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Preface

In 2003, Matthew Restall published with Oxford University Press Seven Myths of the 
Spanish Conquest, in which he single-handedly refuted what he perceived to be seven 
myths, or fi ctions, regarding the Spanish conquest of the Americas that were gener-
ated both by the participants in that conquest and by latter-day historians. His daring 
critique of some long-held “truths” and his equally audacious positing of counter-
narratives inspired one of the editors of this book, Andrew Holt, to propose to the 
other that we engage colleagues in a similar eff ort to explode (or at least modify) 
seven popular myths or misconceptions of the crusades. Our choice of seven myths is 
a homage to Restall’s book, but seven chapters also make for a manageable book that 
will not overwhelm readers.

Despite the seemingly ever-expanding outpouring of fi rst-rate books on the cru-
sades over the past half century, including some fi ne surveys intended for general audi-
ences, distortions of the crusades seem to be proliferating in all the popular media. 
Th ese include pseudo-documentaries for TV, big and small budget movies, novels, 
mainstream news reporting, editorials, political speeches by highly visible and infl u-
ential politicians, the sermons and writings of radical clerics and zealous laity of all 
three Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam), and textbooks prepared 
for collegiate and high school students enrolled in Western civilization and world 
history courses. Th is has particularly been the case since the events of September 11, 
2001, as cultural and political commentators have sought to fi nd historical ratio-
nales to explain the supposed clash of civilizations in the modern world. Whatever its 
impetus, we have chosen to term “mythic history” this outpouring of exaggerations, 
misperceptions, errors, misrepresentations, and fabrications.

Certainly none of the ten historians involved in producing this book claims to 
know the full, absolutely true, and immutable history of the crusades. We acknowl-
edge and celebrate the debates that enliven and push forward the frontiers of histori-
cal research and understanding. Historians, quite simply, bring to their work diff erent 
perspectives and questions and quite often arrive at diff erent interpretations as they 
wrestle with ambiguous and fragmentary evidence. No advancement in our under-
standing of the past is achieved without a lively exchange of insights. And when the 
dust has settled, questions and uncertainties almost always remain. In light of that 
method of inquiry, we fully appreciate the limitations of historical knowledge and, for 
that matter, the imperfection of all human understanding. Yet good history, carefully 
arrived at through the winnowing process of research and professional discourse, is 
so much more than just anyone’s opinion of what happened and what it means. In 
the context of this book, we use the term “myth” to delineate notions and views of 
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the crusades that run counter to the mainstream of today’s scholarly interpretation—a 
general consensus built upon decades of research, refl ection, and debate. Th e crucible 
of academic discourse is fairly effi  cient in separating the precious elements of reason-
able interpretation from the dross of myth. It is not infallible, however, and insights 
gained through this process are subject to constant revision and refi nement, but it 
is far more valid than mythic history, which is not based on a critical analysis of the 
available evidence, has not undergone the process of peer review, and has not been 
refi ned through the process of scholarly debate.

Much of mythic history is the product of a society that seeks simple explanations 
of complex phenomena and comforting certitudes in the face of an uncertain world. 
Th e unwillingness or inability to see nuances and ambiguities in the complex patterns 
of human history leads one to search for clear, irrefutable facts, and those supposed 
facts are, more often than not, wrong or, at least, so incomplete as to be mislead-
ing. Closely allied to this is the assumption that we know much more than we do 
about the past and that all major issues are settled. Every historian has been told at 
some point in her or his career, “Well, your job is easy. All you have to do is tell us 
what happened.” Such certainty, which proceeds from a total misunderstanding of 
the interpretive nature of historical scholarship, inevitably results in poor history. In 
the case of the crusades, it has led to unrefl ective acceptance of some bizarre views 
of the crusades that are accepted as unimpeachable truth simply because they have 
entered into the canon of popular history and been repeated almost endlessly. 

Likewise, the notion that medieval people (or people of any long-past era or alien 
culture) were “just like us” and acted out of motives very much like our own and 
within the context of a mindset, worldview, and set of ethical standards that we share 
has led to some basic misunderstandings of the crusades and the people involved in 
them. Th is misguided equivalency has tempted many to off er moral judgments based 
on a set of assumptions that have little or no historical validity. In the case of the 
crusades, it has led to a failure to understand medieval Christian and Islamic belief 
systems on their own terms. It has also resulted in an inability to understand the val-
ues and perspectives of medieval authors and the genres in which they were writing. 
Th is in turn has led the unwary to read crusade accounts uncritically.

Another erroneous way of viewing the past is to approach it with the idea that 
history is a straight line without dead ends and side channels, so that there is an inevi-
table and clear development from some event in the past to a contemporary situation. 
In the case of the crusades, it has led to an erroneous explanation of the roots of the 
contemporary anti-Westernism held by some radical Islamic elements.

Th is little book is an attempt to counter some of the myths engendered by sim-
plistic and, in some cases, perversely distorted narratives that purport to tell, in whole 
or part, the story of the crusades. Yet, in taking on this task, we proceed with a good 
deal of humility. Th e story of the crusades is far from fi xed for all time, and it never 
will be, given the nature of human inquiry. In trying to lay bare and to correct some 
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of the prevailing myths that surround the crusades, we must be aware of the limita-
tions of our evidence, our knowledge, and our perspectives. Th at reality admitted, we 
can still say that the historians studying the crusades today are highly trained profes-
sionals who go about their craft with great care and are able to build upon the work 
and insights of numerous predecessors and contemporaries. Moreover, they are now 
exploring elements of crusade history that were beyond the ken and interests of their 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century forebears, who were primarily interested in 
the crusades as political and military adventures.

Th is widening of historical horizons has greatly expanded our understanding of the 
manifold aspects of the crusades. As commendable as this is, it has had one unhappy 
consequence insofar as it has led to an ever-widening gap between popular images of 
the crusades and the ways in which professional crusade historians today interpret 
these holy wars. We hope that this book will contribute toward closing that gulf.

Th e study of history is a continuous dialogue between the present and the past. 
When the historian carefully listens to the past, he or she is able to fashion a nuanced, 
albeit never complete, understanding of that past. When anyone conducts a mono-
logue and is deaf to voices from the past, the result is mythic history, and such history 
begs for correction.

Let us now proceed to turn monologues into dialogues by looking at the evidence 
and questioning seven myths of the crusades.

Alfred J. Andrea

Andrew Holt  
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