculties of arts and social sciences at
the University of Ottawa.

schamber@uottawa.ca

Federal budget offers Band-Aid for housing

MANY housing providers and advocates have
been celebrating the housing commitments
released in the federal budget, which promises
$11.2 billion in funding over 11 years. As one
advocate put it to me: “It’s better than anything
we saw during the Harper years.” Maybe so,
but keep in mind that estimates of getting only
a fraction of Canadians out of core housing need
(300,000 of 1.5 million people) would cost about $2
billion per year. The housing commitments of this
budget cannot keep pace with need, which is the
outcome of successive governments letting our
social housing system atrophy.
One thing that is clear about housing in Canada:

the scope of the housing affordability crisis is
vast.
What we do see in the budget are some much-

needed band-aids for those people with the
highest level of housing needs: the homeless and
urban indigenous renters, and a short-term com-
mitment to rent-geared-to-income (RGI) housing.
Let’s look specifically at social housing — hous-

ing for the most vulnerable or the poorest of the
poor — the people who cannot afford “affordable
housing.” These are the folks who are at the high-
est risk for homelessness or may float in and out

of it. They need housing that is geared to their
income.
There has been a net loss of RGI units over the

past 20 years and this budget offers an immedi-
ate commitment to continue to provide short-
term funding, worth about $4 billion above the
$11.2-billion commitment.
Short-term is the key phrase. When the budget

document says what it means by “preserving” the
“affordability of social housing,” the federal bud-
get 2017 specifically focuses on providing “fund-
ing to social housing providers as they transition
to more sustainable operating models.”
This is jargon. “Sustainable operating mod-

els” can only mean shifting to a mix of market-,
affordable- and social-rates: the idea being that
by doing so, social housing providers start to
generate an “internal subsidy,” which then funds
a proper social housing — RGI — unit.
Some social housing providers have been suc-

cessful in making such a transition. But let’s be
clear: when that transition is made, it equals few-
er RGI units. Setting aside the massive issue of
a net loss of RGI units across Canada, the belief
in a “mixed model” approach, even among some
housing providers, also defies real-life geography.
A social housing provider with a three-storey

brick walk-up in West Broadway may be able to

transition to a mixed model, with some renters
paying market rent, others affordable (i.e. at
cost), with the subsidy for RGI units generated
through the market- and affordable-renters.
However, many social housing providers are not
in desirable, “up and coming” neighbourhoods
such as West Broadway, nor do their buildings
have attractive features such as brick exteriors
and crown molding. Will social housing providers
in Winnipeg’s North End or apartment buildings
with an esthetic that screams “utilitarian social
housing” attract at-market renters? The transition
will be possible for some, but not for others.
As a matter of policy, we might also ask: “Is it

fair that your 30 neighbours subsidize your RGI
unit?” Such an approach to social housing means
that the cost is not simply downloaded to prov-
inces or even municipalities — which is what we
saw in the 1990s — but to addresses. Will social
housing be provided on the backs of those access-
ing affordable housing? This is a real scenario.
Because of this, my fear is the federal bud-

get offers a short-term investment, but signals
a gentle-slope exit from federal RGI housing
altogether.

Tyler Pearce is an economic geographer and social housing advocate.
She is currently chair of Right to Housing’s Federal Working Group.

Little cost,
huge benefit
to foreign aid
THE federal government recently released
its 2017 budget, and organizations that work
in international development are complaining
there was no increase in foreign aid.
“Oh well,” you may say. “We send too much

money overseas already. Better we spent it at
home on Canada’s needs.”
Let’s pull that apart a bit to look at how

much Canada spends on foreign aid and what
we get for it.
Take a $100 bill, cash it in for 100 loonies,

then change one of those into quarters. Set
aside one of those 25-cent pieces. That’s about
how much Canada allocates to foreign aid:
0.28 per cent of our gross national income
(GNI), which is a measure of the size of the
economy.
That’s near the bottom of Canada’s per-

formance over the past 50 years, and only
about half as much as the average of other
countries with similar economies. Britain’s
aid is 0.71 per cent of GNI and Germany’s is
0.52 per cent.
The Trudeau government talks about Cana-

da as a leader on global issues, a country that
is re-engaging with the world in a productive
way and making meaningful contributions to
solving global challenges.

Yet despite a healthy economy at home,
Canada is stingy when it comes to actual
investments. Our track record was poor last
year, and there is no sign of improvement in
the 2017 budget.
Why should we support foreign aid anyway?

What good does it do?
That’s a question we deal with every day at

Canadian Foodgrains Bank, and we don’t have
to look far to find answers.
Humanitarian aid enables people to get

through crises to rebuild their lives. The
Foodgrains Bank is helping hundreds of
thousands of people in Syria and neighbouring
countries. At a time when they have fled from
their homes, and their lives are in turmoil, we
are helping themmeet the basic need for food.
The need for humanitarian aid has never

been greater, especially with famine or near-
famine conditions in Yemen and three African
countries.
Development aid enables people to improve

their lives. Farming is the most common oc-
cupation for the poorest people in the world,
so it makes sense to invest in small-scale
agriculture.
On a visit to east Africa last year, I met

farmers who are part of Mbuvo Commercial
Village. Six years ago, they weren’t able to
grow enough to feed their families. Now, with
help from a Canadian aid program, they are
growing more than they need and have invest-
ed their surplus in a small food-processing
facility powered by solar panels. Of the 400
farmers who are part of the Mbuvo Commer-
cial Village, two-thirds are women and many
are widows. They told me how hard it was for
widows to earn a living in their male-dominat-
ed society, making them especially proud of
their accomplishments at Mbuvo.
Aid is not just a selfless act to improve lives.

It is also in Canada’s best interest.
For example, in 2013, despite pleas from

the United Nations and aid groups, the horror
of the Syrian crisis was on the radar of few
Canadians.
A Canadian reporter asked a Foodgrains

Bank partner working in the Middle East
why Canadians should care. He responded
that first, the conflict was creating chaos in
the region and allowing terrorist groups to
flourish. Second, it was only a matter of time
before war-affected people started showing
up on Canada’s doorstep.
Four years later, we know the Islamic State

group poses a threat to global security, and
Canada has welcomed tens of thousands of
Syrian refugees.
Thinking we can safely ignore the Zika

virus in South America or severe droughts
in east Africa because there is no immediate
effect in Canada is like saying, “Your end of
the lifeboat is sinking. We can see you flailing
around, but because we’re still dry, we’re not
going to help.”
In late 2016, Canadian members of Parlia-

ment on two multi-party committees (fi-
nance and foreign affairs) recommended big
increases in aid.
They recognized Canada’s future stability

and prosperity are intertwined with the rest
of the world’s, and the few coins we currently
contribute to foreign aid are not enough.

Paul Hagerman is the director of public policy at the Canadian
Foodgrains Bank.
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Aid is not just a selfless act to
improve lives. It is also in
Canada’s best interest.
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