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Cupping his hands to his ears, one of
the contestants in an annual com-
petition for Turkeyʼs most melodi-

ous religious voice leans closer to the
microphone to intone a tender call to
prayer. “Allahu akbar” (“God is greatest”),
he sings in a slow, cascading voice,
elbows sticking out at right angles, his
words echoing off the golden-tinged
stones of the majestic Eski Camii mosque
in the city of Edirne. Adorned with striking
Arabic calligraphy and completed in 1414,
when the northwestern city was the capi-
tal of the Ottoman Empire, the mosque is
hosting the latest round of the competi-
tion, in which five muezzins-the clerics
who issue the ezan (adhan in Arabic) call
to prayer from minarets five times a day-
are competing for a place in the final on
August 17.

Facing the contestants, a panel of five
judges take studious notes. “I started at
the age of 10, during summer school at
the mosque,” said the eventual winner,
Abdullah Omer Erdogan. Sporting an
impeccable beard, the 25-year-old takes
extraordinary precautions to protect his
voice. He shuns the cold, drinks only luke-
warm water, and even avoids certain posi-
tions in his sleep so as not to strain his
vocal cords. His efforts could translate into
national fame.

Turkish muezzins-one of whom recited
the ezan over Edirneʼs old town-swept the
top two spots in a televised competition
organised in Saudi Arabia in April. Turkish

President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, who is
devoutly religious and is facing a difficult
election next year, recorded a congratula-
tory message for the winners the next day.
“May Allah be with you,” said Erdogan,
whose two-decade rule has seen Turkey
build nearly 15,000 mosques. One
appeared opposite a statue of the secular
Turkish stateʼs founder Mustafa Kemal
Ataturk on Istanbulʼs Taksim Square, the
crucible of the polarised and occasionally
restless countryʼs politics.

ʻWe saved the countryʼ 
The Taksim mosqueʼs construction

crushed the spirits of Erdoganʼs liberal

opponents. The vast square, long a sym-
bol of struggle between Turkeyʼs secular
and religious forces, gave birth to
protests in 2013, the violent suppression
of which is seen by some as the genesis
of Erdoganʼs more authoritarian streak.
His rise to power as prime minister in
2003 was built on his defence of Turkeyʼs
religious Muslims, whose rights had been
squeezed in the constitutionally secular
state.

The Turkish leader has repaid that
trust by building the countryʼs largest
mosque on a hill overlooking the
Bosphorus Strait and converting the for-
mer Hagia Sophia church from a muse-

um into a mosque in 2020. In turn, clerics
from nearly 90,000 mosques responded
to Erdoganʼs appeals-delivered via
FaceTime on a mobile phone-and called
on the faithful to block a military coup
attempt in July 2016.

Erdoganʼs supporters thronged the
streets and stared down the coup leaders,
who were jailed during a wave of political
repression that followed in which thou-
sands were put behind bars for life. “We
called the people out on the streets and
saved the country,” said Edirne mufti
Alettin Bozkurt. “That night, we saw the
power of the ezan.”

ʻJust like church bellsʼ 
Erdogan is making religion a recurring

theme of his speeches as he nears an
election that polls show he might lose
because of Turkeyʼs mounting economic
problems. He has accused his secular
opponents of trying to “silence the ezan”-a
charge that resonates with Islamic conser-
vatives who form the base of his political
support.

There is no call to suppress religion on
the platform of any political party. But Erol
Koymen, a post-doctoral fellow who stud-
ies Turkish and Ottoman social theory and
music at the University of Chicago, said
secular voters are growing increasingly
anxious.

“I think there is a widespread sense
among secularists that the volume of the
ezan has increased as part of the ruling
regimeʼs efforts to transform the Turkish
public sphere since the coup attempt,” said
Koymen. “This, in turn, has produced an
increasing distaste for the ezan among sec-
ularists.” Citing health concerns, Turkeyʼs
increasingly powerful directorate of reli-
gious affairs asked mosques in 2017 to limit
their ezans to 80 decibels-roughly the
equivalent of an alarm clock. At the Old
Mosque in Edirne, mufti Bozkurt was
offended that some want to dial down the
ezan. “The ezan is a legal right!” he
exclaimed. “Just as Christians can easily
hear church bells, all Muslims should be
able to hear the call to prayer.”— AFP
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Participating muezzins wait to perform the Ezan call to prayer in front of a jury, in Old mosque
(Eski Camii) in Edirne.— AFP photos

(From left) Rob Minkoff, Cathy Shim, Kylie Kuioka, George Takei and Mark Koetsier attend the
‘Paws of Fury’ Family Day at Paramount Pictures Studios in Los Angeles, California. — AFP

A Turkish muezzin performs the Ezan call to prayer in front of a jury, in Old mosque (Eski
Camii) in Edirne.

A Turkish muezzin performs the Ezan call to prayer in front of a jury, in Old mosque (Eski Camii) in Edirne.

Netflix partners
with Microsoft to
offer cheaper
streaming plan

Netflix will work with Microsoft to
launch a cheaper subscription plan
that includes advertisements, the

firms said Wednesday, as the streaming
giant fights to attract customers. Netflix
opted to develop the lower-cost offering
after a disappointing first quarter in which it
lost subscribers for the first time in a
decade, and after years of resistance
against the very idea of running ads.

The ad-supported subscription will be in
addition to the three options already avail-
able, the cheapest being $10 per month in
the United States. Microsoft will be respon-
sible for designing and managing the plat-
form for advertisers who want to serve ads
to Netflix users. “Itʼs very early days and
we have much to work through,” Greg
Peters, Netflixʼs chief operating officer, said
in a statement.

Microsoft added that advertisers “will
have access to the Netflix audience and
premium connected TV inventory.” Adding
advertising means Netflix will expose itself
to some thorny issues, including debates
around consumersʼ personal data being
harvested on a massive scale to target
them with more lucrative, personalized
pitches.—AFP

Pet hate: Dogs and
cats confront division
in ‘Paws of Fury’

Dogs and cats must put their rivalry
aside to save a village-and offer
audiences a lesson in inclusion and

diversity-in the new animated film “Paws of
Fury: The Legend of Hank.” The film, out
in US theaters on Friday, features a stellar
voice cast including Samuel L Jackson,
Ricky Gervais, Michael Cera, George
Takei, Mel Brooks and Michelle Yeoh. It
tells the story of Hank (Cera), an underes-
timated beagle who dreams of becoming a
samurai, but ends up in a small village
dominated by cats.

The lonely dog-who makes up for a
lack of martial arts training with his sheer
persistence-must learn to win the hearts of
the cats of Kakamucho, who distrust him
for being different. The film draws inspira-
tions from Brooksʼ 1974 race satire
“Blazing Saddles,” using humor to address
social prejudice. “I think thatʼs a message
that is always, always relevant and always
needed,” Cera told AFP.

“Art is a way to bring those messages
across in a way that you feel, and not just
telling people what to think.... going on this
journey with this character, and seeing
what he goes through and experiencing
the emotions.” “Especially for little children
who can really digest that and extend their

empathy,” he added. Ika Chu, voiced by
Gervais, is the storyʼs villain-a Somali cat
seeking to destroy the village for his own
greed, and trying to sow prejudice to fur-
ther his evil plan. “What kind of a world do
we live in, where good and upright citizens
canʼt be counted on to kill someone just
because they look different?” he purrs.

ʻDividedʼ 
Takei, who voices Ohga-the villainʼs

right-hand cat-said the film teaches that
“differences might be an asset... filling out
the weakness in your society.” The 85-
year-old actor, known for his political and
social activism, told AFP the filmʼs “good
message” comes at a key time. “We live in
a fractured society today. Every headline
in the paper or every breaking news on
TV, it is a divided society that we live in,”
he said.

For Takei, the projectʼs timing is also
significant because family audiences have
not had many chances to laugh together in
movie theaters since Covid-19 arrived.
Family animation, more than any other
genre, has suffered in theaters during the
pandemic, although the recent success of
“Minions: The Rise of Gru” could signal a
change.

“I think itʼs so exciting and I canʼt wait to
go see a movie in the theater myself,”
added Cera, who said he has recently
recovered from COVID-19. “I missed that
experience. And I think I think everybody
does. “Iʼm excited that on the other side of
that now, we can we can get that back
again.”—AFP 

Hollywood star Kevin Spacey on
Thursday pleaded not guilty at
Londonʼs Old Bailey court to four

charges of sexual assault against three
men. The 62-year-old star was wearing a
blue suit and blue tie as he stood in the
dock at the UKʼs top criminal court. He
spoke to confirm his name and age before
pleading not guilty to four charges of sexu-
al assault and one count of causing a per-
son to engage in penetrative sexual activi-
ty without consent.

The Crown Prosecution Service, which
is responsible for bringing prosecutions in
England and Wales, said in May that it
had authorized charges against Spacey. A
two-time Oscar winner for “The Usual
Suspects” and “American Beauty”, he was
formally charged by police in the British
capital the following month and voluntarily
appeared in court within days.

At a hearing last month, Spaceyʼs
lawyer Patrick Gibbs told the court his
client “strenuously denies any and all crim-
inality in this case”. “He needs to answer
these charges if he is to proceed with his
life,” Gibbs added at the time. The deputy
chief magistrate at the initial hearing was
told that the actor lives in the United
States, where he has family and a nine-
year-old dog.

The magistrate formally withdrew an
arrest warrant that had been issued two
weeks prior after learning Spacey had
travelled to London to appear in person.
Reporting restrictions prevent the media
going into detail about the charges to
avoid prejudicing a jury at any trial.

ʻProve my innocenceʼ 
The first two charges of sexual assault

date from March 2005 in London and con-
cern the same man, who is now in his 40s.
The third is alleged to have happened in
London in August 2008 against a man
who is now in his 30s. Spacey has also

been charged “with causing a person to
engage in penetrative sexual activity with-
out consent” against the man in his 30s.

The fourth sexual assault is alleged to
have occurred in Gloucestershire, western
England, in April 2013 against a third man,
who is also now in his 30s. None of the
alleged victims can be identified under
English law. After the prosecutorsʼ May
announcement, Spacey said he was “dis-
appointed” with the decision. “I will volun-
tarily appear in the UK as soon as can be
arranged and defend myself against these
charges, which I am confident will prove
my innocence.”

Spacey was artistic director of The Old
Vic theatre in London between 2004 and
2015. Allegations against him emerged in
the wake of the #MeToo movement that
saw numerous claims of sexual assault
and harassment in the movie industry.

That prompted an investigation by
Londonʼs Metropolitan Police and a review
by The Old Vic of his time in charge there.
Claims against Spacey in 2017 led to the
end of his involvement in the filming of the
final season of the Netflix drama “House of
Cards”. He was also dropped from a Gore
Vidal biopic on the TV streaming network
and as the industrialist J. Paul Getty in “All
the Money in the World”.—AFP

A Turkish muezzin performs the Ezan call to prayer in front of a jury, inside Old mosque (Eski
Camii) in Edirne.

Turkish muezzin Abdullah Omer Erdogan,
winner of the Ezan call to prayer contest,
poses inside Old mosque (Eski Camii).

In this file photo the Netflix logo is seen on
top of their office building in Hollywood,
California. —AFP 
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