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Summary 

     Throughout history, Lebanon has been a land where civil wars and fight of regional and 

global powers were witnessed. It is known that a number of the great civilizations which have 

marked the history of the world tended to be dominant in Lebanese territories. Sometimes the 

powers of the time didn’t hesitate to endanger the continuation of the Empire for the 

competition over Lebanon. To date, Assyrians, Babylonians, Macedonians under the 

leadership of Alexander the Great, Catholic crusaders, Mamelukes from the Caucasus and 

Central Asia, Ottomans, the French, Syrians, Iranians and Israelis have fought for hegemony 

over Lebanon.  From the time of the Phoenicians until the establishment of the modern state 

of Lebanon, Lebanon has hosted several civilizations and played a vital role in transmitting 

their cultural, political and religious heritage to our time. While some of the Lebanese 

Maronites claim that their early ancestors were the Phoenicians, the Eastern Orthodox and the 

Catholics consider themselves the Middle Eastern heirs of the Hellenic world founded by 

Alexander the Great. The Turks in Lebanon are a continuation of the Ottoman Empire, and 

the Druzes believe that they are the last representatives of a universal belief and culture in our 

time. In addition, the Lebanese Sunnis, Shiites, Alawis and Ismailians have a different 

understanding of history. That is why it is hard to define Lebanon simply as a country where 

various sects of Christianity and Islam live together. In other words, it is quite difficult to 

understand what the Lebanese problem is without living with the Druzes in Shuf, without 

witnessing how the Shiites and the Christians think and live in Tyre, without talking with the 

Armenians in Bourj Hammoud, and without communicating with the Maronite, Eastern 

Orthodox and Catholic sects in Kisrivan.       

     Lebanon is one of the rare countries that is currently home to religious and sectarian 

heterogeneity. In Lebanon, where 18 different sects are recognized by the Constitution, each 

sect tries to sustain its majority in a certain region. For example; throughout history, Southern 

Lebanon has been identified with the Shiites, Tripoli with the Sunnis, Shuf with the Druzes, 

and Kisrivan with the Maronites. Moreover, the relations of these factions with Turkey have 

always been strained. Historical prejudices remaining from the Ottoman period have 

influenced Turkish-Lebanese relations for a long time. Intersocietal perceptions based on 

prejudices have negatively affected the development of the economic and political relations 

between two states. On the other hand, Turkish-Lebanese relations depend on both domestic 

developments in Lebanon and the intervention of foreign actors. It needs to be underlined that 

the Lebanese factions and the Lebanese government could not establish a relationship with 

Turkey as independent actors before 2005, when Syrian soldiers still were present in 

Lebanon. After 2000, when Turkish-Syrian relations started to be normalized, the Lebanese 

government followed a convergence policy with Turkey. The normalization of Turkish-Syrian 



 

 

relations directly affected Turkish-Lebanese relations, too, and, first on April 11, the 

Lebanese Minister of Foreign Affairs Jean Obeyed, and then, in May 2004, the Prime 

Minister Hariri paid state visits to Turkey. As for the period after 2005, Turkey’s proactive 

foreign policy towards Lebanon and Middle East region bore fruit, changing perceptions of 

Turkey for both the Lebanese government and the Lebanese factions.   

Introduction: Eradicating Prejudices in Turkey-Lebanon Relations   

     Turkish-Lebanese relations date back to the founding of the Mameluke State when the 

Mamelukes, who had stopped the Mongol attacks, ended the Ayyubids’ reign. After the 

military withdrawal of Israel and Syria from Lebanon, respectively, in the aftermath of the 

Cold War, a new period began in Turkish-Lebanese relations as well. Ankara’s anti-Israel 

policies during the Israel-Lebanon War that broke out in July 12, 2006 and lasted for 34 days, 

along with Turkey’s political and economic support of the Lebanese government and factions 

after the war have caused Turkish-Lebanese relations to shift from low to high intensity. The 

initiatives of Turkey, which didn’t hesitate to criticize severely the Israeli attacks in 2006 War 

and to bring up this issue in the international arena, led the Lebanese factions to keep an eye 

on Turkey. Turkish-Lebanese relations gained more importance with the empowering 

UNIFIL that occurred after the war, and Turkey’s declaration that it might participate with the 

peacekeeping forces. During the days when the resolution envisaging the dispatch of soldiers 

to Lebanon was discussed in TGNA (Turkish Grand National Assembly) in September 2006, 

Prime Minister Erdogan’s frank statement that Turkey would not keep silent about the 

Lebanon crisis, and that he saw this as a “historical responsibility” was very important for 

Lebanese factions.         

    Another factor which played a significant role in the perception of the Lebanese factions on 

Turkey was the humanitarian aid delivered to the region during and in the aftermath of the 

war. As Lebanese writer Muhammad Nureddin underlined before, when the Shiite Lebanese 

saw that Turkish people were the first to bear them a hand in the wreckage of the war, they 

felt a great gratitude. The aid sent by many non-governmental organizations apart from 

Turkish Red Crescent Society have greatly influenced the perception of Turkey among both 

the Shiite and the other factions. In addition to security problems, Turkey plays an active role 

in the restructuring of Lebanon, as well. Turkey has supported humanitarian aid programs 

with 50 million dollars provided for the restructuring of Lebanon.
i
 Turkey is among the first 

15 countries in terms of humanitarian aid sent to Lebanon. In various parts of the country 41 

schools have been founded, and the construction of 16 schools is still going on. These schools 

have been established without regard for sectarian and regional differences. Moreover, 

Turkey also plans to build a 20 million dollar special center for rehabilitation and trauma 

where five hundred thousand  people will be able to be treated.
ii
 Since 2000, Turkey’s 

developing a Lebanon policy independent from the aims and interests of both the regional 



 

 

powers (Syria, Iran and Israel) and global powers (USA and EU) and the application of this 

policy without considering any regional or sectarian discrimination have led to a change in the 

Lebanese factions’ negative perceptions regarding Turkey, which date back to the French 

occupation, and were then aggravated by the activities of Syria and the Armenian community.                 

     Since the 2006 War, Turkey has contributed to the elimination of bloody internal conflicts 

among the Shiites, Sunnis and the Druzes in May 2008, and to the peaceful settlement of the 

problem by using its influence over both the countries in the region and the Lebanese factions. 

Turkey’s initiatives during the Lebanese Dialogue Conference in Doha with the Lebanese 

factions contributed meaningfully to the peaceful resolution of issues regarding the 

presidency and the establishment of a unified government. After settling the presidency issue, 

Turkey was the only country other than Qatar to be invited to the swearing in of the country’s 

newly elected President Michel Suleiman. The improvement of Turkish-Lebanese relations 

also affected the visits of the Lebanese Prime Minister Siniora in November 2008, President 

Michel Suleiman on April 21, 2009, and Turkish Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoglu on July 

30, 2009. The Lebanese President, Michel Suleiman, who paid his first official visit to Turkey 

upon the invitation of President Abdullah Gul, became the first Lebanese President to visit to 

Turkey for 54 years. The two nations have signed a series of agreements leading to the 

development of existing military, economic and cultural cooperation, and this official visit 

was covered extensively by the press in Lebanon, too.                  

    As we examine the history of Turkish-Lebanese relations, we can see that this process has 

at times developed out of cooperation and at times out of conflict. However, a very rapid 

improvement has been observed in Turkish-Lebanese relations since 2005. In addition to 

various factors, the change in the perception of Turkey among the Lebanese factions played 

an important role in the development of these relations.     

1. Lebanese Shiites’ Perceptions of Turkey  

    In a historical context, Turkey’s relations with Shiite factions are problematic. In the 

Ottoman period, Shiism was not recognized as a sect that was separate and independent from 

the Sunni, and the Sunni judge had effective authority over the Shiites. Shiism was accepted 

only as a personal belief. The recognition of Shiism as a sect in Lebanon took place under the 

French mandate.
iii

 What changed the Shiites’ negative perception of Turkey in sectarian terms 

was Turkey’s role during and in the aftermath of 2006 Israel-Lebanon war. Turkey’s anti-

Israel statements greatly influenced the Shiite organizations. While Prime Minister Erdogan 

criticized Israel severely and publicly during the war, Israeli flags were burned in 

demonstrations held in many parts of Turkey, and aid campaigns were run for the Lebanese.
iv

   

     The aid delivered to the region by means of both the Turkish Red Crescent Movement and 

various non-governmental organizations during and in the aftermath of the war profoundly 



 

 

influenced the opinions of the Shiite people. The Lebanese writer, Prof. Dr. Muhammad 

Nureddin, proposes that non-governmental organizations which went to the region during the 

2006 War are the main factor which changed perceptions of Turkey among the Shiites. Dr. 

Nureddin suggests that the Shiite people looked askance at Turkey’s foreign policy from the 

very beginning because they had not enjoyed good relations with the Ottoman regime. 

However, such opinions began to be eradicated when the Shiites were supported by Turkish 

aid organizations during the days of harsh conflict.
v
 Turkey was the only Sunni country that 

helped the Shiites in Southern Lebanon. The Foundation for Human Rights and Freedoms and 

Humanitarian Relief (IHH), a non-governmental organization, was in Lebanon during the 

war, and worked devotedly to deliver aid, especially in Shiite regions. In the polyclinic that 

was opened by IHH in the Shiite city of Nabatieh, 30 thousand uninsured farmers and their 

families receive free health treatment. Among the regions where this organization has donated 

3 million new Turkish liras are Beirut, Tripoli, Baalbek, El Dubiyye, Anut, Siblin, El 

Burceyn, Ketrmaya, Basir, Barca, Hasbaya, Saida, Sur, Chebaa and Argub.
vi

 Most, if not all, 

of these regions were targeted by Israeli air and ground attacks.      

     Turkey’s anti-Israel statements and policies directly affected the attitude of Hezbollah 

towards Turkey’s sending troops to Lebanon. In an interview with Nuray Mert in Lebanon, 

Nawaf Musavi stated that they did not object to Turkey’s sending troops and they considered 

Turkey a friendly nation.
vii

 “The Turkish army is welcome in our country, because it’s a 

friendly power for us. It’s also a Muslim power. There won’t be any problem about this 

issue,”
viii

 a Hezbollah MP, Ali Mikdad, said. After Turkish troops were sent to the region, 

Hezbollah began to support Turkey’s recent policies more openly. At this juncture it is very 

important that Turkey has direct relations with the governments of Syria and Iran, along with 

Hezbollah. In fact, Nawaf Musavi directly supported Turkish diplomats rescuing the Turkish 

citizens who were stuck in the conflict region when the conflict broke out in Lebanon on May 

7, 2008, and quickly spread to Western Beirut. Hezbollah militants took on the task of 

transferring the Turkish citizens from their houses or hotels in Western Beirut to secured 

areas.
ix

         

     Hezbollah also closely observes Turkey’s attitude towards HAMAS.  It is interesting that 

Hezbollah’s Al Manar TV, which broadcasts in Lebanon and has a representative agency in 

Turkey, regularly broadcasted in Lebanon the activities  of  the demonstrators who gathered 

in different parts of Turkey to protest the Israeli attacks at the time of the Gaza conflict. 

Hezbollah has contributed indirectly to the increase of Turkish influence over Shiite Arabs in 

the Middle-East. On the other hand, Turkey acts as a mediator for the organization and the 

western countries that want to be in touch with Hezbollah.
x
     

 

     The Shiite people’s interest in Turkey and in the Turkish army, since Turkey sent troops 

there, is quite remarkable. Hezbollah has an indisputable influence over all Shiites. The Shiite 



 

 

population considers Hezbollah a resistance organization, and closely observes Turkey’s 

sensitivity to the seizure of Hezbollah’s arms. Turkey’s announcement that Turkish soldiers 

who take part in UNIFIL would not take on the task of seizing Hezbollah’s arms, and that if it 

were required to do so, it would withdraw its soldiers, was very effective in the development 

of these perceptions.
xi

 Despite being part of UNIFIL in Lebanon, Turkish peacekeeping 

soldiers have been keeping in direct touch with local people.
xii

 “The Shiites were considering 

UNIFIL as a collaborator with Israel as they were Christians. First, they did not have any 

respect for the morals and customs of the people. However, Turkish soldiers provide local 

service. They provide the region with health services, computer teaching programs and other 

courses. In Ramadan, Turkish soldiers set up iftar tents in some villages. Those are very 

important in psychological terms. You can make very important statements as a state, but 

none of those statements can be as effective as those services for local people,” Mohammad 

Nureddin said. In fact, it is very important that the Shiite Minister of Industry, Gazi Zayter, 

who inaugurated Women’s Education Center in Sur in March 2009, noted that Turkish 

soldiers in Lebanon reinforced peace in the region and ignited a flicker of hope for the future 

for the Shiites.
xiii

   

 

     The opinions of the Shiites have been affected by the fact that the sphere of duties of the 

Turkish Construction Union which went to the region as a part of UNIFIL covered the 

activities like building roads, bridges, hospitals or schools in Shiite-populated regions, which 

enabled them to be in direct touch with the local people. In addition to the health services 

rendered by non-governmental organizations in Nabatieh, the medical staff of the Turkish 

force provides the Shiite region with regular free health service. It’s very fitting for public 

diplomacy that Turkey has sent a female doctor taking into account the morals and the 

customs of the region. The free medical screening and treatment of Dr. Gonca Fidas, who 

took part in this project at the beginning, are now being sustained by another female doctor 

who was sent to the region after Fidas.
xiv

          

 

     Finally, the most significant development in changing the Shiite community’s perception 

about Turkey was Turkey’s active involvement in Lebanon’s problems in the period since 

with 2006 war, when both the activities of aid organizations and the anti-Israel criticisms and 

policies of the AKP Government played a significant role in changing perceptions of Turkey 

among the Shiites. Turkey’s influence over Shiite organizations and people is a very 

important advantage for Ankara, which wants to contribute to Lebanon’s political stability.  

 

2. The Sunni Factions’ Perceptions of Turkey  

 

     Since the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, relations between Turkey and the Sunni 

factions developed under the influence of France and Turkish-Syrian relations, respectively.  



 

 

The relations established with the government of Minister Hariri, who visited Turkey in 2004, 

have continued and developed since Syria withdrew its troops from Lebanon. The principal 

development which led relations to climb from low to high intensity is that the Hariri family’s 

Oger Telecom purchased a 55% share of Turk Telecom, which was privatized for 6.5 billion 

dollars in November 2005. Oger Telecom ranks first among the foreign direct investments in 

Turkey and also owns Turk Telecom which owns an 81% share of Avea, one of Turkey’s 

three GSM operators, so special commercial relations with Hariri Family have had political 

repercussions between the two states. 

 

     In fact, the Sunnis led the factions that supported the Turkish participation in UNIFIL 

whose military capacity was proposed for peacekeeping after the 2006 Israel-Lebanon war.  

In an summer 2006 interview, while Israeli attacks were still going on, Prime Minister Siniora 

asked Erdogan for a direct support.  

 

     As for among the Sunni people’s perception of Turkey, they don’t have any direct 

historical prejudice about Turkey. On the contrary, Sunni factions consider the Ottoman 

Empire their own state. It’s very difficult to change the perception of Turkey among the Sunni 

people.
xv

 Beyond seeing Turkey as a modern and developed country, the Sunnis support 

Turkey’s diplomatic, political and cultural expansion policy established by the AKP 

Government for relations with the Middle-East countries. According to the Sunni leaders who 

say that Turkey is a historically important country for the settlement of the problems of the 

Middle-East, Turkey also serves as a role model for overcoming the crisis in Lebanon. The 

Sunnis strongly believe that Turkey’s secular structure can be a role model for the settlement 

of the sectarian-based conflicts in Lebanon and the establishment of a civil democracy.
xvi

 

Along with the Turkish TV series which have been recently broadcasted in Lebanon, the 

Sunnis have started to organize more trips to Turkey. A great majority of the Lebanese 

tourists who come to Turkey visit metropolises like Istanbul, Antalya and Bursa, and some of 

the Sunnis temporarily migrated to Turkey with their families during the civil war.
xvii

       

 

    Beyond that, compared to the Sunni people living in Beirut, the Sunni people living in 

Tripoli are more interested in Turkey’s expansion policy towards the Middle East. Tripoli is 

always excluded from the Lebanese problem and non-intervention into the morals and 

customs of the Sunni elite in the Ottoman period are factors that have played an important 

role in the creation of the perception in question. It’s very interesting that especially Sultan 

Abdulhamid was highly respected in Tripoli. The clock tower which was built by Sultan 

Abdulhamid is an important factor in the of the people of Tripoli’s perception of the Ottoman 

Empire. In fact, the special importance of the establishment of Lebanese Turkish Friendship 

Association (LTFA) in Tripoli needs to be underlined. This association has reached 120 

members in a short time, and mainly works for the improvement of bilateral relations.
xviii

   



 

 

 

     Sunni people are satisfied with the Turkish-Syrian relations and Turkey’s Palestine policy. 

Besides, some of the Sunni politicians who are close to the Hariri faction believe that Syria is 

excessively involved in Lebanon’s domestic affairs and that Turkey could play a more active 

role in them. On the other hand, some of the Sunnis who underline the influence of Iran on the 

Shiite people and Syria believe that Turkey is the only regional power to break the influence 

of Iran. Sunni people are closely observing Turkey’s anti-Israel stance and its approach 

towards the Palestine problem. Sunni politicians basically expect Turkey to follow a more 

active policy in Lebanon, unlike the other countries in the region.
xix

 The Siniora government 

stated their demands clearly during PM Erdogan’s Lebanon visit in January 2007. In the half 

hour long interview, PM Siniora stated that they appreciate Turkey’s good relations with Iran 

and Syria for the resolution of the Lebanese crisis, and asked Turkey to use its influence on 

the region’s countries for the settlement of Lebanon’s sectarian problems. Lebanese Sunni 

politicians also believe that Turkey could warn Iran and Syria not to interfere with the internal 

affairs of Lebanon.
xx

     

 

    Turkey’s efforts to contribute to the settlement of the problem by taking advantage of its 

influence over both the countries in the region and the Lebanese factions in May 2008 when 

the crisis in Lebanon was replaced by armed conflicts have increased the Sunnis’ interest in 

Turkey. In particular, Turkey’s intensive diplomatic initiatives with both regional actors and 

the Lebanese factions for the peaceful settlement of the problem when the conflict spread to 

Lebanon Mountain was very effective. The Turkish embassy in Lebanon has become the 

center of the talks with local factions. PM Erdogan conferred with the Syrian President, 

Bashar Al Assad, on May 7 and the other day, he held official talks with the President of the 

Lebanese Assembly, Nabih Barri, and the Lebanese PM, Fuad Siniora. Throughout the talks 

in question, PM Erdogan put forward suggestions which could end armed conflicts.
xxi

 Among 

his concrete solutions are the resolution of the presidency problem of Lebanon and 

representation for the Shiites who constitute the opposition side.   

 

    In this context, Turkey’ role in the Doha process is not separate from its relations with 

Syria. The Assistant Foreign Minister of Syria, Ambassador Abdel-Fattah Amora, noted that 

they gave great importance to Turkey’s role in Lebanese crisis and appreciated Turkey’s 

contributions with regard to this issue. Turkey’s good relations with Syria and Shiite 

organizations contributed to the peaceful resolution of the conflicts among Lebanese factions 

in Qatar. “Turkey is a very important country for us. Turkey’s important role in the Doha 

process is related to our good relations with Ankara. We consider Turkey a reliable country. 

We have encouraged the factions that are close to Syria to support Turkey’s peaceful efforts. 

Turkey is a country that is conscious of the sensibilities of both Syria and Lebanon, as well. 



 

 

We are witnessing that the reinforcement of Turkey status a regional power day by day. No 

regional power can ignore Turkey,” Amora noted regarding Turkey’s role in Doha process
xxii

.  

 

    In fact, Turkey’s role in the resolution of the problems of May 2008 reinforced the 

perception among Sunni politicians and Sunni people that Turkey was an important actor in 

the settlement of the Lebanese crisis. Since the Sunni people consider Turkey as a Sunni 

Muslim power historically, they don’t doubt Turkey’s initiatives. If we take into account the 

fact that sectarianism is very deep-rooted in Lebanon, the Sunnis’ opinions about Turkey 

largely depend on sectarian proximity. More frankly, with Turkey’s expansion towards the 

Middle East after the Justice and Development Party came to power, Lebanese Sunnis have 

found a country with whom they could build good relations. So Lebanese Sunnis perceive 

Turkey as one of the most important regional actors both economically and politically. Unlike 

Israel and Iran, Turkey is strongly believed to protect the rights of the Sunnis in the internal 

conflicts of Lebanon. Some of the Sunni elite indicate that Turkey, as a Sunni Muslim 

country, has the ability and the historical background to contribute to the settlement of the 

problems among the Lebanese Muslim factions.
xxiii

    

 

    Beside the Sunni politicians, the Sunni community perceives Turkey as an important actor 

in the resolution of the Lebanese crisis. Unlike the Maronites, the Sunnis don’t have any 

negative historical perceptions of Turkey. However, in the period after 1976. when Syria 

dominated the policy of Lebanon, it was observed that Lebanon was under the influence of 

negative propaganda against Turkey. But as indicated previously, intensive Turkish-Lebanese 

relations and Turkey’s objective policies in Lebanon the crisis increased the Sunni factions’ 

interest and confidence that in Turkey since 2006 war. 

 

3. The Druze Perspective on Turkey 

 

     Relations between Turkey and the Lebanese Druze, who have gained a justified place in 

the history of Lebanon due to their hospitality, honesty and courage, are   uneven as they were 

before. The main factor which shapes the policy of the Druze is the continuation of their 

existence and influence in Lebanon. Within this framework, they follow either a cooperative 

or a confrontational policy. For example, it is known that the Druzes supported the PKK 

politically and logistically in 1980s and 1990s, and have lately been pursuing a very different 

policy towards Turkey, whose influence over the region has increased since the Iraq War. 

Upon the rejection of the March 1 Motion by TGNA, a Druze leader, Velid Canbolat, stated 

that Turkey did not support the war despite US economic pressure. “Some smart Arabs should 

have given Turkey 50 million dollars. You see that thousands of Turks are protesting the war. 

We could have mustered up the support of the Turkish public opinion,” Canbolat said.
xxiv

 

 



 

 

     Moreover, some prejudices clearly remain from the Ottoman Empire, and are still affecting 

Druze-Turkish relations. The rebellious movements of the Druze have always protected their 

autonomy and prevented the Ottomans from becoming an active power in the region called 

the Lebanon Mountain. Bilateral relations were broken off due to the Ottoman intervention in 

the Druze-Maronite conflict in Lebanon at the beginning of 1860s and the subsequent 

execution of 69 Druze leaders who participated in the incidents of violence. Said Canbolat, an 

ancestor of Velid Canbolat, the present leader of the Druze community, was among these 

leaders who were executed.
xxv

 The Druze leadership was under the political and military 

influence of Syria during the Cold War and avoided a policy of convergence with Turkey 

until the beginning of 2008. Due to the Syrian influence and the Druze social structure, which 

is dominated by a political culture of leftist movements, the Druze regarded Turkey as a 

collaborationist country with the West. 

 

     The Druze-Syrian relations which were transferred to a confrontational platform after the 

participation of Velid Canbolat in the anti-Syrian block at the beginning of this century 

affected the Druze policy on Turkey. Contextually, the Druzes who actively support the 

international isolation policies implemented against the Syrian regime are not satisfied with 

Turkey’s being on the side of Assad. According to Velid Canbolat, who is the political leader 

of the Druze, the Syrian regime is a terrorist regime which has always threatened stability in 

Lebanon
xxvi

. A great number of the Druzes criticized Turkish support for the Assad regime, 

despite American pressure during the period in question. The former Minister of 

Communication, Mervan Hamadeh, is anti-Syria. He was elected MP from Canbolat’s list in 

2005 and 2009 elections, and expressed his expectations from Turkey as following: “Turkey 

must urge the Syrian regime not to interfere any more in the internal affairs of Lebanon. It 

should remind Syria that Lebanon is a democratic and peace-loving country. In addition, 

Turkey is a country which can urge Syria to give up its local interests in Lebanon.”
xxvii

 

“Turkey cannot contribute much to the resolution of the crisis in Lebanon by supporting the 

Assad regime,” added Velid Canbolat, who is in the political leadership position of the Druze 

community. According to Velid Canbolat, who says that Turkey and Syria have very good 

relations, the main policy of the Druzes is to protect the interests of Lebanon. He also adds 

that Turkey should use its influence over the Syrian regime in accordance with the interests of 

the Lebanese people in order to be considered as an effective power in Lebanon.
xxviii

    

 

    Velid Canbolat has a strong influence upon the Druze community in Lebanon.  He is also 

influential among the Druze community in Syria and Israel. Some of the Druze elite in 

Suveida, the Druze center in Syria, do not hesitate to state clearly that they support the 

policies of Canbolat. Thus, we must stress the fact that the political influence of the Canbolat 

family over the Druze community is not limited to Lebanon
xxix

. Besides, Turkey’s active 

efforts for the settlement of the parliamentary and presidential crisis in Lebanon in May 2008 



 

 

have led to a change in Canbolat’s policies.  Velid Canbolat noted in an interview with the 

editor of Daily Star that Turkey could play a positive role in the resolution of the sectarian 

conflicts in Lebanon
xxx

. We can predict that the Druze leaders will follow a policy of 

convergence with Turkey. In fact, we can infer that the convergence in question has been 

carried into effect from the direct telegraph of Canbolat to Erdogan right after the row 

between PM Erdogan and Israel’s President Peres at the Davos Summit. In this telegraph, 

Canbolat stated that he appreciated Turkey’s attitude at that point and that he was proud of 

Turkey “for defending the people slaughtered in Gaza and Palestine and silencing the war 

criminal and child murderer Peres.”
xxxi

       

 

     On the other hand, regarding the perception of Turkey among the Druze community, it is 

clear that they have mixed feelings. Druze religious men consider Antakya, the birth place of 

the Druze faith, a very important place for their sect. If bilateral relations develop, they plan 

to pay special visits to the region. A remarkable number of the Druze religious men believe 

that historical documents and books related to their sect are placed in Turkey. In particular, 

they want to do research in the Ottoman archives. So they state that Turkey will be the 

attraction center of the Druze sect, if it leads archival research about the Druze faith.
xxxii

 

Finally, it needs to be said that the Druze will revise their policies in accordance with the 

regional influence of Turkey since the principal aim of Druze is to protect their existence in 

Lebanon. It is known that the Druze closely observed Turkish policies during the conflicts of 

May 2008. A negotiation platform has been formed with the Druze who are looking to 

improve their relations with Turkey after the crisis. As a matter of fact, we must emphasize 

the fact that the Druze, despite their low population, are a power that must be taken into 

account by any state that wants to be effective in Lebanese policies.  

 

4. The Maronites’ Perspective on Turkey 

 

      The Maronites are another active faction in Lebanese politics. From a historical viewpoint 

it is possible to say that the Maronites have traditionally adopted an anti-Ottoman cultural and 

political approach.
xxxiii

 On the other side, the Ottoman Empire believed that the Maronites 

were an important actor in the European powers’ intervention in Lebanon.
xxxiv

 The Maronites 

came to the fore of Lebanon as an effective power after 1840s, and have cooperated with the 

French historically, trying to be dominant in Lebanese politics. Maronites first enabled the 

establishment of the Greater Lebanon state, thanks to France after the Ottoman period, and 

maintained their dominant position in Lebanese policies until 1989, the year of the Ta’if 

Accord. In the post-Ta’if period, their position in Lebanon has been degraded in the fields of 

both politics and economy.  

 



 

 

     As to the Maronites’ perception of Turkey, Maronite society has had a negative image of 

Turkey for a long time, since they considered it a continuation of the Ottoman Empire. In 

other words, Turkish-Maronite relations cannot be handled separately from the bilateral 

problems in the Ottoman period. While Maronites remember the Ottoman Empire as a power 

which weakened their influence over Lebanon by supporting the Druze and the Sunni 

communities, Turkey believes that Maronite factions have enabled foreign intervention in 

Lebanon by acting together with France. I particular, Maronite society remembers the 

operations of Cemal Pasha in Lebanon during World War I.
xxxv

  The Syrian intervention in the 

domestic affairs of Lebanon after 2005 caused the reaction of some Maronite factions. In this 

process Turkey’s supporting attitude towards the Syrian regime led to some criticism.
xxxvi

 

Along with this, Maronite factions did not give react at first to the possibility of sending 

Turkish troops to Lebanon after the 2006 war. Actually, the Maronites’ policies towards 

Turkey have been affected by their separation into two factions. Since the faction involving 

the Kataeb Party and headed by Samir Geagea and Amin Gemayel acts in concert with the 

Hariri Faction, it avoids from making any anti-Turkey statements. However, the partisans of 

Michel Aoun, who has started to make positive statements about Syria since its alliance with 

Hezbollah, both support the idea of Turkey as mediator in the Lebanon crisis and avoid 

making any public statements about Turkey.
xxxvii

        

 

     It is important that the Lebanese Maronite factions who oppose the Assad regime stress 

Turkey’s mediator role more than the problems between Syria and Lebanon. They believe in 

the need for Turkey to undertake peace initiatives which would be carried out by the Assad 

regime for the settlement of the Lebanese problem. It is said that Turkey has been given the 

opportunity to act as a leader for the resolution of the region’s problems thanks to both its 

economic power and the personal charisma of PM Erdogan. Furthermore, according to some 

Lebanese who think that the settlement of problems between the Lebanese factions would be 

difficult without Turkey, except for Turkey, no other regional power can develop objective 

policies for the settlement of the crisis between the Lebanese factions.
xxxviii

  

 

     The most important sign of political change on the side of the Maronites is their point of 

view about Turkey’s EU accession and the Cyprus issue. The authorities of government-sided 

Kataeb Party note that they approve of Turkey’s EU accession, and that they consider Turkey 

a European country, given its economic and political development. They also say that 

Lebanon will become an EU member if Turkey is integrated into EU, and that the borders of 

EU will reach Lebanon.
xxxix

 Unlike the Eastern Orthodox and Catholic factions in Lebanon, 

some of the Maronite leaders say that dealing with the Cyprus issue requires consideration of 

the humanitarian problems of the Turkish Cypriots
xl

.  In a speech in October 2008, one of the 

Maronite leaders, Amin Gemayel drew attention to the problems of the Iraqi Maronites, and 

noted that Turkey intervened in Cyprus in order to protect the Turkish Cypriots.
xli

 



 

 

 

     The Gemayel faction has stood out recently for its support of Turkey’s being an effective 

power in Lebanese politics. In an interview with Jamil K. Mroue, Amin Gemayel stated that 

the increase in Turkish political and economic influence over Lebanon was very important for 

the limitation of some countries’ influences like Iran and Syria.
xlii

 The variety of leaders 

affects the Maronite community in Lebanon. It is important that the members of the Huri 

family that we interviewed spoke in praise of the special relation founded with the Lebanese 

Maronites by Sultan Adbulhamid.
xliii

 So it is possible to say that Turkish-Maronite relations 

have the potential to improve in the long term.       

 

5. Lebanese Armenians: The Policy between the Past and the Future 

 

     Since an important number of Lebanese Armenians are composed of the Armenians who 

were taken to Lebanon by the French after World War I, they have always adopted a distant 

attitude towards Turkey. The partisans of the Tashnak and the Hunchak Parties were 

organized in Lebanon, which was one of the countries where Armenian nationalism was the 

most powerful during the Cold War, and opposed Turkey openly. The resolution to hold a 

“Remembrance Day of the Armenian Genocide,” passed the Lebanese Parliament on the 

Armenian MPs’ initiative on April 3, 1997, illustrating the political effectiveness of the 

Lebanese Armenians. The most powerful parties of the Armenians are the Tashnak Party and 

the Hunchak Party in politics. Beside these two parties, the Armenian Democratic Liberal 

Party (Ramvagar Party) is also active in Lebanon. Those three parties objected to the Turkish 

troops to be sent to Lebanon.   It needs to be emphasized that the Tashnak Party, which is 

active in Bourj Hammoud, follows a more radical policy than the others. It is interesting that 

the leader of the Tashnak Party is in good terms with Iran.
xliv

 On the other hand, pro-

government academicians in Iran describe the good relations between Iran and Armenians as 

follows: “The Iranian government attaches a strategic importance to its relations with 

Armenians in order to limit the expansionist policies of Turkey in the Middle East and the 

Caucasus.”
xlv

       

 

     The Armenian population in Lebanon is estimated to be almost 120-150 thousands. 

Although the Armenians have succeeded to conduct good relations with the other Christian 

communities in Lebanon, they still have an introverted social structure. The mother and the 

wife of the former Lebanese President Amin Lahud were ethnically Armenian. It’s interesting 

that Armenian children attend Armenian schools and speak Armenian among themselves. 

Armenian society is represented by six MPs in the Lebanese Parliament. Besides, generally 

Armenian candidates are elected by the MP quota which is assigned for the Protestants.  So 

the Armenian MP number in Lebanese Parliament goes up to seven, which led to an increase 

in the influence of Armenians in Lebanese Parliament. In the new government of national 



 

 

reconciliation which was formed after the armed conflicts in May 2008, both the ministry of 

energy and the ministry of state were gained by the Armenians
xlvi

. While the candidate of the 

Hunchak Party which supports the Hariri block has been assigned as the Minister of State, the 

candidate of the Tashnak Party which acts together with the opposition block has been 

assigned as the Minister of Energy and Water. Contextually, Armenians have obtained the 

right to be represented in a higher level than it should be in proportion to their population.   

 

     The most important and open objection to Turkey’s initiatives about Lebanon is that of the 

Armenians. Since the possibility of sending Turkish troops to Lebanon was advanced, 

Lebanese Armenians organized demonstrations to protest it. The demonstrations continued 

after the resolution was adopted. A former MP, Jacques Choukhadarian stated during the 

demonstrations that the participation of Turkish troops in the peacekeeping mission was 

acceptable
xlvii

.  

 

     However, when the Armenian organizations which had a common policy against Turkey 

were divided into two blocks, pro-Syria and pro-government, at the time of Lebanese crisis, 

their effectiveness regarding Turkey was degraded. Besides, Lebanese Armenians are 

generally neutral about subjects directly related to the political crisis in Lebanon. As Kemal 

Canbolat said, Lebanese Armenians have managed to harmonize their own Armenian 

nationalism and their adherence to their Lebanese identities. They have avoided determining 

power on the issues that concern directly the stability and vital interests of Lebanon.
xlviii

 In 

addition, it is quite hard for the Armenians to react to developments in Southern Lebanon, 

where the Shiites are very powerful, and in Eastern Beirut and Anjar, where Turkish troops 

are in the majority. On the other hand, it’s interesting that some Armenians whom we met in 

Lebanon and who could speak Turkish tried to follow developments in Turkey closely. 

Actually, it is possible to claim that the Lebanese Armenians have a variety of feelings about 

Turkey. These feelings were shaped by both the problems during World War I and the 

recently increasing Turkish interest in Lebanon.
xlix

        

 

     In order to analyze the Armenian community’s perceptions of Turkey, first of all, we need 

to separately consider Armenian society and Armenian organizations. It’s also necessary to 

analyze the Armenian clergy separately. The leader of the opposition to Turkey is the 

Tashnak Party. Others also have anti-Turkey policies. The Antilias Church in Beirut, one of 

the two main churches of the Armenians advances anti-Turkey policies. So it needs to be said 

that Armenian political parties and clergy have both been pursuing an effective, historically 

based policy towards Turkey. However, it would be incorrect to claim that all the Armenians 

are anti-Turkey. Armenian society accepts Turkey as a regional power, but also criticizes its 

policies towards Armenia. Some Armenian families who live in the town of Bourj Hammoud 

still speak Turkish and watch Turkish TV series from Turkish channels. The principal 



 

 

expectation of Armenian society is an apology from Turkey for 1915 events.
l
 On the other 

hand, it needs to be underlined that Lebanese Armenian society is more radical than the 

Armenian factions in Diaspora. They have a more radical discourse and policy on Turkey 

than the Armenians who live in Syria do.
li
 But it is impossible to claim that all the Armenians 

are anti-Turkey. Actually, bilateral relations between the two societies are open to develop 

since Lebanese Armenians still speak Turkish and watch Turkey carefully. The question 

“Who will take the first step?” is the main problem at that point.    

 

6. Palestinian Refugees and Turkey 

 

     Despite being a society which immigrated to Lebanon after having been forced from their 

homeland, Lebanese Palestinians try to survive in poor living conditions even today. Almost 

410,000 refugees live in Lebanon now. Palestinian refugees constitute almost 11 % of 

Lebanese population and live under very bad economic and social living conditions unlike the 

other factions. Most of the refugees try to survive in 12 refugee camps even though there are 

16 camps officially in Lebanon
lii

. The most important refugee camps for Palestinians in terms 

of density and politics are the camps near Sur and Sayda. Palestinian refugees in Lebanon 

differ from the Lebanese factions on their Turkey policies. Most of the Palestinian refugees 

consider Turkey an economic and political power in the region, but have a historically based 

critical approach to Turkish-Israeli relations. As you know, even though Palestine has always 

been an important issue for Turkish foreign policy, it did not cause any concrete problem 

between Turkey and Israel in Cold War period. Turkey’s official position advocates Israeli 

withdrawal from the territories which it occupied after 1967 War by implementing UN 

resolutions. Despite that, Turkey has not refrained from economic, military and intelligence 

cooperation in the region with Israel. On the other hand, Palestinian military resistance 

factions adopted a left-dominated ideology until Hamas initiated limited relation with Turkey. 

In that period, they supported PKK in the fields of logistics and military training.
liii

 In the 

post-Cold War period, Turkish-Israeli relations developed in both military and trade fields, 

and the Palestinian problem stopped being a breaking-point in Turkey-Israel relations.       

      

     In fact, the Turkish-Israeli and Turkish-Syrian problems affected the policies of the 

refugees quickly at the end of the 1990s. When the possibility that Turkey would carry out a 

military operation against Syria in 1998, Palestinian refugees organized anti-Turkey 

demonstrations and claimed that the attack plan in question would be the result of the military 

cooperation reached between Turkey and Israel in 1996. In the demonstrations which were 

organized in Ayn al-Helweh Camp in Saida and in the camps near Barid River in the north, 

the military policies of Turkey were protested. At that time, Palestinian refugees in Syria also 

demonstrated against Turkey
liv

.     

 



 

 

     After 1998, the developments in Turkish policies of both Syria and Israel affected the 

opinions of the Palestinian refugees about Turkey. Then Prime Minister Bülent Ecevit’s 

statement in April 2002 that Israel carried out genocide in the West Bank drew the attention 

of Palestinian refugees, in particular. Since the AKP government came to power in 2002, 

Lebanese refugees openly supported Turkey’s political and cultural convergence policy with 

the Arab world. Palestinian refugees highly appreciated PM Erdogan’s criticism about Israel, 

but Turkey’s role as mediator in the talks between Israel and Syria affected the opinions of the 

Palestinian refugees about Turkey negatively. They think that Turkey is forcing the refugee 

return problem into a deadlock by putting the problems between Israel and Syria at the top of 

the agenda. In addition, they are worried about the possibility that Syria, one of their most 

important allies, will not be interested in the Palestine problem after the settlement of the 

Golan problem and that Turkey has an indirect role in this process. The Palestinian journalist, 

Ernest Khoury, who is charged with the Turkey desk of Al Akhbar newspaper, says that 

Turkey deals with the Palestine problem by protecting its own interests and he adds: “Turkey 

is a major developed Muslim country in the region and pursues protective policies for its 

interests in the Middle East, as other powers do. However, the principal problems of the 

Palestinian refugees in Lebanon are economic and sanitary problems related to their living 

conditions. Their political aim is an independent Palestine state where all Palestinians live 

together. Despite being a journalist, I’m not a Lebanese citizen. So, it is very difficult to say 

that we would be satisfied with the settlement of the Golan problem without reaching the 

solution for the Palestine problem. We are disturbed about Turkey’s priorities.”
lv

 In fact, pro-

government individuals in Syria said that Syria could revise its relations with the Palestinian 

factions and Hezbollah in return for Golan in the course of Syria-Israel peace talks and that 

that would cause anxiety among the factions in question
lvi

. From this point of view, it’s easier 

to understand why the Lebanese Palestinian factions are against the Turkish mediation in 

Syria-Israel talks.     

 

     Another reason for the opposition of the Palestinian factions living in Lebanon to the AKP 

Government is their idea that Erdogan’s government was on the side of HAMAS in the Fatah-

HAMAS conflict. Most of the Palestinians living in Lebanon are on the side of Fatah. This 

faction’s ideological origins differ from HAMAS, and also have problematic relations with 

Hezbollah. Erdogan’s government’s refusal to adopt a clearly anti-HAMAS position in a 

process where the tension rise between Fatah and HAMAS is felt in Lebanon draws the 

opposition of the Lebanese Palestinians
lvii

. These factors are very effective in the weak 

influence of Turkey in the Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon.
lviii

    

 

Conclusion 

    Turkey-Lebanon relations have developed rapidly since 2005 and this is reflected in 

relations between the two societies. To express generally the perception of the Lebanese 



 

 

factions on Turkey, we can say that they regard Turkey as one of the most important 

economic, military and political actors in the region. They strongly believe that Turkey has 

been following an objective foreign policy towards the domestic problems of Lebanon, unlike 

Iran and Israel have been doing. It is very important that Lebanese Christian and Muslim 

factions underline the objectiveness of Turkey. Some of the Sunni elite note that Turkey as a 

powerful Muslim country has the ability and the historical background to contribute to the 

settlement of the problems between Lebanese Muslim factions. A great number of the 

Lebanese factions see the non-sectarian judicial and political system of Turkey as an 

alternative for the sectarian understanding in Lebanon. Even academics from the Islamic 

University of Sur which is seen as the city of Hezbollah state that the sectarian structure of 

Lebanon drew the country into a deep crisis, and that they watched the successes of Turkey in 

the fields of democracy with appreciation and admiration. Moreover, one of the 

representatives and the former President Amin Gemayel stated that the problems stemming 

from Lebanon’s sectarian political structure could be overcome if Turkey were taken as role 

model. The other Lebanese communities’ leaders consider Turkey’s efforts to resolve the 

Lebanon crisis peacefully as a new beginning between the people of two countries. In 

conclusion, it is highly likely that social relations between Turkey and Lebanon will improve 

with each passing day.       
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