Plausible contender
lays down challenge
to Erdogan
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inAnkara

Kiligdaroglu leading
Republican People's
Party in bid to restore
secularimpetus

Change s in the air in Turkey’s
capital city -and it’s not just the
arrival of springaftera typically
chilly winter. In Ankara’s bus-
tling Altindag neighbourhood,
many are daring to believe that
a mild-mannered former bu-
reaucrat dubbed Turkey’s Gan-
dhimight oust the pugilistic Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan an in next
month’s election.

In many ways, it's a battle for
thesoul of the nation. Kemal Kil-
icdaroglu leads the Republican
People’s Party (CHP), estab-
lished by Mustafa Kemal
Atatiirk, the military command-
er who founded the modern
Turkish republic out of the ru-
ins of the Ottoman empire. A
win for Kiligdaroglu would
wrest the country away from Er-
dogan’s pious authoritarian-
ism, resuscitating the country’s
secular heritage and potential-
ly restoring parliamentary de-
mocracy.

It’s set to be a close contest.
Kiligdaroglu is leading the polls
by a hair’s breadth but needs to
convince voters that the decen-
¢y he exudes in his campaign
videos filmed in his modest
kitchen and in posters featur-

ing his earnest, bespectacled
mien against a backdrop of
pink blossom does not equate
to weakness. “We've had
enough of Erdogan,” says
Berkant Yiikseltiirk (50), own-
er of the Haci Bayram canteen.
“But being a good person is not
enough for a leader. You have
to be able to make decisions.”

After two decades of Er-
dogan, it seems that tough-guy
tactics and punchy populism
are perceived by many as the
only credible template for lead-
ership. Aytag Mumcu (32), who
works at the nearby pesticides
shop in the Ulus Yeni Hal mar-
ket, hopes Kiligdaroglu, aka
Gandhi Kemal, will set a new
trend. “Kiligdaroglu is properly
honest. He's never stolen from
anyone,” he says, referring to
the candidate’s long-standing
fight against graft. “The only
ones who are saying he is weak
are Erdogan’s people.”

Paradoxatplay

There’s a certain_paradox at
play, says pollster Ozer Sencar,
who runs Ankara-based Metro-
poll. Recent polls have indicat-
ed that voters are fed up with
the regime, in particular with
the ongoing economic crisis —
inflation peaked at 85 per cent
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in October. “There is wide-
spread displeasure but at the
same time hopelessness about
the opposition’s ability to help
Turkey,” he says. Voters don’t
seem quite able to believe
changeis possible.

Erdoganstill holds considera-
ble sway, his man-of-the-people
brand of religious conserva-
tism inspiring cult-like devo-
tion among millions of votersin
small Anatolian towns and ru-
ral areas. “They see Erdogan as
one of them. He grew up in reli-
gious circles and is very well
aware of what will resonate
well with religious people,”
says Sencar, citing the presi-
dent’s intimation that the high
death toll in February’s earth-
quake was down to “destiny’s
plan”, rather than non-existent
building standards. His most
hardcore supporters believe
this theory.

But Kiligdaroglu is a quiet
force with which to be reck-
oned. The ultimate underdog,
he was born into a poor family
in the eastern province of
Tunceli,amember of the histor-
ically persecuted Alevi minori-
ty, an ethnically mixed branch
of Shia Islam. Some of his fami-
ly members were killed during
the Turkish military’s genocid-
al campaign against the re-
gion’s Alevisin 1938. The young
Kilidaroglu rose from his im-
poverished beginnings to study
economics at one of Ankara’s
most prestigious universities
andto hold top bureaucratic po-
sitions at the ministry of fi-
nance and in various govern-
mentagencies.

Now leading the very party
that massacred his forebears,
the scholarly politician is
known for his bold stands
against injustice, which have
drawn comparisons with Gan-
dhi. In 2017, he led tens of thou-
sands on a 280-mile march in
protest against Erdogan’s
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m A poster of Turkish
presidential candidate Kemal
Kilicdaroglu in Istanbul, reads:
‘I will work so that every
moment you lose, every year,
every penny, every smile
comes back to you. Promise
toyou'.
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crackdown on freedom of ex-
pression that followed an at-
tempted coup in 2016. Among
the tens of thousands jailed in
the aftermath, CHP member of
parliament Enis Berberoglu,
former editor of Hiirriyet, one
of the country’s biggest newspa-
pers,had beenarrested for leak-
ing a video regarding Turkish
support for Syrian rebels.

More recently, last Tuesday,
Kili¢daroglu accused Erdogan
of stoking ethnic tensions, fol-
lowing the latter’s attempts to
link the opposition with
Kurdish dissidents, who have
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been at war with the Turkish
state for decades. Kiligdaroglu
hit back by posting a video de-
fending Kurdish rights on Twit-
ter.

ButErdogan’sattempts to de-
monise his foe could stick in his
core constituency of Sunni con-
servatives, who may have diffi-
culty countenancing the pros-
pectofan Alevileader.

‘Nationhood'

In the Ulus Yeni Hal market,
The Trish Times met voters who
accused Kiligdaroglu of sup-
porting terrorism and serving
foreign interests. “Our priority
is nationhood,” said Kerem Cal-
iskan kan (52),auniversityad-
ministrator.

But, with many voters sick of
the country’s slide into authori-
tarianism, the conditions are
ripe for change.

The corrupt will be prosecut-
ed, says Ipek Ozbey, a journalist
with Sézeii TV, one of the few
critical outlets in the country —

according to Reporters without
Borders, 90 per cent of the me-
dia is now under government
control.

“Authoritarianism will end,
human rights and freedoms
will return. Education is one of
the important issues. And most
importantly, I think freedom of
the press will come again.

“Calmness is a powerful
force,” she says. “People in Tur-
key do not perceive the concept
of power correctly. They con-
fuse aggression with power.”
She believes Erdogan has left a
legacy of “fear” and “disap-
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pointment”. By contrast, she be-
lieves Kilicdaroglu is “patient,
honest and fair”.

On the surface, with his con-
trol of the airwaves and the best
billboards in town Erdogan ap-
pears more invincible than
ever. On a billboard overlook-
ing Ankara’s Gazi Mustafa Ke-
mal Boulevard, the strongman
gazes soulfully into the middle
distance. One hundred years on
from Atatiirk’s founding of
modern Turkey, he s “the right
man” for the country’s next
chapter. Kiligdaroglu  riposte
comesin one of his own posters,
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which features him saluting
against a patchwork of
Erdo an’s failures, including an
allusion to the $128 billion that
allegedly went missing from
central bank reserves in 2019
and 2020. “I am Kemal. T am
coming,” he promises.

Dilek Ates (40), a dishwash-
eratthe Hac Bayram canteen,
says she cannot wait. With pric-
es'shooting up, she has trouble
putting food on the table for her
two daughters. “Tagree with Kil-
idaroglu’s mindset,” she says.
“I believe in a secular, demo-
cratic system. | am a Kemalist.”




