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CRUSADES: CONCEPT, HISTORIOGRAPHY, CAUSES AND BACKGROUND

oduction

were the crusades and who were the crusaders? After many decades of rigorous investigation

s of the Middle Ages we are now much better able to answer. During the Middle Ages

n Christians believed that the crusades to the East were divinely sanctioned wars

of Christ and his church. Even after the fall of the crusader states in 1291 the
Land remained an important matter for western Christians. Then the expansion of
empire forced Europeans to put aside any ideas of reclaiming Jerusalem and
pe. In the sixteenth century, when western Europe was in the gravest danger of

“unity crumbled. The Protestant Reformation severely undercut the crusades
> rejected that were central to crusading-in particular the secular authority of the
ne of indulgence. Martin Luther insisted that the crusades were the tool of a corrupt
en Luther was aware of the threat that the power of the Islamic Turks posed to

admiral over the Turks at Lepanto was celebrated in Protestant lands no
| more than a century later Protestants joined the ranks of the pope's Holy
of all, began to roll back the frontier of the Ottoman empire.

- crusades had begun to appear. In his very popular Historie of the
_‘ﬂhamas Fuller questioned the wisdom of the medieval crusades,
) lives and wealth for nothing more than a faraway plot of land
| of Protestant writers. However, the French Jesuit historian

shift in western thinking. Not only had the Ottoman
now expanding on a global scale. With the Muslim
t doubt on its former gravity. It was the age of the
ht, religious toleration, and anticlericalism-in such an
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C fua atmosphere the medieval crusades did not fare well, and they were denounced by Voltaire,
ne, and others as a bloody manifestation of medieval barbarism, ignorance, superstition, and
1 in which thousands of the foolish had set out in a pitiful attempt to save their souls.

r, the Romantic movement of the late eighteenth and nineteenth century embraced the
piety of the medieval knight. In History of the Crusades (1820), the British historian Charles Mills
d Enlightenment scholars such as Edward Gibbon for projecting modern values on medieval
judged that the crusaders were heroic, selfless, and courageous. Nationalism also changed
S views, particularly in France, where the crusades began to be seen as an important part of
| llemage The six-volume Histoire des croisades (1817-22) by Joseph-Francois Michaud
échievemnm of the French crusaders. Colonialism and racism were also interwoven into
e history in this period. By the nineteenth century the Muslim Near East had not only
W%M but to most Europeans it appeared backward, quaint, exotic, or just barbarous.
“, were frequently celebrated as Europe's first colonial expansion. During the
nth and early twentieth centuries-including the First World War the romantic
crusader marching off to fight a foreign nemesis was pressed into service. Even
e First World War, Eurobeans and Americans continued to characterize it as a

 dead as fallen martyrs.

s in Modern History Writing

twentieth century new methodologies and sources gave a new generation of historians the tools
: many of the mysteries of the crusades. The starting point for modern investigations into the
~ basic questions of definition and motivation is Carl Erdmann's groundbreaking book, Die Entstehung des
Kreuzzugsgedankens (The Origin of the Idea of Crusade, 1935). He argued that the crusades were not so
much the result of events in the East, but born of the eleventh-century reform movement in Europe,
which had abandoned Christianity's ideal of withdrawal from the world and embraced instead the
secular militaristic culture in order both to purify that culture and to use it as a tool of purification. The
crusades, therefore, were neither an ad hoc reaction nor an aberration, but an organic element of the

medieval world.

It is unsurprising that the rise of Nazi Germany and the ensuing world war changed the way
historians approached the crusades. Western scholars reflected the popular aversion to wars of
conquest and campaigns of fanatical ideology; racism joined colonialism in the West's collection of
discarded doctrines. Western intellectuals began to view the crusades much as their Enlightenment
predecessors had done two centuries earlier. Many historians who had observed how totalitarian
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leaders had covered their wars of aggression in the mantle of glorious moral crusades expressed
for the professed motives and purposes of medieval kings, popes, and crusaders. Rather than
gmsaders were described as opportunistic conquerors cloaking their true motives behind a veil
s. The most influential proponent of this view was Sir Steven Runciman. In his three-
A History of the Crusades (1951-54), Runciman downplayed the role of piety, stressing
b-se motives of rapacious men. Runciman's history, which had the benefit of being
J‘.,ﬁukkly gained a wide readership outside the academic world and remains 2
_the crusading movement. It is no exaggeration to say that he almost
the modern popular view of the crusades. When one reads or hears media
ades today it is invariably Runciman's judgment that reigns supreme. Yet
0 means the last word on the crusades. Since the 1960s there has been a boom in
e Society for the Study of the Crusades and the Latin East, a professional organization
has at present nearly 500 members in thirty countries and hundreds of scholarly
 each year. As a result of all of this research, modern scholars have largely rejected
returning instead to the idea that medieval people should be understood on

1 ours. //

_exciting areas of recent crusade research is the investigation into the
ions of those who took the cross. In the past, scholars have had o
) were not in the ranks of the highest elite based on incomplete or
is still not possible to learn very much about the poorest crusaders.
thousands of medieval charters held in European archives one can
duct of many thousands of otherwise unknown knightly crusaders.
d for a long time, but it is only relatively recently that historians have
technologies in order to organize and evaluate these documents.
' as Jonathan Riley-Smith have exploded the old myth that crusaders

seek profit and wealth wherever it could be
This has

men leaving home to
‘we now know that the costs of crusading were staggering.

that the overriding motivation for crusaders to the East w
truly believed that in endeavoring to expel Muslim conquerors from
s, they were doing God's will. Crusading was, for them, an act of charity
do penance for their sins and thereby merit eternal life. These be

er were the people who held them.

as not

and love
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4 Con - i i

: # t(:h.\sion ; To seek to force the medieval crusades into nationalist, colonialist, or racist molds is to
lf ort their fundamental character, and as a result the crusades are today among the most

misunderstood phenomena in history. Modern scholarship should seek to dispel that misunderstanding.

Background and Causes:

The Crusades were a series of religious wars sanctioned by the Latin Church in the medieval
rn Mediterranean aimed at

i p_gr_-_igg The most commonly known Crusades are the campaigns in the Easte
' recm-emg the Holy Land from Muslim rule, but the term nCrusades” is also applied to other church-
I : C . campaigns. These were fought for a variety of reasons including the suppression of paganism
 heresy, the resolution of conflict among rival Roman Catholic groups, or for political and territorial

_ Volunteers became Crusaders by taking a public vow and receiving plenary indulgences from
t Jerusalem or God's forgiveness for

btain glory and honour or to seek

Some were hoping for a mass ascension into heaven a
sins. Others participated to satisfy feudal obligations, O
‘and political gain.

m in the Arabian Peninsula and had united much of

 The Islamic prophet Muhammad founded Isla
‘into a single polity by his death in 632. Arab power expanded rapidly in the 7th and 8th centuries

Wmﬁtafv conguest. This influence sprea

d to the north-west indian subcontinent, across Central

@ﬂgg_l_e_E_g_S_L North Africa, southern italy, the |berian peninsula and the Pyrenees. Jerusalem

\ from the Byzantine Empire after a siege in 637.

e Arabs and the Christian kingdoms waxed and
ories

and political relationships between th

by Catholics to sacred sites were permitted, Christian residents in Muslim territ

\i status, legal rights, and legal protection. These Christians were allowed to maintain
»s between faiths were not uncommon. The various cultures and creeds coexisted

the status quo was disrupted by the western migration of the Turkish tribes. The

tle of Manzikert was once considered a pivotal event by

Byzantine army at the Bat
oarded as only one further step in the expansion of the Great Seljuk Empire into
and merchants nditions between the Syrian

me increasingly inhospitable.

reported that the frontier cO

o recapture the Iberian peninsula from the Muslims,
n and

nt in 1085 when Alfonso V| of Leor
as conquered by NOT

‘ Y, the Christians entered t
4. The campaign reached a turning poi
_gg(iq. In the same period, the Muslim Emirate of Sicily W

Roger de Hauteville in 1091.

man
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was immersed in power struggles on many different fronts. The Christian Church split along
lines in 1054 after centuries of disagreement leading to a permanent division called the
JJ . Following the Gregorian Reform, an assertive, reformist papacy attempted to
mﬂ influence over the laity. Beginning around 1075 and continuing during the First
'S ontroversy was a power struggle between Church and state in medieval
the Gathohc Church or the Holy Roman Empire held the right to appoint church
‘ mgntigoge Clement Il was an alternative pope for most of this period, and
his early pontificate in exile from Rome. The result was intense piety and an
> amongst the general population in Catholic Europe and religious
ng a just war to reclaim Palestine from the Muslims. Participation in
\ce that could counterbalance sin.
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CHRISTIAN UNITY AND DIVERGENCE

Unity of faith

B (a“lt\: worship has been a Christian ideal from the beginning, but never a reality. emperor
~ council of chu e Great," ruled 306-37) adopted Christianity as his favored religion. In 325 he called a
e rch leaders at Nicaea (present-day Iznik) in Asia Minor to resolve the even more divisive

T
~contrary beliefs. However, these councils also divided Christians, because no doctrinal

by every disputant.

~ same centuries, two competing centers of church authority emerged:

and emerging status in the West. Leo, self-styled "primate of the bishops,"
pt to accord Constantinople ecclesiastical parity with Rome. Moreover, as

weaker in the West in the face of invasions by Germans and other

r western church leaders found it necessary to provide security for their

persuaded Attila, leader of the Huns, not to attack Rome. Three years
on of the sack of Rome by the Vandals. In 494 Pope Gelasius | was
‘emperor for interfering in church affairs; in doing so he articulated the
 responsibility and authority of pope and emperor .

ant in the eastern Roman empire, where emperors were able 10 control
, and the chief prelate of the eastern church, the patriarch of Constantinople,

appemee Emperor Justinian | ("the Great, " 527-565), for example, was
, Eiﬂ'h he was uniquely responsible for the well-being of Christendom
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:l;it::latlh(:isf::t:_ and closely controlled the patriarchate. He even bent PopeVigilius to his will in a

g :::;::::a::::l;w was Di\fotal for"Roman- im?erial Christendom. In fhe East a new Christian
B i rose tf\at.ls call.ed Byzantine. Cent-ered on Constantinople (site of the ancient
ium) and its imperial court, the Byzantine empire was an amalgam of late-Roman
autocracy, Eastern Christianity, and the Hellenistic culture of the Levant. Byzantines saw and referred to
themselves as Romans, but they belonged to an essentially Greek-speaking empire that persisted until
1453 In the West, another new culture and civilization was taking shape. Variously termed "Latin
?lﬁSlendmn" and the "First Europe," this new western culture was an amalgam of the vestiges of Latin
dman civilization, the cultures of the West's new barbarian inhabitants, and a Christianity increasingly
| on Rome and the popes. Pope Gregory | ("the Great," 590-604) personified this
ation. Although a loyal subject of the emperor in Constantinople, he found himself guiding 2
church that was drifting away from imperial control. Through his actions, personal example,

‘ Gregory was a key agent in the evolution of the Roman papacy as the moral and spiritual

fbe[riteamime, the secular rulers of the West continued to look to the rulers in Constantinople
imperial majesty and legitimacy. The most successful early imitator of Byzantine imperial

s Charlemagne (Charles the Great), king of the Franks (768-814), who carved out western
méﬂieval empire. But his claims to unrivaled power never went unchallenged. At his
nperor of the Romans" in Rome on Christmas Day 800, Charlemagne probably expected
nperor by the people and venerated by the pope, in the style of the Byzantine rulers.

ed to place the crown on his own head. But Pope Leo Ill upstaged Charlemagne
ighting a basic tension running throughout medieval European history-the
-and western emperors for supremacy over Christendom. The Byzantines were
rbarian should usurp the imperial title, but in 812, after much wrangling,
agreed to accord Charlemagne the title "emperor” (but not "emperor of the
e's empire had split into three kingdoms and it was dead before the ninth
western empire and title were revived when Pope John XIi found it expedient
nany as Roman emperor, laying the foundations for the later Holy Roman
s coronation. When he realized that Otto intended to rule Italy with full
agamst him; Otto then engineered John's deposition. Otto and his
s the true heirs of the Caesars and Charlemagne, but they were also aware
. "-richer, and grander "Roman" empire. And they knew that these "Romans"
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were in fact Greeks-

B & mixture Zik:nssr'::::::'t:nzuzs:;:‘oui;y different rites. They viewed Byzantium, one might say,

and western emperors were not the onl " hegree e e g e
by then extended from Greenland : y authorities in Latin Europe. Most of the Christian West, which

B e feval forci '0 Poli'xrfd, Bohemia, and Croatia, was divided into a dizzying array of
- ips. This political pluralism, which stood in stark contrast to Byzantium's
Sy 9 racy, would prove to be a dynamic factor in the history of Western Europe.

OF ISLAM: From Muhammad to the Abbasid Caliphate

: means "submission [to God]" in Arabic, is a faith, culture, and community whose members
Mﬂslms ("they who are submissive"). Muslims are theoretically united in belief and
: will of Allah (Arabic al-llah, which means "the God") is unchanging, undivided, and
is the theory; historical reality presents a different picture. Islam traces its lineage
, Abraham, and a line of other prophets (including Jesus) but claims to have received the
revelation through Muhammad (ca. 570-632), the "Seal of the Prophets, “the last and

10. Muhammad ibn Abdullah, a prosperous merchant of Mecca (Makkah) in Arabia,
that impelled him to preach the oneness and uniqueness of God; the imminence of

- dead, the coming of a Day of Judgment; an after death hell fire for unbelievers
ise of bliss for all who believed and lived righteous lives according to a strict
ccans initially rejected Muhammad's message, and in 622 the Prophet,

Il band of converts, journeyed to Yathrib (later Medina), an oasis town that
biter among rival factions and as its de facto ruler. This migration, known as
ant that these first Muslims abandoned their tribal bonds and became
or umma, that was defined by a shared Islamic faith and not by blood
“Hus pivotal act, which led to the creation of a theocratic community at
Islamic Era. At Medina, Muhammad added the duties of statesman
ore than seven years of jihad, or holy war, against the Meccans
Muhammad and a reputed 10,000 followers were able to enter

's premler holy city, while Medina remained the political capital
mph, many of the tribes of Arabia united under the leadership of the

o pr*'a’-\..-n..ﬁlr-
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; of Muhammad's closest companions, Abu Bakr,
ed to assume the o

a title later changed to khalifah (caliph),
COmmander or caliph from 632 to 634,Abu Bakr claimed not to be a

d with Muhammad) but simply the head of the indivisible community
Prosecuted war against all who would cut these ties, as well as against the remaining pagan

his death, just two years after Muhammad's, Abu Bakr had welded together a vigorous
=Vers that €ncompassed the entire Arabian peninsula. What is more, he had forged an
‘was ready to advance against Arabia's two neighbors, the Byzantine and Sassanian
's second caliph, Umar (634-644), launched raids against unbelievers outside the
urned into wars of conquest. Byzantium and Sassanian Persia, exhausted after
‘Wars and suffering bitter internal divisions, were unprepared for the onslaught.
644, the Byzantines had lost Syria-Palestine and Egypt-Christianity’s most

to Islam, and the Arab conquest of the Sassanian empire (
most complete.

ffice of »
ssor” (of the Prophet).As

'
r

essentially present-

€ré conquered with astonishing speed over the following century. By 751,
Chinese army at the Talas river (in present-day Kazakhstan), lands under
from Spain in the west (see page 120) to present-day Pakistan and Central
runcated version of its former self, havin

g lost Syria-Palestine, Egypt,
mid-eighth century,

the community of Islam was a vast multi

-ethnic

rab converts, many subject Christians and Jews (and to a lesser

to their ancestral religions. On the eve of the crusades, ca. 1095,
we

vere probably of equal size in Syria-Palestine.

eastern Anatolia (modern Asiatic Tur
ims.

In many Muslim-
key) and northern Syria,

B an empire in the seventh century,
het's clan, the Hashim, accused the thir
‘Umayya (Umayyads). The result wa
the Party ofAli (Shiat Ali), favored the ¢
"Spn-in—law.The other, led by Muawiya

a schism arose. Many
d caliph, Uthman (644-
s rebellion, Uthman's
laim to the caliphate of
h, a kinsman ofUthman,
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- The war ended with Ali's assas
in the‘Umayyad caliphate (6
] m part in recognition

sination in 661. Most Muslims acknowledged Muawiyah as
61-750).The political capital ofthe Umma was moved from
of Islam's expanding horizons but also because Medina had
of support. Upon Muawiyah's death in 680, war broke out again with the
m commonly known as Shias or Shiites ("Partisans”).The Shias held that the

ation of the Prophet, which meant al-Husayn, Ali's son and grandson of
680, al-Husayn and most of his family were massacred at Karbala in
by Shias.

§s had crushed their rivals, but it was a short lived victory. In 750,
on Arab converts, and other disaffected Muslims, the Abbasids, a family
st's uncle, overthrew the Umayyads in a bloodbath and established the
Most Shias, who believed that only a descendant of Ali could be the
f the Umma, were as hostile to the Abbasid caliphs as they had been
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