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The crusades refuse to remain in the past: icons of continuing Western 
imperialist aggression for some, for others they represent a founda-
tional stage of a coherent Christian Europe defined against the Islamic 
East. Regularly employed to support violence, the crusades have been 
cited as providing inspiration and warning since their practical organ-
isation waned, and the idea of crusading continues to fuel polemics 
to the present.1 Their meaning for today is contested, mutable and 
heterogeneous.

This volume interrogates perceptions of the crusades and crusad-
ing, which are common currency in the twenty-first century through 
a selection of uses. The authors here each demonstrate how these per-
ceptions of the crusades are deployed in causes and conflicts that mark 
the present, and in so doing, they contribute to the work of histori-
cising and contextualising their use. In asking ‘how are these images 
created?’ and ‘what are they designed to do?’, contributors foreground 
ways in which perceptions of the crusades are constructed, deployed 
and received.

The selected topics are complementary rather than definitive; they 
illustrate the potential of the field and start conversations about how 
the crusades and crusading are perceived in our contemporary world. 
The perspectives are skewed Westward, thus highlighting the need 
for analyses that problematise a monolithic ‘Eastern’ or ‘Islamic’ 
view of the crusades and reflect the expertise of the scholars assem-
bled and the limitations of space. The breadth of topics and material 
included –  jihadi fantasies to papal apologies, Senegalese stamps to 
 Mexican cartel propaganda, academic historiography to  Wikipedia – 
is united by crusader medievalism, and fruitful cross-pollination 
comes from bringing these studies together. Indeed, strands of cru-
sading  interpretation and concern reoccur.

Introduction

The crusades in the modern world

Mike Horswell and Akil N. Awan
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Most prominently, and perhaps most pressingly, the appropriation of 
the crusades to justify extremist violence, particularly by jihadists like 
al-Qaeda and Islamic State, is explored here by Akil Awan and com-
plemented by the work of Tiago Silva, Hilary Rhodes and Phil James. 
Crusading provides rhetorical veneers for ideological constructs that 
thrive on polarised positions and hard binary identities. Building on 
this analysis, notably the construction of oppositional identities,  Tiago 
Silva’s contribution to this volume considers the use of the rhetoric 
of ‘Reconquista’ in far-right discourses in Spain, Portugal and, more 
broadly, in Europe. The crusades – blended seamlessly here into the 
myth of a Christian Iberian Reconquista – serve contemporary politi-
cal and social agendas of exclusion and blame.  Hilary Rhodes reflects 
on American investment in crusader medievalism – both rhetoric and 
imagined realities – and revisits the 2005 Ridley Scott film Kingdom of 
Heaven to unpack what was revealed by its reception and afterlife as 
an iconic popular presentation of the crusades and image of Saladin. 
Rhodes shows that the film’s version of Saladin has broad resonance: 
images of the Kurdish Muslim leader have found their way into the re-
cruiting images of Islamic fundamentalists online. Phil James’ chapter 
on the use of the Knights Templar, the medieval military order, by a 
Mexican drug cartel demonstrates that the twelfth-century Rule of the 
Templars is sufficiently flexible to serve as a framing device for unex-
pected identity-construction and discipline.

These threads are taken up in Marco Giardini’s chapter on the 
memory of the crusades in twentieth-century Catholicism in which he 
identifies a polarisation of interpretation of the crusades and crusad-
ing. This fracture runs along a ‘progressive’/‘traditionalist’ fault line 
represented by the reception of the Second Vatican Council (1962–65) 
and subsequent reforming initiatives. Here, the entanglement of atti-
tudes to the crusades with perceptions of the Middle Ages is clear and 
is a theme Susanna Throop advances in her chapter. In contextualis-
ing crusader studies amongst current conversations about the future 
of medieval studies, the role of higher education, and the reception 
and use of academic histories by white nationalists, Throop returns 
to appropriations of the crusades by contemporary extremists and the 
implications for scholars of the crusades today.

Other themes interwoven in earlier chapters are brought out with 
greater clarity later in the volume. Rachael Pymm’s contribution con-
siders stamps as projections of national identity; images that convey 
meaning quickly about what the crusades were and what they mean. 
In so doing, reference is again made to the twentieth-century  Spanish 
dictator Franco’s use of crusading and papal interactions with the 
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crusading past, which links Silva and Giardini’s chapters, and na-
tional appropriations of the crusades – the subject of a forthcoming 
volume in this series.

Building on Rhodes’ call that historians ‘must have an awareness 
of the discourse they are contributing to and the legacy in which they 
are operating, as well as an acknowledgment of its consequences’, 
Throop’s chapter points to the embodied, presentist nature of knowl-
edge of the past and clarifies an ethical imperative. The crusades are 
researched, taught and received by people with social, political and 
cultural orientations that cannot be escaped. All action, all academic 
work, has ethical implications; the question, Throop asks, is to what 
ends are those actions being directed. The relationship of academic 
scholarship to popular perceptions of the crusades is picked up in sev-
eral chapters, not least those of Silva, Giardini and Throop, and is a 
core theme of Mike Horswell’s consideration of the culturally ubiqui-
tous Wikipedia’s presentation of the crusades. Coupling evaluation of 
the discussion pages with historicising the ‘Crusades’ article renders 
visible both the information presented and the social aspects active in 
the processes of its creation.

The crusades today, then, are informed by historian’s creations of 
the past, moderated and negotiated by present political and theological 
fields of mobilisation. These perceptions are presented as  information 
(‘the crusades were…’), as entertainment, and for mobilisation: clearly, 
we see that ideas of crusading continue to carry  cultural currency 
today.

Note

 1 See Heng, ‘Holy War Redux’; Gabriele, ‘Debating the “Crusade”’; 
 Wollenberg, ‘New Knighthood’.



On 29 October 2010, a young woman entered the FedEx courier 
 company’s Sana’a office and dispatched a parcel to a synagogue in 
Chicago, Illinois. Contained within the package was a potent explo-
sive device disguised as a printer cartridge, designed to detonate over 
U.S. airspace. Fortuitously, the bomb was safely intercepted en route 
at a scheduled stopover. Responsibility for the thwarted attack was 
quickly claimed by the Yemen-based franchise of the al-Qaeda terror-
ist network, al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP).

Lost amidst the flurry of security activity, and the understandably 
palpable sense of relief over the disrupted plot, however, was one incon-
gruous overlooked detail. The package was addressed to a man who 
had been dead for over 800 years. The bomb’s intended recipient was 
‘Reynald Krak’,1 a pseudonym for Raynald of Châtillon – the infamous 
twelfth-century Frankish knight, who notoriously plundered Muslim 
caravans and killed Muslim pilgrims, even in periods of truce during 
the Second Crusade. The Muslim scholar, Baha ad-Din ibn Shaddad, 
renowned for his biography of Saladin and a contemporary of  Raynald, 
alluded to his notoriety by describing him as a ‘monstrous infidel and 
terrible oppressor’.2 Indeed, in the wake of the Battle of  Hattin (1187), 
the victorious Saladin himself differentiated his treatment of crusader 
captives on the basis of their reputations. Whereas Guy of Lusignan 
was magnanimously offered a cup of iced rose water, the widely de-
spised Raynald was beheaded by Saladin’s own hand. In the centu-
ries since Hattin, Raynald became a reviled caricature of cruelty and 
 violence in both the East and the West; a bogeyman,  personifying the 
crusades’ enduring legacy of Christian-Muslim enmity.3

Raynald of Châtillon may have been dead for close to a millen-
nium, but the ghost of his memory had been revived to chilling  effect. 
AQAP’s glossy English-language magazine, Inspire, explained the 
group’s strange choice of ‘target’ for its terrorist attack:

1 Weaponising the crusades

Justifying terrorism and 
political violence

Akil N. Awan
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We are fighting a war against American tyranny. This is a new 
Crusade waged by the West against Islam. […] This current battle 
fought by the West is not an isolated battle but is a continuation of 
a long history of aggression by the West against the Muslim world. 
In order to revive and bring back this history we listed the name of 
Reynald Krak […] who was one of the worst and most treacherous 
of the Crusade’s leaders. […] Today we are facing a coalition of 
Crusaders and Zionists and […] this operation is a response to the 
Crusaders aggression against the Muslims.4

Terrorism, as Alex Schmid and Jenny De Graaf’s seminal work on 
the subject explains, is best understood, if it is viewed in the first 
instance as communication, rather than as mere violence.5 Thus, 
AQAP’s decision to resurrect a long-dead crusader as their imaginary 
 interlocutor in their political communication with the West should 
not have surprised anyone – particularly as the crusades have long 
symbolised the seminal conflict that defined the troubled relationship 
between  Western Christendom and the Muslim World; a toxic legacy 
that continues to the present day. This chapter explores the ways in 
which the problematic legacy of the crusades has been employed by 
 jihadists today to further their political aims, foment social divisions 
and  ultimately legitimise violence and terrorism.

Constructing grand narratives

Central to the worldview of many extremist groups is the presence of what 
Jean-François Lyotard referred to as a grand or meta- narrative.6 Grand 
narratives are overarching, totalising accounts or meta-discourses, which 
provide ideologies with a legitimating philosophy of history. Essentially, 
these accounts claim to connect and give meaning to disparate histori-
cal events, experiences and phenomena by appealing to some universal, 
overarching schema. Under the rubric of the grand narrative, extremists 
work to construct stories that allow them to connect their imagined past, 
present and future, thus enabling them to make sense of the world around 
them and locate their place within history. In the process, these narra-
tives function to legitimise power, authority and broader worldviews, of-
ten hiding political motives and acts, such as violence, behind the façade 
of lofty ideals.

Jihadists have long sought to construct and deploy a particularly 
tendentious grand narrative in order to support and validate their 
worldview. One of the most significant and recurring refrains within 
this narrative is the construction of the crusades – not simply as a series 
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of eight historical campaigns that took place between the eleventh and 
thirteenth centuries – but rather as a central existential threat; a label 
ubiquitously applied to any form of Western aggression and encroach-
ment against the Islamic world throughout history.

At first glance, this may seem surprising, considering that the early 
crusading expeditions were largely neglected by contemporary  Muslim 
chroniclers, who viewed the invaders as primitive, uncouth, barbarians 
who posed little concern.7 Indeed, the Islamic world’s initial response 
to the crusades was one of ‘apathy, compromise and preoccupation 
with internal problems’.8 Moreover, beyond the actual events them-
selves, the memory of the crusades played a considerably less signifi-
cant part in Islamic conceptions of history from the fourteenth to the 
nineteenth centuries, than is often assumed.9 This should not surprise 
us, considering that the crusades had not been of the  Muslims’ mak-
ing, and which on balance, the crusaders had lost; the Muslim world 
had ultimately proved successful in repelling the crusades, reclaim-
ing any territorial gains made by Western Christendom and having 
destroyed any lingering crusader presence along the Levantine Med-
iterranean coast. Indeed, throughout this entire period, there was no 
Arabic word for the crusades per se,10 and the crusades were simply 
subsumed within a broader history of recurrent waves of aggression 
by the Faranj or Franks.

It was not until the mid-nineteenth century that the terms harb 
al-salib (the war of the cross) and al-salibiyyun (crusaders) entered 
the Arabic lexicon and, even then, only through an appropriation 
of European terms encountered in European history books. This 
development was largely in response to an assertive, expansionist 
 Europe who now threatened the sovereignty and territorial integ-
rity of the Ottoman empire, plunging it into crisis. The first Arabic 
history of the crusades, al-Akhbar al-saniyya fi’l-hurub al-salibiyya 
(Great Accounts in the Crusading Wars), penned by the Egyptian his-
torian Sayyid Ali al-Hariri was not published until 1899.  Al-Hariri 
 echoing the sentiments of the earlier French historian, Joseph 
François Michaud, viewed the crusades as a forerunner to European 
colonialism. It was precisely at the moment that Michaud had been 
writing his seminal six-volume Histoire des Croisades, that France 
had embarked on its colonising invasion of Algeria in 1830. It was 
in this context that both politicians and historians began to proudly 
identify the new colonising movement and its mission civilisatrice 
with the crusades of old.11

The Ottoman Caliph, Sultan Abdul Hamid II (r. 1876–1909), pres-
ciently recognising the political utility of this framing language, 



Weaponising the crusades 7

lamented the new European ‘crusade’ against the Ottoman empire – a 
view al-Hariri went on to endorse in his book:

The sovereigns of Europe nowadays attack our Sublime Empire in 
a manner bearing a great resemblance to the deeds of those people 
[the crusaders] in bygone times. Our most glorious sultan, Abdul 
Hamid II, has rightly remarked that Europe is now carrying out a 
Crusade against us in the form of a political campaign.12

In the century that followed, the moribund Ottoman empire was 
dismembered in the wake of the First World War, the caliphate 
was abolished, and virtually every Muslim majority country was 
either colonised outright or came under the sphere of influence of 
 European powers. Even after the end of European empire in the 
latter half of the twentieth century, unequal power dynamics con-
tinued to dominate the relationships between the Islamic world and 
their old colonial masters, whose influence had now also been bol-
stered by an increasingly assertive U.S.A. It is in this context that 
we might begin to understand the potency of crusading discourse in 
the wider  jihadist meta-narrative. For jihadists, the memory of the 
crusades lives on as the clearest example of an assertive, belligerent 
 Christianity, an early harbinger of aggression and imperialism of the 
Christian West to come.13

The Egyptian radical, Said Qutb, often regarded as the leading the-
orist-architect of salafi-jihadism,14 was the first to systematically in-
voke the crusades within the broader Islamist grand narrative. Born 
into the heady political milieu of a British-occupied Egypt in 1906, 
Qutb witnessed first-hand, the subjugation of both his native country, 
and the wider Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, being 
ravaged by unchecked European hegemony. Seething in humiliation, 
he wrote of European colonialism as nothing more than a mask for the 
enduring ‘crusading spirit’:15

But from that time [of the Crusaders] to this, [Islam] has to con-
tend with ferocious enemies of the same spirit as the Crusaders, 
enemies both open and hidden. The spirit of the Crusades, though 
perhaps in a milder form, still hangs over Europe; and that civilisa-
tion in its dealings with the Islamic world still occupies a position 
that bears clear traces of that genocidal force. The Crusader spirit 
that runs in the blood of all Occidentals […] colors their thinking, 
[and] is responsible for their imperialistic fear of the spirit of Islam 
and for their efforts to crush the strength of Islam.16
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Al-Qaeda and the ‘Zionist-Crusader’ enemy

Virtually, every Islamist radical since Qutb has adopted this framing 
vis-à-vis the crusades, including, and most significantly, al-Qaeda. 
Consequently, the outmoded nineteenth-century paradigm drawing 
an equivalency between the crusades and European colonialism only 
survives principally within the twentieth- and twenty-first-centuries 
jihadist mind-set and grand narrative. In a letter to Al-Jazeera in 
 November 2001, bin Laden wrote:

Is it a single, unrelated event, or is it part of a long series of 
 Crusader wars against the Islamic world? Since World War One, 
which ended over 83 years ago, the entire Islamic world has fallen 
under the Crusader banners, under the British, French, and  Italian 
governments. They divided up the whole world between them, and 
Palestine fell into the hands of the British.17

For these groups, all contemporary conflicts raging in the Muslim 
world, from the ‘War on Terror’ to ethno-nationalist conflicts, are 
 refracted through the prism of a wider historical global attack on 
 Islam and Muslims by a belligerent ‘Zionist-Crusader Alliance’. As 
bin Laden claimed in 1996:

The people of Islam had suffered from aggression, iniquity and 
injustice imposed on them by the Zionist-Crusaders alliance 
and their collaborators […]. Their blood was spilled in Palestine 
and Iraq. […] Massacres in Tajikistan, Burma, Kashmir, Assam, 
 Philippine, Fatani, Ogadin, Somalia, Eritrea, Chechnya and in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina took place, massacres that send shivers in the 
body and shake the conscience.18

The distillation of a common enemy from this diverse array of 
 geopolitical conflicts and actors, as an anachronistic ‘Zionist-Crusader   
Alliance’, has been central to the jihadist aim of presenting a  Manichean, 
us-and-them, dichotomy. Indeed, one of al-Qaeda’s  earliest and most 
 important statements to the outside world in 1998 was presented un-
der the auspices of the World Islamic Front for  Jihad Against Jews 
and  Crusaders. The ‘World Islamic Front’ in fact represented no 
such thing, and in addition to bin Laden and his deputy Ayman 
 al-Zawahiri was constituted of three relatively unimportant leaders 
from Egypt,  Pakistan and Bangladesh, but nevertheless represented a 
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self-aggrandising projection of how al-Qaeda wished to see themselves 
and be seen by others.

In response to this ‘Zionist-Crusader’ assault, the jihadists claimed 
not only to have awakened the global Muslim community of belief, or 
Ummah, to the existential threat posed by the neo-crusaders but also 
to serve as the sole and crucial vanguard, helping mobilise  Muslim 
audiences to respond to this historic enemy in kind: ‘Our goal is for 
our nation to unite in the face of the Christian crusade. This is the 
fiercest battle. Muslims have never faced anything bigger than this’.19 
Crusader rhetoric has been central to the construction of jihadists’ 
own self-perceptions too. In facing this enemy,  jihadists have long 
sought to portray themselves as chivalrous medieval knights, at the 
head of the vanguard, heroically resisting these new incursions into 
the  Muslim heartlands by the ‘neo-crusaders’. The appeal to the val-
iant holy warrior or chivalrous knight is a recurring trope in much 
jihadist literature, with Ayman al-Zawahiri’s famous text, Fursan 
Taht Rayah Al-Nabi (Knights Under the Prophet’s Banner), written 
around 2001, representing one of the earliest and most important 
examples.20

The potency of the jihadist’s alluringly simple meta-narrative has 
been bolstered by the stark and unflinching certainty of its interpre-
tational framework that has remained remarkably coherent and con-
sistent over time.21 Some have even argued that al-Qaeda has been 
eminently successful in persuading Muslim audiences to accept their 
distorted grand narratives and historical revisionism.22 Indeed, even 
their ideological opponents have recognised the jihadists manifest suc-
cess in promulgating this historicised reading of contemporary events, 
with Michael Scheuer, the ex-head of the Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA) ‘bin Laden unit’, referring to Osama bin Laden as a ‘modern 
Saladin […] [who] makes brilliant use of the intimacy of Muslims with 
Islamic history’.23

But possibly the greatest strength of the jihadists meta-narrative is 
that their Manichean worldview of believers and infidels, of jihad and 
crusade, is reflected, and indeed inadvertently corroborated, by the 
equally diametrically opposing dichotomy offered by their opponents, 
from the infamous Bush dictum ‘you’re either with us or against us 
in the fight against terror’,24 to Huntington’s ‘clash of civilisations’ 
thesis.25 However, perhaps nothing has epitomised this reciprocity of 
legitimation better than President George W. Bush’s infamous and un-
fortunate characterisation of the ‘War in Terror’ as a new ‘crusade’. 
Choosing to adopt overtly religious rhetoric shortly after 9/11, he 
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vowed to ‘rid the world of evil-doers’, cautioning that ‘this crusade, 
this war on terrorism, is going to take a while’.26 In response, bin 
Laden leapt at the chance to employ his opponent’s words in validat-
ing his own worldview:

Bush stated that the world has to be divided in two: Bush and 
his supporters, and any country that doesn’t get into the global 
crusade is with the terrorists. Bush said it in his own words: “cru-
sade”. When Bush says that, they try to cover up for him, then he 
said he didn’t mean it. He said “crusade”. Bush divided the world 
into two: “either with us or with terrorism”. Bush is the leader; he 
carries the big cross and walks.27

Bin Laden returned once again to this incongruous synergy in his 
2004 Message to the American People, arguing that ‘it seems as if we 
and the White House are on the same team’ and that this ‘truly shows 
that al-Qaida has made gains, but on the other hand it also shows that 
the Bush administration has likewise profited’.28

This binary framing has been so central to the jihadist worldview 
that when bin Laden was asked by a journalist immediately in the 
wake of 9/11, how al-Qaeda could possibly contemplate defeating the 
U.S. military behemoth, his response mandated that he reconfigure 
the battle lines first: ‘This battle is not between al-Qaeda and the U.S. 
This is a battle of Muslims against the global crusaders’.29 Indeed, 
so potent have these imagined polarised identities become, that their 
propagators can go to seemingly absurd lengths to sustain them, as 
the Islamic State (IS) group does here, by subsuming decidedly non- 
Christian nations like Arab countries and Japan under the crusader 
rubric:

What is Japan’s concern with us? […] It is yet another crusade just 
like the former crusades led by Richard the Lionheart,  Barbarossa 
of Germany, and Louis of France. Likewise today, when Bush 
raised the cross, the crusader countries immediately scram-
bled. What is the Arab countries’ concern with this crusade? […] 
 Because they are pleased with the rule of the cross.30

IS’s magazine also reinforced this imagery with a photograph of mur-
dered Japanese journalist Kenji Goto, kneeling in an orange jump-
suit beside his executioner immediately prior to his beheading in 2015. 
 Below the image was the patently absurd title, ‘The Japanese Crusader 
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Kenji Goto Jogo’ (see Figure 1.1). It was this same perverse logic at 
play that branded Muath al-Kasasbeh, a Jordanian Muslim pilot cap-
tured and burned to death in 2015 after his fighter aircraft crashed 
over Syria, a ‘Jordanian crusader pilot’.31

Figure 1.1  ‘The Japanese Crusader Kenji Goto Jogo’, Dabiq, Issue 7, 2015.
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IS and the resurrection of the ‘caliphate’

Crusading rhetoric has also been yoked to the state-building project 
of the IS and the nascent statelets that preceded it. Abu Bakr Naji’s 
Management of Savagery (Idārat at-Tawaḥḥuš) – perhaps the most 
 important jihadist stratagem on creating an IS, invokes the historical 
examples of the crusades to reinforce its central thesis on state build-
ing. Naji argues that the most important medieval Muslim victory 
against the Crusaders at the Battle of Hattin (1187) was not solely the 
result of epic decisive battles between the two forces, but rather was 
the culmination of a longer strategy of attrition by smaller forces.32 
The purpose of this historical analogy was to clearly identify the var-
ious jihadist groups at the time of Naji’s writing (c. 2004), with the 
small bands and factions of the medieval period who were instrumen-
tal in laying the groundwork for Saladin’s eventual victory over the 
crusaders.

For many years, al-Qaeda had invoked an aspirational future cali-
phate – the religio-political entity that had historically governed the 
Muslim world – as their utopian end goal. On 29 June 2014, abetted 
by the insecurity and tumult in the wake of the Arab uprisings and 
the war in Iraq, a relatively new jihadist offshoot group calling itself 
the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (IS), hijacked this narrative 
by brazenly announced the re-establishment of the caliphate, turn-
ing al-Qaeda’s abstract utopia into a dystopic reality whilst al- Qaeda’s 
leadership could only look on in dumbfounded impotence: ‘As for you, 
oh soldiers of the Islamic State, then congratulations to you. Congrat-
ulations on this clear victory […] Now the caliphate has returned, 
humbling the necks of the enemy’.33

IS’s so-called caliphate was short-lived, having lost all territorial 
gains by March 2019. Nevertheless, whilst it existed, the caliphate 
straddled vast swathes of Iraq and Syria, governing close to the ten 
million people within its realm as an atavistic throwback, that posi-
tively revelled in barbaric savagery and violence, all whilst shrouded 
in the language and regalia of historic caliphs and religious piety.

Whilst this period represented a new era for jihadism, IS were keen 
to stake their claim as the rightful new heirs to the jihadist mantle, 
and so retained a strong sense of continuity with the earliest  jihadist 
grand narrative. Nowhere was this more apparent than in their in-
vocation of a tendentious historical narrative; a curious amalgam of 
nostalgia for an imagined past and teleological apocalyptic imagery. 
A pertinent example of the nexus of IS’s eschatology and historical 
revisionism can be seen in the choice of name for their flagship, glossy 
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English-language magazine, Dabiq, named after a small Syrian town, 
close to the Turkish border.

The town of Dabiq, whilst being of negligible strategic impor-
tance, was nevertheless the site of a fiercely contested battle, waged 
by IS fighters, who fought zealously to capture what they believed was 
prophesised to be the final battleground between the Muslims and 
Rome (Byzantium). In this case, the Romans were interpreted to be 
the Americans and their allies. The Dabiq editorial team explained 
the publication’s name from an Islamic eschatological perspective: 
‘The area [Dabiq] will play a historical role in the battles leading up 
to the conquests of Constantinople, then Rome’,34 ultimately herald-
ing the Day of Judgement. The rather inconvenient fact that Constan-
tinople had been under Muslim sovereignty since the time of Ottoman 
Sultan Mehmed II, who had himself conquered it from IS’s ‘Rome’ 
(Byzantium) in 1453, should have raised alarms over this decidedly 
tenuous interpretation.

Nevertheless, following the decisive victory at Dabiq in August 
2014, jubilant IS supporters tweeted pictures of their flag, fluttering 
atop a hill overlooking Dabiq, alongside quotes from the prophecy. 
In the following months, as the U.S.A. began to contemplate military 
options against IS, supporters became positively ecstatic over the 
prospect of facing the neo-crusaders in a final apocalyptic battle: ‘the 
foreign invasion of northern Syria, meaning from the plain of Dabiq. 
The battles (of the End Times) have grown near’, and ‘In Dabiq the 
crusade will end’.35

Much of IS’s media output continued to reference the prophecy in 
subsequent months by citing the now familiar refrain, ‘The spark has 
been lit here in Iraq, and its heat will continue to intensify […] until 
it burns the crusader armies in Dabiq’ (see Figure 1.2).36 Dabiq re-
mained an important part of IS’s perverse apocalypticism until 2016. 
The video beheading of American aid worker and former U.S. Army 
ranger, Peter Kassig, in November 2014, for example, was meticulously 
staged and filmed with Dabiq prominently featured as its backdrop. 
The killer – a sinister, balaclava-clad British fighter known as ‘Jihadi 
John’ – wielding a hunting knife by Kassig’s decapitated corpse, ad-
dressed the camera in a quintessentially London accent: ‘Here we are, 
burying the first American Crusader in Dabiq, eagerly waiting for the 
remainder of your armies to arrive’.37

Crusading imagery remained a prominent feature of the IS’s prop-
aganda efforts. Issue 4 of Dabiq, released in October 2014, for exam-
ple, was entitled The Failed Crusade and contained the feature length 
 article ‘Reflections on the Final Crusade’ (see Figure 1.3). In a striking 



14 Akil N. Awan

illustration of the anachronism represented by IS’s worldview, the 
magazine quoted its spokesman Mohammed al-Adnani’s infamous 
threat against ‘Rome’s Crusaders’:

We will conquer your Rome, break your crosses, and enslave your 
women, by the permission of Allah, the Exalted. If we do not 
reach that time, then our children and grandchildren will reach it, 
and they will sell your sons as slaves at the slave market.38

To reinforce the point, the front-cover image also featured a photoshopped 
IS flag fluttering atop the Holy See in the Vatican. A later issue of Dabiq, 
repeated almost verbatim, bin Laden’s earlier warning: ‘It is yet another 
crusade just like the former crusades led by Richard the Lionheart, Bar-
barossa of Germany, and Louis of France. Likewise today, when Bush 
raised the cross, the crusader countries immediately scrambled’.39

Figure 1.2  ‘Until it burns the crusader armies in Dabiq’, Dabiq, Issue 1, 2014.
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IS continued to invoke the spectre of the crusades in its various 
propaganda efforts, even introducing the paradoxical term ‘Crusader 
“civilian”’, to sanction the murder of non-combatants in Western 
countries:

Will you leave the American, the Frenchman, or any of their allies 
to walk safely upon the earth while the armies of the crusaders 
strike the lands of the Muslims not differentiating between a civil-
ian and fighter?40

Figure 1.3  ‘The Failed Crusade’ (Front cover) Dabiq, Issue 4 (2014).
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Having established an apparent equivalency, the article implored that 
‘every Muslim should get out of his house, find a crusader, and kill 
him’.41 In October 2016, Rumiyah ratcheted up these attempts to insti-
gate autonomous ‘lone wolf’ style terrorist attacks in the West as a way 
of compensating for military losses in their core territory: ‘Let them 
follow the example of the lions who have preceded them by striking the 
Crusader citizens and interests wherever they are found in the West’.42

Following the deadly terrorist attacks in Paris on 13 November 2015, 
IS propaganda justified their attack by referring to France as ‘the lead 
carrier of the cross in Europe’, claiming their fighters had ‘cast terror 
into the hearts of the crusaders in their very own homeland’. The state-
ment attempted to defend their attack on the Stade de France football 
stadium, by arguing that it was chosen as it was hosting a match ‘be-
tween the teams of Germany and France, both of which are crusader 
nations’. Perhaps most incongruously, the claim posited ‘Paris was 
thereby shaken beneath the crusaders’ feet, who were constricted by 
its streets. The result of the attacks was the deaths of no less than two 
hundred crusaders and the wounding of even more’.43 Clearly, if ordi-
nary Parisians, including a great many French Muslims amongst their 
ranks, could be identified as ‘crusaders’, then the crusader designation 
was proved once again to be little more than an expedient label applied 
to dehumanise victims and enemies alike.

This Manichean dualism that sought to divide the world in two 
camps – of crusaders and Muslims, also became shockingly evident 
in the wake of the January 2015 attacks against the offices of  Charlie 
Hebdo. The February issue of Dabiq wrote of polarising the world 
by destroying its greatest threat, the ‘grayzone’: that liminal space in 
which young Frenchmen could be both Muslims and good citizens 
of the Republic, without any inherent contradiction. IS anticipated 
that provocative terrorist attacks, like the ones in Paris in January 
and November of 2015, would goad the French towards over-reaction 
and create a climate of fear and hostility, further alienating French 
Muslims from wider society and ‘further bring division to the world 
and destroy the grayzone everywhere’. Western Muslims would then 
be forced to make ‘one of two choices’: between apostasy or IS’s bas-
tardised version of belief (see Figure 1.4). The article ended by citing, 
rather approvingly, George W. Bush’s central dictum: ‘The world to-
day is divided into two camps. Bush spoke the truth when he said, 
“Either you are with us or you are with the terrorists.” Meaning, either 
you are with the crusade or you are with Islam’.44

The eminent success of IS’s grand narrative can be traced to its abil-
ity to connect disparate historical events and experiences within its 
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broader interpretational framework, aligning that historical narrative 
to geopolitical developments more broadly, and then disseminate that 
worldview with an incredibly potent twenty-first-century media appa-
ratus. Following the declaration of the establishment of its caliphate 
in June 2014, the self-anointed caliph Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi declared:

We have now trespassed the borders that were drawn by the mali-
cious hands in lands of Islam in order to limit our movements and 

Figure 1.4  ‘From Hypocrisy to Apostasy: The Extinction of the Grayzone’ 
(Front cover), Dabiq, Issue 7, 2015.
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confine us inside them. And we are working, Allah permitting, to 
eliminate them [borders]. This blessed advance will not stop until 
we hit the last nail in the coffin of the Sykes–Picot conspiracy.

Later that same month, IS released a video, The End of Sykes-Picot, 
in which bulldozers symbolically levelled part of the border between 
eastern Syria and northern Iraq.45 This was also accompanied by a 
savvy social media campaign with the hashtag #Sykespicotover.

The border in question was a colonial remnant of the Sykes-Picot 
Agreement of 1916, made between the French and British empires in 
the midst of First World War, as they greedily eyed their spoils of war 
in the shape of the crumbling Ottoman empire. An arbitrary line in 
the sand, based on a cartographer’s typesetting on a colonial map, es-
tablished the boundaries between the British and French spheres. The 
French would claim everything to the North of the line and the British 
to the South. This bizarre line in the sand would go on to become the 
border between Iraq, Syria and Jordan and laid the foundation for 
demarcating the borders of these new artificial states in subsequent 
treaties.46

In the wake of the Ottoman empire’s dismantlement, the abolition of 
the caliphate, and the subsequent colonial domination of the  Muslim 
world, the Sykes-Picot Agreement came to serve as useful shorthand 
for Western treachery and greed, and Muslim humiliation at the be-
hest of colonial machinations. In 2014, Dabiq wrote:

After demolishing the Syrian/Iraqi border set up by the crusaders 
to divide and disunite the Muslims, and carve up their lands in 
order to consolidate their control of the region, the mujahidin of 
the Khilafah delivered yet another blow to nationalism and the 
Sykes-Picot inspired borders that define it. The establishment of 
a new wilayah (province), Wilayat al-Furat, was announced this 
month by the Islamic State in an effort to eliminate any remain-
ing traces of the kufri, nationalistic borders from the hearts of 
Muslims.47

Consequently, the claimed dissolution of Sykes-Picot took on a po-
tent symbolic nature for the group, allowing IS to attempt to position 
themselves as the only viable post-colonial, post-national, even post-
Arab polity: ‘The banners of nationalism […] are oppose[d] to Tawhid 
and the Shar‘iah and represent the kufri and shirki ideologies brought 
to the Muslim world by the two crusaders: Sykes and Picot’.48 More-
over, they had demonstrated in some small way, IS’s ability to restore 
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a quixotic notion of Muslim unity, despite having been fractured by a 
century of colonial Western intervention.

In September 2016, following their imminent rout at Dabiq at the 
hands of Turkish backed Syrian rebel forces, IS quietly ended publi-
cation of Dabiq and replaced it with a new publication titled  Rumiyah 
(Rome), now referencing the Islamic prophecy over the fall of Rome 
instead. The cynical adaptation of the narrative showed that even 
 worldview-confirming prophesies are not always immune to the 
 vicissitudes of war.

Conclusion

The twenty-first century has witnessed the sharpest escalation of cru-
sading discourses since the crusades themselves ended, becoming a 
leitmotif within not just the jihadist grand narrative but also the con-
temporary far-right’s worldview.49 The fact these narratives rest on 
deliberately ahistorical and highly distorted readings of events, that 
bear little semblance to earlier understandings and representations of 
the crusades in both the Muslim world and the West, has done little 
to curtail their potency or currency. Indeed, what we have witnessed 
has been nothing short of the weaponising of history, in furtherance 
of dangerous contemporary political projects. The construction and 
deployment of these tendentious historical narratives in order to sup-
port and validate the worldviews of violent extremists has engendered 
mutual enmity and the enactment of terrible violence in response.

We might take some small solace in the fact that these tenuous nar-
ratives are relatively easy to contest. Both the crusading rhetoric in 
jihadist propaganda and the very word ‘crusade’, for example, were 
largely absent from the Muslim world prior to the mid-nineteenth 
century. Their resurrection might more aptly be described as an ar-
tefact of the humiliation associated with the colonial era, and so are 
only tenuously connected to the medieval crusades themselves. We 
might also point to the absurd surfeit of crusader rhetoric in extrem-
ist propaganda that leaves the term itself bereft of any real meaning. 
Issue 10 of Rumiyah, for example, contained no less than 60 separate 
references to the crusades or crusaders. The utility of the term ‘cru-
sader’ for earlier jihadists like bin Laden and his ilk lays in its  ability 
to conjure up a monolithic, historical, Western, military enemy; 
the  perfect foil against whom Muslim unity could be diametrically 
 opposed. IS’s ever- expanding deployment of the term ‘crusader’ to ac-
commodate and subsume Arab countries, Jordanian pilots, Japanese 
journalists, French Muslims and citizens more generally has rendered 



20 Akil N. Awan

the term farcical, losing any supposed analytical utility it may have 
previously held.

Perhaps most importantly, those who benefitted the most from these 
contentious crusading narratives, at least in the jihadists’ case, are on 
the wane. IS is a spent force, and its caliphate dream lies in ruins. By 
extension, the grand narrative on which the jihadist worldview was 
predicated has been dealt a devastating blow, profoundly undermin-
ing its appeal and power. It may never fully recover.
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Los Caballeros Templarios de Michoacán, or The Knights Templar of 
Michoacán (LCT), was a criminal organisation, ostensibly founded in 
the early months of 2011 and effectively defunct by mid-2015, which 
operated primarily in Michoacán State, Mexico. In this chapter, we ex-
plore this case of borrowed identity, using evidence drawn from LCT’s 
own code of conduct, known as the Código de Los Caballeros Templarios 
de Michoacán, to demonstrate that far from adopting the identity of the 
medieval Templar Order in a superficial manner, LCT actually drew 
deeply and creatively upon some of its most distinctive characteristics. 
Often subtly modified to fit the needs of its leaders, these were then 
employed to both support and legitimise the organisation’s efforts to 
supplant the Mexican state as the perceived legitimate authority within 
Michoacán and as a tool for exerting control over their subordinates.

The lifecycle of LCT

LCT had its roots in an earlier organisation, La Familia Michoacana 
(LFM), which first emerged as an independent force in 2006 under the 
command of Nazario Moreno González and José de Jesús Méndez 
Vargas, claiming to protect the state of Michoacán and its populace 
from domination and exploitation by outside forces, including the 
Milenio Cartel, headquartered in neighbouring Jalisco state, as well as 
Moreno González’ and Méndez Vargas’ former associates the Cartel 
del Golfo and its then paramilitary wing, Los Zetas.1 LFM was able to 
establish its ascendancy within Michoacán and, despite an apparent 
growth in tensions between the two leaders, was able to maintain this 
position for several years.2 Early in 2011, however, a message emanated 
from within LFM, abruptly declaring that the organisation intended 
to disband following the reported death of Moreno González in a 
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shootout with government security forces.3 His death was ‘confirmed’ 
both by sources within LFM and by the Mexican government, but his 
body was never produced; on the ground in Michoacán, his survival 
appears to have been something of an open secret.4

Shortly thereafter, LCT announced its inception through a series of 
narcomantas, banners hung from prominent locations such as bridges 
across Michoacán, claiming to be a new organisation which would 
take up the mantle of LFM as defenders of the region.5 Servando 
Goméz Martínez, a former lieutenant within LFM, emerged as LCT’s 
public face, although in reality he served as a proxy and chief lieuten-
ant for Moreno González, who continued to lead from the shadows.6 
In the following months, LCT swiftly assumed control over a large 
proportion of LFM’s former operations, as opposition led by Méndez 
Vargas, still operating under the old name, collapsed following his ar-
rest in June 2011.7

Given the continuity in leadership between LFM and LCT, it should 
be evident that these events do not in truth mark the birth of a new or-
ganisation, but rather an internal coup by the Moreno  González-Goméz 
Martínez faction within LFM against the adherents of Méndez Vargas. 
Whilst the former group seized upon the opportunity that this split 
provided in order to rebrand, the organisation functionally remained 
the same in its underlying structure.8 This chapter uses the terms LFM 
and LCT when referring to the organisation specifically in the periods 
before or after the split with Méndez Vargas respectively; ultimately, 
however, the continuity between these two periods should be recog-
nised, and as a result, the term LFM/LCT will also be used where 
trends stretch across the full life span of the organisation.

LCT was to remain the dominant criminal group in Michoacán 
until 2014, when the organisation began to collapse under a com-
bination of external pressures. First, its control over territory was 
challenged by the emergence of grupos de autodefensas, self-defence 
groups formed of michoacano citizens disaffected with life under 
LCT domination.9 Around the same time, security operations de-
capitated LCT’s leadership. Moreno González was tracked down for 
a second time in March 2014 and killed in a shootout; photographs 
and fingerprint evidence were released this time, confirming his iden-
tity.10 The February 2015 arrest of Goméz Martínez, who is under-
stood to have assumed full control of LCT following the death of 
Moreno González, appears to have left the organisation fragmented, 
with no clear successor in place.11 Nevertheless, some remnants have 
remained in operation, and the name has continued in use until at 
least as late as 2017.12
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Previous research on organised crime in Michoacán

In recent years, there have been several studies produced either from 
within Michoacán itself or with the benefit of fieldwork performed in 
the region, which have offered a sophisticated insight into the phenom-
enon of organised crime within the state. In a 2013 article,  Salvador 
Maldonado Aranda has documented the underlying conditions that 
have allowed organised crime organisations to embed themselves 
deeply within the social fabric of Michoacán. His work reveals how 
a series of major infrastructure projects in the early decades of Par-
tido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) rule (late 1940s to early 1980s), 
which aimed to stimulate the development of the economy of this pre-
viously isolated and impoverished region and promote its integration 
into Mexico’s national economy, also had the unintended consequence 
of enabling an evolution of the drug trade in Michoacán; localised 
drug production operations, which had existed in the state since the 
nineteenth century, now developed into large-scale trafficking net-
works. The PRI regime initially opted to regulate rather than suppress 
this burgeoning illicit industry, opting to make strategic concessions to 
traffickers in an effort to limit the potential for drug-related violence.13

Maldonado Aranda highlights the importance of the mid- to late 
1980s as a turning point. The PRI regime reversed its policies, with-
drawing investment in rural regions such as Michoacán following a 
series of economic crises, whilst at the same time shifting its approach 
to drug enforcement towards the mass deployments of security forces. 
This approach, despite its apparent lack of success in suppressing 
organised crime, and despite the numerous accusations of brutality 
enacted against the populace of rural regions which have resulted, 
has been maintained more or less unchanged almost to the present 
day. The policies of the past 30 years have had several ill  effects. Not 
only have they alienated michoacanos once again from the Mexi-
can state, triggering the emergence of a widespread perception that 
it has abandoned and even persecuted them, they have also enabled 
drug- trafficking organisations to step into the vacuum of power and 
resources which the state has left behind, by turns infiltrating its 
weakened and  underfunded institutions and challenging them for 
dominance.14

Jerjes Aguirre Ochoa and Hugo Herrera Torres have offered an 
assessment of LFM/LCT’s own motivations for exploiting the in-
stitutional vacuum within Michoacán, concluding that the organi-
sation had evolved beyond the drug-trafficking roots of organised 
crime in the region. Whilst trafficking remained a lucrative sideline 
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activity, LFM/LCT strove first and foremost to provide a credible 
source of alternative governance within the state, cultivating a per-
ception of its own legitimacy amongst the populace which would 
enable it to assume – and generate revenue from – a wide range of 
the functions, which should have been performed by the state, but 
which had been neglected by its lapsed or ineffectual institutions.15 
A non- exhaustive list of these functions might include offering (or 
rather, selling) protection to the community against both common 
criminals and other criminal organisations; regulating the activity 
of small-scale drug dealers; offering debt collection services to pri-
vate citizens; providing conflict resolution services between different 
individuals, economic, or political groups; giving permission for fes-
tivals and religious events; and regulating both crop production and 
agricultural prices.16

Falko Ernst offers perhaps the most satisfying exploration of the 
factors that have led LFM/LCT to refocus their operations first and 
foremost within the local sphere and to compete for legitimacy with the 
Mexican state. He argues that the slow collapse of one-party PRI rule 
in the last decades of the twentieth century brought with it a fragmen-
tation of what had amounted to a state-sponsored protection racket 
over drug trafficking, removing any recourse but violence as a means 
of conflict resolution between the now-liberated criminal actors com-
peting for control. By 2006, drug-related violence appeared endemic, 
and newly elected President Felipe Calderón Hinojosa responded by 
initiating a new ‘War on Drugs’, which included the mass deployment 
of State security forces to Michoacán, amongst various other regions, 
with a focus on suppressing trafficking operations, as well as targeting 
high-level members of criminal groups.17 With hindsight, Calderón Hi-
nojosa’s policy is widely accepted to have been a failure. The targeting 
of the leadership of large, relatively stable organisations has led not to 
their eradication but to their fragmentation, accompanied by a further 
intensification of competition and violence.18 Whilst security opera-
tions have not been successful in suppressing trafficking, the pressure 
placed on such activities by security forces, as well as by the increased 
competition which Calderón Hinojosa’s War on Drugs has generated, 
has been the driving force in the move by criminal organisations such 
as LFM/LCT to diversify their income-generating activities.19 Ernst 
emphasises that the bulk of these activities take place locally, within 
the organisation’s core operational territory, stating that ‘the local has 
emerged as the new center stage for Mexican criminal organizations’ 
modes of organizational survival, in that resources vital to this end are 
generated here’.20



Los Caballeros Templarios de Michoacán 29

Like Aguirre Ochoa and Herrera Torres, Ernst reaches the conclu-
sion that LFM/LCT strived to secure a perception of its own ‘organ-
isational legitimacy’ amongst the populace of Michoacán during its 
period of dominance, enabling it to act as a force of alternative gov-
ernance in the state.21 What truly sets Ernst’s study apart, however, is 
the unprecedented insight which he is able to provide into the organi-
sation’s motivations for doing so. In the course of fieldwork performed 
in the region during 2011 and 2012, he was able to achieve a  remarkable 
degree of access within the organisation, including securing interviews 
with both Nazario Moreno González and Servando Goméz Martínez. 
Where Aguirre Ochoa and Herrera Torres characterised LFM/LCT’s 
push for legitimacy as essentially opportunistic, driven solely by the 
vacuum in proper authority within Michoacán and the natural desire 
of criminal organisations to exploit the openings which such a vacuum 
might provide, Ernst’s interviews with leadership repeatedly revealed 
that they had concerns of a more existential nature. The pressures cre-
ated by the ‘War on Drugs’ had left LFM/LCT so dependent on its 
ability to generate resources within Michoacán, and thus so dependent 
on securing the goodwill of its populace, that the organisation’s sur-
vival was now bound up with securing a perception that its existence 
and the propagation of its activities represented, at a bare minimum, 
the ‘least-bad’ solution for social order within the state.22 As Goméz 
Martínez encapsulated the problem, rather more pointedly, ‘If I treat 
them [the populace] badly, they will put a bullet in me’.23

To this end, Ernst emphasises that what might be termed the ‘reg-
ulatory’ aspects of LFM/LCT’s governance project were paired 
with a range of other activities aimed at the generation of the social 
capital necessary to maintain the requisite perception of legitimacy 
amongst the michoacano populace. These included the construction 
of schools, the provision of subsidised groceries and medical services, 
the  co-financing of housing projects and the distribution of agricul-
tural machinery.24

That LFM/LCT made serious efforts to position itself as a legiti-
mate authority within Michoacán now appears beyond doubt. There 
is, however, one aspect of this process which has been almost  entirely 
overlooked in these studies; the adoption, part way through it, of a 
new identity as Knights Templar. Ernst notes only that Moreno 
González and Gómez Martínez told him they had adopted the new 
name for ‘reasons of distinction’, and for his own part suggests no 
more than that the adoption of a name with a religious root might 
‘[reflect] the local socio-cultural setting’.25 Aguirre Ochoa and Herrera 
Torres make no mention of any possible connotations of the new name 
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whatsoever. Maldonado Aranda has offered the most perceptive sug-
gestion, noting, albeit only in passing, that the new identity was used 
by LCT to self-identify as a movement seeking to restore public safety 
and peace.26

The Código de Los Caballeros Templarios de Michoacán

Our most detailed insight into LFM/LCT’s adoption of Templar iden-
tity comes in the form of a 26-page pamphlet almost certainly authored 
by Moreno González, widely acknowledged to have been the architect 
of the organisation’s ideology, which was produced shortly following 
its (re)foundation in 2011.27 This pamphlet contains a list of 53 rules to 
be followed by all LCT members, known collectively as the Código de 
Los Caballeros Templarios de Michoacán (‘Code of the Knights Tem-
plar of Michoacán’), accompanied by the much shorter Juramento 
Templario (‘Templar Oath’) referenced in one of these rules.28

Moreno González likely first came to engage with Templar ideas 
through the memory of the medieval order retained within the tradi-
tions of freemasonry. There is evidence to suggest that he himself was 
a mason; Ernst reported having been informed of Moreno González’ 
fascination with the secret society during a conversation with a 
high-ranking member of LCT.29 The presence of masonic symbols 
found syncretised with the Templar-influenced symbology of LCT in 
properties seized from the organisation by law-enforcement bodies 
would appear to strengthen this assertion.30

In the construction of his organisation’s new identity as Knights 
Templar, however, he appears to have moved beyond masonic tradition 
to engage directly with material relating to the medieval order. The 
structure of the Código suggests a familiarity with – and a conscious 
attempt at mimicry of – the Rule of Order of the Knights  Templar, the 
list of precepts initially set down by Bernard of Clairvaux around 1129 
that governed the behaviour of members of the medieval order.31 As 
we shall address in more detail later, the Rule was not the only part of 
Bernard’s corpus of writing relating to the Templar Order with which 
Moreno González engaged when producing the Código.

Whilst the text of the Código has been written so as to address LCT 
membership directly, giving the appearance of mirroring the purpose 
of the Templar Rule as an internal document of instruction, the man-
ner of its publication makes clear that the intended audience for the 
Código was not solely internal. The text is interspersed on roughly 
every third page with a series of idealised images of the medieval 
Knights Templar, and the resulting pamphlet was mass produced and 
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distributed widely by LCT amongst the populace of Michoacán.32 The 
Código is instead best interpreted as having had a dual function: first 
to convey to LCT’s membership the behaviours and values which the 
organisation’s leadership expected and, in some instances, needed 
them to embody, at least publicly; and second to justify LCT’s exist-
ence to the wider populace of Michoacán by presenting an image of 
the organisation which befitted its need to be seen as the ‘least-bad’ 
solution for the provision of social order in that state.33

The adoption of the specific identity of the Knights Templar had a 
far greater role in this process than merely providing the underlying 
structure for the Código. The main value of Templar identity to LCT’s 
leadership can be found in its utility as a paradigm. It provided le-
gitimacy both to the efforts of leadership to exert control over their 
members and to the organisation’s interactions with wider michoa-
cano society, by establishing and appealing to a historical precedent 
for them. The ways in which a medieval military order might serve as 
a paradigm for a modern criminal organisation are not immediately 
obvious; however, when one allows for a certain amount of flexibility 
and creativity on the part of LCT leadership, they in fact prove sur-
prisingly numerous. The remainder of this chapter explore in detail 
four examples where LCT appropriated and reshaped characteristics 
closely associated with the medieval order in service of its own ends: 
silence, communal life, protection and, perhaps most surprisingly, the 
possession of a spiritual justification for its defining struggle.

Silence

Members of the Templar Order were expected to maintain the rela-
tively standard commitment, found in many Christian monastic rites, 
to remain silent during particular periods of time during the day or 
during the performance of certain activities. This commitment is 
 often, if somewhat erroneously given its partial nature, referred to as 
a ‘vow of silence’.34

For LCT, the maintenance of silence primarily – although not ex-
clusively, as we shall shortly touch upon – meant the maintenance of a 
culture in which the efforts of outsiders, including both security forces 
and rival criminal organisations, to infiltrate LCT territory and op-
erations were met by stonewalling. Clause 7 of the Código announced 
that ‘All Knights must respect the VOW OF SILENCE; it is absolutely 
prohibited to divulge our activities and secrets’,35 whilst Clause 47 laid 
out the severity of punishment which anyone who disregarded this 
‘vow’ could expect, stating that ‘When a Knight […] violates the vow of 
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silence of the Knights Templar of the State of Michoacán, he shall be 
punished with the death penalty’. Whilst the Código only ever explicitly 
extended this obligation to the organisation’s own members, the deci-
sion to immediately follow Clause 47 with another which  discussed the 
role claimed by LCT in the application of justice within Michoacán, 
and which mentioned that the organisation would only kill when ‘suf-
ficient reasons’ existed, offered a thinly veiled threat that the same 
fate might befall any non-member who was found collaborating with 
the Mexican authorities. The conscious usage of ‘vow of silence’ in 
the Código, playing upon the term’s particular monastic connotations, 
clearly denotes an effort by LCT leadership to legitimise this culture of 
silence which it sought to impose through the invention of, and appeal 
to, a worthy historical precedent.

Communal life

The Templar Order required its members to give up their individual 
property and wealth in order to live the cloistered, communal life com-
mon to many strands of Christian Monasticism.36 In Clause 30 of the 
Código, LCT’s leadership used the equivalent Spanish term, stating 
that ‘All the Knights of the Order of the Knights Templar are obliged 
to lead a vida en común, sober and happy, maintaining a low profile so 
as to not attract attention’.

Precisely what vida en común meant to LCT leadership remains 
unclear. Two options appear possible, each turning on a different in-
terpretation of the phrase. The first is that LCT leadership applied 
the term loosely, in order to create a double meaning. Aside from the 
monastic definition, vida en común could also, with a little finesse, be 
employed to mean something along the lines of ‘life as part of the com-
munity’ or ‘ordinary life’. If this was indeed the intended meaning, 
then we find the adopted Templar identity being used in quite a broad 
sense, with this allusion to the simplicity and togetherness of monas-
tic life serving to reinforce the message that LCT members must live 
simple, inconspicuous lifestyles, functioning as respectable members 
of society and avoiding lavish displays of wealth, in order to avoid 
 drawing attention to their illicit activities.

Alternatively, it may be that the more precise monastic definition 
is what was actually intended, with LCT leadership making a con-
nection specifically to the cloistered nature of monastic communi-
ties.  Under its previous guise as LFM, the organisation had required 
its new recruits – many drawn from substance rehabilitation centres 
which the organisation operated – to undergo an intensive 6–8-week 
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period of indoctrination, which apparently included periods of silent 
reflection in conscious imitation of monasticism, perhaps reflective of 
the development of a proto-Templar identity for the organisation even 
before the split with Méndez Vargas.37 Ernst, in the course of his field-
work, noted that these efforts, which he terms narco-social engineer-
ing, continued under the organisation’s new name.38 It is possible that 
the term vida en común referred instead to these periods of enforced 
sequestration, with the organisation’s adoption of Templar identity 
providing a sharper, more refined justification for their existence. This 
second  explanation admittedly requires some supposition. Ernst, who 
discussed LCT’s indoctrination efforts in some detail with the organ-
isation’s leadership, gives no indication that he heard this term used 
in this or any other context.39 In some ways though, it does fit the 
evidence rather neatly. It would, for example, explain the specific ref-
erence to sobriety in Clause 30, which otherwise seems somewhat out 
of place.

Protection

The Templar Order was in many ways defined by its protective role. It 
was originally formed with the purpose of protecting pilgrims on the 
dangerous roads between the Mediterranean coast and Jerusalem. As 
the order expanded, it quickly assumed several other roles which fall 
under the broad aegis of protection, including guarding the march-
ing columns of crusader armies, and constructing and garrisoning 
 fortifications along the frontiers of the Latin States of the Levant.40

In Clause 2 of the Código, LCT claimed to exist for a very simi-
lar purpose, declaring that it was founded ‘with the principal mission 
of protecting the inhabitants and the sacred territory of […] the State 
of Michoacán’, picking up where LFM had left off. It is not difficult 
to see the sense of legitimacy which the adoption of Templar identity 
might convey upon such a claim. As important as the association with 
the traditional Templar role of protection was in providing a justifica-
tion for LCT’s existence however, the value of this particular parallel 
to the organisation did not end there. The successful establishment 
of a historical precedent for the organisation’s claimed role of protec-
tor would also assist in creating an aura of legitimacy around one of 
the organisation’s major revenue streams. The organisation had long 
sought to exploit the identity it claimed as a protector of Michoacán 
to underpin a large-scale protection racket in the state, extorting ‘tax-
ation’ from individuals and businesses in return for ‘protecting’ their 
property or their family from harm.41
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A spiritual justification for struggle

In his treatise Liber ad milites templi de laude novae militae, known 
in English as ‘In Praise of the New Knighthood’, written sometime 
between 1120 and 1136, Bernard of Clairvaux effectively blended to-
gether the previously separate professions of monk and knight in pro-
viding the theological justification for the existence of the Templar 
Order.42 By giving up their secular lives and submitting themselves to 
the Order and its monastic precepts, the ‘New Knighthood’ of which 
Bernard wrote were able to perform their otherwise inherently sin-
ful profession, fighting, in a manner which was spiritually justified, as 
they now did so in service to a higher calling.

From the LFM/LCT organisation’s earliest days, it was noted for pre-
senting its own self-proclaimed struggle to defend Michoacán in starkly 
religious terms. When LFM first announced its existence in 2006 by 
 rolling the decapitated heads of five members of a rival  organisation 
onto the dance floor of a nightclub in Morelia, the state capital of 
Michoacán,  the grisly display was accompanied by a message, which 
proclaimed that the victims had been the recipients of  ‘divine justice’.43

The Código marked an attempt at the refinement of these earlier 
ideas. In fact, Moreno González appears to have sought to adopt 
 Bernard’s justifications for the existence of the Templar Order whole-
sale, superimposing them onto his own organisation’s claim to possess 
 divine sanction for its defining struggle and thereby seeking to estab-
lish a perception of the legitimacy of this claim, once again through 
an appeal to historical precedent. Clause 20 of the Código expressly 
drew a connection between serving the organisation and serving God, 
and this message was reinforced through the inclusion of two other 
clauses, 49 and 51, which focused specifically on the idea of fighting. 
The first of these stated, ‘A Knights Templar of Michoacán is a cru-
sader in every moment, being committed to a double fight: facing the 
temptations of flesh and blood, at the same time as facing the spiritual 
forces of heaven’.44 The second declared that:

Every Knight must advance without fear, not neglecting that 
which might happen to his left and his right, with a covered chest 
and a soul well-equipped with the Faith. Relying on these two 
 protections, he will not fear men nor any demon.45

Both of these passages were lifted, almost word-for-word, from 
 Bernard’s treatise. As tantalising as these inclusions are, however, 
I  would caution against developing this argument much further and 
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suggesting that their inclusion resulted in the coherent and widespread 
adoption of the Templar understanding of spiritually sanctioned con-
flict amongst LCT’s membership. From the evidence contained within 
the Código alone, it remains unclear how deeply even Moreno González 
immersed himself in this aspect of Templar ideology; his attempt at 
grafting these ideas onto his organisation does not display great sophis-
tication or nuance. I am not aware that his ideas were fleshed out more 
fully elsewhere; even if they were, however, the ability and willingness 
of the rank-and-file of LCT to engage with the complexities of theolog-
ical arguments such as this should be considered with a heavy dose of 
scepticism.46 Even so, the idea that the leader of a criminal organisation 
would take even these nascent steps towards drawing such a connection 
should be deemed a remarkable development in and of itself.

Conclusion

Recent studies by Maldonado Aranda, Aguirre Ochoa and Herrera 
Torres, and Ernst have each contributed to the development of an un-
derstanding that LFM/LCT did not exist merely as a ‘drug cartel’, but 
rather as a multifaceted criminal organisation, the bulk of whose rev-
enue-generating operations were carried out within its core operating 
territory of Michoacán. In order to secure its access to these locally 
generated resources, the organisation developed a coherent project of 
alternative governance, competing with the Mexican state to be per-
ceived as the legitimate authority in the region. The work of Ernst, in 
particular, has demonstrated how the organisation’s leadership had 
come to view the ability to establish a perception of legitimacy within 
Michoacán – to represent the ‘least-bad’ solution for social order in 
the state – as essential for its survival.

The reasons why the leadership chose to adopt a new identity as 
Knights Templar in the course of its efforts to establish both legitimacy 
and strong internal discipline have, however, been little examined to 
this point. Through an exploration of LCT’s widely distributed code of 
conduct, the Código de Los Caballeros Templarios de Michoacán, I have 
sought to reveal the level of flexibility and creativity demonstrated by 
LCT leadership in their utilisation of their newly found identity. The 
‘vows’ of monastic silence of the medieval Templars were twisted to 
justify LCT’s enforcement of a culture of stonewalling outsiders; the 
idea of communal life was perhaps used to reinforce the message that 
the organisation’s members must live a modest, community-focused 
lifestyle, or alternatively to provide an appropriately Templar veneer 
to LCT’s methods of indoctrination; and the role of the Templars as 
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protectors is repurposed to justify both LCT’s existence and its con-
trol over a lucrative protection racket within Michoacán. There even 
appears to have been a rudimentary attempt to reuse the theological 
arguments that provided the Templars with a spiritual justification 
for fighting, marshalling these in service of LCT’s own claims that 
its struggles to defend Michoacán from rival organisations and law- 
enforcement agencies were divinely sanctioned.

These examples do not mark the limit of LCT’s exploitation of its 
medieval namesake. Other instances of such borrowing can be found in 
areas as diverse as obedience, discipline, care for the poor, internal con-
flict resolution and iconography. I hope they do at least suffice, how-
ever, to demonstrate the remarkable flexibility and vitality of  Templar 
identity in the hands of Nazario Moreno González, and the part that 
this identity played in LCT’s efforts to both control its membership and 
create a perception of its own legitimacy within Michoacán.
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Since the events of 11 September 2001, and the deployment of a politi-
cal, social and cultural discourse around the ‘War on Terror’, perhaps 
no area of medieval studies has enjoyed more of a resurgence than cru-
sade scholarship, attempting to connect this modern-day phenomenon 
with its historical iterations. The original crusades, a series of military 
engagements that took place largely in the Middle East and were spon-
sored by the Catholic Church and powerful European warrior princes, 
are generally held to have spanned the 200 years from 1095 to 1291 
and laid the groundwork for a millennium of troubled relations be-
tween ‘the West and the Rest’: a supposedly incompatible frontier of 
 competing  cultures, embedded in a distinct values- hierarchy. In this 
model, whereas one (the West) is rational, secular, forward, progres-
sive, tolerant, humane and civilised, the other (the Rest) is irrational, 
sectarian, backward, static, intolerant, inhumane and uncivilised. 
This problematic paradigm, articulated most influentially in Samuel 
 Huntington’s article ‘The Clash of Civilizations?’ has been central to 
U.S. foreign policy over decades.1 The recent rise of ISIS has also fea-
tured a nearly ubiquitous characterisation of its actions as ‘medieval,’ 
‘barbaric’ or otherwise synonymous with the ‘stone age’, with a strong 
implication that this sort of violence is unknown to the Western so-
cieties they are attacking. The role of an ‘imagined medieval’ in this 
conflict is thus paramount – and arguably dishonest.2

The paths to approaching and deconstructing these beliefs must sit-
uate themselves in a matrix of fundamental questions. To begin, I must 
place this chapter into conversation with its wider field of reference: not 
just crusade historians, but modern political analysts, sociologists, cul-
tural studies, the virtual world and popular entertainment. As a piece 
of media purporting to be about a medieval historical event, but ulti-
mately speaking to modern-day interpretations of religion, politics, vi-
olence, extremism and toleration, the 2005 Ridley Scott film Kingdom 
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of Heaven is well-suited for this sort of interdisciplinary analysis. There 
was some critical attention paid to Kingdom of Heaven both before and 
relatively soon after the film’s release, highlighting specific historical 
tropes or errors, its general loose regard for its subject material or the 
underlying stereotypes even in the relatively sympathetic portrayal of 
its Muslim characters.3 But one of the key contentions of this chapter 
is that to merely critique individual inaccuracies is to risk missing the 
context in which they operate. We must consider why modern discourse 
has created such particular notions of the crusades, ‘religious violence,’ 
and the perennial appeal of an imagined Middle Ages, whether heroic 
or barbaric, in constructing national narratives and fundamental be-
liefs about Western society, especially vis-à-vis its enemies.4

In this vein, Robert Jewett and John Shelton Lawrence have in-
vestigated America’s addiction to ‘mythic politics’, how this model is 
created and fed through entertainment and popular culture, and this 
phenomenon’s historical roots in the Christian ideal of ‘salvific vio-
lence’.5 Moreover, their treatment of the relationship between religion 
and violence should be connected to the critiques of Talal Asad and 
William Cavanaugh, who question the insistence that ‘religious’ and 
‘secular’ violence are discernible and separate.6 In their framework, 
this is purely a rhetorical device used to maintain the clash of civili-
sations thesis, where ‘religious’ violence must always be inexplicable, 
irrational and simple ‘evil’, in contrast to the justifiable, rational and 
necessary nature of ‘secular’ violence.7 David Barker, Jon Hurwitz and 
Traci Nelson have highlighted the ‘messianic militarism’ amongst the 
American right wing that uses a specific social construction of apoc-
alyptic Christian theology, another crucial component of a crusading 
ideology.8 Tal Dingott Alkopher has constructed a helpful framework 
for viewing the historical crusades as an act of ‘socialpolitik’, where 
the traditional arguments that they were conducted either solely for 
cynical economic gain and exploitation of non-Western peoples, or as 
a simple excess of religious zealotry, do not pass critical muster. Her 
thesis for the cultural contingency of the crusades as an event deeply 
influenced by their medieval context is, for the most part, convincing. 
However, Alkopher committed, in my view, a serious misstep when 
she claimed that ‘the crusades were a reasonable and normal social and 
political reality in the Middle Ages but alien and unthinkable (for the 
most part) in modern times’.9 Whilst it is an error to directly equivo-
cate the medieval crusades and the modern ‘War on Terror’, it is no 
less a mistake to ignore, dismiss or downplay their long and damaging 
legacy in collective memory and real-world politics. Given the West’s 
(especially the U.S.’s) own mythology about itself, particularly in its 
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most crude and unabashed form under the Donald Trump adminis-
tration, as a white or ‘Christian nation’ explicitly predicated on the ex-
clusion of Muslims and other people of colour, it makes even less sense 
to pretend that the West is approaching its project of ideological and 
military violence from a disinterested, objective or rational/ secularist 
perspective.

I do not have the space to demonstrate the entire history of the 
physical, sociopolitical, legal, economic, cultural and religious appa-
ratus built to support the crusades, which did anything but cease its 
operation after the fall of the city of Acre to the Mamluk Turks in 
1291. Crusading rhetoric turned from ‘killing the pagans’ to ‘civilis-
ing the pagans’, as the project was taken up by writers, scholars and 
policymakers at the inception of colonialism in the fifteenth century. 
This eventually resulted in the eighteenth-century Enlightenment 
and the development of ‘reason’ as something specific to Europe and 
 European men, over and against the irrationality and backwardness 
of non-Western, non-Christians.10 This provided a useful partition for 
disavowing the embarrassing heritage of the crusades and the Inqui-
sition, the so-called stains on ‘religious Christendom’, from the new 
project of ‘secular Europe’. But as colonialism reached its height in 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, crusading imagery, met-
aphors and appeals enjoyed a considerable renaissance across Europe, 
presenting a broad canvas on which mythologised and romantic his-
tories could be painted and nationalist narratives given stirring moral 
resonance. Moreover, despite the critiques of liberal scholars (them-
selves indebted to a troublesome intellectual paradigm), it had never 
been dislodged from the imagination of rulers and common people 
alike in the first place.11

The attacks of 11 September 2001, therefore, provided the opportu-
nity for these ideals of violence to be deployed in openly and proudly 
anachronistic guises. I must also raise a note of caution about the 
common framing device of ‘Islam and the West’; why are a world reli-
gion and a geographical hemisphere conceptualised as distinct entities 
and perpetual adversaries? The insistence on labelling one as religious 
and the other as secular and ‘rational’ functions as a contingency of 
the post-Enlightenment worldview where reason trumps religion by 
its very nature. By virtue of centring on a historical event, this mind-
set (and the attendant moral judgment) is also chronological. The 
West’s enemies must still be ‘medieval’, whereas it has supposedly left 
a  blinkered, feuding, unstable and zealot world long behind.12

This is indeed a key feature of a crusading hermeneutic: one posi-
tion is boundlessly and unqualifiedly in the right, whereas the other 
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is utterly and even demonically in the wrong. Compromise is nei-
ther acceptable nor desirable. We see it in the remarks of President 
George W. Bush after 9/11, declaring that ‘pure evil’ was responsi-
ble for the tragedy, and in those of militant Islamic clerics such as 
the late  Anwar al-Awlaki, warning his Western-raised listeners that 
being both  American and Muslim was completely and traitorously 
incompatible.13 Indeed, Bush’s explicit use of the word ‘crusade’ 
caused alarm across the European world familiar with its intellec-
tual baggage14 along with fears that he was playing into Osama bin 
Laden’s desired image of the conflict, and he was quickly forced to 
recant. Tony Blair, then prime minister of Great Britain, offered a 
modified line: this was not a war between Christians and Muslims 
per se, but between ‘civilised values’ and ‘fanaticism’.15 But the real 
question is why Osama bin Laden should welcome and encourage the 
same language that his sworn enemies were employing against him. 
When asked in an October 2001 interview whether this was a ‘clash 
of civilisations’, and pointed to his repeated use of ‘crusade’ and ‘cru-
sader’, he answered firmly in the affirmative.16 As Geraldine Heng 
remarked, ‘For mujahedin the instantaneity of past and present often 
lodges in a hyphenated term, the Möbius strip of Crusader-Zionist, 
in which something new – the post-World War II creation of Israel – 
folds seamlessly into intimate convergence with nine-hundred-year-
old medieval phenomena’.17

Kingdom of Heaven and its critics

The responses to Kingdom of Heaven thus form an extremely fertile av-
enue of inquiry, as they stand at the intersection of a popular image of 
the crusades and its critical reception. The 2005 film, directed by Rid-
ley Scott and starring Orlando Bloom as a heavily fictionalised version 
of the real-life crusader baron Balian of Ibelin, dramatises the struggle 
for the Holy Land in the twelfth century, featuring the battle of Hattin 
and recapture of Jerusalem in 1187 by the Kurdish sultan and  Muslim 
champion Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn Yūsuf ibn Ayyūb (known commonly in the 
West as Saladin). Renowned in his own day, admired and respected by 
crusading kings such as Richard the Lionheart, Saladin has in mod-
ern times acquired a particular status as a towering culture hero.18 
Middle Eastern leaders such as former Syrian resident Hafiz al-Asad 
and ousted Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein constructed themselves as 
mythical Saladins, employing imagery and emotional appeal to capi-
talise on his political status as the man to reclaim the Holy Land from 
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Western invaders, and in 2010, Saladin became the star of a cartoon 
series produced by al-Jazeera Children’s TV.19 An online blog designed 
to guide individuals to Islam features a biography of Saladin for free 
download, noting, ‘One may ask why the author preferred [him] over 
other figures. The answer is that Salah ad-Din’s life is connected with 
the manifest victory and liberation of Jerusalem from Crusaders’.20

Played by Syrian actor Ghassan Massoud in Kingdom of Heaven, 
 Saladin was depicted in essential fidelity to the historical  figure’s reported 
traits of justice, fairness and mercy, taking aback an  establishment 
 accustomed to the ‘evil Muslim’ serving as stock  antagonist. Director 
Ridley Scott explicitly referred to President Bush’s ‘crusade’ remark 
when explaining his decision,21 and journalist  Robert Fisk  described 
watching the film in a Beirut cinema. According to Fisk, the Muslim 
audience very much enjoyed seeing a big-budget Hollywood block-
buster do justice to one of their favoured heroes –  especially a scene 
where Saladin, after the siege of Jerusalem, picks up a fallen Christian 
cross from the debris and places it respectfully back on an altar.

At this point [they] rose to their feet and clapped and shouted their 
appreciation. They loved that gesture of honour. They wanted 
 Islam to be merciful as well as strong. And they roared their 
 approval above the soundtrack of the film.22

This message that ‘extremism sucks and everyone should get along’, as 
humorously phrased by Muslim blogger Hamzah Moin, was generally 
well-regarded.23 Muslim response, however, was far from universally 
positive. On a mainstream online forum, user Abu Abdallah com-
plained that Saladin was overshadowed and undercut by the fiction-
alised, gorgeous Balian, and that an ‘accurate and responsible’ film 
would have featured him as the hero instead. Abdallah also critiqued 
Scott for his overall treatment of religion:

Unfortunately, Saladin (ra) is portrayed more accurately than 
Balian. As an agnostic humanist, Balian somehow redeems the 
extremist Crusaders in the film by questioning religion and the 
inherent worth of Jerusalem. The crusades and modern conflicts 
of extremist Christians and Muslims represent a deviation from 
tradition, while authentic religion offers inspiration and a way to 
virtue for people of all faiths.

[…] ‘Kingdom of Heaven’ tries to rewrite history by giving 
the virtues of Saladin (ra) to a crusader. While diminishing the 
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presence of the Muslim exemplar of mercy and goodness, Scott 
also denies Christian virtue by depicting Balian as a secular 
 humanist who is able to act perfectly without God.24

In Abdallah’s view, religion is a pure, ahistorical and universal force for 
good, whereas the muck of secular politics and worldly empire-building 
has harmfully co-opted it. It is noteworthy that his critiques harmonised 
in some degree with those from the Christian side, with complaints that 
the depiction of Christianity and Islam as essentially similar or as mere 
‘moral systems’ cheapened their authenticity (especially threatening 
Christianity’s privileged and ‘true’ position) and that

We are not, as Kingdom of Heaven would have us believe, all one 
[…] The way to move forward with relations between religions 
[…] is not to eliminate both religions […] but to recognize real 
 differences and to coexist peacefully in spite of them.25

Whilst both these critiques are valid and important, calling on reli-
gious believers to acknowledge and respect their differences rather 
than attempting to assimilate or destroy them, they rest on a notion 
that religion itself is essentially innocent and that it exists apart from 
its social, cultural and political manifestations (and their attendant 
prejudices) in human society – a view that the secular historian must 
reject. The film also is most certainly guilty of the modern view, with 
roots in the eighteenth-century Enlightenment assessments of the 
crusades, that they were motivated by simplistic medieval religious 
bigotry. In Scott’s telling, the Knights Templar are the irredeemably 
villainous and extremist antagonists, rather than either Christian or 
Muslim secular leaders.26 Whilst this is a useful ideological tool to 
reinforce the ‘myth of progress’, it does not represent the complex-
ity of the historical, legal, social, political and cultural apparatus that 
 invented and sustained the medieval crusades.

The criticism of Kingdom of Heaven from the professional acad-
emy, aside from its fast-and-loose treatment of the actual characters, 
situations and conflicts, centred on the notion that this history is 
‘more dangerous’ to get wrong and that its determination to stress 
interreligious (or irreligious) cooperation was problematic and 
anachronistic.27 By far the most blunt critique came from the late 
Jonathan Riley-Smith, professor of ecclesiastical history at Cam-
bridge University at the time and one of Britain’s most respected 
crusade  scholars. Speaking before the film had been shot or released, 
Riley-Smith fulminated,
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It sounds absolute balls. It’s rubbish. It’s not historically accurate 
at all. They refer to [Sir Walter Scott’s romantic nineteenth-century 
novel] The Talisman, which depicts the Muslims as sophisticated 
and civilised, and the Crusaders are all brutes and barbarians. It 
has nothing to do with reality. […] There was never a confraternity 
of Muslims, Jews and Christians. That is utter nonsense.28

He went on to claim that any such depiction would ‘fuel the Islamic 
fundamentalists’ and was ‘Osama bin Laden’s version of the cru-
sades’.29 Whilst Riley-Smith was correct to highlight that the extent 
of interfaith cooperation and the depiction of genuinely religious cru-
saders as the film’s villains were both exaggerated, one must wonder 
why he was so adamant that portraying Muslims as ‘sophisticated and 
civilised’ has ‘nothing to do with reality’ and that any hint of cooper-
ation between the Abrahamic faiths in the Holy Land (or indeed, any 
suggestion that the crusaders might have been in the wrong) would 
serve bin Laden’s purposes. More interesting, however, is the fact that 
Kingdom of Heaven has indeed become co-opted into the message of 
Islamic extremism – yet not exactly how Riley-Smith envisioned it.

Appropriating the crusades

Jarret Brachman and Alix Levine have explored the phenomenon 
of ‘virtual terrorists’, in which young, usually English-speaking, 
 Western-raised Muslim men gather on Internet forums to exchange 
opinions on their favourite clerics, rant about the need to join the 
struggle against imperialist oppressors, and imaginatively construct 
their fantasy identities as jihadists through avatars, images, audio 
clips and videos.30 Whilst these digital personas rarely translate into 
real-world action, the possibility of self-taught individuals carrying 
out attacks (such as the 2012 Boston Marathon and 2017 Manchester 
Arena bombings) was, curiously, to the concern of U.S. law enforce-
ment and Osama bin Laden alike.31 Still more curiously, Kingdom of 
Heaven experienced a particular popularity in enjoining these young 
men to do just that. Employing footage from the film, especially scenes 
featuring Saladin, they used Photoshop and YouTube to create videos, 
set to Arabic nasheeds, urging for holy war.32

The fact of these would-be jihadis happily accepting and valorising 
their representation in a Western blockbuster film, and then using it to 
condemn the West, is remarkable. In the comments on these videos, 
they earnestly embrace the fantasy. In a typical example, a poster with 
an artistic rendering of the film Saladin serving as his avatar wrote, 
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‘Allahu Akbar!! I promise i want to be like a Salahuddin Al Ayubi 
Insyaallah!!’ whilst another praised, ‘May ALLAH (SWT) Bless the 
great warrior Salah al-Din al Ayyubi with Paradise for his actions 
to liberate Jerusalem; ameen. May ALLAH (SWT) Send someone 
like him to liberate Jersualem [sic] again; Ameen’.33 Others view the 
 Taliban and al-Qaeda as Saladin’s modern-day successors, stress his 
identity as a Muslim over all national and ethnic differences, and offer 
political appeals for Palestine and the rise of a new leader compara-
ble to this medieval hero. Clearly, the nearly millennium-old conflict 
of the crusades is not a distant or irrelevant concern, but the context 
in which, with the use of modern technology, the message is framed 
and given resonance. They are embracing Kingdom of Heaven and its 
visual motifs, whilst rejecting its message of ecumenical tolerance and 
secular humanism, precisely because that is how they understand the 
situation. Having identified themselves as soldiers of the faith who are 
fighting crusaders, it becomes a natural step to envision Saladin as 
their timeless champion. Even Ghassan Massoud, the actor charged 
with the titanic task of playing him on screen, viewed him as some-
one who, if alive today, would have stopped President Bush’s ‘stupid’ 
incursions into the Middle East and been a promoter of the ‘feeling of 
humanity’ between people.34

Is this proof of the claim that depicting Muslims as sophisticated 
and civilised is at odds with the historical record, and a validation 
of the thesis that jihad is irrational and absurd religious violence? As 
will be apparent, that is not the case. Instead, the forum participants 
are ‘playing’ their identities as jihadis, indeed very much like an ac-
tor in a film, and doing so not least because the crusade mentality, 
dialogue and popular imagination is decidedly reciprocal. The 2008 
election of Barack Obama to the U.S. presidency, amidst enduring 
conspiracy theories that he was a secret Muslim, provided his ideolog-
ical foes a golden opportunity to capitalise on anti-Islamic prejudices 
born from 9/11, constructing Islamophobia as a key component of Tea 
Party politics and supposedly central to American identity – a project 
viewed very much by its adherents as a crusade.35 Nor was this an 
accidentally or arbitrarily chosen political strategy. ‘Messianic mili-
tarism’, using a specific social construction of apocalyptic Christian 
theology, is deeply embedded in the American right wing, central to 
the ways in which they frame their narratives and fight their battles.36 
As one of America’s most cherished pieces of cultural mythology is 
that it is a ‘Christian country’, founded on ‘Christian values’, it be-
comes increasingly impossible to assert that the West’s own violence 
is the justified fruit of secular, enlightened, non-religious (and thereby 
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‘rational’) roots. In short, the West has taken all the ‘good’ religion for 
itself and heaped the ‘bad’ onto Muslims. Likewise, violence and ide-
ology opposed to that of the West becomes labelled ‘medieval’, whilst 
all rational governance is ‘modern’.37

The unique American relationship to power, religion and violence is 
buttressed by a narrative of perpetual innocence. In this framework, 
America – the global commercial and capitalist empire, the rich-
est and most powerful country on earth with the most military and 
technological superiority – is never the aggressor, but a passive and 
helpless victim unjustly attacked by simply ‘evil’ people who hate or 
are jealous of its freedom, opportunity and diversity. On a whole, the 
ambivalent or negative reaction to Kingdom of Heaven amongst the 
Western establishment is as easy to understand as the general Mus-
lim embrace of its heroic Saladin: the film was holding up a mirror 
that the West found existentially uncomfortable to look into, bridging 
past and present and challenging the deeply rooted narrative of ‘our’ 
and ‘their’ violence. The election of Donald Trump on an unabashed 
racist, populist and nationalist platform has proven that, to the great 
dismay of liberal academia, the simplest conceptions of us-and-them 
identity politics still hold  considerable and damaging sway.

Conclusion

Overall, a challenging portrait emerges. As I have contended through-
out, Kingdom of Heaven is a film about the West’s ideas of the cru-
sades, and its condemnation of ‘religious violence’ from whatever 
perpetrator, structuring a classically liberal argument wherein peace 
can be achieved if religious individuals and organisations would just 
‘learn to get along’. Ridley Scott’s subsequent work demonstrated that 
he still had this approach in mind. His 2010 film Robin Hood, starring 
Russell Crowe, featured a scene in which the protagonist confronts 
Richard the Lionheart for his controversial order to kill his Muslim 
prisoners in August 1191 during the Third Crusade, after the Muslim 
leadership had repeatedly broken or ignored the terms under which 
the hostages had been handed over. In this imagined scenario, a com-
mon man-at-arms not only directly challenges the king, but views his 
actions as a black mark on the crusade itself, an excess of pure reli-
gious bigotry with no possible explanation or justification. Whilst that 
may certainly be a modern perspective, it is by no means representa-
tive of the historical context in which the action took place (one which 
the  Muslims themselves did not view as any final ultimatum, seeing 
as they were once more negotiating with Richard a month later).38 
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In Scott’s well-meant attempts to critique a modern-day invasion and 
occupation of the Middle East, he made no attempt to question the ul-
timate paradigm that stigmatised ‘religious’ violence, understand the 
complexity of the crusades, or the mutual nature of crusading mental-
ities, imagery and invention.

Once more, my interest is not in petty fact-checking or poking 
holes in historical fiction intended to create a compelling story and 
to resonate with paying cinema-goers; indeed, I have argued that 
to do this is largely to miss the point. I do not care about Kingdom 
of Heaven or Robin Hood’s overall accuracy; I care about why these 
storytelling choices are made, what mind-sets they are illustrating, 
what it tells us about how we view both the medieval crusades and 
the modern-day ‘War on Terror’ alike, and how collective memories 
have been  preserved and deployed to make such a comparison still 
sensitive and relevant. Whilst modern scholars may wish they had the 
luxury of being the privileged interpreters of this legacy, and to do it 
solely within the bounds of traditional academia, it is impossible. The 
crusades have been reinvented down the centuries for countless pur-
poses, imaginations and sociopolitical  projects, and this continues 
in the  post-9/11 political world. To simply complain about historical 
inaccuracies, anachronistic ideologies or factual liberties is to risk 
missing the point of why they exist, and the context in which they 
function. Crusade historians need not undertake their work with one 
eye on the headlines, nor manipulate medieval events to suit mod-
ern agendas, but they must have an awareness of the discourse they 
are contributing to and the legacy in which they are operating, as 
well as an acknowledgement of its consequences. To do otherwise is 
irresponsible.39

Ultimately, what are we to conclude? As has been argued through-
out, the crusades are a profoundly potent metaphor for both sides in 
terms of viewing and creating the current global conflict, and one 
with troubling and violent contemporary application. This extreme 
rhetoric is a path not to peace and prosperity, but an ever-deepening 
crisis; we urgently require new paradigms and new scholarship. It is 
not my intent to suggest that modern nation-states will stop looking 
out for their own interests or producing religious-cultural mytholo-
gies to  sustain them or that an unfortunately deep-rooted tendency 
to bigotry, war, and violence will easily be overcome. In making use 
of videos, films, Internet articles, blogs and other virtual content, as 
well as traditional historical monographs and perspectives, I have ex-
amined the changing shape of crusading rhetoric in the digital age, 
popular entertainment, religious versus secular violence, the selective 
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blind spots and mobilisation strategies of Islamic fundamentalists and 
American nationalists alike, and the complexity and concern of our 
response to it.
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The concept of Reconquista refers to an interpretation of history ac-
cording to which the expansion of the Northern Iberian Christian 
kingdoms at the expense of Southern Iberian Muslim lands from the 
eight until the late fifteenth century was a long, concerted project of 
‘restoring’ the old Visigothic and Catholic Spain after the ‘illegitimate’ 
occupation of the Peninsula by the ‘Moors’. Al-Andalus is construed 
as an historical ‘abnormality’; a hiatus in the history of Iberia, a ter-
ritory that is seen as quintessentially unified and Catholic, were it not 
for the Umayyad invasion in 711.1

This teleological perspective was constructed and used during the 
Middle Ages, despite lacking the specific term ‘Reconquista’, whose 
generalisation relates to the emergence of Spanish  nationalism 
in the nineteenth century.2 The idea was first advanced in ninth- 
century Asturian chronicles to legitimate the new-born Kingdom 
of  Asturias-Leon, which claimed the legitimacy of the deceased 
 Visigothic kingdom.3 This myth would be a constant topic in Iberian 
historiography for centuries to come, especially in Castile-León. By 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, this perspective intertwined with 
the crusading ideal; the ideology of the crusade permeated Iberia and 
similarities were established between the anti-Islamic wars in Iberia 
and in the Near-East.4

This chapter deals with present-day uses of the medieval Iberian 
past for political purposes. I focus on the manipulation of the con-
cept of Reconquista in far-right nationalist discourses. This inquiry 
draws on previous research by Martín Ríos Saloma and Alejandro 
García-Sanjuán. The former examined the origin and development of 
the concept of Reconquista,5 whilst García-Sanjuán has focused on 
the survival of this concept in contemporary Spanish historiography, 
as well as on interpretations of the Andalusian past in contemporary 
academic discourses.6
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Though lacking an in-depth examination on the use of medieval 
 Iberian history in political discourses – such an analysis would  necessarily 
require a longue durée inquiry upon some of the topics approached in 
this chapter – this essay contributes to the ongoing debate on the iden-
tity-building and present-day political uses of history, pinpointing some 
connections between the contemporary political situation and historical 
interpretation. The present chapter thus may be included in recent trends 
of research that focus on the phenomenon of ‘political medievalism’, i.e., 
the utilisation of medieval tropes in contemporary political programmes 
and debates.7

The recent emergence of far-right nationalism in several European 
countries has often been associated with the resuscitation of ultra-
conservative historical perspectives.8 The rise of nationalism and 
 xenophobia usually goes hand in hand with manipulation of the past in 
accordance with these political programmes. One of the main objects 
of manipulation in these discourses is Islam, which is presented as the 
archenemy of Europe.9 The Iberian Peninsula is a sui generis case in 
this regard, since this region has a rich past of Islamic culture which 
 Islamophobic nationalists have to deal with in their historical accounts.

Spain

The consolidation of the concept of Reconquista is connected with 
the emergence of Spanish National-Catholicism, an ideology that be-
came hegemonic during Franco’s dictatorship. The exaltation of the 
Reconquista was one of the building blocks for the construction of a 
Spanish national identity and was usually complemented by the den-
igration of the Peninsula’s Islamic past. García-Sanjuán categorised 
the National- Catholic attitude towards al-Andalus as being of an ex-
clusivist nature, since it excluded al-Andalus from the national history 
of Spain and denied it any positive role in the construction of Spanish 
national identity. Al-Andalus has merely a negative role in this pro-
cess since, according to this view, Spanish identity is forged against 
al-Andalus.10

Even after the transition to liberal democracy in Spain in the late 1970s, 
there are professional historians who cling to the  National-Catholic 
paradigm.11 These historians provide far-right  political programmes 
based on xenophobia and especially islamophobia with a degree of 
‘scientific authority’. Whilst García-Sanjuán dealt mostly with these 
tendencies in the academic world, I examine their persistence and 
 adaptation in the political field. I first consider the use of the Iberian 
medieval past by Spanish nationalist movements.
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The second of January, the date that marks the conquest of Granada 
in 1492, is a significant date for the utilisation of history to uphold 
Islamophobic discourses. Granada’s municipality continues to com-
memorate the conquest of the last Muslim enclave in the Peninsula 
by the Catholic Monarchs Isabella I of Castile and Ferdinand II of 
Aragon. Every year, the event gathers supporters as wells as opponents 
of the commemoration. Those in favour are mostly far-right nation-
alist groups that take the opportunity to spread a National-Catholic 
historical perspective.

The Spanish party Vox, for example, used the date to connect the 
conquest of Granada to the ‘greatness of Spain’.12 The party claims 
to be proud of Spanish history and ashamed of those who ‘reject’ it. 
This Manichean logic – that contrasts ‘true Spaniards’ against ‘false 
Spaniards’ – recurrently appears in far-right discourse from several or-
ganisations.13 The National Democracy party (Democracia  Nacional, 
henceforth DN) also commemorates the conquest of Granada. The 
group defines the event as ‘one of the greatest undertakings of his-
tory’ and the Catholic Monarchs as ‘the two most important figures 
of our history’.14 DN’s historical perspective encompasses all the com-
monplaces of National-Catholic rhetoric: it delineates a continuity of 
Spain as a nation back to the Romans and Visigoths, a quintessen-
tial unity that was broke by the Muslim invasion and restored eight 
 centuries later by the Catholic Monarchs.15 Al-Andalus, in turn, is de-
scribed as a ‘true hell’ for Christians who remained in Islamic lands.16 
It is a teleological perspective of history, constructed around two of 
the main elements of DN’s political discourse: hostility against Islam 
and cultural heterogeneity, on the one hand, and the safeguarding of 
Spain as a united nation, on the other. The Reconquista constitutes an 
argument not only against Islam and multiculturalism but also against 
those who defend regional autonomies and/or federalism within the 
Spanish state, as well as against peripheral nationalisms, such as the 
Catalan independence movement.

DN uses the Reconquista as an ideal for political mobilisation: 
 calling for ‘a new Reconquista’, it explicitly establishes an analogy be-
tween the Umayyad invasion and present-day reality.17 According to 
the DN, ‘history is repeating itself’, since the enemy within is ‘opening 
the doors of Spain to the Muslim occupiers’.18 Just as the Jews and a 
sector of the Visigoth elite are blamed for the success of the Umayyad 
conquest, also nowadays ‘the elites of the country […] behave like au-
thentic traitors’.19 An analogy is thus made between the Iberian Jews 
and Visigoth ‘traitors’ in 711, and the present-day sociopolitical agents 
who stand for a liberal and multicultural society. DN takes upon 
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itself an analogous historical role as that of the Visigoth rebels led by 
 Pelayo, the founder of the Asturian Kingdom who, according to the 
myth of the Reconquista, rebelled in Asturias in the aftermath of the 
Muslim invasion, initiating a historical process that would only end 
in 1492 in Granada. They thus claim to be treading in the footsteps 
of the  Visigoth rebels, triggering a similar heroic feat as that of the 
Reconquista.20

For DN, Isabella and Ferdinand are precursors of many of the 
 nationalists’ policies: DN claims that ‘the work of the Catholic 
 Monarchs also had a profound social character’, since Isabella alleg-
edly ‘elevated the standard of living of the Spanish people in a way 
never before accomplished’ and persecuted bankers and usurers.21 
The culmination of the enterprise of the Reconquista is also seen as 
a precondition for Spain’s imperial past, as it was after the conquest 
of Granada that ‘Spain became one of humanity’s greatest Empires, 
taking the light of justice, civilisation and hope to tens of peoples from 
all races and continents’.22 The grandeur of Spain is, according to DN, 
being destroyed by contemporary politicians, who foment disunion 
amongst  Spaniards, allowing separatist groups to operate, promoting 
immigration into Spain, allowing the ‘Islamisation’ of the country and 
 granting the possibility for Sephardi Jews to acquire Spanish nation-
ality. All of this ‘with the clear intention of destroying the ethnic, cul-
tural and religious homogeneity of the Spanish people’.23 This analysis 
of the current political context motivates once again the use of the 
Reconquista for  purposes of political mobilisation, as ‘the time comes 
for a last crusade, of a new Reconquista to recover our future’.24 The 
Reconquista is articulated here with the crusading ideal, which is in no 
way a new feature in Spanish nationalism, since the Francoist faction 
used crusading rhetoric to justify the rebellion against the Spanish Re-
public in 1936–39.25

Representatives of the traditional right-wing parties also con-
vey National-Catholic interpretations of the Iberian past. On 2 
 January 2017, a politician from the Conservative Partido Popular 
(PP),  Esperanza Aguirre, wrote a tweet celebrating the conquest of 
 Granada as the forerunner of female emancipation in Spain, trans-
forming the Catholic Monarchs into some sort of  ‘proto-feminists’.26 
Former Prime Minister José Maria Aznar, also from PP, gave a lec-
ture at the University of Georgetown in September 2004, stating that 
Spain’s conflict with al-Qaeda goes back to the ‘Moorish’ invasion 
in the eighth century.27 The National-Catholic notion of the origin 
of Spanish nationality was even elevated to the status of program-
matic policy for PP, as the party’s sixteenth congress (June  2008) 
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approved an amendment that located the roots of the ‘Spanish na-
tion’ in Roman and Visigothic heritage, as well as in the political 
unity re-established by the union of the Castilian, Aragonese and 
Navarran kingdoms in the sixteenth century. Al-Andalus was com-
pletely excluded from their concept of Spanish national history and 
identity.28

The Reconquista is often portrayed by these groups as a common 
European enterprise, not exclusively Iberian. The Falange Española de 
la JONS, one of the several small organisations claiming the heritage 
of Primo de Rivera’s Falange in the 1930s, defines Granada’s conquest 
as ‘the return of Spain to Europe’.29 DN also refers to the conquest 
of Granada as a landmark in the defence of Spanish and European 
identities, invoked against those who work ‘for the formation of multi-
cultural societies that will end up turning us into a mere pile of uncon-
nected people, without a common identity’.30 For DN, the importance 
of the date encompasses the whole of Christendom, alongside the 
 Battle of Poitiers in 732, the sieges of Vienna in 1529 and 1683, and the 
Battle of Lepanto in 1571.31 Hostility towards Islam is presented by 
DN as a permanent feature of the history of Christianity, and the con-
quest of Granada is one of its most glorious episodes. Now, ‘hundreds 
of thousands of Muslims again cross the frontiers of Europe’, possibly 
bringing about ‘the suicide of our civilisation’, whose blame is to be 
put on multiculturalists.32

Another event that is laden with a heavy symbolic dimension is the 
Battle of Covadonga (722), the legendary victory of the Christians 
gathered around Pelayo in Asturias against the Umayyad invaders of 
the Peninsula. This event was first recorded in ninth-century  Asturian 
chronicles and became a constant theme in medieval Iberian histo-
riography.33 According to the National-Catholic perspective, this 
battle is the founding event of the Reconquista and, therefore, sacred 
for  Spanish nationalists. Vox even chose the Covadonga Sanctuary, a 
monument to the mythical battle, as the venue for the opening events 
of the campaigns for the Spanish general elections in 2015 and 2019.34 
The struggle against Islamic extremism was at the forefront of the 
event, together with restrictive measures against Muslim immigra-
tion into Europe.35 The party’s leader, Santiago Abascal, emphasised 
the ‘liberty’ of the Christian against the ‘submission’ of the Muslim, 
stressing in particular gender equality and the separation of Church 
and State, values that are presented as essentially Christian.36 The 
anachronistic attribution of present-day liberal or progressive values 
to medieval Christianity appears to be recurrent in historiographical 
discourses from these political formations.
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In 2019, Abascal again referred to the divine protection of the 
 Covadonga sanctuary, this time explicitly establishing a nexus of cau-
sality between the Battle of Covadonga, the Reconquista and modern 
Spanish national unity and liberty.37 Vox used the legend of  Covadonga 
as a historical galvanizer for Spanish nationalism; a sentiment that the 
party attempted to mobilise and give political content, particularly in 
face of rising Catalan independentism. The Spanish 2019 general elec-
tions were a major success for Vox, as the party secured the entrance of 
24 representatives into the Spanish Congress and raised its voting per-
centage from around 0.2% (46,781 votes) in the 2016 general  elections 
to 10.3% (2,677,173 votes) in 2019.38

Spanish nationalists’ views of the medieval Iberian past faithfully 
convey the National-Catholic narrative: Spain is viewed as an eternal – 
and, therefore, ahistorical – entity, whose Catholic essence was trun-
cated by the Islamic invasion in 711. The fact that it was an invasion is 
stressed in order to delegitimise al-Andalus and portray the medieval 
Iberian Christian expansion in a teleological light; as Spain’s ‘manifest 
destiny’, so to speak, or the ‘return’ of Spain to its Catholic roots and 
the annihilation of al-Andalus as some sort of ‘historical anomaly’. This 
tradition has plenty of historiographical works to nourish it, since this 
discourse has recently been revived in several academic publications.39

The history of al-Andalus is useful for these far-right groupings 
to  establish analogies that reinforce their political message. The 
Umayyad invasion is often compared to current Muslim immigra-
tion and radical far-right movements are compared to the small group 
of Christian resisters in the mountains of Asturias who initiated the 
long process of Christian expansion towards the south; Muslim immi-
grants are seen as religious fanatics that aim to impose an oppressive 
politico- religious system upon Christians who have lived in liberty 
up until now. Just as the Jews and corrupted sectors of the Visigothic 
elite opened the doors for the Muslims in the past, now we have ‘trai-
tors’ and ‘false Spaniards’, who create the conditions for Europe’s 
 ‘Islamisation’ and the destruction of ‘Western civilisation’.

Portugal

The conquest of Granada is also remembered by Portuguese national-
ists, who equally see it as a European enterprise. The National Renovator 
Party (Partido Nacional Renovador, henceforth PNR) commemorated 
the military enterprise as ‘the corollary of the great  European and Ibe-
rian undertaking that was the Reconquista, large and long movement 
of resistance against the external enemy’.40 For PNR, this enterprise 
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not only gave rise to the Iberian nations, but its importance applies 
to all European nations, which, according to the party, are still under 
attack by foreign ‘imperialisms’.41 PNR claims that the remembrance 
of dates like these is increasingly relevant since ‘we are being again 
invaded and we have to defend our culture and civilisation’.42 As with 
Spanish nationalists, we encounter here a militant appropriation of the 
past, since history is used to draw  analogies with the present which 
legitimise a given political programme. The  remembrance of the past 
again serves as an element for political mobilisation.

When commemorating the conquest of Lisbon by the Portuguese 
King Afonso Henriques in 1147, PNR established comparisons be-
tween the present and the past: the ‘Heroes’ of the conquest of Lisbon 
were contraposed to current politicians and celebrities, examples of 
‘cowardice’ and ‘corruption’.43 Whilst society at large choose the latter 
as their references, the nationalists preferred to revere the warriors of 
the medieval past, who were guided by values such as ‘Honour and 
Sacrifice in benefit of our Land and People’.44 PNR’s concern with 
historical accuracy is scarce, since the party bases its praise of the 
‘heroes’ of the conquest of Lisbon on the legend of Martim Moniz, an 
episode with no support in sources contemporary to the event.45 Like 
their fellow Spaniards, Portuguese nationalists also make  analogies 
between the medieval Muslim invasion of the Peninsula and pres-
ent-day Muslim immigration.46

Another event that is celebrated by Portuguese nationalists is the 
date of the Battle of Ourique (1139), where, according to tradition, 
the founder of the Portuguese kingdom, Afonso Henriques, defeated 
five Muslim kings and was acclaimed as monarch. Contrary to their 
use of the conquest of Lisbon, here PNR questioned the historicity 
of the battle, reaching the conclusion that, despite the narrative’s 
mythical elements, it was nonetheless one of the ‘founding myths of 
the  Fatherland’ and it serves as a galvanising and exemplary event 
for current problems, i.e., the ‘menace’ of Islam to ‘Western civilisa-
tion’.47 Again, an analogy is made between medieval Christian-Islamic 
conflicts and present-day debates concerning Islam and immigration. 
PNR frames the Battle of Ourique in a universal conflict between 
 Islam and ‘the West’.48 It is a perspective that resembles Huntington’s 
famous (and much criticised) theory of the ‘clash of civilisations’,49 but 
which has precedents in medieval Portuguese historiography.50 This 
locates PNR within contemporary currents of Islamophobic thought 
that postulate the existence of a global war between ‘the West’ and 
Islam, a war that goes back to the very foundation of Islam and which 
continues today.
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PNR follows its Spanish counterparts in conveying a historical per-
spective built upon exaltation of the Reconquista and denigration of 
al-Andalus. However, not all of the Portuguese far-right shares PNR’s 
perspective: in the weekly newspaper O Diabo, connected with the 
Portuguese far-right, one notices that although some attention is given 
to the Battle of Ourique,51 the main focus lies on past conflicts be-
tween Portugal and Castile-León,52 the hegemonic Iberian kingdom 
throughout the Middle Ages. O Diabo’s preferred historical subject is 
the  Portuguese expansion during the early modern age. The conquest 
of the North African city of Ceuta in 1415, which marks the beginning 
of the global European expansion of which Portugal and Spain were 
pioneers, takes a prominent position.53

The exaltation of Portugal’s colonial past, instead of the  Reconquista, 
points to a different sort of nationalism: contrary to the pan-European 
and racist tendencies of movements like PNR or DN, O Diabo appears to 
lean on a form of Portuguese nationalism based on the nostalgia for the 
colonial empire. This resembles more traditional forms of  Portuguese 
nationalism that find their main politico- historical reference in Salazar’s 
Estado Novo (1933–74). These different historical perspectives stem from 
the fact that PNR represents a more recent expression of far-right nation-
alism, a more European-minded and racist viewpoint,54 whilst O Diabo 
draws from traditional  Portuguese Salazarist nationalism based on the 
nostalgia of colonial possessions. Salazarist nationalism, although also 
ethnocentric and paternalistic towards colonised peoples,55 was imbued 
with universalist and multicultural notions of the Portuguese nation.56 
Instead of focusing on the Reconquista as part of a universal conflict 
between ‘European’ or ‘Western civilisation’ and Islamic expansionism 
and religious oppression, its primary historical referents were the medi-
eval struggles against Castilian hegemonic tendencies and Portuguese 
 imperial expansion throughout the globe.

Occasionally, O Diabo’s attitude towards Islam contrasts with 
that of PNR, such as when, for example, one of the newspaper’s 
contributors, Pedro Soares Martinez, a law professor and a for-
mer minister of Salazar, appealed for the ‘understanding between 
Christians and  Islamists’.57 The author mentions the incapacity of 
‘the so-called Westerners’ to understand their ‘Islamic brothers and 
their suffering’, whilst pointing out Portugal’s privileged position 
to foster understanding between these two worlds; due precisely 
to the country’s Islamic past.58 Martinez implies that the conflicts 
between Iberian Christians and Muslims are disproportionally re-
membered, in contrast with periods of peaceful coexistence, besides 
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stressing the cultural and technical contributions that al-Andalus 
brought to the Peninsula. Martinez even proclaims that the Iberian 
culture is a product of Christian- Islamic confluence, asserting to be 
proud of that heritage.59 This is an atypical argument even for tradi-
tional Salazarist nationalism, since the latter’s discourse had in gen-
eral a similar attitude towards the Muslim past as that of Spanish 
National-Catholicism.60

Europe

The use of the term Reconquista is not confined to the Iberian  Peninsula, 
since it has spread to far-right circles on a pan-European level. The 
term is often used in non-Iberian political forums with the specific his-
torical phenomenon of the Christian expansion over Islam in medieval 
Iberia going unmentioned. The word Reconquista (untranslated to ‘re-
conquest’) has entered far-right terminology in Europe  divorced from 
the particular historical phenomenon to which it initially referred.

The Alliance for Peace and Freedom (APF), a grouping of several 
European far-right parties, published in 2016 a book entitled Winds 
of Change – Notes for the Reconquista.61 In a congress of APF in 
Brno on 18 November 2017, Vice President Nick Griffin traced an 
apocalyptic scenario of present-day reality and delineated the fol-
lowing plan for the salvation of Europe: ‘With the help of millions 
of white Western refugees whose children will help you get over 
your own demographic crisis, these are the nations that will lead 
first the resistance and then the long Reconquista’.62 Griffin extrap-
olated the Iberian narrative of the Reconquista (‘fall’ of the Penin-
sula due to the Muslim conquest; long and gradual ‘reconquest’ of 
the territory) to contemporary  Europe: the Afro-Islamic ‘invasion’ 
leads to the ‘fall’ of Europe, whose ‘reconquest’ is to be accom-
plished by the nationalists.

On 21–23 October 2016, Europa Terra Nostra, a foundation aligned 
with APF, organised an event in Germany under the title ‘Freedom 
Congress’ (Freiheitlicher Kongress). Its main theme was ‘Reconquista 
or Doom’, a formula that epitomises the contents of Griffin’s speech in 
Brno.63 Mentions of the Reconquista appear in many texts from APF, 
especially in the ones undersigned by Griffin.

Lastly, one must also mention how the term Reconquista has entered 
the far-right discourse in Ukraine: there is, for example, a blog aligned 
with the party National Corps with the title Reconquista, and whose 
motto is ‘Today Ukraine, Tomorrow Rus’ and the whole Europe’.64 
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The blog claims to represent ‘an international movement of the Great 
 European Reconquest based in Kyiv’.65 Its political programme is 
based on the concept of Intermarium, a geopolitical project for a feder-
ation of states stretching from the Baltic to the Black Sea. This project 
was first developed during the 1920s in Poland but has recently been 
appropriated and adapted by the Ukrainian far-right.66 This would be 
the first stage of a struggle which would culminate in the Reconquista of 
‘Paneuropa’ from the clutches of ‘neo-Bolshevik Russia’ and ‘multicul-
tural EU’.67 This demonstrates how the term Reconquista has ceased 
to be an ideological construction restricted to the Iberian  Peninsula 
and has become a transcendental symbol for extremist nationalist 
movements all around Europe. It has become a  mobilisational icon in 
the far-right’s quixotic struggle for the  ‘reconquest’ of the essence of 
an idealised Europe.

Conclusion

Spanish and Portuguese far-right nationalists are prone to establish 
analogies between the Iberian medieval past and contemporary reali-
ties, with the aim of legitimating their programmes historically. These 
ideological currents use the Iberian medieval past as a pivotal element 
in discourses of political mobilisation. They generalise and univer-
salise the significance of specific medieval Iberian history. In doing 
so, the Reconquista ceases to be a particularly Iberian phenomenon 
and becomes a symbol of pan-European significance; a symbol of the 
necessary ‘reconquest’ of an imagined quintessential Europe from the 
hands of Muslim immigrants and liberals.

Beyond the ‘Europeanisation’ of the relevance of the Iberian Recon-
quista, these currents tend to use a discourse based on the dichotomy 
‘Us vs Them’; ‘Us’ being the nationalists, ‘true Europeans’, patriots 
etc.; and ‘Them’ being not only Muslims but also liberal and left-
wing groups and individuals who reject the nationalists’ xenophobic 
worldview. For the Spanish nationalists in particular, the Reconquista 
constitutes a historical argument against the present-day ‘menaces’ of 
Islam and multiculturalism, against regional autonomies and/or fed-
eralism inside the Spanish state, as well as against peripheral nation-
alisms, such as Catalan or Andalusian independence movements. The 
anachronistic attribution of contemporary democratic or progressive 
values to medieval Iberian Christianity, as opposed to ‘Islamic op-
pression’, is one of the features of much Islamophobic discourse that 
manipulates the Iberian medieval past.
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The Crusades intended to liberate the Holy Land, and especially the 
Holy Sepulcher, from the hands of the infidels: without a doubt, a most 
elevated and noble goal! Besides, from a historical point of view, their 
purpose was to defend the faith and the civilization of the Christian West 
against Islam.1

Pope Pius XII, 24 June 1944

Let us ask pardon for the divisions which have occurred among Chris-
tians, for the violence some have used in the service of the truth and for 
the distrustful and hostile attitudes sometimes taken towards the follow-
ers of other religions.2

Pope John Paul II, 12 March 2000

The above quotations could not be more divergent. They were issued 
by two popes: Pius XII, who, in the middle of the dramatic events that 
took place in Rome during the last years of Second World War, rekin-
dled the religious zeal of a group of missionaries by comparing their 
efforts to the crusading endeavour, and John Paul II, during the fa-
mous ‘plea for forgiveness’ issued amidst the Great Jubilee of 2000, on 
the ‘Day of Pardon’. Whilst the crusades were not explicitly mentioned 
in John Paul’s statement, references to the crusades were frequent in 
numerous declarations that the Polish pope issued before 2000. In all 
of them, the holy wars of the past were understood as an example of 
anti-evangelical actions that required a special ‘purification of mem-
ory’; an act that was considered unavoidable in order for the Church 
to pursue its evangelical and missionary task at the beginning of the 
new Millennium.3

How can we understand this striking opposition in evaluation of the 
crusades? Did the words of John Paul II obliterate the previous posi-
tive assessment of Pius XII? Or, are there still Catholic believers who 
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support the latter? It is precisely the intent of this chapter to  illustrate – 
albeit provisionally – the sharp fracture in the  Catholic Church with 
regard to the interpretation and reception of the crusades.4

The term ‘crusade’ itself is divisive, since it is tied to contrasting 
perceptions of the medieval age of which the crusades are generally 
perceived as a typical expression. Such conflicting understanding has 
to be viewed in connection with the major event that characterised 
the history of the Catholic Church in the twentieth century, namely, 
the reforming endeavour undertaken since the Second Vatican Coun-
cil (1962–65) that paved the way for a wholesale re-evaluation of the 
Christian past. The post-conciliar Church rejected the previous as-
sessment of the Middle Ages, a period that was now regarded as one 
of the most significant phases of the ‘Constantinian era’ marked by 
a harmful entwining of spiritual and temporal matters.5 This inter-
pretation contrasted with the positive assessment of the medieval era 
faithfully nourished by the ecclesiastical hierarchy since the French 
Revolution. According to the ‘intransigent’ stance – prevailing up to 
the pontificate of Pius XII (r.1939–58) – the Middle Ages represent the 
highest expression of the ‘Christendom myth’.6 In contrast with the 
claims of the French Revolution, Christ’s universal rulership not only 
extended over the spiritual field, but had to be implemented in the tem-
poral one in order to accomplish the missionary task assigned to the 
Church and to prevent the frightening consequences that an estrange-
ment from godly law would trigger.

The reception of the crusades in the contemporary Catholic Church 
has thus to be considered in the framework of the clash between two con-
flicting mind-sets. On the one hand, the intransigent standpoint, at least 
in official ecclesiastical statements dominant up to the Second Vatican 
Council, and later cultivated amongst ‘traditionalist’ sectors of the Church 
(not confined to the Lefebvrian groups). On the other, the post-conciliar 
perspective that dismissed several aspects of the previous position; a fact 
that has led many traditionalists to identify it with modernism, the set of 
philosophical and theological doctrines formally condemned by Pius X 
in 1907.7 This position is still prevalent within the ecclesiastical hierarchy, 
though it is meeting with increasing resistance from the most traditional-
ist wings within the Church.8 The crusades provide the perfect example of 
this clash, as the following pages will attempt to show.

The ‘intransigent’, or ‘traditionalist’, position

Even before the Great Jubilee of 2000, John Paul II had considered 
the holy wars of the past as anti-evangelical actions that required a 
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special ‘purification of memory’. The reassessment of the crusades in 
his teaching marked a considerable estrangement from the stance as-
sumed by the papacy up to the Second Vatican Council. The differ-
ence can be fully grasped by looking at some episodes that occurred 
shortly before the Second Vatican Council itself. Less than 60 years 
before the solemn condemnation of the holy wars, Pius XII eulogised 
the deeds of the medieval crusaders, by connecting them to the mis-
sionary effort that was still ongoing in his own day: significantly, in a 
speech delivered in 1944, the pope maintained that the crusades were 
‘a most elevated and noble goal! Besides, from a historical point of 
view, their purpose was to defend the faith and the civilization of the 
Christian West against Islam’.9 In subsequent years, Pius XII vividly 
fuelled the crusading ideal in more than one circumstance, giving rise 
to the insinuation that the announcement of a new crusade was still a 
possible option. In 1947, the Pontiff drew a parallel between the resist-
ance against the Turkish onslaught at Lepanto in 1571 and the defence 
of Christian civilisation against the ‘new infidels’ – that is, the Com-
munists: whilst addressing a group of U.S. Senators, the Pope recalled 
that ‘the powers representing Christian civilisation united to defeat 
the colossal threat from the East in the battle of Lepanto’.10 Pius XII 
affirmed that 7 October, the day when the battle was fought, was:

a day of thanksgiving commemorated in the calendar of the 
Church, not only because the sanctuaries and altars of Europe 
were saved from utter destruction, but also because the prayers 
ordered by the then Pope St. Pius V were universally given a large 
share in the victory.11

The Pope went on to establish a clear connection to the situation in 
his own day: ‘The day reminds Us of the most effective assistance We, 
successor of that other Pius, can offer to the defenders of the rights of 
God and man’.12

In the famous Christmas radio message of 1956, he evoked once 
again the memory of the crusades in the aftermath of the Soviet inva-
sion of Hungary. Although he declared in the same speech that he had 
abstained from calling Christendom to a military effort, the crusade 
was in any case a possible outcome of the war that the Church had been 
waging against the most frightening threat posited to  Christianity, 
namely, Communism.13 Only two months before the above- mentioned 
radio message, Pius XII had beatified Innocent XI, the pope who or-
ganised the league that successfully countered the last Turkish assault 
in Vienna in 1683. The exaltation of this ‘crusading’ pope would serve 
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the purpose to ‘indicate the paths of salvation, peace and renovation 
to the current age, marked, like that in which he lived, by an urgent 
need of spiritual rebirth, by grave and heated contrasts, by huge and 
common dangers’.14 A parallel between the Turks of the seventeenth 
century and the ‘modern infidels’ of Pius XII’s own time, who were 
threatening Christianity again, was thus clearly drawn.15

The stance maintained by Pius XII, however, was far from  innovative: 
in fact, it recalled a position sustained since the  nineteenth century, 
when the struggle of the Church against secularisation was  often 
 presented in terms similar to those usually applied to the  crusades. 
The battle against liberalism and modern liberties, which separated 
 human society from the superior authority of the Church, understood 
as the sole repository of divine grace, was often  perceived as a ‘holy 
war’ aimed at the restoration of the pristine medieval  Christendom. 
This  mythicised era, often described in nostalgic terms,16 was seen 
as the blessed period in which the political and social spheres were 
together governed by the authority of the pope. According to the 
 ecclesiological assumptions of the Catholic Church (at least before 
the Second Vatican Council), the vicarial participation of the Roman 
Pontiff in Christ’s rulership made the papacy the only institution that 
could effectively settle conflicts between nations and states by imple-
menting the universal kingship of Christ on earth.17 Modern deviance 
was strictly tied to the estrangement from the medieval hierocratic 
order, from which the contemporary world had departed through 
a genealogy of errors that started with the Reformation, developed 
into the atheist philosophy that triggered the French Revolution, 
and  culminated in the spreading of the anti-Christian ideologies of 
 liberalism and, above all, socialism.

During the twentieth century, this struggle against the modern 
world in Europe was often associated by ecclesiastical authors with 
various expressions of fascist ideology.18 The civil wars that ushered in 
the establishment of the dictatorships of Primo de Rivera and Fran-
cisco Franco in Spain were officially designated as ‘crusades’ by nota-
ble members of the Spanish clergy.19 Even the Italian colonial war in 
Ethiopia, at a time in which the Fascist ideology had already deeply 
intermingled with the ecclesiastical positions in Italy,20 was often 
presented as a crusading effort, aimed not only at restoring imperial 
Roman dignity (a concept that was enthusiastically embraced by the 
vast majority of Italian bishops) but also at disseminating Christian 
civilisation.21 Wars, however, had already been perceived as ‘crusades’ 
in previous decades of the twentieth century, regardless of the political 
orientation predominant in each State: particularly during the First 
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World War, the conflict between the nations led on several occasions 
to overt clashes between their respective episcopates, a matter that 
elicited serious concerns on the part of the papacy.22

But the word ‘crusade’ was often used in many other occurrences 
in a figurative sense, to designate the spiritual fight that Catholic 
believers had to engage in against specific targets: a case in point 
was the ‘crusade of prayers’ to the Virgin, asked by Pius XII in or-
der to establish world peace and to settle the contemporary plight of 
Palestine.23 In this framework, it is interesting to notice a connec-
tion between a request for assistance to the Virgin and a ‘crusading’ 
effort: such relation had already been established one year before, 
when Pius XII specially recalled the decisive role attributed to the 
Mother of God in the victorious outcome of the battle of Lepanto, 
elicited thanks to prayers that Pius V asked to address her through 
the devotion of the Holy Rosary. Besides, it is not by chance that Pius 
XII’s ‘crusade of prayers’, combined it with the consecration of the 
whole human race to the Immaculate Heart of Mary. This act could 
not but recall the numerous crusading expressions that had been tied 
to the dissemination of the cult of the Sacred Heart of Jesus between 
the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries;24 not by chance, such de-
votion had been developing in those years in close relation with the 
efforts to establish the ‘social kingship of Christ’ against the process 
of secularisation.25

In this context, it is significant to observe the adoption of this in-
transigent understanding of the term ‘crusade’ amongst contemporary 
Catholic traditionalists. In particular the bishop Marcel Lefebvre, 
probably most representative of this current, often made use of this 
word to outline the struggle pursued by his fraternity against the same 
targets – liberalism and socialism, in their most modern expressions – 
that the pre-conciliar Church had indicated as its most threatening 
enemies. There was, however, a major difference: this crusade had 
to be levelled also against the modernist clergy that had taken over 
the Roman Curia after the Second Vatican Council, an event that, 
according to many traditionalist groups, marked a public treason to 
Catholic Tradition, especially because of the acknowledgement of hu-
man freedom (publicly admitted in the Humanae Dignitatis) and the 
introduction of ecumenism. Lefebvre’s attitude was clearly expressed 
in a homily pronounced at Ecône shortly before his death and was syn-
thetically reiterated in a booklet (significantly entitled Notre Croisade) 
published after his demise, where his main statements against modern 
civilisation and the modernist turn that had supposedly marked the 
post-conciliar Church were collected.26
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In general, followers and supporters of the traditionalist wing have 
been the most eager to recall the memory of the crusades both in their 
historical relevance and in the figural signification that had already 
become popular during the nineteenth century. The priests of the fra-
ternity founded by Lefebvre, in particular, were very zealous to re-
instate the ‘Eucharistic Crusade’ launched by Pope Pius X – a figure 
particularly venerated by traditionalists because of his condemnation 
of modernism.27 This devotion, specifically addressed to children, in-
cluded a set of rules that young believers had to follow, subdivided into 
three degrees of perfection. Children received titles that were clearly 
reminiscent of medieval chivalry (page, squire, and knight), and it was 
precisely because of this association to the crusading language that all 
militant references were abandoned after the Second Vatican Council.

In this context, we should also mention the militant references as-
sociated to the devotion of the Rosary between the nineteenth and 
the twentieth centuries, when new private revelations attributed to the 
Virgin were often received as catalysts for the struggle against modern 
deviations, accompanied by the promise that in the end ‘my Immacu-
late Heart will triumph’, as the seers of Fátima, Portugal, reported to 
have heard in one of the most popular Marian apparitions of modern 
times.28

It is again amongst traditionalists that we find powerful ‘crusad-
ing’ references to the eschatological implications of these private rev-
elations. Plinio Corrêa de Oliveira in particular – the founder of the 
conservative movement ‘Tradition, Family, and Property’29 and an 
author who exerted a considerable influence on several traditionalist 
groups, especially in Italy30 – dedicated his major publishing efforts to 
outlining the successive steps that mark the historical revolutionary 
estrangement from the medieval Christianitas.31 In doing so, he com-
plied with the intransigent scheme that had often been updated dur-
ing the twentieth century and that is still firmly held in traditionalist 
circles. The restoration of the Christian society has been directly as-
sociated by Corrêa de Oliveira to the revelations of the Virgin, whose 
‘personal triumph’ announced in Fátima shall be ‘the most marvellous 
in History’.32

Significantly, one of the most faithful followers of Corrêa de 
 Oliveira, the Italian Roberto De Mattei – formerly a university profes-
sor and vice-president of the Italian Consiglio Nazionale delle Ricerche 
(National Research Council, hereafter CNR) as well as an active 
member of numerous traditionalist associations in Italy33 – called 
him ‘the Crusader of the twentieth century’, thus maintaining once 
again that the struggle against modernity had to be understood as a 
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‘holy war’ for the defence of Christianity and the Christian vision of 
the human being. It is also significant that the biography of Corrêa 
de Oliveira written by De Mattei34 was prefaced by Cardinal Alfons 
Maria Stickler, a prominent member of the Roman Curia, who had 
published several important scholarly essays on the juridical thought 
concerning the relationship between the Papacy and the Empire in the 
Middle Ages – thus drawing a line of conjunction between the defence 
of Christian tradition and the scholarly endeavour.35

Finally, it is not coincidental to find De Mattei personally involved 
in what may be called a ‘rehabilitation of the crusades’, especially after 
the Great Jubilee in 2000. On one public occasion, the Italian profes-
sor, supported by Luigi Negri, an influential Italian bishop, stated that 
‘the spirit of the crusades’ is ‘the spirit of Christianity, that is, the love 
for the incomprehensible mystery of the Cross’; for the crusades ‘have 
to be understood as a category of the spirit not restricted to the Middle 
Ages, but the proper disposition of mind of the Christian believer’.36 
Similar re-evaluations of the crusades have been sustained by another 
Italian traditionalist author, Massimo Viglione – like De Mattei, also 
active in scholarly publications and researcher at the CNR – who in 
one article published online and re-posted by several other tradition-
alist websites, argued for the ‘historical, religious and moral justifica-
tion of the Crusades’, maintaining that they were ‘first of all wars of 
self-defence’ (guerre di legittima difesa), ‘aimed at reconquering what 
had been previously taken illegitimately by an invading enemy’.37

The post-conciliar perspective

It is impossible not to acknowledge the strong implicit opposition ex-
hibited by these statements against the official teaching of John Paul 
II, who more than once, even before the 2000 Jubilee, firmly rejected 
the idea of ‘holy war’ and, at least on one occasion, explicitly main-
tained that the medieval crusade for the defence of the holy places was 
dissonant to the Gospel.38 This assumption was often reiterated in 
subsequent declarations, especially in the framework of interreligious 
initiatives. In one meeting, the pope affirmed that ‘every use of religion 
to foster violence is an abuse […] to declare war in the name of religion 
is a patent contradiction’.39 Consistently with these assumptions, John 
Paul II dedicated much effort to demonstrate on the world stage that 
different religions (and confessions within the Christian religion) could 
actually co-operate to promote and establish peaceful relations in the 
world. Such was the spirit that animated the famous prayer meetings 
of Assisi, organised in 1986, 1993 and 2002 (and replicated by Benedict 
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XVI in 2011), events to which the pope often referred as an ‘essential 
reference for the edification of a peaceful world on the basis of the testi-
mony of dialogue and brotherhood provided by religions’.40

This teaching was in line with previous theological leanings set out 
by the Second Vatican Council, when ‘faults, flaws, “infidelity to the 
Spirit of God” in aspects of the Church’s historical development’ were 
admitted in the decree Unitatis redintegratio on ecumenism.41 More-
over, Paul VI connected this acknowledgement of possible Catholic 
responsibilities in the fragmentation of Christian communities to ex-
plicit requests for forgiveness, again in relation to ecumenical efforts, 
aimed, in this case, at restoring unity with the Eastern Churches. In 
point of fact, on one occasion, he maintained that ‘if we are in any way 
to blame for that separation, we humbly beg God’s forgiveness and ask 
pardon too of our brethren who feel they have been injured by us’.42

It was, however, John Paul II who publicly introduced the expres-
sion ‘purification of memory’ and extended the need of a formal ‘plea 
for forgiveness’ to many other aspects of the Christian past, to the 
point that he formally oriented the preparation for the Great Jubilee 
to instilling this penitential attitude. In more than one circumstance, 
the pope affirmed that the Church had to ‘review autonomously the 
darkest aspects of its history, evaluating them in light of the Gospel’s 
principles’.43 This process, which culminated in the spectacular ‘Day 
of Pardon’ on 12 March 2000, presupposed a dramatic re-evaluation 
of the Christian past, in terms that formally contradicted several 
assumptions on the Christian history formulated by previous papal 
teachings.44 It seemed to confirm a ‘progressive’ current amongst ec-
clesiastical authors that emerged shortly after the end of the Second 
Vatican Council, strongly advocating a formal rejection of the princi-
ples on which the so-called ‘Constantinian age’ was grounded in order 
to return to the purity of the evangelical message.45

John Paul II’s assumption was further elaborated in 2000, when the 
International Theological Commission, summoned by its former pres-
ident, cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, included the ‘use of violence at the 
service of truth’ amongst those acts committed by Christians in the 
past that needed a ‘purification of memory’, that is, an interior dispo-
sition that:

aims at liberating personal and communal conscience from all forms 
of resentment and violence that are the legacy of past faults, through 
a renewed historical and theological evaluation of such events. This 
should lead – if done correctly – to a corresponding recognition of 
guilt and contribute to the path of reconciliation.46
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The document quoted extensively from John Paul’s Tertio Millennio 
Adveniente, in which the pope affirmed that:

it is appropriate that, as the Second Millennium of Christianity 
draws to a close, the Church should become more fully conscious 
of the sinfulness of her children, recalling all those times in history 
when they departed from the spirit of Christ and his Gospel and, 
instead of offering to the world the witness of a life inspired by the 
values of faith, indulged in ways of thinking and acting which were 
truly forms of counter-witness and scandal.47

The Commission did not provide explicit examples of these anti- 
evangelical deeds, but the reference to the crusades appears rather 
evident. As an observer very well acquainted with the Roman Curia 
maintains, the holy wars of the medieval and early modern ages had 
been ‘omitted at the last minute [from the “Day of Pardon”] so as not 
to irritate further more than one exponent of the Curia opposed in 
particular to the inclusion of the crusades in the request for forgive-
ness’.48 Notwithstanding the generally positive reception of John Paul 
II’s initiative, the Commission admitted that:

some reservations have also been voiced, mainly expressions of 
unease connected with particular historical and cultural contexts 
in which the simple admission of faults committed by the sons and 
daughters of the Church may look like acquiescence in the face 
of accusations made by those who are prejudicially hostile to the 
Church.49

Conclusion

As this chapter has illustrated, such ‘reservations’ – that in many cases 
proved to be the expression of harsh critics – has been strongly main-
tained by traditionalist circles, especially by those who rejected the 
reassessment of Christian history introduced by the Second Vatican 
Council and pursued during the pontificate of John Paul II. Such op-
position to post-conciliar papal teaching, usually conveyed by lower 
strata of the ecclesiastical hierarchy and through informal and/or un-
official channels, is not limited to fringe minorities within the Catholic 
Church, and though traditionalist groups are numerically quite thin, 
their influence on various Catholic environments seems to be increas-
ing, especially in the cultural debate, as well as in marginal but not ir-
relevant sections of the political life of certain Western countries, such 
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as Italy, France and even the U.S.A. The controversy over the crusades 
is a case study that allows us to appreciate the scope of the struggle 
between post-conciliar hermeneutics and the pre-conciliar standpoint 
in a way that is difficult to find in other religious and cultural disputes 
with similarly vivid overtones.
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National memories of the crusades have been communicated in a va-
riety of ways in the centuries since the campaigns themselves. A pre-
viously unexamined context is the expression of national memories 
of the crusades via the rhetoric and artwork on, or associated with, 
modern postage stamps. A consideration of philatelic depictions of 
the crusades provides insight into both the different ways in which the 
crusades have been viewed and reinterpreted for modern usage, and 
the way in which a country has memorialised and communicated its 
involvement in the medieval crusades. Postage stamps are a ubiqui-
tous element of modern life, used to prove the prepaid fee for carriage 
of a letter or parcel through national and international postal systems. 
First introduced in Great Britain on 1 May 1840, in the form of the 
famous Penny Black, they are now used globally. Postage stamps are 
usually small and rectangular with perforated edges, but other shapes 
including circles and hearts (and from Tonga, birds and fruit) have en-
tered the market. According to the Convention of the Universal Postal 
Union (UPU) – a U.N. agency that coordinates the worldwide postal 
system and postal policies between the 192 member-nations – stamps 
must include a value indicator, the name of the issuing country (ex-
empting Great Britain) and a design.1 The latter element is a visual 
representation that reflects something of how a country wishes to por-
tray itself – both to its own citizens and to the rest of the world at large.

The images on postage stamps are advertisements or propaganda 
for the country of origin, communicating messages regarding culture, 
tourism, economy, religion and politics.2 However, as postage stamps 
have become commonplace in society, we rarely consider them as 
such. It has been aptly remarked:

We see and use stamps frequently, but rarely stop to think of their 
rich imagery and multiple messages […] The mundane charac-
ter and our individual ways of looking hide the stamps’ status as 

6 Philatelic depictions of the 
crusades

Rachael Pymm
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official visual images, because they are documents produced, or 
at least authorized, by the state. […] They are the way in which 
the state visually presents (or misrepresents) its history, culture, 
society, and its place in the world.3

When studied as tools of nation-building, a much more profound in-
sight into stamp artwork is gained. It is possible to discern how rep-
resentations of national achievements, heroes, locations, heritage and 
pastimes can provide a source of pride and national unity for domestic 
citizens, and an advertisement to the international community. Such a 
message can be further reinforced through the same medium by other 
postal elements, such as temporary cancellations which, when used 
most effectively, can bolster and enhance the message of a stamp. A 
consideration of the crusades as portrayed in philately provides an 
insight into three areas: the use of the term ‘crusade’ in the twentieth 
and twenty-first centuries; the use of imagined medievalised images 
of the crusades in communication of modern messages; and how a 
country chooses to commemorate and communicate its participation 
in the medieval crusades.

Campaigning crusader medievalism

When it appears on postage stamps, the word ‘crusade’ is usually 
used in a metaphorical or secular sense,4 indicative of a campaign for 
change, devoid of the religious features of the medieval crusades. The 
arenas of the desired change are broad in scope, covering social, health 
and political spheres, which attest to the perceived reach and influence 
that postage stamps have, or are hoped to have. In 1945, France issued 
a stamp titled Croisade de l’air pur (‘crusade for clean air’), which de-
picted two happy children running in the open countryside ( Figure 6.1). 
It is a 4 plus 2-franc stamp, indicating that it is a semi-postal, or charity 
stamp, and was sold at a premium over the postal rate (4 francs), with 
the excess (2 francs) being donated to the charity. At this time, 4 francs 
would carry a 50-g letter nationally5; thus, its message was primarily 
directed domestically. During the Second World War, the Vichy gov-
ernment of France sought to promote national solidarity and mutual 
help through a series of propaganda campaigns.6 In 1942, a film enti-
tled La Croisade de l’air pur was released. It showed the activities of the 
French National Relief ‘in run-down neighbourhoods, where children 
were suffering malnutrition and lack of fresh air’,7 and juxtaposed this 
with images of summer camps, to the goal of enticing the viewer to 
solidarity in winning this ‘crusade’.8 It is likely that, three years later, 
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a subtle visual reminder in the morning’s post helped to keep the mes-
sage alive. In this instance, the term ‘crusade’ was employed to rein-
force a national campaign for social change and health.

In 1941, a set of four stamps was issued in Romania, which bore the 
legend razboul sfant contra bolshevismului (‘the holy war against Bol-
shevism’), thus demonstrating the use of crusade rhetoric in philately to 
support a political aim. At this time, Romania, under the leadership of 
Ion Antonescu (1882–1946), was allied to the Axis powers of Germany, 
Italy and Japan. In the summer of 1941, 325,685 Romanians partici-
pated in Operation Barbarossa9 – the military campaign launched by 
Nazi Germany against the Soviet Union. The name ‘Barbarossa’ de-
liberately recalled the twelfth-century German, Holy Roman Emperor 
Frederick I (1122–90), nicknamed Barbarossa, who went on crusade.10 
Additionally, Nazi propaganda actively promoted the war in the east 
as a ‘crusade against Bolshevism’.11 Therefore, the Romanian use of 
this rhetoric demonstrated the country’s alliance with Nazi Germany, 
and the adoption and promotion of the same propaganda. In stark 
contrast, a few years later, the rhetoric of crusade was used in a polit-
ical context for the entirely opposite aim of promoting peace: the 1947 
Cruzada escolar Argentina por la paz mundial (‘Argentine Children’s 
Crusade for World Peace’) stamps were issued to support President 
Juan Perón’s (1895–1974), earlier speech calling for world peace.12

There is an element of overlap between the secular use of the word 
‘crusade’ on stamps and imagined medievalised images of the crusades 
in their artwork. Most stamp designs are generated by contracted 

Figure 6.1  Croisade de l’air pur, 1945, France. Artist: Achille Ouvré. © La 
Poste, 2017. From author’s personal collection. Used by kind per-
mission of La Poste.
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artists, and thus most graphics are artistic renditions of the subject 
matter. A series of stamps bearing the text Cruzada contra el frio 
 (‘Crusade against the cold’) were produced in 1936–9 at the direction 
of Nationalist leader General Emilio Mola y Vidal (1887–1937) during 
the Spanish Civil War.13 They are not strictly postage stamps, but rev-
enue, fiscal or tax stamps – they did not replace the official Spanish 
stamps, but their use was obligatory alongside Spanish stamps on en-
velopes sent from Nationalist-controlled areas. The 10 centimos charge 
for each tax stamp raised funds for warm winter clothes for the Na-
tionalist forces, and their circulation was intended to raise awareness 
and support for the troops. Whilst most of them feature Civil War sol-
diers, one issued in 1937 depicts a crusader on horseback. The image is 
detailed and dynamic; the horse rears upon its hind legs, conveying a 
sense of action and drama. The horse is wearing a caparison, common 
from the late twelfth century, and the rider is wearing full armour, 
an elaborately plumed helmet and carries a shield and polearm. This 
image, alongside the slogan, reinforced the association of the medie-
val crusades with the Civil War. The language of crusade and Spanish 
crusade iconography was used to great effect by the Nationalist forces 
throughout this campaign.14 In the 1940s, Franco was depicted as the 
focus and centrepiece of a mural entitled Franco: Victor of the Crusade, 
and in 1955 he unveiled a statute of El Cid (Rodrigo Díaz de Vivar, 
c. 1043–99) and presented himself as a modern-day equivalent.15 Being 
unofficial, the history of the production of the cruzada contra el frio 
stamps is revealing: the stamp depicting the crusader was designed by 
‘Ibánez’, presumably a Nationalist supporter. Not having access to the 
government’s printing presses, the stamps were printed lithographi-
cally by the Hija de B. Fournier company (c. 1900–78), famous for pro-
ducing playing cards. The company was located in Burgos, northern 
Spain – the childhood home and final resting place of El Cid; it may be, 
therefore, that the image on the stamp is a representation of El Cid.16

Imagery associating the medieval crusades with a modern soci-
etal adversary is most often employed in the arena of health. A 1934 
 one-penny (1d) semi-postal or charity stamp, from New Zealand – a 
country with no direct association with the medieval crusades – 
 depicts a crusader on horseback marching under the banner for health 
 (Figure 6.2). The crosses on his shield and hauberk are features com-
mon to the imagined image of a crusader and help identify him specif-
ically as such, rather than simply a mounted knight.

The same year, Belgium produced a series of stamps which bore 
a very similar image of a crusader (Figure 6.3). These stamps were 
also semi-postals with a 10 cents surcharge to generate funds for the 
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anti-tuberculosis campaign. There were seven stamps in this series, 
each with the same graphic, printed in a different colour according to 
the value. The image is of a crusader on horseback, but whereas the 
New Zealand stamp shows the character and horse in full, the Belgian 
stamp shows only the upper section. The knight carries a large shield, 
situated in the foreground of the stamp, which bears a double-barred 
cross printed in a bright red. Due to the surrounding white space of 
the shield interior and the contrast provided by detailed nature of the 
coloured design, the symbol is rendered particularly prominent and 
eye-catching.

Figure 6.2  Crusade for Health, 1934, New Zealand. From author’s personal 
collection. Used by kind permission of New Zealand Post.

Figure 6.3  Health Crusader, 1934, Belgium. © bpost, used by kind permis-
sion. Author’s personal collection.
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The double-barred cross, also called the Lorraine cross, is associ-
ated with the crusades and was said to have been adopted as the stand-
ard of Godfrey of Bouillon (1060–1100), famed member of the First 
Crusade and first ruler of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem, as the 
emblem of his house.17 On this stamp, the cross is a key feature iden-
tifying the knight as a crusader. The double-barred cross is, in fact, a 
symbol of anti-tuberculosis stamp issues worldwide – it was adopted 
as the symbol of the Central Bureau for Prevention of Tuberculosis, 
the forerunner to the modern International Union against Tubercu-
losis and Lung Disease, in 1902. Although the International Union 
makes no such claims, it is thought that the symbol was proposed in 
emulation of Godfrey of Bouillon, the double-barred cross signifying 
courage and success to crusaders.18 The records of the 1902 confer-
ence, however, do not support this. The international co- operative ef-
forts against the disease are clearly described as a crusade throughout 
the proceedings, and the symbol’s proposer Dr. Gilbert Sesiron named 
them a ‘peaceful crusade’. He suggested the ‘Double Red Cross’ as 
an ‘emblem of peace and of fraternal understanding’ and exhorted 
attendees to ‘Use it to mark your daily conquests, and your march 
onward throughout the world will be a triumph over your deadly foe’. 
Yet, despite all the associative language and imagery, explicit connec-
tion with the medieval crusades or Godfrey of Bouillon is absent from 
the symbol’s proposition.19

Significantly, in all the examples noted above, the crusader is 
equated with country of origin, and the affliction – be it the cold, poor 
health or disease – is the enemy. Additionally, each issue tacitly associ-
ates the crusades with charity and benevolent enterprises; this demon-
strates a supposition that the originating nation viewed the crusades 
sympathetically at that time, and either considered them, interpreted 
them, or sought to highlight their supposed features as altruistic or 
charitable endeavours.

Nationalising the crusades

Overall, the proportion of worldwide stamps and other philatelic ele-
ments issued since the late nineteenth century which depict the crusades 
are small. Of these, a surprising number have been generated for the 
philatelic market – high-value stamps that were prepared just to be sold 
to collectors and did not see any postal use within the issuing country. 
They frequently bear the names of countries that have no direct associa-
tion with the subject matter, including Dominica, Guyana, Lesotho, So-
malia and Senegal. In 1999, the latter produced a set of three minisheets, 
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totalling 27 different stamps, depicting characters from the crusades as 
chess pieces (Figure 6.4). As the primary market for these is collectors, 
such issues cannot inform us as to the stamp- issuing entity’s engage-
ment with the crusades, or the messages they were seeking to convey, as 
these factors were simply irrelevant to the issuing of the stamp.

Figure 6.4  Les Echecs, 1999, Senegal. Author’s personal collection.



98 Rachael Pymm

Conversely, the Sovereign Order of Malta, which celebrates its ori-
gin in the medieval crusader states, has a strong claim to a crusading 
heritage, yet is a ‘non-state entity subject to international law’.20 The 
Order established its own postal service in the sixteenth century and 
has issued modern postage stamps since 1966 – although its right to do 
so is ornamental.21 Imitating modern nation-states, the Order’s stamps 
feature its ‘history, its charitable and humanitarian works, its artistic 
heritage, Religion [sic]’.22 References to its crusading past depicted 
through stamps project a historical continuity with the crusades and 
crusaders and reinforce the perception of a crusading identity to the 
Order’s members and the international community alike.

To examine a national memory of the crusades as depicted in phi-
lately, a systematic analysis of a country’s issues was required, and for 
this purpose, France was selected. The French government had main-
tained control of French postal service, currently named La Poste, 
until 2010, when it became a public limited company; thus, stamp 
issues to 2010 could be considered government approved. Stamps is-
sued thereafter are still arguably reflections of national perspectives 
but are distanced from the authorisation of the state. The first French 
postage stamp was issued in 1849, nine years after the Penny Black 
of Great Britain. Following the First World War, diversity in French 
stamp design increased, as did the number of new releases. Numbers 
issued rose gradually in the decades of the twentieth century, from 
an average of 24 issues per year in the 1930s, reaching a peak of 362 
in 2008.23

Stamps depicting medieval history account for a small propor-
tion of all stamp issues, and the crusades form an even smaller sub-
set. Being already so narrowly defined, the classifications used are 
two: crusade-related and crusade-specific images, with the latter 
having the greatest significance. Crusade-related stamps depict 
persons and locales that are familiar to crusade historians, but the 
image itself is not related to the crusades. An example would be 
the 1953 French stamp depicting St. Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–
1153). St. Bernard famously preached the Second Crusade, but his 
influence extended to other spheres of church and political history. 
The stamp shows a portrait of the subject surrounded by a halo, 
and there are no elements of the design, which specifically equate 
St. Bernard with the crusade. Similarly, stamps featuring medieval 
French kings who went on crusade, or locations associated with 
the medieval crusades, would be classified as crusade related unless 
the image itself clearly references the crusades, as these persons 
and places have a broad history to draw from. The crusade-specific 
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stamps of France are few compared to the total output, but none-
theless their contribution is significant. The design of French cru-
sade-specific stamps and postal elements, and the timing of their 
issue, serves to illustrate French national perceptions of the cru-
sades at points during the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. 
We are thereby able to identify subtle changes to the way in which 
a country has interpreted and expressed national involvement in 
the medieval crusades, and the modern uses to which medievalised 
crusade imagery has been put.

Shortly after the close of the Second World War, in 1946, a ‘Cru-
sade for Peace’ was organised at Vézelay, in northern France, the site 
at which Bernard of Clairvaux preached the Second Crusade 800 
years earlier. Its genesis has been ascribed to the 1942 Christmas Day 
message of Pope Pius XII (1876–1958; pontifex 1939–58),24 in which 
he exhorted Christians ‘filled with the enthusiasm of Crusaders, to 
unite in the spirit of truth, justice and love to the call; God wills it, 
ready to serve, to sacrifice themselves, like the Crusaders of old’; the 
aim was to:

traverse the sea of errors of our day and to march on to free the 
holy land of the spirit […] The essential aim of this necessary and 
holy crusade is that the Star of Peace […] may shine out again over 
the whole [of] mankind.25

It has been suggested that Paul Doncœur (1880–1961), Jesuit and chap-
lain of the Scouts de France (French Scouts), organised the event.26 It 
is clear that he gave an address at the event,27 which does bear simi-
larities to other such public religious events and pilgrimages in which 
Doncœur was involved, each with the aim of restoring a sense of com-
munity and spiritual renewal.28 An expectant participant described 
the crusade as ‘a different kind of crusade […] a crusade of prayer, and 
penitence, and action, for peace […] its object is world-peace’.29 40,000 
pilgrims are said to have attended,30 bringing with them 14 crosses 
representing countries of Europe – a 15th was contributed at the last 
minute by German prisoners of war. Philatelically, the Crusade for 
Peace was marked by two circular commemorative handstamps (can-
cellation markings applied manually), which were applied to all mail 
sent from Vézelay on 21 and 22 July 1946. The first bears the text Crois-
ade de la Paix, Vezelay, encircling the image of a dove holding an olive 
branch – both symbols of peace – atop a chalice, designed to reflect 
the religious nature of the occasion. The second handstamp appears 
to depict Bernard of Clairvaux and bears the text 8o centenaire 2e 
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croisade, Vézelay (‘Eight-hundredth centenary of the Second Crusade, 
Vézelay’). It is also interesting to note that this handstamp represents 
the first historical event ever given a commemorative cancellation in 
France.

The Crusade for Peace was also celebrated by a set of commemo-
rative labels, which look similar to postage stamps but were not valid 
for postage as they omit key features, such as a value indicator and the 
country name. The labels depict a cross moline, centred in the arch-
way of a building. 8o centenaire 2e croisade is written in the semicir-
cular arch, and Dieu le Veut (‘God wills it’) between the arch and the 
cross. This wording is interesting as it is a battle cry more commonly 
associated with the First Crusade, but may perhaps also refer to the 
1942 Christmas message of Pope Pius XII. At the foot of the cross are 
the dates 1146 and 1946 and the word ‘Vézelay’. Thus, at this time, the 
 crusades – perhaps somewhat antonymously – were invoked in the ser-
vice of a zeal for and spirit of peace, and as a source of inspiration for 
unity and brotherhood transcending class boundaries.31 The  fortuitous 
timing of the eight-hundredth centenary of the launch of the Second 
 Crusade, at the accessible physical location of Vézelay, combined with 
an ideology which struck a chord with European Catholics, provided 
the perfect conditions for this event, which was clearly of  sufficient 
national significance to warrant commemorative handstamps.

Two years later, the Seventh Crusade was similarly commemorated 
by a handstamp cancellation applied to mail from Joinville, Haute 
Marne, over 11–12 July 1948. It bore text explicitly commemorating the 
crusade, accompanied by an image of Jean de Joinville (1224–1317), 
lord of Joinville and seneschal of Champagne. In the footsteps of his 
father, Joinville joined the Seventh Crusade in the service of King 
Louis IX. Joinville survived the expedition and, in the final years of 
his life, wrote of his experiences. The text Commemoration VIIe Crois-
ade and Joinville (H.M.) encircle an image of the head and torso of 
man, turned away such that part of his back faces the viewer, stooped 
slightly, he looks down at the date 11–12 July 1946. The likeness was 
taken from the statue of Joinville in Haute Marne.

Joinville is also the first individual who appears on a crusade-specific 
postage stamp (Figure 6.5). In 1957, France released a set of six stamps 
titled Célébrités (celebrities), each with a surcharge to raise money for 
the Croix-Rouge français (French Red Cross). The other honourees 
 depicted in this series are Bernard Palissy (1510–90),  Quentin de La 
Tour (1704–88), Félicité Robert de Lamennais (1782–1854), George 
Sand (1804–76) and Jules Guesde (1845–1922). This context suggests 
Joinville was included as a writer, for his contribution to the arts. 
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There is no crusade-specific imagery on Joinville’s stamp  – the im-
age consists of an artistic portrait in semi-profile. However,  Joinville’s 
chronicle, strictly speaking a biography of King Louis IX of France 
titled the Life of Saint Louis, is the principal Western narrative source 
for the Seventh Crusade, and Joinville’s only known work. It is this 
which makes it crusade specific, as the author simply cannot be di-
vorced from the subject matter.

Two years later, in 1959, Geoffrey de Villehardouin (c. 1150-c. 1213–18),  
the author of a chronicle of the Fourth Crusade, De la Conquête de Con-
stantinople (‘On the Conquest of Constantinople’), was featured on a 
stamp (Figure 6.6). This issue formed a set of six, also  titled Célébrités. 
This stamp provides more information to the observer about the con-
text of the honouree, via the background illustrations. Villehardouin 
is flanked by ships on his left, bearing the image of a cross on their 
sails. It is a common supposition that crusade ships were decorated 
in this way, and as such, more firmly communicates the crusade as-
sociation with the observer. The ships approach a small tower, likely 
intended to represent Constantinople, and suggesting their purpose 
is a siege. Over Villehardouin’s right shoulder are banners adorned 
with a cross, in front of pikes and spears. Thus, the military aspect 
of the crusades is depicted for the first time on a French stamp, but 
subtly. Similar to that of Joinville, this stamp is a semi-postal, with a 
surcharge for Croix-Rouge français. Considering the small number of 
crusade-specific issues, the use of a second French crusade-specific 
image in association with charity fundraising is significant. It speaks 

Figure 6.5  Joinville 1224–1317, 1957, France. Drawn by Maurice Lalau and 
engraved by Robert Cami. © La Poste, 2017. From author’s per-
sonal collection. Used by kind permission of La Poste.
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to a desire to interpret the crusades in a charitable context – not bely-
ing their military nature, but perhaps seeking to soften it by focusing 
on aspects such as mutual support.

In 1967, a stamp depicting St. Louis IX was issued. The stamp shows 
the king sat beneath a tree, receiving the poor. It was accompanied, 
however, by a Parisian First Day of Issue handstamp, which is crusade 
specific. It shows the portrait of the king, arrayed for battle, dressed in 
a mail coif over which he wears his crown, armour and a tunic; on the 
latter, the top of a cross is just visible. The principal military campaigns 
of Louis IX were the Seventh and Eighth Crusades; thus, this image is a 
subtle example of French involvement in the crusades being communi-
cated, accepted and normalised. The stamps were released during the 
‘politics of grandeur’ pursued by President Charles de Gaulle (1890–
1970) during the 1960s. This stamp was a component in a  multi-part 
 series of stamps on the history of France, featuring past kings, and 
could thus be associated with a conscious aim of inspiring support at 
home for de Gaulle’s vision of the future of France by recalling the 
glory of its past and advertising the same to an international audience.

Thereafter, although crusade-related images can be identified, there 
is a hiatus in crusade-specific imagery until 1998. The absence suggests 
an increased reticence to philatelically commemorate crusading history 
through these decades. On 27 April 1998, a single stamp was issued, al-
though it formed part of a series of four featuring the work of famous 

Figure 6.6  Geoffroi de Villehardouin, 1150–1212, 1959, France. Designed by 
Albert Decaris and engraved by René Cottet. © La Poste, 2017. © 
ADAGP, Paris and DACS, London 2018. From author’s personal 
collection. Used by kind permission of La Poste, ADAGP and 
DACS.
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artists, released individually throughout the year. The stamp features 
an extract from the painting Entrée des croisés à Constantinople (‘The 
Entry of the Crusaders into Constantinople’) by Romantic artist Eugene 
Delacroix (1798–1863), completed in 1840 (Figure 6.7). It may have been 
impractical to put the full image on a stamp due to the size of the paint-
ing; however, the other three stamps show the works of Paul Gaugin 
1848–1903), Pablo Picasso (1881–1973) and Marcel Duchamp (1887–1968) 
in full. This painting by Delacroix was commissioned by King Louis 
Philippe (1773–1850), to hang in the Salles des Croisades (‘Rooms of the 
Crusades’) in the Palace of Versailles, which ultimately comprised five 
rooms hung with over 120 paintings.32 Such circumstances suggest that 
the work was intended to be a celebration of crusading heritage.

However, the impression is not one of triumphant crusaders, but one 
of human suffering; titular protagonists are cast in shadow in the centre 
of the picture, whilst attention is drawn to the characters in the fore-
ground, Greek residents of the city. The catalogue in the Louvre (where 
the painting was transferred in 1885) describes them thus: ‘stricken fam-
ilies bar their [the crusaders] way to beg for mercy’.33 A commentator 
describes the foreground as one of ‘misery, fear and death. A world 
collapses. Another is born’.34 Contemporary art critic and Delacroix 
 aficionado Charles Baudelaire (1821–67) in his Salon de 1846 com-
mented that in several of Delacroix’s works, ‘you will find a figure which 
is more stricken, more crushed than the others; a figure in which all the 
surrounding anguish is epitomized’35 – his example was the character 

Figure 6.7  Delacroix 1798–1863, 1998, France. Layout by Aurélie Baras and 
engraved by Pierre Albuisson. © La Poste, 2017. From author’s 
personal collection. Used by kind permission of La Poste, Aurélie 
Barras and Pierre Albuisson.
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selected to a feature on this stamp: a woman, her back exposed to the 
viewer, hair thrown forwards, cradling the body of a dead or uncon-
scious woman in her arms. It is of a person who appears detached, ab-
sorbed in grief even in the face of the advancing army. Philatelically, the 
choice of this work of Delacroix, and a partial selection which focuses 
on the resultant human loss, represents a conscious decision and a note-
worthy shift in emphasis in representations of the crusades.

This is also suggested by the selection in 2001 of a mural from the 
Knights Hospitaller site, Hôtel des Chevaliers de Saint-Jean de Jérusalem 
in Toulouse (Figure 6.8). The murals date to the twelfth century, and the 
image is a particularly famous one, depicting an angel and St. James. As 
in the 1998 stamp, the primary purpose is promotion of French heritage, 
and secondarily of religion. However, the use of this image also informs 
the perception of the crusades – the government was not reluctant to use 
images from a Military Order in their philatelic advertisements. The name 
Knights Hospitaller suggests an altruistic and caring affect, focussing on 
hospital and welfare work. Viewed alongside the 1998 stamp, it seems that 
during these years, the crusades were being communicated primarily in 
terms of their human impact and care efforts. 

Whilst they fall outside the time frame in which the French gov-
ernment had authority over the images used philatelically, the 
 crusade-specific stamp issues of 2010 to 2017 are also worth noting, as 
they appear to evidence a further shift in emphasis to a more overt ac-
knowledgement of the military nature of the crusades. In 2012, a series 
of six stamps titled Les soldats de plomb (‘lead soldiers’) was issued, 

Figure 6.8  Hôtel des Chevaliers de Saint-Jean de Jerusalem, 2001, France. De-
signed and engraved by André Lavergne. © La Poste, 2017. From 
author’s personal collection. Used by kind permission of La Poste 
and André Lavergne.
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according to the official literature of La Poste, in commemoration of 
this type of children’s toy. One of the stamps is a twelfth-century cru-
sader, arrayed for battle, with spear and shield, and a sword in the 
background (Figure 6.9). The following year, an issue from the long 
(multi-year) series, Les grandes heures de l’Histoire de France (‘greatest 
hours in the history of France’), depicts the Battle of Muret, key in the 
Albigensian Crusade (Figure 6.10). These stamps change focus to the 
soldier and battle.

Figure 6.9  Les soldats de plomb, Croise XIIeme siècle, 2012, France. Designed 
by Pierre-André Cousin and engraved by Yves Beaujard. © La 
Poste, 2017. From author’s personal collection. Used by kind per-
mission of La Poste, Pierre-André Cousin and Yves Beaujard.

Figure 6.10  Les grandes heures de l’histoire de France: Muret, 2013, France. 
Designed and engraved by Louis Boursier. © La Poste, 
2017. From author’s personal collection. Used by kind permis-
sion of La Poste and Louis Boursier.
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Conclusion

Although there is no metric for measuring the impact of stamps and 
the success of their propaganda, the twentieth century saw extensive 
use of the postal service and an explosion in stamp design and issues. 
Prior to the privatisation of a country’s postal service, the philatelic is-
sues can be said to be official government documents and thus convey 
a message to the national and international community about the na-
ture of the issuing country. Broadly speaking, across worldwide stamp 
issues which bear the word, either by itself or alongside medievalised 
images of crusaders, the term ‘crusade’ is employed in a secular con-
text, meaning a campaign for change against a societal enemy. It is a 
term of significant familiarity to warrant use in identical contexts in 
stamp issues across Europe and by countries with no direct historical 
association with the medieval crusades.

A study of French postage stamps has generated an impression of 
a country which has chosen to depict the medieval crusades phila-
telically, demonstrating a positive acceptance of the crusades as an 
element of the nation’s history. The number of issues and commemora-
tions is small, compared with the total philatelic output of the country, 
which suggests a low-key and subtle celebration. It is possible to trace 
an evolution of national memory of the crusades through the stamps 
of the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. The images from the 
1950s and 1960s celebrate individuals for their contribution to the cul-
tural history of France. Those from 1998 and 2001 shift emphasis to 
the human cost of the crusades; however, this message is a secondary 
one. Those from the early twenty-first century, in contrast, focus on 
soldiers and battles. Thus, the French interpretation of the crusades 
aspect of national history, as depicted on postage stamps through 
these decades, is one of particular, and changing, nuance. As we have 
seen, postage stamps provide a window into a material memory of 
the crusades and the ways in which they were memorialised, and their 
provision of a historical background to the everyday lives of those who 
used them.
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Introduction: crusading ‘WikiKnowledge’

In April 2005, one Wikipedia contributor glibly described the crusades 
as ‘a bit of a sleepy topic actually’. Almost immediately a heated dis-
cussion occupied the ‘Talk’ discussion pages for the rest of the month 
on the nature of the crusades and their relevance for the present, pro-
voked by the ‘War on Terror’ being described as a ‘Tenth Crusade’ 
and suggestions that it thus merited mention on the ‘Crusades’ page. 
‘All that matters is that people are talking about a Tenth Crusade, not 
just a couple of people but millions of people, it’s a current concept!’, 
argued ‘Mgekelly’. The original contributor responded: ‘The War on 
Terror is a current event – let the historians of the distant future decide 
if there was continuity between the crusades of nearly a millenium 
[sic] ago, and the War on Terror in the present day’. They later added, 
‘Playing with History – much like Fire, is Dangerous […] “Crusade” 
isn’t just some amorphous blob we can apply to any war we feel like!’1

Wikipedia articles increasingly set the tone for popular perceptions of 
a topic. The online, freely accessible and editable encyclopaedia birthed 
in 2001 is rated as one of the most visited sites on the Internet.2 According 
to Wikimedia’s statistics, the English-language Wikipedia garnered 7.48 
billion page views in November 2018 and 92.04 billion in the year 2018.3 
Summaries of Wikipedia articles appear in Google Search results and are 
linked to by Facebook and YouTube as ‘fact checking’ standards, whilst 
Wikipedia is a reference point for in-home digital assistants and search 
engines.4 It is also used in universities by students and staff alike, despite a 
traditional scepticism of its value.5 ‘Wikipedia’, Heather Ford has argued:

is important because it has become entangled in our everyday 
lives. Because of its ubiquity, ease of use and centrality to the Web 
experience, Wikipedia has become a marker of importance, a 
symbol of notability, a site of information power.6

7 Wikipedia and the crusades

Constructing and 
communicating crusading

Mike Horswell
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Playing with fire may be an overblown analogy for writing history but 
as this volume and other recent work has shown perceptions of the 
crusades and crusading remain potent. The pages of Wikipedia on 
the crusades represent a productive place for the study of crusader 
 medievalism – how the crusades are remembered and used. They 
stand at an intersection of academic knowledge and popular percep-
tions of the medieval expeditions, providing a site for the encounter 
of crosscurrents of historical interpretation. However, these interac-
tions are structured by Wikipedia’s nature – its policies, culture and 
material limitations – which determine what I am designating ‘Wiki-
Knowledge’, the type of information available from Wikipedia. In 
turn, Wikipedia actively generates a globally influential version of 
crusading history; perhaps the most influential.

Unlike conventional encyclopaedias or traditional publications, 
Wikipedia articles are freely and collaboratively editable, and both 
benefit and suffer from the resultant fluidity. Articles are structurally 
open to defacing and manipulation, though also easily revised and 
corrected; criticism can be negated with a few quick edits. They are al-
ways in flux, subject to ‘perpetual revision or reconstruction’.7 In prac-
tice, there is an uneven distribution of the quality (variously measured) 
of articles,8 whilst structural features (such as policies, requirements 
of technical literacy, and lack of diversity amongst contributors) de-
termine the types of knowledge created (or at least, kept).9 For exam-
ple, the ‘Neutral Point of View’ (NPOV) policy requires a ‘neutral’ 
stance throughout and reference to ‘verifiable’ external sources rather 
than the original research of contributors. This ‘circumscribes the 
 boundaries of what counts as knowledge on Wikipedia’ and structures 
both articles and discussions of topics.10 NPOV ‘underscores, rather 
than resolves, the fundamental problem of social knowledge produc-
tion’ in that it brings to the fore questions of what counts as ‘verifiable’ 
and ‘neutral’ and who decides.11

Despite this, studies suggest that Wikipedia stands up well on 
grounds of reliability, in terms of accuracy, breadth and depth of cov-
erage, and readability, and unsurprisingly outstrips its competitors 
when it comes to ‘currency’ (‘up-to-dateness’).12 There is significant 
variation across content: ‘While some articles are of the highest qual-
ity of scholarship, others are admittedly complete rubbish’.13 Wikipe-
dia articles must be considered, and read, as an encyclopaedia, ‘with all 
the limitations that entails’ an older version of the same article argued; 
Don Fallis has suggested that Wikipedia should more appropriately 
be compared with online, freely accessible alternatives, such as blogs, 
ultimately to Wikipedia’s advantage.14
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Wikipedia has always been more than its articles, each of which 
comes with a complete revision history of all edits made and ‘Talk’ 
page for discussion of the construction and modification of the arti-
cle. These two features render visible the processes of article-creation: 
they ‘show the construction of a significant objectified social reality’ 
and reveal ‘the textual mediation of social reality’.15 Moreover, they 
are a key arena for study of Wikipedia knowledge-creation beyond 
their ‘real-time’, ‘behind-the-scenes’ value – the ‘Talk’ pages ‘are at the 
cutting edge of social legitimation, since they reveal the on-going pro-
cess of both apprehending and producing the realities of [the article’s 
content]’.16 In other words, Wikipedia reflects the state and history of 
popular knowledge as well as creating it: Wikipedia has a ‘paradoxical 
stature as both record and source of information’.17

Constructing the crusades

Given the above, what is the version of crusading and the crusades 
presented by Wikipedia? This chapter presents a necessarily limited 
sketch of crusading ‘WikiKnowledge’ and is concerned with map-
ping two topographies: the epistemological dimensions of Wikipedia’s 
‘Crusades’ article and ‘Talk’ pages and the ethnographic geography 
of the community engaged in their creation. The first aspect involves 
tracing the terrain of knowledge presented, its production, and rela-
tionship to academic discourse on the crusades. Constraints of space 
prevent a comprehensive evaluation of all references to the crusades 
and crusading on Wikipedia, or even of all articles on relevant topics. 
I will focus on the ‘Crusades’ article as it is the ‘landing page’ for any-
one searching for the crusades in general, and, in part because of this, 
it reflects the most direct engagement of editors with crusading and 
the crusades.18 The fluid nature of Wikipedia articles means that to an 
extent any analysis of content is instantly outdated; specific criticisms 
made here can be addressed by editors of the articles in the future and 
thus nullified.19 This evaluation, therefore, pertains to the ‘Crusades’ 
article as it appeared on 30 November 2018 and to discussions of the 
article in its related archive of ‘Talk’ pages.20 Together, the article and 
‘Talk’ forum facilitate the use of methods developed by online ethnog-
raphy studies to address the second aspect of the ‘WikiKnowledge’ 
of the crusades considered here. They reveal the shape of the social 
landscape of an online community of Wikipedia contributors, which 
frames the social context of its production.21 In short, they enable us to 
see a snapshot of how the crusades are presented and how that image 
was arrived at.
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Crusading on Wikipedia consists of an overview article on the his-
torical crusades (‘Crusades’) as well as articles covering subtopics in 
detail. The scope is set out in several places which present a broad 
approach to crusading as popular and non-Levantine campaigns are 
included.22 The ‘Crusades’ article has seven categories and is roughly 
12,450 words long.23 It covers the terminology of crusading, the his-
torical background of the Eastern Mediterranean, campaigns from 
the eleventh to fifteenth centuries, the crusader states, the military or-
ders, the legacy of the crusades and their historiography. This range, 
and its organisation, reflects an understanding of crusading requiring 
appreciation of the pre-1095 context in order to see what was ‘new’ 
in Pope Urban II’s call at Clermont. It is a ‘pluralist’ view, which in-
cludes crusades against Christians and pagans, Baltic campaigns and 
the Iberian ‘Reconquista’.

The crusades, the article begins, were ‘a series of religious wars 
sanctioned by the Latin Church in the medieval period’.24 Primarily 
aimed at the reconquest of ‘the Holy Land from Muslim rule’, the 
term crusade ‘is also applied to other church-sanctioned campaigns 
[…] fought for a variety of reasons including the suppression of pagan-
ism and heresy, the resolution of conflict among rival Roman Catholic 
groups, or for political and territorial advantage’. The most notable 
absence from this definition is the classic formulation of Jonathan 
Riley-Smith, repeated in many of his works, that the crusades were 
‘penitential war-pilgrimages’25: indeed, ‘The defining, and most rad-
ical, feature of a crusade was that it was penitential.’26 Riley-Smith’s 
emphasis has not been without criticism, but has found many adher-
ents and foregrounds the role of the papacy which the Wikipedia ar-
ticle repeats (‘church-sanctioned’).27 His linkage of ‘pilgrimage’ with 
crusading has resonated with crusade historians, not least as the lan-
guage of the former had been adopted by those who participated in, 
and described, the medieval crusades.28 The definition of a crusade, 
or crusading, has proven a thorny issue for crusade historians in a 
historiographical debate reported by the article in the ‘Terminology’ 
section.29 The lack of clarity in definition has stimulated investigation 
into what has been perceived as crusading, not least as scholarship 
has looked beyond the traditional focus of the subject, namely, the 
nine-numbered expeditions and crusader states in the Levant.30

In parallel with the historians, the editors and contributors to 
the Wikipedia article grappled with the same question, though 
within different parameters. Key questions in the historical debate 
have included the novelty of Urban’s synthesis of ideas, the cen-
trality of the Holy Land, the role of the papacy, the significance of 
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ecclesiastical apparatus, the language of crusading and the motiva-
tions of  crusaders.31 These debates are reflected in the article’s ‘Talk’ 
pages: for example, suggestions are repeatedly made to limit its scope 
to the numbered expeditions or crusades to the Middle East.32

In the same vein, editors and historians alike have wrestled with 
the framing of the crusades as a defensive war. Historian Paul Craw-
ford has made the case for the crusades as a retaliation for seventh- 
century–Islamic conquests and in defence of a Western European 
 Christendom, whilst Kristin Skottki has suggested that this argument 
is based on acceptance of medieval Christian propaganda, which un-
critically accepts a ‘Clash of Civilisations’ model of Christian- Muslim 
interaction.33 Wikipedia editors too debated the subject, though 
within the bounds of the encyclopaedia’s policies. The question of 
whether characterising the crusades as ‘defensive’ inherently implied 
a particular point of view (in contravention of NPOV) was considered 
alongside relevant historical considerations.34

Rather than making a binding decision on the issue, the editors at-
tempted to reflect the state of academic discussion and represent dif-
fering viewpoints. This inevitably led to the question of which sources 
should be selected as representative. Thomas Madden’s advocacy of 
the crusades-as-defensive position in popular and academic works 
was considered:

The defensive/offensive thing is actually pretty important and we 
shouldn’t really leave it out […] whatever your opinion of Madden’s 
politics, he is nevertheless an influential and respected crusade 
scholar, and his views are among those that should be represented 
here.35

Agreement was reached that scholarly works of respected crusades his-
torians should be cited rather than their non-scholarly interventions.36 
Here, the community of Wikipedia editors and contributors could be 
seen engaging with a historical debate about the nature of crusading, 
albeit within particular constraints on both form and content: their ar-
ticle was required to be ‘neutral’ and reflective of ‘academic’ concerns, 
adhering to NPOV, which directly shaped the article’s presentation of 
crusading.

Other tensions in the presentation of the crusade were caused, or 
ameliorated, by the specifics of Wikipedia’s formatting and history. 
Originally titled ‘Crusade’, after discussion the editors added an ‘s’ to 
the article’s title in September 2006 in order to distinguish the content 
as the history of the medieval expeditions rather than ‘the concept of 
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crusade’, or crusading.37 This, along with the creation of a ‘Histori-
ography of the Crusades’ page, absorbed most of the attempts to add 
sections addressing the modern resonance or perceived continuation 
of the crusades – a persistent problem. For example, a ‘Tenth Crusade’ 
kept being inserted into the article describing the twenty-first–century 
U.S.-led invasion of Iraq and the ‘War on Terror’, whilst the ‘Talk’ 
pages reveal several lengthy discussions, asserting that without this 
the article represented a Western ‘Euro-centric’ perspective.38 These 
were largely the suggestions of passing contributors, representing a 
topical concern perhaps, and were often opposed by longer term con-
tributors to, or editors of, the article. The article’s dry opening remark 
under ‘Terminology’ represents some of the fatigue editors share with 
crusade historians at attempts to narrow or broaden definitions:

The term crusade used in modern historiography at first referred 
to the wars in the Holy Land beginning in 1095, but the range of 
events to which the term has been applied has been greatly ex-
tended, so that its use can create a misleading impression of coher-
ence, particularly regarding the early Crusades.39

The approach of shunting this material into a separate article repeats 
the process identified by René König with regard to arguments that 
overwhelmed the capacity of article editors to manage the debate 
through other means: ‘the community reacts to this overload by mar-
ginalizing alternative interpretations and immunizing the article from 
them’.40

Verifying the crusades

Large sections of the article depend on Thomas Asbridge’s The 
 Crusades (2010) and Peter Lock’s Routledge Companion to the  Crusades 
(2006).41 Asbridge provides much of the material for eleventh- and 
twelfth-century crusading, whilst Lock’s work is used for broader 
 arenas of crusading activity. In general, the sources are  deployed 
effectively. Robert Chazan’s European Jewry and the First Crusade 
(1996) is cited when the pogroms in the Rhineland on the First Cru-
sade are mentioned and the millenarianism of poor participants in 
the same expedition merited reference to Norman Cohn’s The Pursuit 
of the Millennium (1970), though Jay Rubenstein’s Armies of Heaven 
(2011) is a notable omission.42

There are some signs of fraying, however. Standard overview works 
on the Fourth Crusade by Jonathan Phillips, Donald Queller and 
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Thomas Madden are missing, despite appearing on the ‘Fourth Cru-
sade’ page, and Erik Christiansen’s work on the Northern, or Baltic, 
Crusades is also absent.43 On the other hand, the ‘Crusades’ article 
collects a number of minor, or tangentially related, sources. Some 
of these are from broad surveys – appropriate to reference for an 
 encyclopaedia – but others are narrowly focussed articles out of place 
in an overview.44 There is potential here for authorial self- promotion, 
as encouraged by some publishers’ marketing advice. The uneven han-
dling of sources is illustrated by the repetition of a phrase from Norman 
Davies’ Europe (1997) three times in which he argued that the crusades 
‘strengthen[ed] the nexus between Western Christendom, feudalism, 
and militarism’.45 Whilst feudalism is a disputed term, it is here parsed 
uncritically. More contentiously, the article asserts that ‘The Kingdom 
of Jerusalem was the first experiment in European colonialism cre-
ating a “Europe Overseas” or Outremer’, and quotes Davies again. 
Davies, in fact, omitted ‘European colonialism’ – a seemingly minor 
difference but one which refused to locate the crusades as an originary 
point for later imperialism. The relationship between colonialism and 
the crusades, especially in the form of the crusader states, has exer-
cised historians who have debated the utility of employing terms such 
as ‘colony’ and ‘apartheid’ for medieval phenomena.46 Moreover, the 
association between crusading and colonialism is fraught for modern 
audiences.

The lack of coherence with regard to sources used, vision of the 
crusades and written style are features of the article’s construction. 
The article has had 10,391 edits and 4,028 editors since its creation in 
October 2001; the top 10% of editors have made 19.5% of the edits.47 
Presently, 55.3% of the article’s text can be attributed (by characters 
edited) to one editor, ‘Norfolkbigfish’, who is also the top editor by 
number of edits to the article in total.48 Very little, if any, of the orig-
inal text imported from the New Schaff-Herzog Encylopedia of Reli-
gious Knowledge (1909) remains.49 Analysis of when the article was 
edited, and its variations in size, demonstrates that it received increas-
ing attention from 2004 to 2007, when editing peaked with over 300 
edits each month between January and May (Figure 7.1).50 Notable 
spurts of change in the past five years (around 100 edits in a month) 
were April and May 2013, September 2015, June and July 2016, and 
December 2016 to March 2017.

The fragmentary nature of the article’s creation and the competition 
of voices it embodies are a direct consequence of Wikipedia’s poli-
cies on open co-authorship, NPOV, and ‘Notability’. The latter pol-
icy requires authors to reflect academic scholarship, in the spirit of 



118 Mike Horswell

an encyclopaedia, rather than conduct and write ‘original research’. 
Consequentially, the article is often both outdated, as cutting-edge 
scholarship is often less accessible to non-academics, yet able to incor-
porate articles as they are published if editors do have access.51 Given 
these constraints, and the potential for vandalism from a multitude of 
sources, the level of coherence and accuracy of the ‘Crusades’ article 
is impressive, when read as an encyclopaedia article. 

Communicating crusading

Establishing reception, or cultural impact, is notoriously difficult. 
In the case of traditional printed encyclopaedias, for example, sales 
 figures, library acquisition and borrowing records, and (possibly) 
other oblique references might be all we have to establish the reader-
ship and influence of a particular work, let alone of a specific article.52 
In contrast, the English-language Wikipedia article on the crusades 
had 6.74 million views by users between July 2015 and November 2018 
and averaged nearly 5,400 views a day.53 For the same period, Figure 
7.2 shows the pageviews of users of the ‘Crusades’ article alongside 
 selected related articles, indicating their relative popularity and its vol-
atility.54 The examples here were chosen for comparison and because 
they  illustrate distinct spikes in numbers at particular times, a provo-
cation for further research. What, for example, explains the November 
2015 peak in pageviews of the ‘Crusades’ page? Is the December 2017 
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 (October 2001 to November 2018). Data from ‘Crusades: en. 
wikipedia.org’, xTools.
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jump in pageviews for the ‘Templars’ article due to the release of the 
TV series Knightfall?55 What about the February to May 2016 interest 
in the same article?

Although these statistics do not present the level of engagement 
indicated by each pageview, if even a small fraction do represent a 
deep engagement with the content presented by the articles, then they 
demonstrate significant communication of a particular perception of 
the crusades. If the figures presented above for user edits are taken as 
an index of deep engagement with the ideas of crusading, combined 
with those who contributed to, or read, the ‘Talk:Crusades’ archives, 
there is clearly a substantial community of those interested in the cru-
sades gathered around the Wikipedia pages. Indeed, the ‘Talk:Cru-
sades’ archives are over 130,000 words long.

Conclusion

The ‘Crusades’ article bears the marks of its patchwork creation. It 
is up to date in areas, yet missing standard works in others; clear in 
overview and scope of the subject, but dependent on single works for 
large sections; and hardest to combat for a multi-authored piece of this 
length, uneven in tone and consistency of presentation of crusading. 
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More surprisingly perhaps, the article remains informative, broad 
in coverage, clearly signposts academic work and related topics, and 
includes works published in 2018. The ‘Talk’ pages demonstrate how 
contributors have wrestled with some of the same questions which have 
vexed historians, whilst being unable to ignore ones generated by pop-
ular perceptions (and misconceptions) of crusading and the crusades.

The ‘Crusades’ article – as can be seen through the number of pa-
geviews, edits and contributions to the ‘Talk’ pages – is a significant 
site of public grappling with the history and meaning of the crusades. 
If it reflects traditional (academic) perceptions of the crusades this is 
because it is both designed to and because a number of editors have 
chosen to interpret, enact and enforce the policies of NPOV and ‘No-
tability’.56 Deficiency or disparity of source coverage could be due in 
part to their inaccessibility; whether articles being behind paywalls 
or few contributors having access to the range of monograph stud-
ies of crusading written by a crusade scholar. That out-of-copyright 
sources are often accessible online, and therefore disproportionately 
represented in Wikipedia, leads to the revival of outmoded historical 
assessments; the resurrection, zombie-like, of old interpretations of 
crusading with their associated baggage.57

Wikipedia’s representation of knowledge remains paradoxically 
new, yet old, in other ways. The open access, freely editable nature of 
Wikipedia has been heralded as radically pointing to a new concept 
of knowledge itself: ‘In today’s world, knowledge should be flexible, 
fallible, refutable, and its quest should involve change, disagreement, 
and continuous partial revision’.58 Yet, this could also be a descrip-
tion of the scientific method or academic historiographical processes 
of knowledge-creation. The difference is that Wikipedia makes these 
processes visible whilst rendering the types of expertise necessary for 
proficient knowledge-creation opaque.59 Coupled with its reach, Wiki-
pedia’s recording of the complete history of edits and accompanying 
discussions of edited topics renders it an invaluable – yet underused – 
source for historians of cultural and collective memories of the past.

This preliminary study is necessarily partial: it has evaluated neither 
other crusade-related articles (or ‘Talk’ pages) in the English-language 
Wikipedia nor those in different languages. But it has been sufficient 
to highlight the contingent nature of crusading knowledge presented 
in the ‘Crusades’ article and some of the structural features of its pro-
duction. Articles are always in-process, always becoming – their stabil-
ity is fragile and their content in flux. This chapter has mapped some of 
the terrain of crusading ‘WikiKnowledge’, its history, its correspond-
ence with crusade historiography, and its ethnographic context of a 
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community of editors, whilst pointing the way for future studies. As 
important as Wikipedia is for reflecting and creating knowledge of the 
crusades and crusading globally, readers must recognise that the per-
ceptions presented are the product of limited, structured consensus. 
And, ‘consensus at Wikipedia’, Scott Kildall and Nathaniel Stern re-
mind us, ‘is not consensus on a given topic, ready for worldwide dis-
semination via the site; it is merely a consensus at Wikipedia’.60
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It is a common cliché to imagine academia as an ivory tower, segre-
gated from the rest of society, preoccupied with its own distinct con-
cerns. Yet, academics and non-academics alike are equally fascinated 
with the crusades in the early twenty-first century. Most obviously, the 
crusades remain present in national and global politics. On the one 
hand, white supremacists in the U.S.A. and Europe identify with cru-
saders. Protesters in the 2017 Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, 
Virginia, carried Deus Vult crosses.1 Roughly a year later, German ac-
tivists at an AfD demonstration in Rostock waved a Templar flag.2 On 
the other hand, Islamist groups such as IS and al-Qaeda also use the 
idea of ongoing Western crusading to motivate their followers.3 Addi-
tionally, the crusades remain widespread in general pop culture. The 
video game Crusaders of Light launched in spring 2018, joining pop-
ular favourites such as Assassin’s Creed, Crusader Kings and Strong-
hold: Crusader. In December 2017, the TV series Knightfall premiered 
on the History Channel; it was renewed in August 2018.4 Memes using 
the crusades continue to proliferate and be highly popular; for exam-
ple, two Reddit forums, r/CrusadeMemes and r/DankCrusadeMemes, 
have over 17,000 and 14,000 subscribers, respectively.5 Teachers and 
scholars, too, are focused on the crusades, reflecting the ubiquity of 
the crusades in political discourse and pop culture. School teachers, 
journalists and academics have come together in various combinations 
to discuss the study, teaching and modern invocation of the crusades.6 
Of course, countless scholarly publications on the medieval crusades 
also continue to stream forth.

Clearly, academic discourse on the crusades is occurring in the 
context of political discourse on and popular fascination with the 
crusades. But it is also occurring in at least two other contexts. First, 
medieval studies as a wider field is engaged in conversations about the 
connection of our work and white supremacist movements. Second, 
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the function, purpose and implementation of higher education in the 
U.S.A. and the U.K. are under scrutiny. What does ‘public engage-
ment’ mean and how can it be assessed? What is the relationship 
 between higher education, job preparation and good citizenship? 
How does scholarly expertise contribute to society, and how can those 
 contributions – whether inside or outside the classroom – be measured?

In this brief personal essay, I reflect in broad terms on these conver-
sations for those who study the history of the crusades narrowly and 
without reference to the contexts outlined above; consequently, the 
overview I provide here may seem insufficient to those involved in the 
conversations I reference.7 Ultimately, I suggest, high levels of public 
and scholarly engagement with the crusades and the multiple contexts 
in which this engagement is taking place should lead us to consider 
and act upon the ethical dimension of our work as scholars, teachers 
and writers of history. I make this argument from my own subject po-
sition to reinforce the broader point that we necessarily work within 
subjective and contextual positions.

Intimately entangled: the past, history and 
historical expertise

The high volume of political and popular discourse on the crusades 
corresponds to the widespread use of a remembered Middle Ages (i.e., 
the Middle Ages as imagined-to-have-been) to justify discrimination 
or violence in the twenty-first century. Admittedly, the remembered 
Middle Ages have long played a key role in political and popular 
cultures.8 In particular, the remembered Middle Ages has been and 
continues to be used to buttress key elements of modern identities, 
particularly nationality, gender (especially masculinity), religion and/
or race.9

Within the remembered Middle Ages, the crusades are most fre-
quently invoked as a ‘poster conflict of civilizational clash’.10 That is, 
the history of the crusades seems to offer a historical example of a 
world broken into separate, homogenous and mutually antagonistic 
societies, a world in which modern identity categories were present, 
aligned and demarcated – those of one race and religion lived here, 
those of another lived there. Additionally, in this world, masculine hi-
erarchies of power seem to have been firmly in place; men ruled and 
took action, including the waging of war, whilst women remained pas-
sively at home. The remembered Middle Ages with their crusades thus 
seem to stand in opposition to a multicultural and feminist moder-
nity.11 Depending on perspective, then, the remembered Middle Ages 
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can function as a sign of an escaped dark age that should be fully bur-
ied, or a lost golden age that should be actively revived.

These remembered Middle Ages are the product, rather than a dis-
tortion, of scholarly work. It is deeply difficult to disentangle the study 
of the medieval past and the study of medievalisms, i.e., representa-
tions or memories of the medieval past.12 Medieval studies as a field 
emerged in the nineteenth century and itself constituted a medieval-
ism; early medievalists created their own remembered Middle Ages.13 
Historians of crusading have long recognised that historiography is 
essential for understanding the crusades14; I would add that this is be-
cause the modern term ‘crusade’, and the various and contradictory 
concepts it communicates depending on context and audience, rep-
resents an interpretation of the past, rather than the past itself. We 
have to discuss the historiography of the crusades because, argua-
bly, the phenomenon does not fully exist outside a historiographical 
framework.

Thus, the remembered Middle Ages (with remembered crusades) 
that are so influential in the early twenty-first century have their roots 
in the work of medievalists over the past two centuries. In other words, 
crusader medievalisms in popular discourse are not new nor have they 
arisen separate from the academic study of the past; rather, as many 
have noted, they reflect past scholars’ construction of medieval history 
and the history of the crusades.15 Certainly, new work is repeatedly 
illuminating the intimate relationship between ‘scholarly’ and ‘pop-
ular’ histories of the crusades; for example, at the International Me-
dieval Congress at Leeds in July 2018, multiple papers illustrated the 
connections between the history of the crusades, nation-building and 
Western imperialism.16

Yet, it is not only the historical ideas of earlier generations of schol-
ars that continue to exert influence but also their gendered and ra-
cialised conceptualisations of expertise and authority. Ironically, our 
scholarly spaces continue to reflect the imagined hegemony and homo-
geneity of medieval Europe as asserted by previous centuries of schol-
ars.17 Scholarly expertise is still frequently expected to reflect gender, 
race and class hierarchies, and not all scholarly spaces are welcoming 
to those who do not fit the unwritten standards for expertise. As a 
result, the identities of those who acquire and exercise expertise at the 
highest levels remain largely homogenous and normative. Statistically 
speaking, the higher one moves up the scale within academia – from 
graduate student or contingent instructor at one end to tenured full 
professor at the other – the more normative one is likely to be in terms 
of race, gender, sexuality and virtually every other category.18
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These dynamics are magnified in the public realm and directly in-
tersect with ongoing debates about academic labour, public engage-
ment and the function of higher education. At the same time, that calls 
for public engagement increase, the dynamics of online public engage-
ment may also reinforce normative hierarchies of expertise. Whilst 
the explosion of publishing options and platforms like Twitter allows 
for the diversification of scholarly voices and scholarly modes of en-
gagement, in practice the institutional structures of academic labour 
and hierarchy and the performances of expertise and authority that 
are most recognised serve to underscore a narrowly defined academic 
elite. Even though everyone is theoretically subject to harassment on-
line, those scholars who engage the public online with the least risk 
and most reward are those whose identities conform to normative ex-
pectations of expertise in terms of age, gender, race and class. Those 
who are thought not to resemble an expert or professional scholar, 
including younger academics, women and scholars of colour, are more 
likely to encounter mass abuse and threatened violence.19

In addition, the way that academic expertise is typically performed 
in both popular and scholarly realms – namely, by publicly addressing 
large groups of people, either in spoken or written word, by claiming 
to possess ‘the facts’, and by skill in debating and ‘defeating’ intellec-
tual opponents – also compound the problem. Even when undertaken 
online, these performances of expertise still conform to those estab-
lished in the creation and institutionalisation of the discipline of his-
tory in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.20 The dynamics 
of scholarly engagement with the public in a mass media world, then, 
have the potential to enhance and reinforce the privileged hegemony 
of historical expertise within the academy, creating a vicious cycle that 
is hard (though not impossible) to disrupt. To put it as bluntly as possi-
ble, those scholars who are most likely to be rewarded and least likely 
to be abused for engaging the public are those who, whether inten-
tionally or not, affirm the idea that expertise exists in certain kinds of 
bodies and manifests in certain kinds of scholarly performance. The 
more controversial or ‘relevant’ a historical topic is – for example, the 
crusades – the more these dynamics may be exaggerated.

Whilst medieval studies as a field is increasingly discussing its own 
diversity and inclusion, the field of crusade studies is not yet engaged 
in the kind of similar conversations that are taking place in other areas 
of medieval studies.21 There are many possible explanations for this 
absent conversation; however, if the reason is that scholars of crusade 
studies do not value diversity or are unconcerned with inclusion in 
their field, then that, too, is a point of connection between academia 
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and ‘extremists’ on various sides who also are unconcerned with, if not 
openly hostile towards, diversity and inclusion. Moreover, if we write 
books and give lectures that confirm a normative model of historical 
expertise and a heterosexual, masculinist, white and Christian history 
of the crusades, we reinforce political and popular discourses that cen-
tre the same vision of the crusades in their calls for violent action. 
And when on social media we meet historical assertions that we con-
sider false with bald counter-claims of expertise – claims of dominance 
based on identity rather than evidence – we may ironically perpetuate 
the same normative model of expert knowledge that is recognised by 
those who critique evidence-based arguments.

In sum, then, the remembered crusades and remembered Middle 
Ages encountered in twenty-first–century political and popular dis-
courses are a modern refashioning of older ideas created by scholars. 
Whilst it may be appealing to categorise the ubiquity of the crusades 
in modern political and popular discourses as the result of ‘co-option’, 
‘appropriation’ or ‘misuse’, ultimately the way the crusades are uti-
lised in public discourse results from, and mirrors, academia in terms 
of scholarly ideas, scholarly hierarchies and scholarly performances 
of expertise. And the way that expertise on the crusades is often per-
formed and embodied in both public and scholarly spaces likewise 
echoes the exclusionary politics of disciplinary power put in place in 
the nineteenth century and still largely maintained. Our work as schol-
ars is intimately entangled with the very same popular and political 
discourses that we may protest; we are inextricably enmeshed in our 
socio-historical contexts.

Working intentionally

The way we represent the crusades in our scholarship and teaching, and 
the identities and performances of expertise we choose to recognise and 
elevate, have significant ramifications for our field, higher education 
and the world in which we all live. The points of connection I’ve out-
lined above should lead us to ask: when we study and write and teach 
the crusades, ‘whose work are we doing and why?’22 We have choices to 
make about how we do our work, and we should make them intention-
ally. Above all, I encourage us to undertake self-reflection, to actively 
consider both the ethics and the limits of history, to engage the public in 
the complexity of history, and to acknowledge the interconnections be-
tween the teaching and writing of history and its public understanding.

First, as scholars of the crusades, we can and should engage in 
critical self-reflection. We already recognise that engaging with the 
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historiography of the crusades is a necessary first step for studying the 
crusades; let us go one step further and ask, what are ‘the crusades’ 
that we construct through our writing and teaching? Are they a sin-
gular phenomenon that epitomises the medieval world and affirms the 
idea of the Middle Ages as an era of unmitigated ‘civilisational con-
flict’, or are they one of many intersecting and at times contradictory 
phenomena? Are they another category of war, an exercise in cultural 
domination, or an exalted form of spiritual exercise? (Can they be all 
or none of these?) Why do we choose to distinguish ‘the crusades’ as 
an analytical category distinct from other Christian religious wars? 
Whose perspectives do we prioritise if we make such a distinction, and 
whose perspectives do we lose? In raising these questions, I am not 
suggesting a return to the debates on the definition of crusading that 
occupied prior generations of historians, but rather, following Kristin 
Skottki, pushing us towards a more critical self-awareness based on 
an understanding of the role we play in constructing the history of the 
crusades.23

To dig even deeper, why are so many of us so interested in the cru-
sades? What drives our study of these and not other wars? Does the 
term ‘crusade’ allow us to distance ourselves from what was suffering 
and death for past people? 24 Who are we – what privileged subject 
positions might we occupy – if we discuss the crusades with personal 
detachment? When we distinguish the crusades from other forms of 
warfare and Christian violence – when we accept that there was some-
thing that distinguished crusading violence from other violence – we 
may inevitably prioritise the perspective of those who supported cru-
sading and viewed it as superior to other forms of violence, rather than 
the perspectives of those who experienced crusading violence. This 
gives me pause.

As we reflect on our study of the crusades, we can and should con-
sider the ethical dimensions of historical work in general. An active 
relationship between the way we do history and the world in which we 
do it is not new; major changes in the historical profession have virtu-
ally always corresponded to an ‘attempt to address the political and 
cultural transformation of the age’.25 Since history is used to promote 
a variety of political calls to action (sometimes violent), as historians 
and human beings, we have a pressing obligation to consider our ethi-
cal response to the uses of history and recognise our role in construct-
ing it. As Gabrielle Spiegel asserted in 2013:

the greatest issue facing the practice of history today is to un-
derstand its relationship to ethical goals long banished from 
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professional historiography. In the end, what is at stake in these 
discussions is not an epistemological question of “truth” but an 
ethical response.26

These points resound in the context of the history of the crusades. 
Those of us who study and construct this history in our writing 
and teaching have not only to grapple with the ethics of studying war-
fare and  violence – acts with ethical dimensions in their own times as 
well as in our own – but also with the ethics of studying a past that is it-
self being used to promote present and future warfare and violence. As 
historians, of course we care about the past, i.e., ‘what happened’. In 
our current contexts, however, the greatest challenge is how we should 
respond to what has happened and continues to happen, and what may 
happen in the future. As David Matthews expresses it, ‘when someone 
describes his torture at the hands of a western state as “medieval,” our 
first concern should not be historical accuracy’.27 We have a respon-
sibility not only to support historical accuracy and evidence-based 
argumentation but also to consider the present and future ethical di-
mensions of our words in the twenty-first–century world.

Some may raise concerns that historians’ biases will distort his-
torical knowledge. Yet working in the aftermath of the post-modern 
critique of empiricism, many of us already recognise that our biases 
unavoidably affect historical knowledge. We are already working 
with an awareness of our limitations as human beings with embod-
ied minds and individual subject positions. Not only is ‘neutrality not 
optional’,28 total objectivity is unattainable, and the very dream of ob-
jectivity is itself historically contingent.29 Recognising this, we are al-
ready attempting to delineate the ethics as well as the very boundaries 
of our profession in an era that can perhaps be best characterised by 
its ‘affective engagement’ with the past.30 Because the work of history 
has ethical connotations in the world/s in which we live, the question is 
not whether we can engage in the work of history ethically, but rather 
how we should do so. How may we best operate as professional histo-
rians who are also moral beings concerned with ethical obligations to 
past, present and future?

Answering this question will surely require us to recognise both 
the lessons of historiography and the limits of historicism. María Inés 
Mudrovcic notes that when facing an ethical crisis in the present, most 
historians’ automatic reaction is to provide a narrative of how that 
ethical crisis came about. Such a narrative, however, creates the sense 
that the present is inevitable, set and unavoidable; it has the potential 
to legitimise continuity over time as a foundation for ethical action 
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in the present and future.31 But continuity over time is no such thing. 
To give an obvious example, a long legacy of the racist enslavement of 
people in the U.S.A. does not mean that racism and racialised labour 
dynamics in the twenty-first century are legitimate or inevitable. The 
past has clearly influenced the present, but the extent and nature of 
that influence is not predetermined. Knowledge of the past can and 
should inform our view of the present and our plans for the future, 
but it does not decide our ethical obligations in the present, nor does 
it dictate a path towards an ethical future. This is particularly true 
when we recognise the contingent and revisionist nature of historical 
knowledge. We remain agents capable of ethical choices, regardless of 
what has happened – or is thought to have happened – in the past. As 
historians of the crusades, a controversial subject directly connected 
to past and present violence, we cannot afford to lose sight of this. 
Should we do so, we will perpetuate the status quo, whether we intend 
to or not.32

Second, as scholars of the crusades, we can and should engage in 
critical and collective conversation about the state of our field. How 
equitable are our scholarly communities and dialogues? In a time when 
many are pointing yet again to the legacy of institutionalised racism 
and sexism in shaping and gatekeeping academic communities, some 
professional societies have affirmed their commitment to supporting 
the work and humanity of scholars from under-represented groups in 
academia.33 Will crusade studies do the same? If not, what historical 
evidence and scholarly perspectives will we be excluding and what will 
be the consequences of those exclusions? After all, if we are unwilling 
to acknowledge and change long-standing institutional inequities in 
our field, that choice will affirm that the identities of those we have 
deemed ‘expert’ scholars of the crusades will match the identities of 
those whom white supremacists believe should wield power.

Third, awareness of the contexts in which we work as scholars of the 
crusades should lead us to reconsider how we engage the public. The 
all-too-common binary discourse of ‘correct v. incorrect’  history  is 
insufficient on its own when engaging the public. It can oversimplify 
complex matters, obscure processes of historical production and 
downplay problems of interpretation. It often relies upon a claim of 
expertise that may be assumed to be racialised and gendered. In ad-
dition, it may seem to suggest that historical accuracy correlates with 
ethical action – i.e., that the primary problem with a call for violence 
based on the history of the crusades is epistemological rather than eth-
ical. And lastly, it is an intellectually unsustainable approach, given 
the complexity of the history of the crusades.
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Instead, I suggest we seek out modes of public engagement that ac-
knowledge complexity and demonstrate (rather than simply assert or 
perform) expertise. Historians can still counter selective interpreta-
tions of the past by providing broader and deeper perspectives. Those 
perspectives should be complex both because the past was complex 
and because complexity encourages us to ask questions, consider alter-
natives, rethink assumptions and acknowledge complications. Those 
perspectives should also be complex and non-binary because the var-
ious calls for violent action based on crusade history rely upon  the 
opposition of multiple binaries, Christianity v. Islam for example, that 
only partly reflect our historical sources.

In addition, we can acknowledge the connection between the writ-
ing of history, the teaching of history and public knowledge of history. 
These connections are many. Our choice of topics, our course design 
and our pedagogies often reflect the importance we accord to certain 
subjects, the availability of written teaching materials and the degree 
to which we believe students will be likely to engage with a particular 
topic. Given that the idea of the crusades as a story of ‘civilisational 
conflict’ is dominant and popular in our world, our sense of historical 
significance and relevance, the number and kind of written texts avail-
able for teaching, and perceived student engagement may all conceiv-
ably drive us to create learning experiences that further reinforce the 
idea of the crusades as ‘civilisational conflict’. These factors, combined 
with the relative low prestige accorded to the writing of teaching texts, 
may also encourage us to affirm rather than question or complicate 
traditional Eurocentric and crusader-centric narratives of crusading 
history, in some cases simply because it will be easier to do so or be-
cause alternative teaching materials are not readily available.

There are double binds implicit in these issues, and they defy easy 
resolution. To the best of our knowledge, the crusades were a ubiqui-
tous part of the cultural background of Latin Christendom through 
the Middle Ages and into the modern period. If we disconnect the 
crusades from medieval history, we run the risk of deliberately failing 
to acknowledge that cultural ubiquity. If we acknowledge the cultural 
ubiquity, we run the risk of appearing to confirm that the crusades can 
be seen as representative of a culturally bifurcated and civilisation-
ally conflicted Middle Ages. One way forward is to write and teach 
crusading as inclusively and non-Eurocentrically as possible; another 
possibility is to use the ubiquity of crusading to move the focus to the 
broader picture of which crusading was one piece.34 A third possibil-
ity is to offer courses that appeal to students’ pre-existing belief in the 
centrality of the crusades as ‘us v. them’ civilisational conflict but that, 
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over the span of the course, critically call that belief into question by 
relentlessly emphasising historical complexity and contingency.

Underlying all of these possibilities is the importance of recognis-
ing that teaching, and writing texts for teaching is meaningful public 
engagement and comes with its own ethical responsibilities. In 2019, 
it is relatively common to acknowledge that teaching via civic en-
gagement or public digital platforms constitutes public engagement.35 
Yet, it is worth remembering that any teaching is public engagement, 
since those being taught are members of the public; indeed, the idea 
of higher education as an effort for the public good has historically 
supported – or been claimed to support – many systems of higher ed-
ucation worldwide. Classroom teaching is not awarded the prestige of 
the major public lecture or scholarly monograph, nor does it usually 
reach the audience of thousands theoretically available online, and 
too often now it is undertaken by the most contingent and least recog-
nised as ‘expert’ amongst us, but it offers unparalleled opportunities 
for dialogue and learning. Depending on instructors’ choice of peda-
gogies, teaching also has the potential to disrupt the normative model 
of expertise.36

If we recognise teaching as meaningful public engagement – and 
public engagement as a form of teaching – we are challenged not only 
to reconsider how we imagine ‘expertise’ but also to think hard about 
what and for whom we are writing. Furthermore, if we acknowledge 
that first exposure to ideas about the crusades and the Middle Ages 
occurs in childhood, we need to ask what we are doing to support 
pre-college schooling. In the U.S.A., most public school teachers are 
under-resourced, underpaid, and given extremely little or no time to 
teach pre-modern history. What can we, as academics, do to support 
our school teachers? How can we help make our knowledge accessible 
and easy to incorporate in their teaching, and how can we help ensure 
that students learn the habits of mind critical to the study of history, 
not just ‘the facts’, before university? Some are already partnering with 
school teachers to do this work, and it is time for more of us to do so.37

Conclusion

Those of us who study the history of the crusades and construct this 
history in writing are not working in isolation within an ivory tower. 
We are working as embodied people, enmeshed in institutional struc-
tures and social hierarchies, and alongside intense engagement with 
the crusades in modern political and pop cultures. The relationship 
between the academic study of, and public attention to, the crusades 
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is a most intimate one, as is the relationship between hierarchies of 
power and performances of expertise inside and outside academia. 
Given these points, it is imperative that we heed Geraldine Heng’s 
observation that ‘our work can be made to assume other burdens 
than what we had designed’.38 Acknowledging the contexts in which 
we work should be followed by both reflection and a renewed com-
mitment to intentional ethical action, as individual scholars and as 
a scholarly community. We have choices to make that will affect not 
only our field but our societies and our world, and given the current 
uses of the crusades in modern discourse, those choices will almost 
certainly echo broadly beyond academia, whether or not we have con-
sidered their ethical dimensions in advance.
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