The Enduring Nexus: A Historical and
Contemporary Analysis of
Kurdish-Greek Relations

l. Introduction

The relationship between the Kurdish and Greek peoples is a complex tapestry woven over
centuries, marked by periods of interaction within larger imperial frameworks, shared
experiences of subjugation, divergent national aspirations, and contemporary geopolitical
considerations. This report seeks to provide an expert-level analysis of these multifaceted
connections, from ancient encounters to the intricate dynamics of the 21st century. The
historical depth of the Kurdish presence in Mesopotamia and their interactions with various
empires, alongside the long historical trajectory of Greek civilization and its diverse political
manifestations, set the stage for their eventual encounters.

The scope of this inquiry encompasses historical interactions within the Byzantine and
Ottoman Empires, the pivotal impact of early 20th-century political reconfigurations—notably
the Treaties of Sévres and Lausanne—and the contemporary landscape. The latter includes an
examination of the Kurdish diaspora in Greece, the foreign policies of Greece and the
Republic of Cyprus towards Kurdish political entities and aspirations (such as the Kurdistan
Regional Government (KRG) in Iraq and the Autonomous Administration of North and East
Syria (AANES), often referred to as Rojava), and the overarching influence of regional powers,
particularly Turkey. The Kurdish people's continuous struggle for autonomy and independence
against various regional powers and Greece's own journey from imperial subject to modern
nation-state provide parallel, and at times intersecting, narratives of national identity
formation and political struggle.

The central thesis of this report posits that Greek-Kurdish relations have been shaped by a
confluence of factors: geographical proximity within shared imperial spaces, the rise of
distinct nationalisms, the policies of dominant states, and the shifting alliances and rivalries in
the Eastern Mediterranean and the Middle East. These interactions have ranged from
instances of military cooperation and cultural exchange to periods of conflict and mutual
suspicion, often influenced by third-party actors and overarching geopolitical currents.

A critical lens through which these relations must be viewed is the evolving nature of both
"Greek" and "Kurdish" identities. These identities have not been static; rather, they have often
been redefined in response to, and frequently in opposition to, dominant imperial or
nationalistic ideologies. Greek identity, for example, transitioned from the ancient city-states
through Hellenistic cultural dissemination, Roman and Byzantine imperial constructs, an
Orthodox Christian identity under Ottoman rule, and ultimately to a modern national identity.?
Similarly, Kurdish identity, while rooted in ancient tribal groups, has been “reinvented" in
response to various conquests (Arab, Ottoman, Persian) and later forged by modern



nationalism in opposition to the homogenizing nation-building projects of Turkey, Iran, and
Arab states.” This implies that interactions were not between monolithic, unchanging entities
but between groups whose self-perception and political objectives were often in flux,
profoundly influenced by the larger powers that controlled the regions they inhabited.
Understanding this fluidity is paramount to avoid anachronistically projecting contemporary
notions of nationhood onto past interactions.

Furthermore, the well-known Kurdish adage, "No friends but the mountains" ', reflecting a
history of resilience and perceived betrayals by external powers, finds echoes in certain
periods of Greek history. During Ottoman rule and in times of external pressure in the modern
era, Greeks also experienced isolation and relied on internal fortitude or the often-fickle
support of external patrons.® While not always translating into direct alliance, this shared
historical DNA of navigating treacherous geopolitical landscapes may foster a subtle,
underlying empathy. This could, in part, explain the grassroots sympathy observed in Greece
towards Kurdish struggles, even when official state policy remains circumspect due to
overriding geopolitical considerations.

ll. Ancient Roots and Byzantine Encounters

n

The historical narrative of Kurdish-Greek interactions begins in antiquity, with early
documented contacts and a prolonged period of coexistence and conflict along the frontiers
of the Byzantine Empire.

Early Mentions and Precursors:

The antecedents of the Kurdish people are traced back to ancient Mesopotamia, with
Sumerian cuneiform writings from around 3000 B.C. mentioning the "land of Karda".2 More
direct, albeit often hostile, contact with Greek-speaking peoples is recorded in classical texts.
Xenophon's Anabasis, chronicling the retreat of ten thousand Greek mercenaries through
Persia and Anatolia in 401 B.C., provides a vivid account of their passage through the territory
of the Kapdouyot (Karduchoi).12 These warlike mountain tribes, considered by many scholars
to be progenitors of the Kurds, fiercely resisted the Greeks' passage, highlighting an early
instance of conflictual interaction.12 The region inhabited by the Karduchoi, known as
Gordyene or Corduene, located in present-day southeastern Turkey and northern Iraq,
became a recurring feature in classical and later Byzantine geographical and historical
accounts, often depicted as a rugged, contested borderland between larger empires.12

Kurds within the Byzantine Empire (Eastern Roman Empire):

The Byzantine Empire, the Greek-speaking successor to the Eastern Roman Empire, shared
extensive frontiers with regions inhabited by Kurdish groups.18 Following the Arab conquests
of the 7th century A.D., the Kurdish area increasingly became a volatile border zone between
the expanding Muslim Caliphate and the Christian Byzantine Empire.2 This geographical
positioning inevitably led to complex interactions, ranging from military confrontation to
pragmatic alliances.

Kurdish troops were reportedly utilized by the Caliphate in securing these frontier areas
against the Byzantines.? Conversely, the Byzantine Empire also sought to incorporate Kurdish
elements into its military and political structures, particularly when it served imperial interests.



A notable example is the Khurramites, a politico-religious movement originating in Persia with
presumed Kurdish elements, who rebelled against the Abbasid Caliphate in the 8th and 9th
centuries."” Following their defeat, a substantial number, estimated by Byzantine sources at
around 30,000, fled across the Byzantine border and were welcomed by Emperor Theophilus
(reigned 829-842)." Michael the Syrian, a later chronicler, explicitly refers to these
Khurramites as "Hurdanaye," or Kurds.™

Emperor Theophilus integrated these Khurramites into the Byzantine army, deploying them in
campaigns against the Arabs.™ This policy was likely driven by a pragmatic need for
experienced soldiers familiar with the eastern frontiers. Some Byzantine sources suggest
Theophilus favored these Khurramites, possibly as a counterweight to the powerful and often
rebellious Byzantine aristocracy." He reportedly arranged marriages between Khurramite
leaders and Byzantine widows from prominent families, an attempt to create a new military
and political class loyal to himself. For these actions, hostile Byzantine chroniclers dubbed him
"ethnophilos" (gentile-lover).” The Khurramite leader, Nasr, adopted Christianity, was baptized
as Theophobos ("God-fearing"), and married Emperor Theophilus's own sister.”? Under
Theophobos, these "Persians," as they were sometimes broadly termed in Byzantine texts,
played a significant role in the Byzantine army's more offensive posture against the Arabs
during the 9th century."

However, this relationship was fraught with the inherent tensions of imperial power dynamics.
The influence of Theophobos and his Khurramite forces grew to such an extent that at one
point, his troops reportedly attempted to proclaim him emperor against his will." This
perceived threat to imperial authority led Theophilus to act decisively. Theophobos was
eventually imprisoned and, shortly before Theophilus's own death in 842, executed to ensure
a smooth succession for his son, Michael Ill. The Khurramite ("Persian") military units were
subsequently broken up and dispersed.™ This episode illustrates a recurring pattern in
imperial history: the utilization of borderland peoples as military auxiliaries can provide
short-term strategic advantages, but their independent power and potential disloyalty remain
constant concerns for the central authority. The Byzantine state, like other empires, sought to
harness the martial capabilities of groups like the Kurds while simultaneously ensuring they
did not challenge imperial control. When these groups became too powerful or were
perceived as a threat, the empire would not hesitate to suppress them. This conditional nature
of alliances likely contributed to a historical Kurdish experience of caution and, at times,
distrust towards larger state powers.

The territory of Gordyene itself was considered Byzantine until the Arab conquests of the 7th
century ", ensuring sustained contact. However, interactions were not solely characterized by
military alliances. The weakening of Byzantine and Sassanid Persian power due to the rise of
Islam allowed various Kurdish principalities to emerge or assert greater autonomy.? This
suggests periods where Byzantine control over its eastern peripheries waned, creating
political space for local Kurdish entities. Furthermore, some Greek-language sources from a
later period recount that Kurds submitted to Islam around 640 A.D. partly in the hope of
escaping what they perceived as oppression and destruction at the hands of both the



Byzantines and the Persians.?! This narrative offers a crucial counterpoint to instances of
cooperation, indicating that periods of direct conflict and Byzantine attempts to assert
dominance were also part of the historical experience. Such experiences may have driven
Kurdish groups towards new religious and political alignments. The adoption of Islam by a
majority of Kurds would, over time, create a significant religious divergence from the Christian
Byzantine Empire, further complicating relations and often framing future conflicts along
religious as well as ethno-political lines.

The ethnic and political landscape of the Byzantine-Kurdish frontier was notably fluid. The
Byzantine practice of labeling diverse eastern groups, including the Khurramites, as "Persians"
'2_despite other sources like Michael the Syrian identifying them as Kurds >—underscores
the often imprecise and politically expedient nature of ethnic categorization in pre-modern
empires. The Khurramites themselves were a politico-religious movement, and their ethnic
makeup might have been heterogeneous, even if a significant Kurdish component was
present. The fact that some Khurramites, like Theophobos, converted to Christianity and
married into Byzantine families suggests a degree of assimilation was possible, or at least
encouraged by the imperial court for political ends.™ "Kurdishness" from a Byzantine
perspective during this era might have been less about a fixed, monolithic ethnic identity and
more about a geographically and culturally distinct group that could be ally or foe, depending
on shifting circumstances and imperial needs.

lll. Coexistence and Conflict under Ottoman Rule

The rise of the Ottoman Empire in the late medieval period brought both Greeks and Kurds
under a single imperial dominion for several centuries. Their experiences within this
multi-ethnic, multi-religious empire were distinct, shaped by differing administrative systems,
religious affiliations, and geopolitical roles, leading to a complex web of interactions that
included periods of cooperation, autonomy, and intense conflict.

Integration into the Ottoman System:

The Ottoman Empire, at its zenith, encompassed vast Kurdish-inhabited territories, often
referred to collectively as Ottoman Kurdistan, spanning parts of modern-day Turkey, Irag, and
Syria.22 The initial significant Ottoman-Kurdish contact occurred during the Ottoman conflict
with the Safavid Empire of Persia in the early 16th century. In a pivotal moment, Kurdish tribes,
under the leadership of the scholar and statesman Idris Bitlisi, allied with the Ottoman Sultan
Selim | against the Shi‘a Safavids at the Battle of Chaldiran in 1514.22 This alliance was
instrumental in the Ottoman Empire's acquisition of Eastern Anatolia and parts of
Mesopotamia.

As a reward for their loyalty and strategic importance, Sultan Selim | granted many Kurdish
tribes a considerable degree of autonomy. This semi-autonomous status, often involving
hereditary leadership of Kurdish emirates (principalities), tax exemptions, and the
preservation of their tribal structures, persisted in many areas from 1514 until the mid-19th
century.?? Kurdistan was strategically valued by the Ottomans as a crucial buffer zone against
the rival Safavid Iran.? Numerous Kurdish emirates, such as Baban, Soran, Botan, and
Bahdinan, maintained their autonomous existence and governance for centuries within the



broader Ottoman framework, often with their emirs recognized by the Sultan.?® The Ottomans
generally tolerated these emirates as long as they fulfilled their obligations (such as providing
troops) and did not pose a direct separatist threat.?® Until the 19th century, the Ottoman state
often interacted with the Kurdish populace indirectly, through these local Kurdish elites and
emirs.?*

Ethnic Greeks, on the other hand, were integrated into the Ottoman system primarily through
the Rum Millet (Roman Nation). As Orthodox Christians, they were considered dhimmi
(protected non-Muslims), granted limited freedoms, including the right to worship and
maintain communal institutions, but subject to certain legal and social restrictions compared
to Muslims.® The Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople was recognized by the Sultan as the
religious and, to a degree, political leader (millet-bashi or ethnarch) of all Orthodox Christian
subjects of the Empire.® Within this system, Greeks, particularly the wealthy and influential
Phanariot families of Constantinople, carved out significant niches. Phanariots often served in
high-ranking positions in the Ottoman administration, notably as dragomen (interpreters and
effectively foreign ministers for the Porte) and as hospodars (princes) of the Danubian
Principalities (Moldavia and Wallachia)." This deep involvement in the central administrative
and diplomatic apparatus of the empire distinguished the experience of elite Greeks from the
more tribally organized and geographically peripheral Kurdish emirates.

Deterioration of Relations and Rise of Nationalism (19th Century):

The 19th century witnessed a significant shift in Ottoman policies and, consequently, in the
relations between the central state and its diverse subject peoples. The Ottoman Empire,
facing territorial losses and internal challenges, embarked on a series of centralization and
modernization reforms known as the Tanzimat. These reforms aimed to strengthen direct
state control over all provinces, which inevitably clashed with the long-standing autonomy of
entities like the Kurdish emirates.22 The gradual abolition of these emirates by the mid-1800s
and their replacement with centrally appointed governors led to widespread discontent and a
series of Kurdish rebellions throughout the century, as Kurdish leaders resisted the erosion of
their traditional powers.24 The removal of the emirs also created a power vacuum, leading to
increased inter-tribal conflict and the rising influence of religious leaders (sheikhs) as
alternative sources of authority and mediation.24

Simultaneously, the 19th century saw growing pressure from European powers on the
Ottoman Empire to grant equal rights to its Christian populations.® This pressure, often driven
by a mix of humanitarian concerns and geopolitical interests, contributed to Ottoman reform
edicts such as the Hatt-1 Serif of Gilhane (1839) and the Hatt-1 Himayun (1856), which
promised equality for all Ottoman citizens regardless of religion. However, the implementation
of these reforms was often inconsistent and their overall effectiveness in fundamentally
altering the status of non-Muslims or satisfying nationalist aspirations was limited.® For
Greeks, this period saw the rise of nationalist sentiment, culminating in the Greek War of
Independence (1821-1829) and the establishment of an independent Greek kingdom, which in
turn inspired other Balkan nations and influenced Greek communities still within the Ottoman
Empire.

Interactions and Conflicts Involving Greeks and Kurds:



The complex multi-ethnic environment of the Ottoman Empire, particularly in its eastern
provinces where Greek, Armenian, and Kurdish populations often cohabited or lived in
proximity, led to varied interactions.

A notable instance of potential inter-communal alliance against Ottoman policies occurred
during Sheikh Ubeydullah of Nehri's uprising in 1880. Initially accused by the Ottoman Porte of
intending to attack Armenian and other Christian populations—a common imperial tactic to
sow division—Ubeydullah, an astute diplomat, reportedly sought to unite with Nestorians
(Assyrians) and Armenians in a common struggle against Ottoman and Persian
encroachment.?’ While this specific alliance did not achieve its long-term goals, largely due to
internal Kurdish tribal divisions and the superior military power of the states, it highlights that
relations were not monolithically antagonistic and that shared grievances could, at times,
foster cooperation.

However, the late 19th century also saw the Ottoman state actively manipulate inter-ethnic
relations to assert control. In 1891, Sultan Abdul Hamid Il authorized the formation of the
Hamidiye Alaylari (Hamidian Regiments), irregular cavalry units predominantly composed of
Sunni Kurdish tribesmen.? These regiments were ostensibly created to defend the empire's
eastern frontiers against Russian encroachment and to control Armenian nationalist activities.
However, they were also used to assert state authority over other Kurdish tribes, and they
became notorious for their involvement in the suppression and massacres of Armenian
populations in the 1890s." The Hamidiye system empowered certain Kurdish tribal leaders,
granting them official status and modern weaponry, but it also exacerbated tensions between
these tribes and their settled Armenian and Assyrian neighbors, particularly over issues of
land, grazing rights, and taxation." The Ottoman strategy of "divide and rule" is evident here,
as the state selectively armed and patronized certain groups to control others, thereby
preventing unified opposition.

The tragic events involving the Pontic Greeks in the early 20th century also occurred within
this context of Ottoman decline, rising Turkish nationalism, and inter-communal tensions. The
Pontic Greek genocide (1914-1923) refers to the systematic persecution, deportation, and
massacre of the indigenous Greek Orthodox community of the Pontus region on the Black Sea
coast by the Young Turk regime and subsequently by the Kemalist government.?® Ottoman
authorities, under the cover of World War |, and sometimes with the participation of Kurdish
paramilitary groups or irregulars, carried out atrocities against Armenian, Assyrian, and Pontic
Greek populations.? The Turkish historical narrative often frames the "Pontus Problem”
(Pontus Sorunu) as a separatist Greek nationalist movement, supported by external powers
(like Russia and Greece), which involved armed Greek gangs (¢eteler) attacking Turkish
villages and threatening state security, necessitating Ottoman countermeasures.*® Turkish
official sources state that the Turkish Central Army, under commanders like Sakalli Nurettin
Pasha, was responsible for the deaths of thousands of Greeks during operations to suppress
the "Pontus Rebellion" and the Kocgiri Rebellion (which had Kurdish involvement).

While some Kurdish elements did participate in the violence against Pontic Greeks and
Armenians, often as part of the Hamidiye regiments or other irregular forces mobilized by the
Ottoman state ™, the picture is not uniform. As with the Armenians, there were instances



where some Kurdish groups or individuals offered protection or remained neutral. The Alevi
Kurds of Dersim, for example, are noted for having protected Armenians during the
genocide.® However, detailed accounts of specific interactions between Pontic Greeks and
various Kurdish tribes in the Pontus region—differentiating between those acting as
perpetrators under Ottoman command, those acting independently, and those offering
protection—are less explicitly detailed in the available sources compared to the more
extensively documented Armenian-Kurdish interactions in other parts of Eastern Anatolia. The
Ottoman state's capacity to mobilize certain Kurdish tribes against Christian populations,
while other Kurds may have resisted or been victims themselves, underscores the complexity
of assigning collective responsibility and highlights the internal divisions within Kurdish
society.

The differing levels of integration and influence of Greek and Kurdish communities within the
Ottoman imperial structure likely led to distinct strategies for survival and advancement. The
Phanariot Greeks, operating within the administrative heart of the empire ", pursued influence
through official channels. In contrast, Kurdish emirs in their often remote and mountainous
territories relied on tribal loyalties and negotiated autonomy.? These divergent paths meant
that large-scale political cooperation or conflict between Greek administrative elites and
Kurdish tribal leaders was perhaps less common than localized interactions in regions of
mixed settlement. The Greek War of Independence, drawing leadership from figures
connected to these administrative or commercial elites, presented different challenges and
elicited varied responses from Kurdish groups compared to, for instance, Armenian nationalist
movements in Eastern Anatolia that more directly clashed with Kurdish tribal interests over
land and local dominance.

IV. The Crucible of the Early 20th Century: Treaties,
Nationalism, and Divergent Fates

The early 20th century was a period of profound upheaval in the Near East, marked by the
final decline and dissolution of the Ottoman Empire, the crucible of World War |, and the
aggressive rise of competing nationalisms. For both Greeks and Kurds, this era brought both
fleeting hopes for self-determination and the harsh realities of geopolitical reconfigurations
that would decisively shape their modern destinies. The treaties signed in the war's aftermath,
particularly Sévres and Lausanne, stand as critical junctures, illuminating the divergent paths
these two peoples would tread.

Impact of Balkan Wars and World War I:

The Balkan Wars (1912-1913) significantly eroded Ottoman power in Europe and further fueled
nationalist aspirations among the Empire's remaining subject peoples, including Greeks and
Kurds. These conflicts also led to large-scale population displacements and intensified
inter-ethnic animosities. The Ottoman Empire's entry into World War | on the side of the
Central Powers set the stage for its ultimate demise. During the war, nationalist movements
gained considerable traction among Turks, Arabs, Persians, Kurds, Armenians, and Azeris, all
envisioning national homelands free from Ottoman subjugation.1 Amidst this turmoil, the Allied



Powers (Britain and France) secretly negotiated the Sykes-Picot Agreement in 1916, which
outlined their plans for the post-war division of Ottoman territories into new nation-states and
spheres of colonial influence, largely disregarding the complex ethnic realities and aspirations
of the local populations.1

The Treaty of Sévres (August 10, 1920): A Glimmer of Hope

Following the defeat of the Ottoman Empire, the victorious Allied Powers imposed the Treaty
of Sévres, which aimed to formally partition the empire's vast territories.1 For the Kurdish
people, Sévres offered an unprecedented, albeit conditional, prospect of statehood. Articles
62, 63, and 64 of the treaty provided for the establishment of local autonomy for the
predominantly Kurdish areas east of the Euphrates River and south of the proposed Armenian
state, with a provision for these Kurds to appeal to the Council of the League of Nations for
full independence within one year.20 The treaty also allowed for Kurds residing in the Mosul
vilayet (then under British administration) to voluntarily join this independent Kurdish state.20
These articles generated immense hope and expectation among Kurdish nationalists, who had
sent a delegation led by Sharif Pasha to participate in preliminary discussions.20

For the Greeks, the Treaty of Sévres initially appeared to realize significant aspects of the
"Megali Idea" (Great Idea), their long-held aspiration of uniting historically Greek-inhabited
lands. The treaty granted Greece the administration of Smyrna (modern izmir) and its
surrounding region in Western Anatolia, and significantly limited Turkey to central and
northern Anatolia, while also creating an enlarged Armenia in the east.?°

The Rise of Turkish Nationalism and the Greco-Turkish War (1919-1922):

The punitive terms of the Treaty of Sévres were vehemently rejected by Turkish nationalists,
who rallied under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal (later Atattirk). They organized a powerful
resistance movement aimed at preserving Turkish sovereignty over Anatolia and Thrace.20 A
core tenet of Kemal's movement was the preservation of an indivisible Turkish national unity,
which often involved the denial or redefinition of non-Turkish identities; Kurds, for instance,
were frequently referred to as "Mountain Turks" to fit within this new, homogenous Turkish
national narrative.20

The ensuing Greco-Turkish War (1919-1922), part of the larger Turkish War of Independence,
was a brutal conflict. It concluded with a decisive Turkish military victory in August 1922,
leading to the expulsion of the Greek army from Anatolia and the catastrophic displacement
of the Greek Orthodox population from Asia Minor, an event known in Greek history as the
Mwpaotatikr) Kataotpodr| (Asia Minor Catastrophe).?°

The Treaty of Lausanne (July 24, 1923): Divergent Fates Sealed

The military and political victories of the Turkish nationalists rendered the Treaty of Sévres
unenforceable. A new treaty was negotiated and signed at Lausanne, Switzerland, which
formally recognized the Republic of Turkey and established its modern borders.1

For the Kurds, the Treaty of Lausanne was a profound disappointment and a historic setback.
It made no mention of Kurdish autonomy, an independent Kurdistan, or even specific rights for
Kurds as a distinct group.” Instead, the formerly Ottoman-administered Kurdish territories
were divided among the newly established states of Turkey, Irag (under British mandate), and
Syria (under French mandate), with a significant Kurdish population also remaining in Iran.



Within Turkey, Kurds were not recognized as a national minority with specific linguistic or
cultural rights under the Lausanne framework; the treaty's minority protections (Articles
37-45) were primarily interpreted by Turkey as applying to non-Muslim minorities (Greeks,
Armenians, and Jews).3? Consequently, the Treaty of Lausanne is widely viewed by Kurds as
the moment that formalized their statelessness and division, laying the groundwork for
decades of assimilationist policies and armed struggle, particularly in Turkey.** Turkish legal
interpretations from the period, as cited by scholars like ismail Besikgi, confirm that the
existence of Kurds as a distinct entity was not acknowledged in the treaty.* The subsequent
Sark Islahat Plani (Eastern Reform Plan) of 1925 in Turkey further solidified policies aimed at
suppressing Kurdish identity and language.®
For the Greeks, the Treaty of Lausanne, while ending the war, codified immense losses. It
formalized the compulsory population exchange between Greece and Turkey, which led to the
uprooting of approximately 1.5 million Orthodox Christians from Turkey (including Pontic
Greeks and other Anatolian Greeks) and around 500,000 Muslims from Greece.?° This
exchange irrevocably altered the demographic landscape of both countries and signified the
end of nearly three millennia of Hellenic presence in Asia Minor. While Lausanne brought
peace and defined the borders of the modern Greek state, it also marked the definitive end of
the Megali Idea. From a Turkish perspective, Lausanne was celebrated as a triumph that
secured the Turkish homeland and national independence. However, even among some
Turkish nationalists, there was a degree of disappointment that the treaty did not secure
certain Aegean islands or a larger portion of Thrace for Turkey, despite the presence of
Turkish populations there.®*
The following table provides a comparative overview of the provisions of the Treaties of
Sévres and Lausanne concerning Kurds and Greeks:
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Data Sources for Table: "
Shared or Contrasting Grievances regarding Lausanne:
The early 20th-century treaties, particularly Lausanne, created profoundly different sets of
grievances for Kurds and Greeks, though both groups experienced significant loss and
disappointment. The primary Kurdish grievance stemming from Lausanne is the outright
denial of self-determination and statehood that had seemed within reach under Sévres. This
was compounded by the subsequent division of their ancestral lands and the systematic
suppression of Kurdish identity, language, and culture within the new nation-states, especially
in Turkey.32 Lausanne, for many Kurds, represents an enduring historical injustice, the
"confiscation of all rights of the Kurds as a nation" 34, and the root of their ongoing struggle
for recognition and rights.
For Greeks, while Lausanne brought an end to a devastating war, it also signified a national
catastrophe—the loss of ancient homelands in Asia Minor and Eastern Thrace, the tragic end
of the Megali Idea, and the immense human suffering of the population exchange.?® The focus



of Greek grievance was on the loss of established communities, territories, and cultural
heritage, rather than the denial of a new state as was the case for the Kurds.

Thus, the Treaty of Lausanne marks a critical divergence in the national trajectories of Greeks
and Kurds. For Greeks, it led to the painful consolidation of their nation-state, albeit
territorially smaller than the grander visions of the Megali Idea, and the absorption of a
massive refugee population. For Kurds, it formalized their statelessness and division across
multiple, often hostile, nation-states, initiating a new phase of struggle for basic rights and
recognition. This fundamental difference in outcome—a consolidated, albeit traumatized,
nation-state for Greeks versus institutionalized statelessness for Kurds—has profoundly
shaped their respective political priorities and historical memories emanating from this
turbulent period.

The geopolitical calculations of the Great Powers (Britain, France, and Italy) were paramount
in determining these outcomes. Their initial support for the dismemberment of the Ottoman
Empire and the creation of states or autonomous zones for minorities, as reflected in Sévres,
gave way to a more pragmatic approach.?® The success of Kemal Atatiirk's nationalist
movement, coupled with divisions among the Allies and a strategic reassessment—particularly
the desire for a stable Turkey as a bulwark against the nascent Soviet Union and to secure
economic interests like the oil fields of Mosul—led to the abandonment of earlier
commitments to Kurdish autonomy.?® As noted by the Swedish legal advisor Ove Bring,
Western powers prioritized a strong Turkey, leading to opposition to an autonomous Kurdish
state.®® This illustrates how the fates of smaller nations were often subordinated to the
realpolitik of larger imperial powers, a recurring theme in the region's history. Kurdish hopes,
as one source poignantly states, were "futile from the moment that the Entente was only
interested in securing its economic claims".?°

Furthermore, the definition of "minority" within the Treaty of Lausanne, primarily centered on
non-Muslim communities, created a legal and political framework that allowed the new
Turkish Republic to deny specific minority rights to the Kurds, who are predominantly Muslim.
This interpretation had long-lasting and severe implications for Kurdish cultural and political
expression in Turkey. The Ottoman Millet system had categorized populations primarily by
religion.® Lausanne's minority protection clauses (Articles 37-45) largely continued this
emphasis, ensuring certain rights for the remaining non-Muslim communities (Greeks,
Armenians, Jews) in Turkey.* Since Kurds are overwhelmingly Muslim, they did not fit this
definition of a protected minority, despite possessing a distinct language, culture, and
historical consciousness. This allowed the Turkish state to argue that Kurds were not a
"minority" in the Lausanne sense but were simply "Turks" (or, pejoratively, "Mountain Turks"),
thereby justifying policies of linguistic and cultural assimilation.?® This legalistic interpretation
became a cornerstone of Turkish state policy towards its Kurdish population for much of the
20th century and beyond.

V. Contemporary Greek-Kurdish Relations: Diaspora,
Diplomacy, and Geopolitics



The relationship between Greeks and Kurds in the contemporary era is multifaceted, shaped
by the presence of a significant Kurdish diaspora in Greece, the foreign policy considerations
of Greece and Cyprus, and the complex geopolitical dynamics of the Eastern Mediterranean
and the broader Middle East. These interactions are often viewed through the prism of
historical experiences and the enduring influence of regional powers, particularly Turkey.

A. The Kurdish Diaspora in Greece

A notable Kurdish diaspora has formed in Greece, primarily since the 1990s. This migration
has been largely driven by war, political persecution, and instability in Kurdish-inhabited
regions of Iraq (following the Gulf War and the Anfal campaign) and Turkey (due to the armed
conflict between the Turkish state and the Kurdistan Workers' Party, PKK, and associated state
repression).” Smaller numbers have also arrived from Syria and Iran.*® Statistics from the late
1990s indicate that over 43,000 Kurds entered Greece, although a smaller proportion, around
9,797, formally applied for asylum.®” Current estimates of the Kurdish population in Greece
vary, with one 2016 estimate from the Kurdish Institute of Paris suggesting around 40,000
individuals.®” These communities are concentrated mainly in urban centers such as Athens,
Thessaloniki, Patras, and the town of Laurium, which hosts a long-standing refugee reception
center.®” For many Kurdish asylum seekers, Greece is often perceived as a transit country
towards other European nations with more robust economies and larger established Kurdish
communities, such as Germany.*®

The Kurdish diaspora in Greece is politically and culturally active. Various Kurdish cultural
centers and organizations have been established across the country.’” These institutions play
a vital role in preserving Kurdish language, traditions, and cultural heritage, while also serving
as focal points for community organization and political mobilization. Kurds in Greece
frequently organize and participate in pro-Kurdish demonstrations and protests, advocating
for Kurdish rights and raising awareness about the political situations in their regions of
origin.®” Notable examples include public marches in support of the imprisoned PKK leader
Abdullah Ocalan and protests condemning Turkish military operations in Kurdish areas, such
as the 2018 offensive in Afrin, Syria.*” There have also been reports of a small number of Greek
anarchists traveling to Rojava (Northern Syria) to fight alongside Kurdish forces against
extremist groups like ISIS, indicating a more direct form of solidarity from certain segments of
Greek society.*°

Social relations between the Greek populace and the Kurdish diaspora are generally
characterized as positive.” Researcher Aspasia Papadopoulou has suggested that this
relatively welcoming environment can be partly attributed to Greece's own historical memory,
which is deeply marked by experiences of refugeehood and displacement, most notably the
Asia Minor Catastrophe of 1922 that saw over a million Greeks become refugees.®” This shared
historical narrative of forced migration and loss may foster a degree of empathy. Indeed, a
former Greek Minister for Migration, loannis Mouzalas, stated that Greeks and Kurds in Greece
share "exceptional ties".>" Similarly, Professor Emeritus of International Politics Christodoulos
Yiallourides observed that "Greeks and Kurds have similar existences regarding the



preservation of their identities" in the face of external pressures.®” However, it is also
important to note that the refugee experience in Greece is not without challenges, and
incidents of tension or attacks targeting Kurds in refugee camps have also been reported.*
The presence and activities of the Kurdish diaspora in Greece have, at times, become a point
of contention in Greece-Turkey relations. Turkey, which views the PKK as a terrorist
organization and a primary national security threat, has frequently accused Greece,
particularly during the 1990s and more recently, of harboring PKK militants and allowing its
territory to be used for anti-Turkish activities.®” The Lavrion refugee camp, southeast of
Athens, has been a particular focus of these allegations, with Turkish officials and media
claiming it serves as a PKK training, recruitment, and logistical hub.*? This situation creates a
delicate diplomatic balancing act for Greece, which must weigh its humanitarian obligations
and commitments to freedom of expression for the Kurdish diaspora against the geopolitical
realities of its often-fraught relationship with its NATO ally, Turkey.

The shared historical consciousness of being a refugee or striving to preserve a distinct
identity against a more powerful, often assimilationist, state apparatus appears to create a
unique foundation for empathy between segments of the Greek population and Kurdish
individuals and groups. This grassroots understanding, rooted in historical parallels, can
influence Greek public opinion to be more sympathetic towards Kurdish aspirations for
cultural rights and self-determination than might be the case in other European nations
lacking such direct historical resonances. Nevertheless, this public sympathy does not always
translate directly into official Greek foreign policy, which is constrained by a complex array of
regional alliances, national interests, and international obligations, particularly concerning its
relationship with Turkey.

B. Greek Foreign Policy and the Kurdish Question

Greek foreign policy concerning the multifaceted Kurdish question exhibits a degree of
pragmatic differentiation, distinguishing between officially recognized autonomous entities,
proscribed militant groups, and emergent political actors in the volatile Middle Eastern
landscape. This approach is heavily influenced by Greece's own geostrategic interests, its
complex relationship with Turkey, and its commitments as a member of the European Union
and NATO.

Official Stance on Kurdish Autonomy and Entities:

Regarding the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) in Irag, Greece has established formal
diplomatic ties. It maintains a Consulate General in Erbil, which was upgraded from a trade
office around 2016-2017, signaling a deepening of relations.41 In 2017, then Greek Foreign
Minister Nikos Kotzias characterized the KRG as possessing a significant geostrategic role and
being an important component of Greek geostrategic policy in the region.41 Concerning the
KRG's 2017 independence referendum, Kotzias noted that such a referendum was a right
provided for under the Iraqi constitution, a stance that, while not an outright endorsement of
secession, acknowledged Kurdish aspirations within a legal framework.41 Support for the
referendum and the broader Kurdish right to self-determination was also voiced by figures
within the New Democracy party, which is currently the governing party in Greece.41



Furthermore, Greece has provided tangible support to the KRG, including humanitarian aid
and military assistance in the form of Kalashnikov rifles and ammunition to the Peshmerga
forces in their fight against ISIS.41

With respect to the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (AANES), often
referred to as Rojava, Greece's official position is more emergent and cautious. Athens has
expressed a general preference for some form of autonomous existence for the Kurdish
population within Syria and has emphasized the need for the protection of all minority groups,
including Kurds, and their full inclusion in any future Syrian political process [ (13.1), *2].
Conferences discussing the Kurdish issue, including the situation in Rojava, have been held in
Athens, involving Greek journalists, academics, and sometimes Kurdish representatives,
indicating a level of engagement and interest.*® Greek public opinion, as previously noted,
tends to be sympathetic to the plight of Syrian Kurds.*’

The Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK), the Ocalan Affair, and the Lavrion Camp:

The PKK is designated as a terrorist organization by Turkey, the United States, and the
European Union, of which Greece is a member state.48 This designation significantly
constrains Greece's official interactions with the group.

The Ocalan Affair in 1999 remains a deeply sensitive and damaging episode in Greek-Kurdish
relations, particularly with PKK sympathizers. PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan was captured in
Kenya after having sought refuge in various countries, including a brief and controversial stay
in Greece and at the Greek embassy in Nairobi. The perception among many Kurds, including
prominent figures like Murat Karayilan, was that the Greek government of then-Prime Minister
Costas Simitis and Foreign Minister Theodoros Pangalos played a role, whether through
complicity or ineptitude, that facilitated Ocalan's capture by Turkish intelligence services.’
This event was widely seen as a "betrayal of friendship" and caused a "deep trauma," severely
undermining the trust that had existed, especially between Greek leftist political circles and
the PKK.*

The Lavrion refugee camp near Athens has been a persistent source of tension in
Greco-Turkish relations. Turkey has repeatedly accused Greece of allowing the camp to be
used as a safe haven and operational base for the PKK, alleging that it serves as a center for
recruitment, training, and political propaganda.®” Turkish officials have gone as far as calling
Athens a "safe haven" for the PKK and other groups it deems terrorist organizations.*? Greek
authorities have generally denied these accusations, maintaining that the camp operates
under humanitarian principles. A Greek government spokesperson stated in 2016 that "there
is no PKK issue in the camp but if someone wants to peacefully declare his political identity he
is free to do so in Greece," highlighting a stance that attempts to balance security concerns
with freedom of expression for refugees ['? (6.1)]. Nevertheless, Greek media reports have
occasionally shown PKK symbols or portraits of Ocalan within the camp, which Turkish
sources cite as evidence for their claims.*?

Humanitarian Aid and Asylum Policies:

Beyond military aid to the Peshmerga, Greece has a track record of providing humanitarian
assistance to Kurdish populations. Notably, Greece maintains a relatively high acceptance rate
for Kurdish asylum seekers compared to other refugee groups, as stated by Patroklos



Georgiadis, the Greek Secretary General for Migration Policy (formerly Refugees).50 This
policy is applied on a case-by-case basis, irrespective of the asylum seeker's specific country
of origin within the Kurdish regions.50

Positions of Major Greek Political Parties:

e New Democracy (Nea Dimokratia - ND): As the current center-right governing party,
its stance is reflected in official government policy. Historically, prominent ND figures
like Adonis Georgiadis (currently a minister, formerly Vice-President) expressed support
for the KRG's 2017 independence referendum and the Kurdish right to
self-determination.*’

e SYRIZA (Coalition of the Radical Left): Historically, Greek leftist groups, from which
SYRIZA has roots, demonstrated strong sympathy and even support for the PKK's
struggle, often viewing it through an anti-imperialist and national liberation lens.*’ The
Ocalan affair strained these informal ties. While in government (2015-2019), SYRIZA's
foreign policy, led by Nikos Kotzias (who later formed his own movement but was initially
with SYRIZA), established the consulate in Erbil and articulated the geostrategic
importance of the KRG. General sympathy for Kurdish rights and self-determination,
particularly in opposition to Turkish policies, remains a characteristic of the Greek left.

e PASOK - Movement for Change (PASOK-KINAL): The PASOK government under
Costas Simitis was in power during the Ocalan affair and bore the brunt of Kurdish and
domestic criticism for its handling of the situation.*” Contemporary PASOK-KINAL
generally aligns with EU positions on foreign policy matters, likely advocating for Kurdish
rights within the framework of international law and the territorial integrity of existing
states.

Overall, Greek foreign policy towards the Kurdish question reflects a pragmatic duality. There
is official engagement and support for recognized, relatively stable autonomous entities like
the KRG, which is perceived as a constructive actor in a volatile region and potentially aligns
with Greek geostrategic interests.*’ This contrasts with a more cautious, legally constrained
approach towards groups like the PKK, which is designated as terrorist by the EU and NATO,
and towards the still-evolving AANES in Syria. This duality is an attempt by Greece to navigate
its ideological inclinations (such as support for self-determination and human rights) with the
complex realities of its geopolitical environment, especially its sensitive relationship with
Turkey and its obligations as an EU and NATO member.

Turkish foreign policy and its security-centric view of the Kurdish issue, particularly
concerning the PKK and its affiliates, act as a significant external constraint on the depth and
openness of Greek-Kurdish relations, especially at the official state level. Turkey views any
external sympathy or support for Kurdish groups it considers separatist or terrorist as a direct
threat to its national security and territorial integrity.® Persistent and often aggressive Turkish
accusations against Greece regarding the Lavrion camp or alleged historical support for the
PKK “? mean that Greece, as a neighboring state with its own multifaceted and often tense
relationship with Turkey ®2, must carefully calibrate any actions related to Kurdish groups
against potential Turkish reactions. This dynamic likely compels official Greek policy towards
Kurdish militant or unrecognized political groups to be more circumspect than Greek public



opinion or historical sympathies might otherwise dictate. The "betrayal" perceived by some
Kurdish factions over the Ocalan affair can be partly understood within this context of
immense Turkish pressure on Greece.

C. The Republic of Cyprus and the Kurdish Question

The Republic of Cyprus's approach to the Kurdish question is inevitably and profoundly
shaped by its own national experience, particularly the ongoing Cyprus Problem, which
involves the island's de facto division since the 1974 Turkish invasion and the continued
occupation of its northern territory by Turkish forces.>* This unresolved conflict with Turkey
serves as the primary lens through which Cyprus views regional issues, including those
involving Kurdish aspirations for self-determination and autonomy.

Official Stance on Kurdish Self-Determination and Entities:

Direct and comprehensive official statements from the Republic of Cyprus explicitly detailing
its stance on Kurdish self-determination in general, or on specific entities like the KRG in Iraq
or the AANES (Rojava) in Syria, are not extensively covered in the provided material. However,
recent diplomatic activity indicates a willingness to engage with recognized Kurdish entities. In
April 2025, a Cypriot delegation, including the Political Affairs Director at the Cypriot Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, visited the KRG in Erbil and reaffirmed Cyprus's desire to deepen
cooperation across political and cultural fields [12 (5.1)]. This engagement was framed in the
context of Cyprus increasing its outreach to Middle Eastern countries and regions that
prioritize religious coexistence and minority protection, values that align with the KRG's stated
policies.57

The pervasive influence of the Cyprus Problem means that the Republic of Cyprus is
inherently cautious regarding issues of separatism and the violation of territorial integrity
under international law. Its own struggle against an unrecognized secessionist entity in its
north—the "Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus" ("TRNC"), which is recognized only by
Turkey >*—makes Nicosia a staunch defender of state sovereignty and territorial integrity. Any
Kurdish movements perceived as undermining these principles without broad international
consensus would likely be viewed with reservation.

Relations with Turkey and Accusations Regarding the PKK:

Relations between the Republic of Cyprus and Turkey are exceptionally strained due to the
Cyprus Problem.54 Cyprus officially views Turkey as an occupying power. This antagonistic
relationship influences Cyprus's perception of Turkey's actions in other regional contexts,
including its policies towards the Kurds.

Accusations regarding Cypriot support for the PKK have primarily emanated from Turkish and
Turkish Cypriot officials. For instance, Ersin Tatar, the president of the "TRNC," has accused
the Greek Cypriot Administration (the internationally recognized government of the Republic
of Cyprus) of supporting the PKK, citing historical instances such as the alleged issuance of a
Cypriot diplomatic passport to Abdullah Ocalan under a pseudonym prior to his capture, and
allowing the PKK to open a representative office in Cyprus [ (10.2)]. These claims align with
Turkey's broader narrative of portraying entities that challenge its policies as supporters of
terrorism. The Republic of Cyprus's official response to such specific allegations is not



detailed in the provided snippets, but it generally rejects claims that it supports terrorism.
Human Rights Context and Diaspora:

The presence of a Kurdish community and related activism in Cyprus is indicated by a U.S.
State Department human rights report that mentions the "Cypriot-Kurdish Solidarity
Association" in connection with the detention of Kenan Ayaz, a Kurdish activist, pending
extradition to Germany.59 This suggests some level of organized Kurdish presence and
advocacy on the island. In contrast, reports from the Turkish-controlled northern part of
Cyprus indicate the deportation of Kurdish students by "TRNC" authorities.60

The foreign policy of the Republic of Cyprus regarding the Kurdish question is characterized
by a complex balancing act. On one hand, there is a natural, albeit often unstated, sympathy
for groups that are also in conflict with or repressed by Turkey, its primary adversary. The
shared experience of facing Turkish military power and expansionist policies can create a
basis for understanding. This is reflected in the growing engagement with the KRG,
particularly focusing on shared values like minority protection and cultural cooperation
(5.1)]. On the other hand, Cyprus's own traumatic history with secessionism and foreign
occupation makes it a strong proponent of international law, sovereignty, and territorial
integrity. This principle would make Nicosia wary of openly endorsing Kurdish independence
movements that lack broad international legitimacy or that might be seen as destabilizing
existing states in the region, as such endorsement could be used to undermine its own
arguments against the "TRNC."

Accusations of Cypriot support for the PKK, frequently voiced by Turkish and Turkish Cypriot
officials [ (10.2)], are likely part of a wider geopolitical strategy by Ankara. This strategy aims
to delegitimize the Republic of Cyprus on the international stage, to counter any perceived
solidarity between Greek Cypriots and Kurds, and to deflect attention from Turkey's own
actions in Cyprus and its policies towards its Kurdish population. For the Republic of Cyprus,
such accusations necessitate a cautious public stance regarding Kurdish militant groups, even
if there is underlying sympathy for the broader Kurdish cause due to the common challenge
posed by Turkish policies.

D. Geopolitical Dimensions in the Eastern Mediterranean

[12

The Eastern Mediterranean has emerged as a critical geopolitical arena, characterized by
newfound energy resources, persistent regional conflicts, and the interplay of local and
international powers. The relationships between Greece, Cyprus, Turkey, and various Kurdish
entities are increasingly interwoven with these broader regional dynamics.

Greece and Cyprus share profound geopolitical interests in the Eastern Mediterranean. These
include the preservation of a stable geopolitical equilibrium, ensuring the security and
sovereign rights of the Republic of Cyprus, managing migration flows, protecting ethnic and
religious minorities in the wider region, and fostering a secure periphery for the European
Union.>? Both nations are particularly wary of Turkish actions perceived as aiming for regional
hegemony or challenging their sovereign rights, especially concerning maritime boundaries
and energy exploration.® The discovery of significant natural gas reserves has intensified
these dynamics, with the East Mediterranean Gas Forum (EMGF)—comprising Greece,



Cyprus, Egypt, Israel, Italy, France, Jordan, and the Palestinian Authority, but notably
excluding Turkey—representing an effort to foster energy cooperation among littoral states.>?
Kurdish political entities, particularly the KRG in Iraq and the AANES in Syria, are also
navigating this complex environment. Their primary objectives revolve around achieving and
maintaining autonomy, security, and economic viability. Their relationships with neighboring
states, especially Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria, are paramount. A potential, though complex,
common interest could arise between Greece/Cyprus and certain Kurdish entities based on a
shared desire to counterbalance or contain specific aspects of Turkish foreign policy. Indeed,
Greece has officially stated that it favors some form of autonomous existence for Kurdish
populations in Syria and Iraq *?, and the former Greek Foreign Minister described the KRG as
having a geostrategic role relevant to Greek policy.*’

However, the path to any formal strategic alignment is fraught with complexities. Kurdish
entities are largely non-state or sub-state actors, and their primary security and political
concerns are deeply embedded in the internal dynamics of Iraq, Syria, Turkey, and Iran.
Greece, as a NATO member, and both Greece and Cyprus as EU members, operate within
different alliance structures and have broader foreign policy agendas. Furthermore, the KRG's
relationship with Turkey is notably intricate, often characterized by a pragmatic necessity for
cooperation (e.g., for oil exports through Turkish pipelines, and sometimes in security matters
related to the PKK) despite underlying political differences and historical grievances.” This
"frenemy" dynamic can complicate any straightforward anti-Turkish alignment with Greece or
Cyprus. The internal political landscape among Kurds is also fragmented, with historical
rivalries such as that between the KDP and PUK in Iragi Kurdistan ', and differing approaches
among various Kurdish parties across the region.

The role of the United States is another critical variable, as Washington maintains strategic
alliances with Greece and Turkey, and has engaged with various Kurdish factions, including
the KRG and the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), primarily in the context of combating ISIS.”
US policy shifts can significantly impact the leverage and options available to all regional
actors.

While a shared adversary in the form of certain Turkish government policies might suggest a
natural basis for alignment between Greece/Cyprus and some Kurdish groups, the intricate
and often contradictory relationships that Kurdish entities (especially the KRG) maintain with
Turkey, coupled with their own internal divisions, render consistent, formal strategic
cooperation highly challenging. Greek and Cypriot foreign policy must navigate this complex
Kurdish political terrain, making broad strategic partnerships difficult to forge and sustain
beyond issue-specific or tacit understandings.

The energy discoveries in the Eastern Mediterranean could, however, indirectly create a
convergence of interests. Kurdish-controlled regions in both Iraq (KRG) and Syria (AANES)
possess significant oil and gas reserves.! The KRG is already an oil exporter, though its routes
and revenue sharing are often subjects of dispute with Baghdad and involve transit through
Turkey.' If Turkey seeks to exert control over energy flows from these Kurdish regions in a
manner that also impacts the broader energy geopolitics of the Eastern Mediterranean—for
instance, by proposing pipeline routes that compete with or bypass Greek/Cypriot-backed



projects, or by destabilizing Kurdish areas to assert energy dominance—then a commonality
of interest could emerge. This remains a potential future development rather than a current,
actualized alignment, contingent on the evolution of energy infrastructure, political stability in
Kurdish regions, and the strategic choices of regional and global powers. Greece's stated
geostrategic interest in the KRG could, in part, be motivated by such long-term energy and
stability considerations in the wider neighborhood.

VI. Analysis and Concluding Perspectives

The relationship between the Greek and Kurdish peoples, spanning millennia from ancient
encounters to contemporary geopolitical maneuvering, is a testament to the enduring
complexities of identity, power, and survival in one of the world's most historically contested
regions. This analysis has traced their interactions through the Byzantine and Ottoman
imperial eras, the crucible of early 20th-century nation-state formation, and the ongoing
struggles and alignments of the modern day.
Recapitulation of Key Dynamics:
Historically, Greek-Kurdish interactions were largely framed by their shared or proximate
existence within larger imperial structures. This led to a spectrum of engagement, from
military cooperation and pragmatic alliances, such as Kurdish Khurramites serving in the
Byzantine army 12 or Kurdish tribes allying with the Ottomans at Chaldiran 22, to periods of
conflict, imperial suppression, and inter-communal violence, often instigated or exacerbated
by the policies of the ruling empires.15 The Ottoman strategy of divide et impera was
particularly impactful, at times pitting communities against each other or selectively
empowering certain factions to maintain central control.
The early 20th century, particularly the post-World War | settlements, marked a critical
divergence in their paths. The Treaty of Sévres briefly held out the promise of statehood or
significant autonomy for both Armenians and Kurds, alongside territorial gains for Greece in
Anatolia.?° However, the triumph of Turkish nationalism and the subsequent Treaty of
Lausanne in 1923 dramatically altered this landscape. For Greece, Lausanne, while entailing
the traumatic loss of Anatolian Hellenism and the Asia Minor Catastrophe, ultimately led to the
consolidation of its nation-state, albeit within reduced borders.?° For the Kurds, Lausanne
formalized their division among four newly configured or consolidated nation-states (Turkey,
Iran, Iraq, Syria) and denied them the prospect of their own state, embedding deep-seated
grievances that continue to fuel their political aspirations and struggles to this day.’
Contemporary relations are characterized by a notable degree of grassroots sympathy and
solidarity from segments of the Greek public towards Kurdish causes, often fueled by an
active Kurdish diaspora in Greece.* This is juxtaposed with the more cautious and pragmatic
foreign policies of the Greek and Cypriot states. These official policies must navigate a
complex web of national interests, regional stability concerns, alliance commitments (EU, and
NATO for Greece), and, crucially, the ever-present factor of relations with Turkey.
Enduring Themes:
Several enduring themes emerge from this long historical interaction:

1. Shared Experiences of Displacement and Minority Status: Both Greeks (particularly



Anatolian Greeks) and Kurds have profound historical experiences of existing as distinct
ethno-cultural or religious communities within larger, often dominant, empires. Both
have faced periods of persecution, policies of assimilation, and mass displacement. This
shared historical trauma appears to foster a degree of empathy, particularly at the
societal level in Greece, where the memory of the 1922 refugee crisis remains potent.’

2. The Defining Impact of Turkish State Policies: The policies of the Ottoman Empire
and, subsequently, the Republic of Turkey have been a dominant, often determining,
factor shaping not only the individual destinies of Greek and Kurdish populations but
also the nature of their mutual relationship. Turkish nationalist ideologies, which
historically sought to create a homogenous nation-state, led to the suppression of
Kurdish identity and aspirations ' and were central to the historical antagonism with
Greece.*? This creates a complex triangular dynamic where Greek-Kurdish relations are
often influenced, if not dictated, by their respective interactions with Ankara.

3. Geopolitical Pragmatism versus Ideological Solidarity: The official policies of
Greece and Cyprus often reflect a pragmatic approach. While there may be ideological
sympathy for Kurdish self-determination or human rights, state actions are primarily
guided by national interests, the imperative of regional stability, and commitments to
international alliances. This is evident in the cautious handling of issues related to the
PKK, the complexities of the Ocalan affair *°, and the carefully calibrated engagement
with Kurdish autonomous regions like the KRG in Iraq and the AANES in Syria.

4. The "Other" in Nation-Building: The nation-building projects of the 20th century in
the region often involved defining national identity against a perceived "other." For the
Turkish Republic, this process included the assimilationist policies towards Kurds and
the earlier conflict and population exchange with Greeks. For Greece, the "Turk" often
served as a significant "other" against whom modern Greek identity was forged,
particularly in the context of the War of Independence and subsequent tensions. Kurds,
in their own protracted struggle for self-determination, have found themselves cast as
the "other" by multiple states in the region.

Assessment of Current State and Future Trajectories:

The contemporary relationship between Greeks and Kurds remains fundamentally
asymmetrical: the Kurds are a large stateless nation striving for greater rights, autonomy, and,
for some, independence, often seeking support from established states like Greece and
Cyprus. Greece and Cyprus, as sovereign states, must formulate their policies within the
existing international system and their own national security and foreign policy constraints.
Grassroots solidarity in Greece for Kurdish causes, manifested through diaspora activism,
public discourse, and cultural exchange, is likely to persist. This is sustained by historical
narratives of shared suffering and contemporary perceptions of Turkish government policies.
Official Greek and Cypriot support will likely continue to be most tangible and visible for
recognized and relatively stable Kurdish entities like the KRG in Iraq, especially when such
engagement aligns with their geostrategic interests in the Eastern Mediterranean, such as
regional stability, energy cooperation, and the counterbalancing of other regional powers.*
Support for Kurdish groups in Syria, such as the AANES, will likely remain contingent on the



broader evolution of the Syrian conflict, the positions of major international actors, and,
critically, the actions and reactions of Turkey.

The shadow of Greek-Turkish relations will undoubtedly continue to heavily influence the
scope and nature of overt Greek and Cypriot support for Kurdish aspirations. Any significant
improvement in Greek-Turkish relations might lead to a downplaying of the "Kurdish card" by
Athens and Nicosia. Conversely, heightened tensions with Ankara could see a renewed, albeit
still cautious, interest in leveraging Kurdish issues.

Ultimately, the Kurdish people's ongoing pursuit of greater rights, recognition, and autonomy
will remain a significant and often destabilizing factor in Middle Eastern geopolitics. This will
continue to impact Greece and Cyprus through various channels, including refugee flows,
diplomatic pressures from regional and international actors, and the intricate, ever-shifting
web of alliances and rivalries in the Eastern Mediterranean.

The Greek-Kurdish relationship, therefore, is often a "relationship by proxy," heavily mediated
and influenced by their respective and frequently antagonistic interactions with Turkey. Direct
bilateral engagement, while growing in specific areas such as Greece-KRG ties, is frequently
overshadowed or constrained by this overarching triangular dynamic. While the concept of
"shared victimhood" or a "shared enemy" (vis-a-vis certain Turkish policies) can foster
solidarity, it has historically proven insufficient as a foundation for a stable, long-term
strategic alliance. This is due to the differing geopolitical priorities, power asymmetries
between Greece and Cyprus as established states and various Kurdish non-state or sub-state
actors, and the internal complexities of Kurdish politics.

The future trajectory of Greek-Kurdish relations may increasingly be shaped by developments
within the Kurdish regions themselves—such as the consolidation, stability, and international
recognition of entities like the KRG and AANES, and the potential resolution of internal Kurdish
conflicts. Furthermore, broader geopolitical shifts in the Middle East, involving powers like
Iran, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Israel, could create new geopolitical spaces where Greek and
Kurdish interests might converge or diverge, potentially with less direct mediation through the
lens of Turkish relations. As Kurdish entities mature politically and economically, their
interactions with Greece and Cyprus might diversify, focusing more on areas like energy,
trade, and cultural exchange, rather than being predominantly viewed through the prism of
the "Kurdish question” as it relates to Turkey and regional conflict.
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