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ABSTRACT 

WILLIAM ADAM PEELER 

TWO WORLDS, ONE WAR: AN EXAMINATION OF THE ISLAMIC EAST AND 

CHRISTIAN WEST PRIOR TO THE FIRST CRUSADE 

Under the direction of William Loyd Allen, Ph.D. 

 When one begins to study the Crusades, it can be seen that many of the resources 

in circulation today are strongly biased towards Western Christianity. There are countless 

works written from the view of the Crusaders, and painfully few written from the 

perspective of the Islamic world. In addition to this, Western readers have access to 

numerous documents detailing the potential intentions of Pope Urban II and his initiation 

of the Crusades, the politics of the Western World during the eleventh-century, and the 

economic effects the Crusades had in the West, but the same cannot be said for the 

Islamic East. The way one views the world affects his or her perspectives on life, faith, 

and politics. This can be seen in the differences between the Islamic East and Christian 

West of the eleventh century CE. This paper will examine the differences between the 

Islamic East and Christian West focusing on how each side viewed the formation of the 

world, their uses and implementation of Holy War, and their views on when the First 

Crusade actually began.
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

 When one begins to study the Crusades it can be seen that many of the resources 

in circulation today are strongly biased towards Western Christianity. There are countless 

works written from the view of the Crusaders, and painfully few written from the 

perspective of the Islamic world. In addition to this, Western readers have access to 

numerous documents detailing the potential intentions of Pope Urban II and his initiation 

of the Crusades, the politics of the Western World during the eleventh century, and the 

economic effects the Crusades had in the West, but the same cannot be said for the 

Islamic East. 

 There is a need for a closer look at the differences in interpretation between the 

Christian West and the Islamic East leading up to the First Crusade. There are several 

differences between the two that need to be considered when examining the narrative 

between the two. When these differences are not examined readers of history come away 

with only a portion of a narrative that is more complex than what is first observed. 

Modern minds should seek to have a fuller picture of the events that have shaped the 

world today. It is from a lack of understanding that wars, conflict, and mistrust has been 

bred between the Christian West and Islamic East. By having this fuller understanding 

both parties may begin to build stronger bridges of reconciliation. With that in mind, this 

paper will attempt to look at the different views of the world held by Pope Urban II, as
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 shown through his speech at Clermont, and that of various Islamic documents from that 

era. 

The way one views the world greatly impacts the way he or she interacts with his 

or her surroundings. This can clearly be seen in how eleventh-century Christians and 

Muslims interacted. The Christian West viewed the Near East, and Jerusalem in 

particular, as a jewel to be added to the crown of Christianity, a place to be kept away 

from the scourge known as the Muslim barbarian.1 This view of the world is one of many 

factors that would lead Urban II to call for a Crusade into the Holy Land. For the Muslim 

East anyone living outside of the temperate zone was living in lands not blessed by Allah. 

Paul M. Cobb notes that these lands, dubbed the Dar al-Harb or the Domain of War and 

later called the Dar al-Garb or House of the West by the Ottomans, were considered to 

be occupied by uneducated barbarians.2 These differences alone caused much friction 

between the Christian West and Islamic East. The differences in worldview are one of 

many factors contributing to the start of the Crusades, and it is the purpose of this paper 

to further explore and understand these differences so as to gain a better understanding of 

the friction between the two that would ultimately spark the Holy Wars. 

THESIS QUESTION  

Because of the differences between the Christian West and the Islamic East it is 

important for readers to get a better grasp of the core differences between the two. The 

lack of understanding concerning these differences have sparked countless conflicts 

                                                 
1 Harry Hazel Jr., “Images of War, Guilt, and Redemption in the First Crusade 

Speech of Urban Ii,” Communication Quarterly 26, no. 2 (Spring 1978): 24–30. 

 
2 Paul M. Cobb, Race for Paradise: An Islamic History of the Crusades (Cary: 

Oxford University Press, 2014), 9–10. 
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through the ages well into the twenty-first-century. It is by gaining a fuller understanding 

that Christian West and Muslim East can begin to come to terms with the past and make 

peace with the present.  

When studying the Crusades a good place to begin is with the Speech given by 

Pope Urban II at Clermont. This speech is the foundation for Christian thought for that 

time. Urban’s speech sparked a much more invasive involvement from the West calling 

for a more hands on contribution from the various kingdoms of Europe. It is from this 

speech that one must ask, In what ways were Pope Urban II’s views of the world 

different from those of Islam? When comparing the views listed in Urban’s speech to that 

of Islamic sources from that era in time one gets a fuller grasp of history. From this thesis 

the following questions arise: In what ways did Urban II’s view of geography differ from 

that of Islam? In what ways did Urban II’s view of war and religion differ from that of 

Islam? Finally, in what ways did Urban II’s view of the start of the Crusades differ from 

that of Islam? 

The first sub-question will deal with the differences in how the Christian West 

and the Islamic East viewed the world. Primarily the focus will be on the differing 

opinions on Axis Mundi as illustrated by Urban II’s focus on Jerusalem and the eleventh-

century map of the world by Muslim Cartographer al Ishtagri.3 This section will also 

focus on the difference of opinion relating to climate and God’s blessing as pertaining to 

popular Muslim thought during this time.4  

                                                 
3Karen C. Pinto, Medieval Islamic Maps: An Exploration (Chicago : University of  

Chicago Press, 2016). 

 
4 Cobb, Race for Paradise., 20. 
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The second sub-question will examine the difference in use of war and religion as 

espoused by Pope Urban II and the Muslim East.5 In this section, the difference between 

eleventh-century usage of Jihad will be compared to that of Urban’s usage of holy war 

terminology. This will primarily be done through contrasting Urban’s call to war at 

Clermont and 'Ali ibn Tahir al-Sulami’s treaty on proper Jihad. This section will also deal 

with Urban’s use of the remission of sins as an incentive for going to war and compare it 

to Islam’s methodology for sending its men to war with the West.  

Finally, the third sub-question will examine the difference in opinion concerning 

the date given for the start of the Crusades. Generally, most Western scholars date the 

start of the First Crusade as beginning in 1096 shortly after Urban’s November 27th 

speech at Clermont. This date is contrasted with that of most Islamic scholars who date 

the start of the Crusades much earlier referencing the invasion of Sicily by the Normans 

and the European invasion of Al-Andalus. The difference in starting dates for the First 

Crusade are very different for the Christian West and Muslim East, and that alone affects 

one’s view of the Crusades.6 The third sub-question will explore how this difference in 

date has affected how one views the Crusades. 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND  

 Early histories of the Crusades come from predominantly Caucasian males. The 

market is flooded with Eurocentric historians giving their opinions on the Crusades. As 

                                                 
5 Paul E. Chevedden, “Crusade Creationism versus Pope Urban II’s 

Conceptualization of the Crusades,” Historian 75, no. 1 (Spring 2013): 1–46, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/hisn.12000. 

 
6 Cobb, Race for Paradise., 36–41. 
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one moves closer to the twenty first century it can still be seen that Caucasian males tend 

to be the main authority on the Crusades, though by now there are a handful of female 

voices as well as a few Arabic voices.7  Because most of this research has been done by 

predominantly Caucasian, Western, scholarship there is bias that must be recognized in 

the texts available in the Western world. 

 The second circumstance that must be dealt with concerning this research has to 

do with primary sources. Pope Urban II’s speech at Clermont serves as the perfect 

primary source document to examine the views of Western Christianity during the 

eleventh century. The ease for finding that source is counterbalanced by the fact that 

there is no single Arabic source to compare it to. Rather than one document a researcher 

must scour the archives for multiple documents from a wider range of years to begin a 

comparison to Urban II’s speech. Further complicating the matter is that there is no 

surviving copy of Urban II’s speech at Clermont, instead there are a handful of 

transcriptions from men who heard the speech. These copies differ from writer to writer 

in both date written and content. In addition to the lack of one single primary source there 

are many Arabic documents that are inaccessible to Western scholars due to the texts still 

being in Arabic with no viable English translation. This forces scholars who do not know 

Arabic to trust the handful of English translations available. 

 A third circumstance concerning this topic has to deal with modern Islamophobia. 

As there have been many more voices added to the story of the Crusades in the last three 

decades, many of those voices have been strongly anti-Islam. Add to this the events of 

                                                 
7 Paul E. Chevedden, “The Islamic View and the Christian View of the Crusades: 

A New Synthesis,” History 93, no. 310 (April 2008): 181–200. 
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9/11, the War on Terror, and the uptick of extremist attacks across the globe and you find 

several voices justifying the Crusades as well as attempting to discredit Muslim historians 

and their allies’ views of the First Crusade. This can be seen in such books as Robert 

Spencer’s The Politically Incorrect Guide to Islam, where the writer spends several pages 

criticizing those who would attempt to defend the actions of the Islamic East. Thomas F. 

Madden’s The Real History of the Crusades, while more diplomatic than Spencer’s work, 

attempts to calmly justify the West’s actions as a reaction against Islamic aggression. 

Therefore, it is important as one researches this topic to be aware of the undertones and 

overtones of Islamophobia that have worked their way into modern histories. 

 There are several strengths to this research. The first being that in the last several 

decades more diverse voices have joined the dialogues concerning the Crusades. This can 

be seen in Carole Hillenbrand’s work on the Crusades, The Crusades: Islamic 

Perspectives. Hillenbrand brings not only her voice to the discussion, but she attempts 

translations of early Arabic historical texts.8 In her work the reader sees for the first time 

a perspective not widely distributed in Western society; that the Crusades are complex 

with no simple right and wrong, but a series of good and bad choices made by both sides 

in the conflict. In addition to Hillenbrand more Arabic Scholars are writing discourses on 

the Crusades and making them available for Westerners. Among those are Amin Maalouf 

writer of, Through Arabic Eyes.9 and Umej Bhatia writer of, The Sea Speaks Arabic.10  

                                                 
8 Carole Hillenbrand, The Crusades : Islamic Perspectives (New York : 

Routledge, 2000). 

 
9 Amin Maalouf and J. Rothschild, Crusades Through Arab Eyes. (London, UK: 

Schocken, 2012). 
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 Another strength is that there are more documents in use today that have been 

translated from their original Arabic into English. While this number is still rather low it 

is much improved from several decades ago. Now a researcher can access a wider variety 

of material on the Crusades without having to know Arabic. 

 Finally, while there are many voices speaking out hatefully against Islam and 

Islamic interpretations of the Crusades, there are more voices joining with Islam in an 

attempt to get the whole truth out of a checkered history. It is from these voices joining 

together that a researcher can find more varied research that attempts to view history 

from all sides and not that which has already been done. 

 It is hoped that by the conclusion of this paper the reader will have a fuller 

understanding of the complex views held by both the Christian West and Islamic East 

concerning the First Crusade. While there is no one document that supplies all the 

answers for Islam’s view, this paper will attempt to meld them together in one narrative 

so as to give the reader a better understanding of how Islam interacted with and 

responded to Pope Urban II’s holy war. Lastly, this paper will attempt to give readers a 

better understanding as to why this is important to study today. The complex and 

checkered past between the West and the Islamic East plays a direct role in the world 

today. Figures such as George H. Bush, George W. Bush, and Osama Bin Laden have 

referenced the Crusades and their roles in the War on Terror.11 From looking at how both 

                                                 
10 Umej Bhatia, “The Sea Speaks Arabic,” History Today 55, no. 5 (May 2005): 

12–14. 
11 George H. Bush, “A New Crusade to Reap the Rewards of Our Global 

Victory.,” Vital Speeches of the Day 58, no. 23 (September 15, 1992): 706. 
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sides interpreted these events one will see how they are interconnected with the events of 

today. 

METHODOLOGY AND DETAILS OF THE STUDY  

 Concerning the methodology this paper will use the historical-critical method. In 

this method primary source documents will be the main basis for research and study. 

Secondary sources will be used to strengthen and support the arguments made from the 

primary source documents. The primary source document for all matters pertaining to 

Western Christianity will be Pope Urban II’s speech at Clermont, particularly the version 

as recorded by Guibert de Nogent who attended the actual council.12 The primary source 

documents for the Islamic East will be 'Ali ibn Tahir al-Sulami’s treaty on proper Jihad, 

the 11th century map of the world by Muslim Cartographer al Ishtagri, and a variety of 

Islamic Historians from the eleventh century.13 

 The secondary sources for this paper will consist of a wide variety of voices. 

Particular focus will be given to Carole Hillenbrand’s text for its inclusion of original 

Arabic texts, Amin Maalouf’s text for its fresh look through Muslim eyes, and Paul M. 

Cobb’s work for its scope of vision over the entire Crusades.14 It is primarily from these 

documents that a further look will be given into Arabic texts.  

 

THESIS CHAPTER OUTLINE 

                                                 
12 August C. Krey, The First Crusade; the Accounts of Eye-Witnesses and 

Participants (Gloucester, Mass., P. Smith, 1958). 

 
13 Niall Christie Dr., The Book of the Jihad of ’Ali Ibn Tahir Al-Sulami (d. 1106)  : 

Text, Translation and Commentary (Farnham : Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2015). 

 
14 Hillenbrand, The Crusades. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

AXIS MUNDI AND ITS EFFECTS ON REIGIOUS OUTLOOK

The way one views the world affects his or her perspectives on life, faith, and 

politics. This can be seen in the differences between the Islamic East and Christian West 

of the eleventh century CE. As the world began to shrink these two cultures would shift 

apart. The differences between East and West focus on how the world was formed and 

how it was portrayed in maps, and are reflected in the placement of Axis Mundi,1 search 

for religious sites, and the use (or lack thereof) of Ptolemy’s work concerning geography. 

By the time Christianity took center stage in the world theologians were already 

reworking geography. Theologians were hard at work creating a picture of the world that 

fit neatly into their theological world views. The dogma of the Church dominated almost 

every aspect of the West and this included cartography. 

Until the fifth century the work of Ptolemy had dominated map formation. In 150 

CE Ptolemy wrote Geographical Guidance, which compiled all the geographical 

knowledge of the Roman Empire into one document. The document is broken into three 

major sections: a gazetteer, an atlas, and a treatise on cartography. The gazetteer provided 

longitudinal and latitudinal coordinates for the known world. Latitude was measured 

from the equator but was measured by hours and not in relation to arcs.2 The cartography 

                                                 
1 The belief that there is a central place connecting heaven and earth. 

 
2 Berggren, J. Lennart, Ptolemy’s Geography by Ptolemy (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2001), 31. 
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treatise built upon map making skills that had been in place since the third century BCE 

giving updated instructions on how to properly create maps using Ptolemy’s longitudinal 

and latitudinal coordinates. The 

atlas section was represented 

with one less detailed world map 

(fig. 1) and several regional 

maps.3  

Medieval theologians 

discarded Ptolemy’s map in favor of 

ones more fitting “sound” Christian theology. The period between 300 to 1300 CE is 

considered a period of scholarly amnesia concerning geography. Theologians did not 

view cartography as one of the seven liberal arts, nor did they find a place for it in the 

mathematical disciplines of geometry, music, arithmetic, or astronomy.4 Because there 

was no place for geography in proper study, it fell by the wayside. In fact, until the 

sixteenth century there would be no common term for the word geography effectively 

making geography an orphan. 

 In spite of this, by the eleventh century there were some six hundred maps of the 

world coming in all shapes and sizes. One of the more popular was from Isidore of 

Seville (fig. 2).5 Isidore’s map consists of a simple T-O shape featuring East at the top of 

                                                 
3 Ptolemy, Cosmographia., 150AD, 150AD, Artstor, Accessed January 28, 2018. 

http://library.artstor.org/#/asset/BODLEIAN_10310768737. 

 
4 Daniel J. Boorstin, The Discoverers (New York : Random House, 1983), 100. 

 
5 Isidore of Seville, Tripartite World Map, Artstor, accessed February 14, 2018, 

http://library.artstor.org/#/asset/ARTSTOR_103_41822000329811. 

Figure 1: Ptolemy's Map of the World 



12 

 

 

 

the map and North to the left.6  Most maps resembled that of Isidore’s, situating all of the 

earth on a circular disk surrounded by the “Ocean Sea.”7 

The maps of this age were less about precision and more about expressing 

accurate doctrine in accordance to the scriptures. Isidore of Seville explained that,  

The inhabited earth had been divided 

among the three sons of Noah: Shem, Ham, and 

Japheth. Asia was named after a queen of Asia of 

the posterity of Shem and is inhabited by 27 

peoples…. Africa is derived from Afer, a 

descendant of Abraham [Ham], and has 30 races 

of 360 towns, while Europe, named after Europa 

of mythology, is inhabited by the 15 tribes of sons 

of Japheth and has 120 cities.”8  

 

 At the center of these maps was 

Jerusalem, which was based off of Ezek 5:5 which 

says, “Thus says the Lord God: This is Jerusalem; I have set her in the center of the 

nations, with countries all around her.9” As stated by scholar Daniel J. Boorstin, “These 

words of the prophet Ezekiel overruled any trivial earthly needs for longitude or 

latitude.”10  

                                                 
6 Michael Livingston, “Modern Medieval Map Myths: The Flat World, Ancient 

Sea-Kings, and Dragons,” Strange Horizons, no. 10 June 2002 (2002), 

http://strangehorizons.com/non-fiction/articles/modern-medieval-map-myths-the-flat-

world-ancient-sea-kings-and-dragons/. 

 
7 Isidore of Seville, Etymologiae (Cambridge University Press, 1930), 14. 

 
8 Ibid., 131. 

 
9 All Scripture references are from the New Revised Standard Version unless 

otherwise noted. 

 

10 Boorstin, The Discoverers, 101. 

Figure 2: Isidore of Seville's T-O Map 
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Every place mentioned in the biblical text required a location on the map, because 

scholars of this time were focused on scriptural accuracy. Christian geographers spent 

much time arguing over the correct location of the Garden of Eden, for example.11 Some 

maps placed the Garden far to the East, and eventually most speculated that the Garden 

was in the far North. Often the Garden of Eden was represented on maps with lush 

drawings of Adam, Eve, and the serpent surrounded by mountains on all sides. Isidore 

once again was the voice of reason concerning the location of the Garden saying, “The 

first place in the East is Paradise, a Garden famous for its delights, where man can never 

go, for a fiery wall surrounds it and reaches to the sky. Here is the tree of life which gives 

immortality, here the fountain which divides into four streams that go forth and water the 

world.” 12  This picture of the world left much to the imagination, filling the world with 

mythical beasts and giant serpents that kept those foolish enough to seek such holy places 

away. 

Some scholars of the time, says Daniel Boorstin, interpreted the Hebrew word for 

Eden as a “place of delight.” These scholars believed that God had removed Eden from 

the Earth and placed it within the orbit of the moon, so that Paradise would stay safe from 

the perils of the flood.  Paradise literature became a genre of sacred literature with tome 

after tome filled with stories of brave Christians searching the world for the correct 

location of Eden.  

                                                 
11 John Kirkland Wright, The Geographical Lore of the Time of the Crusades: A 

Study in the History of Medieval Science and Tradition in Western Europe (Lansing, MI: 

American Georgraphical Society, 1925), 262. 

 
12 Isidore of Seville, Etymologiae, 384. 
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The most famous, and geographically influential, story was that of the Irish monk 

Saint Brendan. Saint Brendan believed that the true location of the Garden of Eden lay 

somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean.13 Brendan sailed Westward until he came across “a 

beautiful island of unsurpassed fertility,”14 and boldly proclaimed this island the lost 

Garden of Eden. The tale of Brendan’s journey was told in French, Latin, Gaelic, Irish, 

Welsh, Saxon, Breton, Flemish, and English. His island was marked on maps for over a 

thousand years, until 1759. Many attempted to locate the island placing it close to the 

equator, near Ireland, or West of the Canaries.  

The fascination on finding the true location of the Garden of Eden gave way to 

fear of the evils of Gog and Magog. Fears of the end times became prevalent among the 

common people and scholars spent much time trying to figure out the precise location of 

Satan’s armies. Just as Eden was often situated to the far East, the lands of Gog and 

Magog were often depicted in the extreme North. Most maps portrayed these lands as 

surrounded by a giant iron wall. It was said that Alexander the Great discovered the lands 

of Gog and Magog on a peninsula jutting out into the Caspian Sea. It was there at this 

terrible land that he built the iron wall with the help of God.15  

 

Pope Urban II’s Call to Jerusalem 

                                                 
13 Glyn Burgess, The Voyage of St Brendan (Liverpool: University of Exeter 

Press, 2002), 23. 

 
14 Wright, The Geographical Lore, 225. 

 
15 Ibid., 287. 
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 These ways of thinking had tremendous effect on how policies and decisions were 

made in the eleventh century. Their power can be seen in the speeches of leaders 

throughout Europe. Among those influenced by this new scripture-based geography was 

Pope Urban II. In his November 27, 1095 address to the council at Clermont, Urban used 

several references to Jerusalem as the Axis Mundi of the world. From this speech, he 

made a clarion call for the people of Europe to flood the Near East. 

 Robert the Monk recorded a significant portion of Pope Urban II’s speech, in 

which he is recorded as saying: 

Jerusalem is the center of the earth; the land is fruitful above all others, like 

another paradise of delights. This spot the Redeemer of mankind has made illustrious by 

his advent, has beautified by his sojourn, has consecrated by his passion, has redeemed 

by his death, has glorified by his burial. This royal city, however, situated at the center of 

the earth, is now held captive by the enemies of Christ and is subjected, by those who do 

not know God, to the worship the heathen. She seeks, therefore, and desires to be 

liberated and ceases not to implore you to come to her aid. From you especially she asks 

succor, because as we have already said, God has conferred upon you above all other 

nations great glory in arms. Accordingly, undertake this journey eagerly for the remission 

of your sins, with the assurance of the reward of imperishable glory in the kingdom of 

heaven." 16 

 

Urban makes two references to Jerusalem as the center of the world, and one 

reference to Jerusalem as a second Eden. It can be seen how powerfully the scriptures 

influenced Urban’s interpretation of the world. His Axis Mundi, or center of the world, 

was Jerusalem, and any who dared interfere with the holy city of Christ needed to be 

stopped. From this scriptural based view of the world Pope Urban II lived his life. He 

launched an all-out offensive on the Islamic West in his attempt to right the wrong done 

to the Word and to God’s holy city. 

                                                 
16 Robert the Monk, “Historia Hierosolymitana,” Medieval Sourcebook, 1120, 

https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/urban2-5vers.html. Accessed August 21, 2017. 
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Islam and Ptolemy 

 While the Christian West spent much time seeking out the location of scriptural 

cities, the Islamic East focused on sound science. When the Abbasid Caliphate was 

formed in Baghdad the leadership sought out books.17 Traders were paid by the weight of 

the books they brought. Among some of the first books brought to Baghdad were 

Ptolemy’s Geography and Almaghast, a work on the movement of the heavenly bodies.18 

By having these books at the center of their education, Islamic scholars between 800 to 

1400 CE had a much clearer picture of the physical world in comparison to the Christian 

West. 

 Using Ptolemy’s works as their basis, Islamic cartographers deviated from his 

plan by reorienting the map into a rectangular shape. By reorienting the map from the 

circular format, they shifted Ptolemy’s Prime Meridian several degrees eastward, thus 

changing many of his original coordinates. In addition to basing their work off of 

Ptolemy’s maps, the Islamic East did not use Latin based T-O maps.19 This kept the bias 

of scripture-based location away from Eastern mapmakers. 

 While the Christian West sent pilgrims to the Holy Land the Islamic East 

mandated pilgrimage, or Hajj, to Mecca. The Koran mandated all Muslims to make 

pilgrimage at least once in their lives. This mandate caused many to travel from the far 

extremes of the world every year, making travel guides popular. Since the Islamic world 

                                                 
17 E. Edson and E. Savage-Smith, Medieval Views of the Cosmos. Picturing the 

Universe in the Christian and Islamic Middle Ages (Lansing, MI: Bodleian Library, 

2004), 10. 

 
18 John Brian Harley & David Woodward, Cartography in the Traditional Islamic 

and South Asian Societies (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 90. 
 

19 Savage-Smith, Medieval Views of the Cosmos, 61. 
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stretched over a vast expanse, such travel made the world a smaller place. By the start of 

the eleventh century Islamic cartographers had explored as far as twenty degrees South of 

the equator. In addition to the Hajj’s influence on cartography was the vast reach of 

Islam. By the eleventh century, Islam had spread as 

far East as the border of China, as far South as 

modern South Africa, as far North as Russia and as 

far West as modern day Spain and the Atlantic 

Ocean.20 

Al-Idrisi 

One of the most influential Muslim 

cartographers of the twelfth century was Muhammad 

al-Idrisi, a cartographer and Egyptologist working in 

the court of King Roger II of Sicily. One of al-Idrisi’s more famous contributions to 

Islamic mapmaking was his circular map, which situated Mecca as the Axis Mundi and 

reoriented South as North and North as South (fig. 3).21 Some scholars consider this to be 

one of al-Idrisi’s three greatest accomplishments while employed at the court of King 

Roger II. While under the protection of Roger, al-Idrisi created a planisphere of the world 

which was inscribed on a massive disc of solid silver for Roger, a division of the world 

into seven climatic zones, and a book which gave detailed explanations of the 

                                                 
20 Dartmouth, “The Middle East in 1095 | The Crusades and Crusade Memory,” 

accessed March 10, 2017, http://sites.dartmouth.edu/crusadememory/. 
 

21 Al-Idrisi, World Map, Artstor, accessed February 14, 2018, 

http://library.artstor.org/#/asset/ARTSTOR_103_41822000329654. 

 
Figure 3: Recreation of Al-Idrisi Planisphere 
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planisphere.22 The title of al-Idrisi’s book is Kitab Nuzhat Al Mushtaq Fi Ikhtiraq Al 

Afaq,23 or The Recreation for Him Who Wishes to Travel Through the Countries.24 In this 

text Al-Idrisi surmised that the circumference of the world was 23,000 miles; in actuality 

the circumference of the earth is 24,901.55 miles.25 

The seventy pages of maps from the original atlas, called the Tabula Rogeriana in 

Latin, incorporated knowledge of Africa, the Far East, and the Indian Ocean (fig. 4).26 

The work also gives descriptions of the islands in the North Sea, one of which he called 

“Great Ireland,” believed to be modern day Greenland.27 According to al-Idrisi “from the 

extremity of Iceland to that of Great Ireland, the sailing time was one day.”28 The map 

                                                 
22 Woodward, Cartography in the Traditional Islamic and South Asian Societies, 

157. 

 
23 S.P. Scott, History of the Moorish Empire in Europe (Vol. 3) (Philadelphia: 

Lippincott, 1904), 461. 

 
24 John Dickie, The Epic History of the Italians and Their Food (New York: Free 

Press, 2008), 17. 

 
25 James V. Parry, Mapping Arabia (New York City, NY: Saudi Aramco World, 

2004), 20. 

 
26 Al-Idrisi, Tabula Rogeriana Composition, Artstor, accessed February 14, 2018, 

http://library.artstor.org/#/asset/BERLIN_DB_10313750993. 

 
27 Scott, History of the Moorish Empire in Europe (Vol. 3), 461. 

 
28 Ibid., 460. 
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shows the Eurasian 

continent in full, but only 

shows the northern part of 

Africa and lacks any detail 

of Southeast Asia and the 

Horn of Africa. When put 

together the seventy pages 

compose a rectangular 

map with both Latin and 

Arabic subscriptions. An abridged version of the Arabic text was published in Rome in 

1592, making it one of the first Arabic books ever printed.29 It was in the nineteenth 

century that a complete translation of the Arabic text was published into French by Pierre 

Amedee Jaubert. In 1904 S.P Scott, an early twentieth-century American scholar, said 

this about al-Idrisi’s work: 

The compilation of Edrisi marks an era in the history of science. Not only is its 

historical information most interesting and valuable, but its descriptions of many 

parts of the earth are still authoritative. For three centuries geographers copied his 

maps without alteration. The relative position of the lakes which form the Nile, as 

delineated in his work, does not differ greatly from that established 

by Baker and Stanley more than seven hundred years afterwards, and their 

number is the same. The mechanical genius of the author was not inferior to his 

erudition. The celestial and terrestrial Planisphere of silver which he constructed 

for his royal patron was nearly six feet in diameter, and weighed four hundred and 

fifty pounds; upon the one side the zodiac and the constellations, upon the other-

                                                 
29 Nehemia Levtzion, Corpus of Early Arabic Sources for West Africa (New York: 

Marcus Weiner Press, 2000), 104. 
 

Figure 4: Tabula Rogeriana Composition 
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divided for convenience into segments-the bodies of land and water, with the 

respective situations of the various countries, were engraved.30     

 

 Al-Idrisi’s work under Roger was no doubt influenced by his upbringing. Al-

Idrisi was born around 1100 CE in Sabtah (now Ceuta, a Spanish held territory in 

Morocco).31 Belonging to the short lived Hammudid caliphate which controlled the 

southern Iberian Peninsula and parts of northern Africa until 1058. The Hammudid 

caliphate was descended from the Al-Idrisid Arab tribe, from which al-Idrisi drew his 

name, and drew its lineage back to the Prophet Mohammad’s oldest grandson, Al Hasan 

ibn Ali. Al-Idrisi’s birthplace was where the caliphate had withdrawn after they lost 

Malaga in 1057 CE.32  

As a young man al-Idrisi spent much of his time travelling through the region 

becoming acquainted with the Iberian Peninsula and Northern Africa. Eventually he spent 

time studying at the university in Cordoba where his research interests took him 

throughout the known world. He traveled through Algeria and Morocco, and then 

throughout Northern Spain, England, Portugal, and France before finally landing in Sicily 

around 1145.33 

 The island of Sicily had been wrested from Islamic control in 1091 by the 

Normans. The Normans did not suppress the Arabs living in Sicily, rather they found an 

appreciation for the scientific, artistic, and cultural achievements of the Arabic world, 

                                                 
30 Scott, History of the Moorish Empire in Europe (Vol. 3), 460–61. 

31 Helaine Selin, Encyclopaedia of the History of Science, Technology, and 

Medicine in Non-Western Cultures (Springer Netherlands, 2008), 7. 

 
32 Ibid. 

 
33Ibid. 
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thus encouraging and supporting further research. King Roger II continued the practice of 

those who came before him. He had an insatiable love for geography and found the 

Arabic knowledge of the subject surpassed that of the West. He amassed one of the 

largest collections of Arabic geographical manuscripts and maps in the West. Due to the 

location of Palermo there was a constant influx of scholars, sailors, merchants, traders, 

pilgrims, and crusaders allowing him access to geographical information unseen in the 

Western world. From his interests, King Roger II decided to make a world map and a 

book describing the geography of the world.34  

 Some accounts describe the lingering power of the Hammudid’s in Sicily. From 

their position of influence some of the remaining members of the Hammudid caliphate 

spread word of al-Idrisi’s prowess in the field of cartography to the king.35 Upon hearing 

these rumors Roger was impressed and invited al-Idrisi to Sicily, offering the young Arab 

financial support to create his map and book. The invitation is translated as follows, “You 

are a member of the caliph family. For that reason, when you happen to be among 

Muslims, their kings will seek to kill you, whereas when you are with me you are assured 

of the safety of your person.”36 Whether this is an accurate account of what happened, al-

Idrisi travelled to Sicily and began to work on the map and book sponsored by King 

Roger II. 

 The situating of Roger as ruler of Sicily made the perfect environment for al-Idrisi 

to create his planisphere of the world. This, combined with the young man’s travels 

                                                 
34 Parry, Mapping Arabia, 37. 

 
35 Ibid., 25. 

 
36 Ibid., 20. 
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throughout the known world, gave him insight unseen in the West and uncompiled in the 

East. In addition to this, Roger’s fascination with geography and amassing of resources 

and knowledge assisted in the creation of one of the most detailed maps of the twelfth 

century. 

Dar-Al-Islam and Dar-Al-Barb 

While there were great differences of approach in geography between the Islamic 

East and Christian West, Cartography was only one of many. The Islamic East viewed 

the West in a peculiar way. They called all lands outside of their holdings the Dar-al-

Barb, or Abode of War, in comparison to the Dar-al-Islam, or Abode of Islam.37 The 

Abode of War was a fantastical and weird place in the eyes of many Muslims. Many 

accounts written up to the eleventh century contain a mix of both factual and fictional 

accounts showing a sliver of insight into how the Islamic world viewed the West.  

 One such account is that of Harun Ibn Yahya, potentially a merchant, spy, or 

bureaucrat who was captured off the coast of Palestine in the late ninth century. When 

released from captivity Yahya, instead of travelling back home to the Dar-al-Islam made 

the unthinkable choice to stay in Constantinople, the Dar-al-Barb. Yahya travelled to 

places like, “a village, called Venice,”38 and eventually to Rome. Paul Cobb quotes 

Harun’s fanciful vision of Rome in this way: 

For example, he [Harun Ibn Yahya] alludes to St. Peter’s as an enormous church, 

containing the tombs of both the apostles Peter and Paul. Harun then adds that the 

church includes a tall tower topped by a lead dome upon which sits a bronze 

image of a bird. During the time of the olive harvest, a wind will blow through the 

                                                 
37  Paul M. Cobb, Race for Paradise: An Islamic History of the Crusades (Cary: 

Oxford University Press, 2014)., 9. 
 
38 Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Vasil’ev, Harun-Ibn-Yahya and His Description of 

Constantinople (Istanbul: Institute Kondakov, 1932), 2. 
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statue and produce a call, which causes all the birds in the vicinity to flock to the 

city, each one bearing an olive and thereby providing all the oil that the church 

needs until the next year.39 

 

It was this mix of fantasy and fact played on the imagination of many Arabs. 

Yahya gives a description of the twin capitals of Christianity- Rome and Constantinople. 

This description would give rise to an Andalusi geographer, al-Bakri, who used Yahya’s 

account as a source of information for his own account regarding the lands of Europe 

where he believed the cities were becoming as fossils. Al-Bakri also described the city 

and its monuments: 

Their affairs in Rome are governed by the Pope [al-baba]. It is incumbent upon 

every Christian king, whenever he meets with the Pope, to prostrate himself on 

the ground in front of him. He continues to kiss the foot of the Pope and does not 

raise his head until the Pope commands him to rise. Ancient Rome used to be 

called Roma Vecchia [Ruma Bakiya], that is, “Old.” The river used to hem in the 

city, so the bishop Johannes built another city on the other side of the river-valley, 

and that way the river came to run through the city....In the interior of the city of 

Rome is the church of Saint Peter [kanisat Shanta Patar], which has a picture of 

Charlemagne [Qarulah] with gold on his beard and on all his trappings, standing 

amidst a stern-faced crowd, raised off the ground on a timber, like a crucifix....All 

of this church’s walls are of yellow Roman copper and its columns and pillars are 

from Jerusalem. It is exceedingly fine and beautiful....Inside the church is a chapel 

built in the names of the Apostles Peter and Paul.40 

 

It is clear that al-Bakri had a clear idea of what Christianity was, and he found it 

lacking conviction. The works of al-Bakri laid the foundation for how other Muslims 

viewed the Abode of War. While there were some errors and prejudices in the work, it 

                                                 
39 Vasil’ev, Harun-Ibn-Yahya, 11. 

 
40 Al-Bakri, The Book of Routes and Realms, quoted in Levtzion, Nehemia. 
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gave the Islamic East a fair idea of what the West looked like, thus keeping them from 

being too amazed at the Westerners who came to “defend” the Holy Land. 

Not only did this concept of the Abode of War and Abode of Islam influence how 

the Islamic East viewed Westerners, it also affected how some of their early maps were 

formed. Many early Muslim geographers gave special features on their maps for the 

western world. One such distinction was to mark the remoteness of these foreign lands. 

Often the Frankish lands would be placed on the edge of the map to symbolize their 

remoteness, a practice also adopted by the West because of the centrality of Jerusalem on 

their maps.41 For the more scientifically minded Islamic scholars, those in the mindset of 

al-Idrisi, the lands of the Franks occupied sections of the fifth and sixth climates of the 

seven. This caused some scorn from the Islamic East because they viewed these climates 

to be less favorable to their own temperate fourth climate. 

For many Muslim scientists, the climate one lived in was chosen by destiny. It 

was believed that the climate also influenced character. Residents of the Northern 

climates were believed to hail from a region of “perpetual darkness and cold.”42 One such 

scientist, Mas’udi, described those from these Northern climates in this way, “[those] for 

whom the sun is distant from the zenith, those who penetrate to the North, such as the 

Slavs, the Franks, and those nations that are their neighbors. The power of the sun is 

weak among them because of their distance from it; cold and damp prevail in their 

regions and snow and ice follow one another in endless succession.”43 It was believed 
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43 Mas’udi, The Meadows of Gold (London: Ithaca Press, 1989), 139. 
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that God had chosen the warmer climates for civilized peoples, i.e., those of the Islamic 

faith. Mas’udi continued to characterize the Westerners as, “being generally dull-witted, 

sluggish, and corpulent. Appropriate to their icy homes, they were pale-skinned and fair-

haired.”44 Many other writers echoed this, some even calling the Westerners more beast 

than human. 

Because the Franks lived in such an unfavorable climate it was surmised that their 

religion lacked stability. Mas’udi asserted that the religious fanaticism, and propensity for 

heresy, were characteristic of all those who inhabited the Western section of the world. 

These characteristics were considered feminine traits, especially since the West was 

dominated by feminine planets and the moon. In the Eastern quadrant of the world the 

sun reigned, and the people were known for their masculine traits; traits such as long life, 

wise government, science, memory, and vanity. In this way, al-Bakri, Mus’adi and those 

who followed in his beliefs fell victim to the classic strategy of defining one culture 

against another. The Franks became the antitheses of the good qualities of the Muslims, 

and the geographic location confirmed that the Islamic nations were far superior. The 

West was a cold, heretical place ruled by a race of ignorant barbarians. Because of their 

inferiority Islamic law accorded Westerners as dhimmis, or protected people. In the minds 

of the East the West posed no great concern. 

The Islamic East also viewed the Frankish lands as an impoverished or 

developing land. Much like many Westerners view the Middle East today, Muslim 

scholars found the West to be inhabited by “Fanatical, war-like people, adherents of a 
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backwater creed.”45 The economy of the West seemed to offer little beyond raw materials 

and cheap markets. This in comparison to the wealthy, enlightened, ordered East seemed 

to show that God indeed favored the Dar-al-Islam. This comparison of course is unfair 

simply because the Islamic world of the eleventh century was much larger than that of the 

West. Some conservative accounts conclude that the West composed 656,373 square 

miles at this time, only a fraction of the lands controlled by the Islamic East which 

covered 4,633,225 square miles.46  

In the Islamic mind the mark of a civilization was the number of cities within, of 

which Islam had scores more than the West. At this time, Medieval Europe was nothing 

compared to the vast network of cities ruled by the Islamic East. In addition to the 

number of cities, the Islamic East’s principal cities housed hundreds of thousands in 

population while the West numbered in the tens of thousands. Baghdad is believed to 

have had a population of 800,000 by the ninth century and Cairo housed half that 

number. Cordoba claimed at least 100,000. In the West, the only city to house nearly that 

many was Constantinople. By 1100 Paris and London had a population of about twenty 

thousand each; Rome, Milan, and Cologne boasted populations of around thirty to forty 

thousand. Thus, it can be seen how many Islamic scholars had a disdain of western 

society which seemed to be nothing more than backwater villages.47 

Conclusion  
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The Islamic East and Christian West were built upon two similar principles that 

played out in two different ways. Both centered their maps around Axis Mundi or the 

center of the world; the West centering around Jerusalem and the East on Mecca. While 

the western world pushed aside the work of Ptolemy in favor of biblical mapmaking, the 

East kept the old ways and explored the world around them. While the West was seeking 

to find the lost Garden of Eden, the East was focused on science, trade, and exploration. 

Both sets of maps were situated in manners unusual to modern scholars with the West 

using T-O maps and marking the Garden of Eden, the nations of Gog and Magog, and 

other biblical locations, while the East was making Planisphere and writing treatises on 

the climates to which the lands of Europe and Asia belonged. Both groups viewed the 

other as Barbaric, but for different reasons. The West viewed Islam as a heretical religion 

that threatened their very existence as well as that of the Holy Lands. The East viewed 

the West as heretical and inferior. The East viewed the climates of the Western world as 

cursed by God and its people as slightly above the beasts. Their own land was temperate 

and set with sprawling cities and trade empires. These differences played out in each 

misunderstanding and underestimating the other. The misconceptions and differences 

sparked wars and battles over land. It is from these differences that one can see the sparks 

that caused the First Crusade.
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CHAPTER THREE 

WAR AND ITS ORIGINS: A DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE CHRISTIAN WEST 

AND ISLAMIC EAST

 When examining the usage of holy war terminology in the Christian West and the 

Islamic East prior to the First Crusade there are several shifts in thought. In the Christian 

West, there is a visible shift from Saint Augustine and his definition of Bellum Iustum 

(Just War) to Pope Urban II’s usage of Bellum Sacrum (Holy War). In the Islamic East, 

are three major shifts. The first is from pre-Quranic usages against the Bedouin tribes to 

the implementation of the term Jihad by the Prophet Muhammad. The second shift 

occurred after the Prophet’s death when Islamic jurists debated the true meaning of Jihad. 

The final shift was the use of Jihad as a means for expanding the borders of Islam. In this 

chapter, these shifts in usage will be outlined, examined, and compared for a better 

understanding of the Christian West and Islamic East. 

Bellum Iustum 

 The debate about what makes for just war predates the birth of Augustine of 

Hippo by at least seven hundred years. In 400 BCE the Mahabharata, an ancient Indian 

Epic, was already mandating what was and was not an appropriate reason to engage in 

warfare.1 The closest Greco-Roman equivalent was De Officiis, written by Cicero in 44 

BCE. 

                                                 
1 Francis X. Clooney S.J., Just War in Comparative Perspective, 2nd ed. (New 

York: Ashgate Publishing, 2016), 109. 
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 In 400 CE, eight hundred years after the publication of the Mahabharata, 

Augustine would write Contra Faustum Manichaeum. The work was aimed at Faustus, 

an adherent of Manichaeism, a dualistic religious sect that viewed the world as being 

false or evil. In Contra Faustum Manichaeum, Augustine writes thirty-three chapters 

combatting the heresy espoused by Faustus. In section twenty-two, Augustine responds to 

Faustus’ belief that the Law and the Prophets are immoral. In the seventy-fourth section, 

Augustine responds to the thought that the warfare of the Old Testament is immoral 

saying,  

The real evils in war are love of violence, revengeful cruelty, fierce and 

implacable enmity, wild resistance, and the lust of power, and such like; and it is 

generally to punish these things, when force is required to inflict the punishment, 

that, in obedience to God or some lawful authority, good men undertake wars, 

when they find themselves in such a position as regards the conduct of human 

affairs, that right conduct requires them to act, or to make others act in this way.2 

 

Clarifying his position on war he states,  

When war is undertaken in obedience to God, who would rebuke, or humble, or 

crush the pride of man, it must be allowed to be a righteous war; for even 

the wars which arise from human passion cannot harm the eternal well-being 

of God, nor even hurt His saints; for in the trial of their patience, and the 

chastening of their spirit, and in bearing fatherly correction, they are rather 

benefited than injured.3 

 

For Faustus the God of the Old Testament was evil, and the wars found within the 

canon are his examples. Augustine justifies these wars as God’s attempt to restore justice 

and punish wickedness. He believes that wars have a punitive function in relation to 

                                                 
2 Aurelius Augustinus, Contra Faustum Manichaeum (Paderborn, Germany: 

Schoeningh Ferdinand GmbH, 2004), sec. 22. 

 
3 Ibid., sec. 74. 
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God’s counsel. God’s purpose in war is to resist the evil of the nations and restore God’s 

divine peace. He posits that war is justified when a city neglects to punish wrongdoers or 

take back what was unjustly taken. Dr. Frederick Russel states that, “The punishment of 

evildoers is an act of love because it is motivated by a charity that seeks the best interest 

of the evildoer.”4 

For Augustine war was justified when undertaken in the name of God. Just War 

was only justifiable in obedience to God. In The City of God, Augustine coins the term 

Just War in book XIX, chapter seven, saying,  

But, say they, the wise man will wage Just Wars. As if he would not all the rather 

lament the necessity of just wars, if he remembers that he is a man; for if they 

were not just he would not wage them, and would, therefore, be delivered from all 

wars.5 
  

Augustine would also argue that those who killed an unrighteous person were not 

breaking the commandment to not kill another person. 

They who have waged war in obedience to the divine command, or in conformity 

with his laws have represented in their persons the public justice or the wisdom of 

government, and in the capacity, have put to death wicked men; such men have by 

no means violated the commandment, “Thou shall not kill.”6 
 

 In his letter to Marcellinus, Augustine addresses concerns that Christians should 

not seek to collaborate with the Roman government. The argument being that the duties 

and rights of citizens were contrary to the commandments of Christ. It was argued that 

Christians would be unable to follow the precept of returning no evil for evil. Augustine 
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counters that the Roman State was built on the idea of commonwealth, an idea central to 

Christianity. He posits that Christians would make excellent citizens because of their 

dedication to creation. In relating this to matters of state, he defends wars that protect the 

peace of the state. For those who argued that being a soldier was contrary to the teachings 

of Christ Augustine said, 

For if the Christian religion condemned wars of every kind, the command given in 

the gospel to soldiers asking counsel as to salvation would rather be to cast away 

their arms, and withdraw themselves wholly from military service; whereas the 

word spoken to such was, Do violence to no man, neither accuse any falsely, and 

be content with your wages, the command to be content with their wages 

manifestly implying no prohibition to continue in the service. Wherefore, let those 

who say that the doctrine of Christ is incompatible with the State's well-being, 

give us an army composed of soldiers such as the doctrine of Christ requires them 

to be; let them give us such subjects, such husbands and wives, such parents and 

children, such masters and servants, such kings, such judges— in fine, even 

such taxpayers and tax-gatherers, as the Christian religion has taught 

that men should be, and then let them dare to say that it is adverse to 

the State's well-being; yea, rather, let them no longer hesitate to confess that 

this doctrine, if it were obeyed, would be the salvation of the commonwealth.7 

 

 Augustine’s earliest work on Just War comes from, The Freedom of Choice. In 

this work, he discusses the origins of evil and how evil relates to free will. He divides 

killing into preventive killing and pre-emptive killing, giving the dispositions that inform 

each action. Augustine relates that God cannot be regarded as the author of evils done, 

but God does punish those who commit evil.8 He then asks the reader if one were to kill a 

person out of fear that they would do them evil is that person a murderer?9 He posits that 

                                                 
7 Saint Augustine of Hippo, “Letter 138,” A.D 412AD, v. 25, 
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this preventative killing is not necessarily driven by evil desires, but a desire to be free 

from evil. From this work, Augustine argues that killing in war and in the execution of 

criminals is justified because it seeks to protect what is good.10 

 Nico Vorester in his article, Just War and Virtue, argues that Augustine justifies 

killing as an act of justice.11 What appears on a surface level as contrary to God’s nature 

and God’s law is one that exemplifies God’s justice in the world. Thus, killing is 

acceptable and pleasing to God when the intentions are to protect oneself and one’s 

nation.  

Bellum Sacrum  

 Augustine’s view of what does and does not constitute a Just War would be 

reshaped by Pope Urban II in his speech at Clermont. Historian Edward Peters states that 

there was no Christian concept of Holy War prior to the eleventh century. He defines 

Holy War as an act wherein the combatants are engaged in a penitential and spiritually 

meritorious act.12 David Levine in, Conflicts of Ideology in Christian and Muslim Holy 

War, identifies conflicts in the ninth and tenth centuries as precursors to the creation of 

Holy War terminology.13 Levine argues that the reforms of Pope Gregory VII also led to 
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the development of Holy War as an act of penitence. Prior to Gregory VII’s reforms acts 

of penitence were less defined. His reform gave European knights a way to find 

forgiveness for their acts by fighting defensively for the Church.14 Through this system, 

Pope Urban II was able to call for a Holy War against the enemies of the Church. 

 In his speech at Clermont, Pope Urban II would urge the knights of Europe to 

conquer the Holy Lands for the glory of the Church. He justified this action as bringing 

the land of the heathens under God’s control and considered it an act of penitence for 

their sins. Robert the Monk recorded the Pope’s words stating, 

Let none of your possessions detain you, no solicitude for your family affairs, 

since this land which you inhabit, shut in on all sides by the seas and surrounded 

by the mountain peaks, is too narrow for your large population; nor does it 

abound in wealth; and it furnishes scarcely food enough for its cultivators. Hence 

it is that you murder one another, that you wage war, and that frequently you 

perish by mutual wounds. Let therefore hatred depart from among you, let your 

quarrels end, let wars cease, and let all dissensions and controversies slumber. 

Enter upon the road to the Holy Sepulchre; wrest that land from the wicked race, 

and subject it to yourselves. That land which as the Scripture says "floweth with 

milk and honey," was given by God into the possession of the children of Israel 

Jerusalem is the navel of the world; the land is fruitful above others, like another 

paradise of delights. This the Redeemer of the human race has made illustrious by 

His advent, has beautified by residence, has consecrated by suffering, has 

redeemed by death, has glorified by burial. This royal city, therefore, situated at 

the centre of the world, is now held captive by His enemies, and is in subjection to 

those who do not know God, to the worship of the heathens. She seeks therefore 

and desires to be liberated and does not cease to implore you to come to her aid. 

From you especially she asks succor, because, as we have already said, God has 

conferred upon you above all nations great glory in arms. Accordingly undertake 

this journey for the remission of your sins, with the assurance of the imperishable 

glory of the kingdom of heaven.15 
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 Pope Urban II’s call would elevate Augustine’s teachings on Just War to that of 

Holy War. No longer was fighting an act of protection and upholding the peace of God. It 

had evolved into an act of penitence, a way to seek remission of one’s sins and actively 

fight for the Kingdom of God.  

Islamic Implementations of Holy War  

 The Islamic East had three major shifts in its understanding of Jihad or Holy War 

before the First Crusade. At its inception, Jihad was a practice conducted by Bedouin 

tribes against surrounding tribes and settlements.16 This practice shifted when the Prophet 

Muhammad founded Islam and redefined the concept of Jihad.17 The next shift came after 

the death of the Prophet in which Islamic jurists attempted to define what the Prophet 

meant by Jihad.18 The final shift in Jihad was its implementation as grounds for 

expanding the borders of Islam.19 This last shift would be the defining characteristic of 

Islam for the Christian East.  

 

Pre-Quranic Implementations of Holy War 
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 The first implementation of Jihad predates Islam and was used by the Bedouin 

tribes of the Arabian Peninsula.20 The Bedouin tribes are a nomadic group of peoples 

who historically inhabited the desert regions of Iraq, the Levant, North Africa, and the 

Arabian Peninsula.21 Predating Islam these tribes fought surrounding tribes for access to 

water and trade routes.22 James Turner Johnson in his work, The Holy War Idea in 

Western and Islamic Tradition, identifies the concept of Jihad in the Bedouin tribes as, 

“The fundamental structure remained as raiding to collect booty.”23 The focus of Jihad 

during this period was to amass resources that were scarce and to protect one’s property 

from competing tribes. This process of invading local tribes would not change until the 

formation of Islam and the conversion of the Bedouins. Dr. Majid Khadduri states, 

 The importance of the jihad in Islam lay in shifting the focus of attention of the 

tribes from their intertribal warfare to the outside world; Islam outlawed all forms 

of war except the jihad, that is the war in Allah's path. It would indeed, have been 

very difficult for the Islamic state to survive had it not been for the doctrine of the 

jihad, replacing tribal raids, and directing that enormous energy of the tribes from 

an inevitable internal conflict to unite and fight against the outside world in the 

name of the new faith.24 

 

Jihad and the Prophet Muhammad  
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The next implementation of Jihad would be that espoused by the Prophet 

Muhammad. The Quran contains one hundred and sixty-four references to Jihad. Each 

usage is followed by the expression, in the path of God. Muhammad Abdel-Haleem states 

that this phrase indicates, “The way of truth and justice, including all the teachings it 

gives on the justifications and the conditions for the conduct of war and peace.”25  

The Hadith is a text of sayings from the Prophet Muhammad in which the Prophet 

elucidates the sayings found in the Quran. Within the Bukhari, the standard collection of 

Hadith sayings, are one hundred and ninety-nine references to Jihad. Of these one 

hundred and ninety-nine sayings, most assume that Jihad means warfare. One saying 

states, “The best Jihad is the word of Justice in front of the oppressive Sultan.”26 Another 

quote states, “The messenger of Allah was asked about the best jihad. He said: ‘The best 

jihad is the one in which your house is slain and your blood is spilled.”27 Finally, another 

Hadith states supporting one’s parents is an example of proper Jihad.28 

Dr. Jonathan Berkley in his work, The Formation of Islam: Religion and Society 

in the Near East, believes that the Prophet’s early use of Jihad was directed at his local 

enemies with the ability to shift as new enemies appeared. He states, 
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The Koran is not a squeamish document, and it exhorts the believers to jihad. 

Verses such as "Do not follow the unbelievers, but struggle against them 

mightily" (25.52) and "fight [those who have been given a revelation] who do not 

believe in God and the last day" (9.29) may originally have been directed against 

Muhammad's local enemies, the pagans of Mecca or the Jews of Medina, but they 

could be redirected once a new set of enemies appeared.29 

 

Jihad as Expansion  

 After the death of the Prophet, Muslim jurists began to develop Jihad in another 

direction, forming the last major shifted before the First Crusade. This shift moved Jihad 

from an aggressive stance of fighting one’s enemies to emphasize harmony over the 

confrontational understanding of the Prophet. The jurists used the doctrine of naskh, a 

belief that Allah improved his revelations over the course of time, to develop a paradigm 

that divided the world into three divisions.30 Those divisions became the dar al-Islam 

(house of Islam), dar al-harab (house of war), and the dar al-sulh (house of peace).31 At 

this time jurist, Sufyan al-Thawri created a pacifistic school of Jihad which defined Jihad 

as a defensive war.32 

 With the creation of the pacifistic school of Jihad, some jurists began to 

emphasize tolerance should be shown to unbelievers. This school advised Imam’s to only 

declare war on the inhabitants of the dar al-harab when they came into conflict with 

Islam.33 This shift moved Jihad from a war against bandits and rebels into an expansion 
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and defense of the Islamic State. Dr. Bernard Lewis states that, “In theory, jihad was to 

continue until all mankind either embraced Islam or submitted to the authority of the 

Muslim State.”34 

 This classical use of Jihad created an empire that included millions of subjects 

extending from the borders of China and India to the Atlantic Ocean.35 There were two 

empires that halted the expansion of the Islamic state, the Sassanian, and the Byzantine. 

The Sassanian Empire was defeated in 657 CE and the Byzantine Empire was reduced to 

half its size by 661 CE. The encroachment on the Byzantine Empire would eventually 

spark Emperor Alexius I to appeal to Pope Urban II to send help against the Islamic 

forces spreading into his land. 

 With the concept of Jihad as expansion jurists created manuals that gave rules for 

the proper conduct of war. These rules included how to treat children, women, 

nonbelligerents, division of spoils, and cultivated land.36 All of the jurists emphasized the 

importance of Jihad, but none of them considered it to be a pillar of Islam. The reasoning 

behind this was that the pillars of Islam are the responsibilities of the individual while 

Jihad was an obligation of the entire Muslim community. During the First Crusade, this 

definition would struggle as individual Caliphs would not participate in repelling the 

Christian invaders. 
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 Jihad would shift once again as Islamic expansionism stagnated. Modernist 

Muslims emphasize the defensive aspect of Jihad placing it on similar grounds as 

Augustine’s theory of Just War.37 The Islamic theory of Holy War went through several 

developments similar to that of Just War and Holy War theory did in the Christian East. 

Conclusion  

 The development of Just War theory into Holy War theory in the Christian West 

is directly tied to the development of Holy War theory in the Islamic East. While there 

are many reasons for Pope Urban II’s call for the First Crusade, one of the primary 

reasons is the expansion of the Islamic Empire into lands once belonging to the Byzantine 

Empire. This, tied with a desire to reclaim the Holy Lands, sparked a period of 

expansionism in the Christian West.  

 Augustine developed Just War theory to protect oneself from the evils of the 

world and provide means for God’s justice in the world. Later developments to Jihad 

would provide the grounds for proper action in the Islamic East at the start of the First 

Crusade. At this time Jihad ceased to be about expansion and became more about 

protecting one’s lands. 

 Pope Urban II’s call for Holy War paralleled some of the themes of early Jihad. 

Primarily, Pope Urban II’s desire to defeat the enemies of Christianity parallels the 

Prophet Muhammad’s desires to defeat his enemies both local and abroad. It would seem 

that the development of Holy War theory in the West and East were at the opposite ends 

of the spectrum. The Christian West was progressing towards a more aggressive view of 
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what was considered a righteous war, offering remission of sins for engaging in warfare. 

On the opposite end, the Islamic East was moving towards a stance of tolerance and 

defense of the nation.  

 It can be seen that the actions of the Islamic State prior to the First Crusade 

assisted in the formation of a more aggressive view of the Christian West. At the time of 

Pope Urban II’s call for a Holy War the Islamic East had defined its borders and was 

seeking a more defensive understanding of Jihad. From this view, it shows that the 

Christian West and Islamic East swapped positions concerning the nature of what a Holy 

War was and what the rewards were for conducting one.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

WHAT IS IN A DATE: DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO DATING THE FIRST 

CRUSADE 

When examining the differences between the Islamic East and the Christian West 

during the eleventh century one of the greatest differences is the dating of the First 

Crusade. Western scholars typically place the start of the First Crusade in 1095, when 

Pope Urban II gave his speech in Clermont calling for the powers of Europe to invade the 

Holy Land. This dating has pervaded Western scholarship well into the twenty-first 

century. This date is in contrast to the Islamic East, which dates the start of the First 

Crusade in 1061 with the Normand invasion of Sicily and continues with the fall of the 

Caliphates in Al-Andalus in 1085. This chapter will examine the conditions leading to 

Pope Urban II’s call for a Crusade, the conditions and events that unfolded in Sicily, and 

the conquest of Al-Andalus. 

Pope Urban II’s Call to War 

Paul Chevedden, in The Islamic View and the Christian View of the Crusades: A 

New Synthesis, explains that many modern scholars hold the Big Bang view concerning 

the origin of the First Crusade.1 In this view, the First Crusade began as a mass 

movement sparked by Pope Urban II. Crusading institutions were suddenly created and a 

full-scale invasion of the Holy Lands began. One must ask what caused Pope Urban II to 
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make his plea for a holy war? Sara McGill points towards a request from the Byzantine 

Emperor, Alexius Comnenus.2 By 1000 CE, the Turkish Muslims had expanded their 

territory into Asia Minor. Peter Frankopan notes that,  

As the situation in Asia Minor deteriorated towards the end of the eleventh 

century, Alexios began to look more keenly for help from outside the empire. 

Contemporaries from all over Europe started to note increasingly anxious calls for 

assistance emanating from Constantinople in the 1090 s. Ekkehard of Aura recorded that 

embassies and letters ‘seen even by ourselves’ were sent out by Alexios to recruit help in 

the face of serious trouble in ‘Cappadocia and throughout Romania and Syria’.  

According to another well-informed chronicler: ‘At last an emperor in Constantinople, 

named Alexius, was trembling at the constant incursions of the heathens and at the 

diminishment of his kingdom in great part, and he sent envoys to France with letters to 

stir up the princes so that they would come to the aid of . . . imperiled Greece.’3 

 

The Byzantine Empire had long fought against the Islamic Caliphates. Starting in 

630 CE the empire repeatedly gained and lost land to the various caliphates of the Islamic 

East.4 In 1071 the imperial army suffered a major defeat at the battle of Manzikert in 

Armenia. Emperor Romanus Diogenes was captured and upon his release found the 

throne usurped by Michael VII Ducas. Romanus was tortured and Ducas refused to honor 

his predecessor’s treaty. As a result the Seljuk Turks invaded Anatolia and controlled vast 

Byzantine lands by the time of the rise of Emperor Alexios Komnenos.5 
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 Due to the instability of the Byzantine army, Emperor Alexios offered rewards to 

any knight who would travel to his lands and fight for Constantinople.6 Unfortunately for 

Alexios this created bitterness among the aristocracy and led to many prominent knights 

being poisoned. Toward the end of the eleventh century, the situation had worsened, 

leading Alexios to send letters for assistance throughout all of Europe. By 1090 the 

emperor was sending multiple letters to prominent leaders throughout Europe every day. 

In these accounts he described how countless Christians were being murdered by the 

Turks.7 Alexios assured the world that the Turks were killing peasants, monks, forcing 

circumcision, and committing sodomy on religious leaders. His later letters assured 

religious leaders in the West that baptismal fonts and churches were being burned to the 

ground. 

 One of these letters from Emperor Alexios would sparked Pope Urban II into 

action.8 Alexios pleaded with the Pope to send mercenary troops to assist the flailing 

empire.9 In addition to this, the emperor promised to reward those who helped defend 

Constantinople.10 The letter gave Pope Urban II an opportunity to heal the schism 
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between the Roman Catholic Church and the Greek Orthodox. The First Crusade also 

offered Urban the opportunity to focus the knights of Europe. At this point in history 

Western Europe was plagued with in-fighting and the exploitation of the weak.11 As Pope 

Urban began to seek knights for this cause, Europe was filled with signs. Drought and 

famine raged across the continent, and a meteor shower was understood to herald God’s 

will for the West to come to the aid of the Byzantine Empire.12 

 In Clermont, Pope Urban spoke to the people gathered. He demanded that they 

free the Holy Land from the Muslim infidels.13 His proposition to reclaim the Holy Land 

refocused the fractured kingdoms of Western Europe eastward. He promised that those 

who joined in this Crusade would find forgiveness for their sins, and the act would be 

considered an act of devotion. The Pope mimicked the letter that Alexios had sent. It was 

a world, in his view, where the Turks were murdering pious Christians for simply living 

out their faith. Thus, in 1095, Urban set the flames of war throughout Europe, pointing 

the soldiers East toward the “Infidels.” 

The Invasion of Sicily  

While the First Crusade would not officially be started until Pope Urban made his 

plea in Clermont, the Islamic East was already feeling pressure from the West. This 

pressure was most keenly felt in Sicily. Islamic forces had control of the island from 902 
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until 1071 when Robert I of Normandy defeated the last Arabic armies.14 For the Islamic 

East, the First Crusade started when Sicily was invaded in 1061. Ali ibn Tahir al-Sulami 

presented his account of the crusading movement in 1099, six years after the conquest of 

Jerusalem. In his account, he identifies the crusades as a Christian Jihad with three fronts: 

Sicily, Spain, and Syria.15 Al-Sulami identifies the start of this holy war with the 

conquest of Sicily, which spread to Spain and by the end of the eleventh century to 

Syria.16 In his work the Kitab al-Jihad, he states, 

A host [of Franks] swooped down upon the island of Sicily at a time of division 

and dissension, and likewise they took possession of town after town in Islamic Spain [al-

Andalus]. When reports mutually confirmed the condition of [Syria] – namely, the 

disagreements of its lords, the discord of its leading men, coupled with its disorder and 

disarray – they acted upon their decision to set out for [Syria] and Jerusalem was the 

chief object of their desires . . . [The Franks] continued zealously in the holy war (jihad) 

against the Muslims . . . until they made themselves rulers of lands beyond their wildest 

dreams.17 

 

For the Islamic East, Sicily was the first front of a much larger jihad. The island 

had long been a source of contention for the Arabs, with many wars and skirmishes 

fought. In 652, Muslim Arabs first invaded the island, skirmishing with the Byzantine 

forces located there.18 By the end of the seventh century, Arabic forces had conquered 

nearby Carthage, allowing them to build a shipyard and increase pressure on Sicily. From 
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Carthage, the Umayyad Caliphate would launch attacks on Sicilian ports in 703, 728, 

729, 730, 731, 733, and 734.19 

A full-scale invasion of Sicily would not begin until the siege of Syracuse in 827. 

The siege was the result of negotiations made by Euphemius, the commander of the 

island’s navy. 20 According to certain accounts, Euphemius had forced a nun to marry 

him, leading Emperor Michael II to order an investigation. If the charges were true, 

Euphemius’s nose was to be cut off as punishment.21 Learning about his trial, Euphemius 

sailed for Syracuse, capturing the city and executing Michel II’s predecessor, 

Constantine. He declared himself emperor but was betrayed by one of his closest allies.22 

His onetime ally marched on the city and defeated Euphemius. From Syracuse, he sought 

refuge in the Arabic world seeking an army from Ziyadat Allah. Euphemius promised the 

leader a yearly tribute if he would assist in the recovery of Sicily.23 

From 827 until 965, the Arabic forces would fight across Sicily taking village 

after village from the Byzantine forces.  From this period onward, Sicily was ruled by the 

Sunni Aghabid and the Shite Fatimid Caliphates.24 In 1044, infighting would create an 
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opportunity for the Christian West to wrest control away from the Arabs. It was at this 

time that the island would break into four fiefdoms: Sciacca, Trapani, Mazara, and 

Marsala.25  

By 1065, the island would be reunified, but the damage would already be done. 

During this period Ibn Al-Thumna, the ruler of Syracuse and Catania, tortured and nearly 

killed his wife in a drunken rage.26 Upon sobering up he begged his wife for forgiveness, 

faking forgiveness she invited her brother, the commander of several other Sicilian cities, 

to stay with them. Maymuna fled with her brother, and a war raged across Sicily. Ibn Al-

Thumna saw that he was losing the war and resorted to hiring mercenaries.  

In May 1061, he hired Norman mercenaries under the leadership of Robert 

Guiscard and his brother Roger.27 The brothers bore the banner of the pope and held his 

blessing in all that they did. Upon their arrival in Sicily a large portion of Christians 

living in Sicily rose up against their Islamic leaders and opened up their cities for the 

Norman mercenaries.28 It would take thirty years of fighting before the Normans 

conquered all of Sicily, but in 1091, the last of the Arab strongholds would fall to Roger. 

Surprisingly, the Normans would be characterized as tolerant of the Muslims who stayed 

in Sicily. Muslims would be the dominant force in retail, production, and artisan work. 

Roger would even be known for his large collection of maps and scrolls, many 
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originating from Islamic states.29 Regardless of how Robert I treated his Muslim citizens, 

the first blow of the Crusades had been struck. As Paul Cobb states in his work, Race for 

Paradise: An Islamic History of the Crusades,  

From the very earliest sources, medieval Muslim observers saw the crusades that 

were launched into Syria and Palestine not as some radically new phenomenon emerging 

from Christendom but simply as the latest episodes of a much longer history of Frankish 

assaults on the bode of Islam. This history entered a new phase in the middle of the 

eleventh century with an unparalleled wave of successful, long-lasting Frankish invasions 

of Muslim territory, invasions that took place long before Pope Urban II dreamed up the 

more famous First Crusade of 1095-99. From this perspective, the first of these new and 

worrisome Frankish invasions was the one that cost Islamdom Sicily and opened the 

floodgates for further Frankish conquests in al-Andalus, North Africa, and eventually, the 

Near East.30 

 

It can be seen that the Islamic perspective of the First Crusade begins much earlier 

than that of the Western world. In the eyes of the Islamic East, the crusades had been 

going on thirty-four years prior to Pope Urban II’s speech. The fighting over Sicily 

predates the Western Crusades and sets the stage for the larger conflict between the 

Eastern Islamic world and the Christian West. It is from these conflicts that one sees the 

greater narrative connection between  Pope Urban II’s call to arms at Clermont and the 

invasion of Sicily in 1061 by Robert and Roger. 

The Conquest of Al-Andalus  

 Islamic scholars do not look at the invasion of Sicily as the only source of 

Western crusading prior to 1096. The jurist Ibn al-Athir elaborated in the eleventh 

century that, “In 1085, the Franks invaded Islamic Spain and occupied Toledo and other 

parts of the country. In 1091, they conquered Sicily, and then extended their power to 
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North Africa. Finally, in 1097, they advanced on Syria.”31 Islamic scholars of the 

eleventh century drew a direct correlation between the invasion of Sicily and Al-Andalus 

to the invasion of Syria. Western aggression was not initiated in Clermont but on the 

shores of Sicily and the cities of Al-Andalus. As in Sicily, the skirmishes around Al-

Andalus begin long before the First Crusade but are directly tied to that event. 

Al-Andalus at its peak occupied most of what is today Spain and Portugal, briefly 

controlling part of southern France in the eighth century.32  In 711 the Umayyad 

Caliphate sent Tariq ibn-Ziyad to Gibraltar to intervene in a Visigothic civil war. After 

defeating King Roderic of Hispania, Tariq brought most of the kingdom under Muslim 

occupation in a seven-year campaign.33 In the 720s the governors of Al-Andalus began to 

raid Aquitaine but were beaten back by Duke Odo the Great. Duke Odo would eventually 

seek assistance from Charles Martel, who would defeat the Arabic armies at Pointiers in 

732.34 In 734, the Andalusi began to raid to the east, capturing Arles and Avignon and 

reaching as far as Burgundy. It would take the combined forces of Charles Martel and 

Liutprand of the Lombards to expel the raiders in 739.35 

                                                 
31 Chevedden, “The Islamic View and the Christian View of the Crusades,” 99. 
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In 740, a Berber revolt erupted and was put down by 743, but its effects were long 

lasting. The Galician and Septimanian lands were reconquered by the Franks cutting al-

Andalus off from France.36 These changes would signal the collapse of the Umayyad 

Caliphate in the east. From 756 to 1009, Al-Andalus saw relative peace, but civil war 

caused the region to break out in mini-states in 1031.  In its weakened state, Al-Andalus 

became too weak to defend itself from the Christian territories around it. The Christian 

states around Al-Andalus became increasingly powerful while the states within Al-

Andalus became more fractured. At this time, taifa, rulers of the multiple Islamic city 

states, sought assistance from the Christian kingdoms around them against other taifas. 

This was paid for in tributes of land, Muslim slaves, and gold.37 The petty squabbles of 

the taifas enriched the Christian kingdoms around them, financing their expansion into 

Al-Andalus. 

As Robert and Roger Guiscard began their conquest of Sicily, Spanish knights 

began a conquest of Al-Andalus, piece by piece. The Spaniards were becoming bolder 

with each year as more Frankish knights came to Spain and joined in the conquests.38 In 

1064, King Ramiro I of Aragon, landlocked by Muslim taifas, attacked the Zaragoza, 

capturing a few castles in 1050. In 1063, Zaragoza sought assistance from King Fernando 

I of Castile, who was receiving tribute from Zaragoza. Fernando sent troops to protect his 

investment and massacred Aragon’s troops. A few months later Frankish troops marched 
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into Zaragoza demanding that the ruler be punished for defeating Aragon’s army. They 

had a papal bull from Pope Alexander II commuting penance for those who journeyed to 

and fought in Spain. The citizens of Barbastro, the first town the Franks would come to in 

Zaragoza, attempted to pay large amounts of cash and slaves, but this no longer worked. 

They were no longer facing tribute-squeezing soldiers, but a Christian holy war backed 

by the Pope.39 The soldiers took the cash, but instead of honoring the peaceful surrender, 

they massacred everyone. 

The citizens of Al-Muqtadir, the overseer of Zaragoza, demanded he conduct 

jihad against the Frankish soldiers. This appeal sent soldiers from frontier taifas and even 

rival taifas to the assistance of Zaragoza. Al-Muqtadir had no issues with reconquering 

the city. As the Franks massacred the Muslims of the town, he massacred all of the 

Franks, but the floodgates had already been opened. From this point onward, the papacy 

became more involved in Spanish affairs. It began to Latinize the territories there and to 

begin a constant flow of the faithful to the pilgrimage sites of Spain. This conflict also 

sent soldiers back home telling tales of the vast wealth to be won in Al-Andalus. In 1075, 

the city of Toledo was in revolt, due to poor politics from the newly crowned al-Qadir.  

Al-Qadir, exiled from his city, appealed to Alfonso VI for assistance in retaking his 

home. Alfonso typically took tribute from Toledo, and in the past al-Qadir’s family had 

hosted him in exile, so he agreed to assist him. In 1075, al-Qadir decided to cede control 

of Toledo to Alfonso, but the city resisted its new master. In 1084 Alfonso besieged 

Toledo conquering it in May, 1085. The fall of the city sent shockwaves throughout the 
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Muslim world. Toledo was a major kingdom at the heart of Al-Andalus. Christian control 

of Toledo foreshadowed the doom of the rest of Muslim occupied Spain.40 

Conclusion  

 In 1095, Pope Urban II called for the kingdoms of Europe to gather their forces 

and march toward the Holy Land. His speech was the rallying call for a fractured and 

divided Europe to reclaim Jerusalem, God’s holy city. His speech is generally given as 

the official start of the First Crusade, but it has been shown that this is not the case. By 

1061, Western forces were already marching on lands held by Muslims. In the invasion 

of Sicily Western Christianity was already violently opposed to those it saw as barbarians 

and infidels. In Spanish Iberia, the Islamic taifas were repelled and fractured by Christian 

forces before 1095. The first crusade started long before Pope Urban II’s speech. It 

started with the first round of troops sent under the Pope’s banner to Sicily, and the papal 

bull of Pope Alexander in Spain. The only mark that Pope Urban II’s speech has on the 

so-called First Crusade is to give it an overtly religious tone. In this tone, he explicitly 

gives soldiers forgiveness of sins for killing Muslim people. In Clermont, the Church 

officially sanctions the death of those deemed as “other.”

                                                 
40 Hugh Kennedy, Muslim Spain and Portugal: A Political History of Al-Andalus 

(New York: Routledge Press, 2014), 305. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION: SO, WHAT?  

After examining the differing views on Axis Mundi, Holy War Terminology, and 

Dating for the First Crusade one might ask, “So what?” Why is it important for someone 

to recognize the differences between the Islamic West and Christian East during this 

period? This final chapter will explore that question through examining popular 

misconceptions about the First Crusade, the impact of such misconceptions, and how to 

use the information gained in previous chapters.  

Popular Misconceptions  

When one looks at the available texts on the First Crusade he or she finds a 

plethora of books, reviews, and articles written by predominately white European males. 

In many of these texts the writers blame the Islamic East for instigating the Christian 

West’s invasion of the Holy Land. Some popular misconceptions surrounding the events 

leading to the First Crusade include: It was Islam’s aggression that sparked the First 

Crusade, Islam was massacring Christian Pilgrims, and that the Islamic East was barbaric 

and backwards.  

Of these texts, A Politically Incorrect Guide to Islam by Robert Spencer is one of 

the most vitriolic. Spencer spends the majority of his work unravelling the “Politically 

Correct” myths of Liberal persons. Spencer states, “The conquest of Jerusalem in 638 

stood at the beginning of centuries of Muslim aggression, and Christians in the Holy
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Land faced an escalating spiral of persecution.”1 While it is true that some pilgrims to 

Jerusalem were murdered by some Arabic Caliphs, this was not a region wide 

occurrence. The most widely known Caliph to murder pilgrims was Caliph al-Hakim ibn 

Amar Allah. Al-Hakim is sometimes referred to as the “Mad Caliph.” His rule was erratic 

and oppressive to religious minorities.2 In 1008 CE, the Caliph began to suspect 

Christians and Jews within the city of Jerusalem, and he began to murder them. This 

culminated in the razing of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher. So, while it is true that 

some pilgrims were murdered it was not a widespread event. 

Many Caliphs were tolerant of Christians within their territories. It is true that 

many Christians had to pay a jizya, or tax because of their religious affiliation, but that is 

quite different than a widespread massacring of Christians.3 It is important to understand 

that in this period of history, violence was a common occurrence. While there was 

violence directed toward religious minorities in the Islamic East, it was just as prevalent 

in the Christian West. By the tenth-century, Christian knights had little to do but fight 

amongst themselves.4 This came to such a pass that the Church had to dictate certain days 

                                                 
1 Robert Spencer, The Politically Incorrect Guide to Islam (and the Crusades) 

(Washington D.C.: Regnery Publishing, 2005), 137. 
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4 Thomas Asbridge, The First Crusade: A New History (London: Oxford 
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of the year for fighting.5 Writers such as Spencer falsely vilify the Islamic East when they 

blame periodic violence against Christians as the cause of the Crusade.  

History does record the weakening of the Byzantine Empire as one cause of the 

First Crusade. The Empire had lost much of its land through centuries of fighting against 

Islam.6 In 1071, the Byzantine army suffered defeat at the battle of Manzikert. This 

resulted in the invasion of Anatolia and Emperor Alexios Komnenos seeking help from 

the Catholic Church.7 In his multiple letters, the Emperor painted exaggerated scenes of 

the Turks killing peasants and monks, raping women, and committing sodomy on 

religious leaders. These letters sparked Pope Urban II into action, as well as becoming the 

basis for modern scholars demonization of the Islamic East.8  

The second misconception circling the First Crusade is that Islamic aggression 

caused the Crusade. This is a half-truth. As explored in chapter three, there were three 

major shifts in the Islamic understanding of Jihad. The earliest idea revolved around 

Bedouin tribes fighting against other tribes for access to water.9 The second expression of 
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Jihad came from the Prophet Muhammad in which it was used to attack the prophet’s 

enemies.10 The third shift in Jihad prior to the First Crusade was Jihad as expansion. 

Islamic Jurists divided the world into the house of Islam, the house of war, and the house 

of peace. At the beginning of this shift, Jihad was used to expand the house of Islam, but 

before the Crusade a pacifistic school had arisen which defined Jihad as a defensive 

war.11 At periods in the history of Islam, Jihad called for attacking non-Islamic peoples. 

Jihad was used to defend expansion, but it was ultimately used to defend the Islamic state 

against aggression. 

Conversely Christianity developed its concept of Holy War in reverse order to 

Islam. Early Christians considered themselves pacifists.12 They refused to join the Roman 

Army, to defend themselves from Roman oppression, and in taking any life Christian or 

not.13 Later Augustine of Hippo would develop the concept of just war as a means of 

defending oneself from evil.14 For Augustine the Roman Empire and Christianity were 

not at odds as they were in the past. It was a Christian’s duty to take up a just war if the 

Empire deemed it necessary. He argued that killing an unrighteous person was not 

                                                 

 
10  Mohammad Hasim Kamali, Shari’ah Law: An Introduction (Oxford, England: 

Oneworld Publications, 2008), 62. 

 
11  A. Al-Dawoody, The Islamic Law of War: Justifications and Regulations (New 

York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 80. 

 
12 J. Daryl Charles, “Pacifists, Patriots, or Both?,” Logos: A Journal of Catholic 

Thought & Culture 13, no. 2 (Spring 2010): 17. 

 
13 Ibid., 18. 

 
14  Aurelius Augustinus, Contra Faustum Manichaeum (Paderborn, Germany: 

Schoeningh Ferdinand GmbH, 2004), sec. 22. 



57 

 

 

 

breaking the commandment to not kill another person.15 The final shift came from Pope 

Urban II in the eleventh-century. Pope Urban would classify Holy War as an act of 

penitence. It gave European soldiers a way to earn forgiveness for sin by fighting 

defensively for the Church.16 

It can be seen that as Islam was taking a more peaceful stance on war and 

expansion, Christianity was taking a more warlike stance. It is true that the early history 

of Islam brought many Christian states under Islamic control, but as Islam had settled 

into a peaceful stance, the Christian West began to reclaim its lost territories.  

Another discrepancy here is the dating of the First Crusade. Western Scholars 

date the First Crusade in 1095 CE.17 This date is linked to Pope Urban II’s speech at 

Clermont. For Islamic Scholars the first crusade is dated to 1071 CE.18 This is when 

Robert I of Normandy invaded the Islamic kingdom of Sicily. For the Islamic East this 

was the first front of what would become a defensive Jihad. It would take thirty years for 

Robert I to take full control of Sicily in 1091, just four years before Pope Urban II’s 

speech at Clermont. In addition to the invasion of Sicily in 1071, in 1085 the Christian 

West invaded the Islamic states in Al-Andalus.  
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While Western Scholars date the First Crusade to 1095, in the Islamic mind it had 

begun thirty years earlier in Sicily. Paul Chevedden notes in “The Islamic View and the 

Christian View of the Crusades,” that modern Islamic Scholars have noted these 

differences for some time.19 Chevedden writes that scholars have taken these sources for 

granted. They quote them, but they do not take them seriously. This is evident in the 

numerous Western accounts of the Crusades that place the blame squarely at the feet of 

an expansionist Islam. 

The final misconception is that the Islamic states were backward and barbarous. 

This misconception is disproven by the differences in economy and science between the 

Christian West and Islamic East. Comparative cartography is a clear example. By the 

Claremont speech, the Christian West had set aside Ptolemy’s maps in favor of more 

“theologically sound” maps. These maps were concerned with locating biblical locations 

rather than geographical accuracy.20 In the Christian West, geography was not considered 

one of the seven liberal arts, resulting in the lack of a term for geography until the 

sixteenth-century.21 All Western maps of this era placed Jerusalem at the center of the 

world. 

In contrast to the Christian West, the Islamic East never discarded Ptolemy’s rules 

of geography. The Islamic East kept scripture and geography separate. There was a 

continual process of updating maps that was the result of the annual pilgrimage to Mecca. 
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Because Muslims were spread throughout the world, reports were constantly coming in 

about geography.22 

Both the Islamic East and Christian West viewed each other as barbarous. 

Europeans lived outside the Abode of Islam. In the Islamic mind, the abode of Islam was 

blessed by God. The temperature was warm and suitable for living, conversely the 

Europeans lived in climates that were cold and frequently saw snow. The Islamic world 

saw that as a sign that Europeans were living in places not favored by the divine.23 For 

the Christian West the Islamic world was considered barbarous because of their faith and 

their continual expansion and threat to Christianity. Because the Islamic world built their 

society around sounder science outside of religious dogma the Westerners were 

considered backwards. 

The Islamic East also viewed the Christian West as an impoverished and 

developing land. At this time the economy of the West was based around raw materials 

and cheap markets. In the Islamic mind, the East was ordered, enlightened, and wealthy. 

At this time in history, the Islamic East also contained and controlled a vast network of 

cities, many more than the Christian West. The East was also more populated than the 

West. Baghdad had a population of 800,000 by the ninth-century. By the twelfth-century. 

Paris and London had populations of twenty thousand each.24 The infrastructure of the 
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Islamic East was much more developed than the Christian West. So, while the West 

viewed the East as barbarous due to their faith and expansion, the East viewed the west as 

barbarous due to their weaker economy and poor infrastructure. 

Results of Crusade Misconceptions  

The aforementioned misconceptions have created a number of problems in the 

Western World. The way the West views the Crusades tends to place the blame on the 

Islamic World. It shows a blatant disregard for the history of the Crusades, the complex 

dealings between the Islamic East and Christian West, and has generated a sense of 

distrust between both Islam and the Western World. In this section, the focus will be on 

two modern situations in the West. The first is President George W. Bush’s crusade 

reference on September 11, 2001. The second is Billy Graham’s use of Crusade in his 

evangelistic endeavors.  

On September 11, 2001, Islamic extremists coordinated four attacks on the United 

States of America, popularly referred to as 9/11. These attacks killed 2,996 persons and 

injured over 6,000 more. These attacks caused at least ten billion dollars of damage as 

well as damaging the American spirit.25 This attack was one of the most devastating 

events in American history. It has resulted in United States’ engagement in several wars 

costing over 500,000 lives. That event shook the world, and it is still felt strongly today. 

9/11 has also brought about damaging discussions on the nature of Islam and the 

Crusades. There has been a renewed interest in the Crusades, with many writers 

attempting to demonize Islam. One of the most difficult statements came from President 
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George W. Bush on September 11th. In his speech to the American people the President 

stated, “This crusade, this war on terrorism is going to take a while.26 

While President Bush’s statement may not seem much, it set the tone for the 

U.S.’s engagement in Iraq and Afghanistan. By using that word, the President dug up in 

the minds of the Islamic East images of the massacres brought about by Europeans in the 

Islamic World, images of destruction, forced conversion, rape, and pillaging. By framing 

the invasion of Iraq as a crusade, the President brought back centuries of demonization 

towards Islam. It could be said that the President’s usage of the term was accurate. His 

crusade into Iraq turned up no weapons of mass destruction, cost thousands of innocent 

Muslim lives, and incorporated torture against captured Al-Qaeda agents. 

 Since 9/11 hate crimes against Muslims has risen a dramatic 78%.27 With his 

words, the President stirred up the American people and their distrust of persons with 

brown skin. This trend toward Islamophobia has continued into 2017. President Donald J. 

Trump based his platform on nationalism, on a travel ban against all Muslims, and a wall 

between the United States and Mexico. While Islamophobia existed before President 

Bush’s speech, his words assisted its increase in this nation. The use of the term is 

divisive. It drags up a contorted history in which many Islamic persons lost their lives. 

The Crusades have impacted the Islamic East and are a source of contention today. 
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Billy Graham’s use of Crusade in his evangelistic campaigns is the second 

illustration. From 1947 to 2005, Billy Graham has conducted 417 “Evangelistic 

Crusades.”28 These Crusades revolved around scripture reading, preaching, and an altar 

call. While Rev. Graham’s Crusades do not directly speak to the First Crusade, they 

dredge memories of the forced conversion of Muslims by the Christian West. The term is 

insensitive to the history of bloodshed between Christianity and Islam. While Rev. 

Graham has focused his ministry on evangelism, his methods have caused a further rift 

between interfaith dialogue between the Islamic and Christian communities. 

The Way Forward  

There is a growing divide between the Western World and Islam. Nationalism and 

Islamophobia are growing at alarming rates. Though the times may look bleak, there is 

hope through the gaining and application of knowledge. As seen in this paper, there are 

many misconceptions about the Islamic East and Christian West leading to the First 

Crusade. Through understanding these misconceptions in three specific areas—Axis 

Mundi, Holy War usage, and Dating of the First Crusade—one can come to a better 

understanding of the relationship of Islam and the world. It is seen that both the Christian 

West and the Islamic East contributed to starting the Crusades. The Crusades came to be 

through a series of misunderstandings, differing political goals, and territorial disputes. 

Today readers can better inform themselves, seek honest dialogue, and close the divide 

between the East and the West. There is no place for Islamophobia in the world today. 

                                                 
28 Nancy Gibbs and Richard N. Ostling, “God’s Billy Pulpit,” Time, November 
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Men and women armed with knowledge and a sincere desire to know the other can better 

relations between Islam and the rest of the world.
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