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“Pope Urban II and His Goal for the Outcome of the First Crusade, A Historiography”


The past hundred years has seen the development of a debate among scholars regarding Pope Urban II’s vision for the outcome of the First Crusade.  Because the Crusade succeeded in capturing Jerusalem and establishing several Latin Christian states in the Levant, it was long thought that Urban’s plan was to do just that.  However, modern historians have challenged that notion.  Some historians contend that the Pope wished to reduce the Christian versus Christian violence in Europe by exporting the violence upon the Muslim world.  Others claim that the goal was to colonize the Levant with Latin/Catholic Christians.  Still others argue that he wished to help the Byzantine Empire defend against the Turkish-led Muslim onslaught.  While there may have been many secondary or even tertiary goals in Pope Urban II’s mind when he made his sermon at Clermont on 27 November, 1095, there must have been one all-important goal he desired the Crusade to accomplish.

The first group of historians believes that the main objective Pope Urban II had in mind while devising the First Crusade was to reduce the amount of violence within Europe.  This is a current trend among popular historians.  One author who holds this opinion is Michael Foss.  In his book People of the First Crusade, he argues that Urban saw the bloody feudal wars, and how even knights who had served the Church in places such as Spain and Sicily, after the “campaigns against infidels” were over often turned “their bile and aggression against fellow Christians.”
  Urban’s response, Foss contends, was an enterprise which was “clearly virtuous in serving the ends of Christendom” and would “channel the raw, brutal energy of the time into some great and enduring work of Christian conscience.”
  A more respectable historian, Jonathan Riley-Smith, lends some credence to the exportation argument by showing that Urban especially targeted those elements of French society which had been so disruptive in the past—the “old reprobate warriors.”  Participation in the crusade was to be an act of merit, a way in which sinners could redeem themselves.
  Thus, it was a goal to reduce the violence.  However, since he originally targeted only French knights, it cannot be argued that it was his plan to reduce all of Europe’s violence in one stroke.  Riley-Smith throws water on this camp’s fire by showing how the violence in France, and in Western Europe in general, peaked in about the 1020s, and that following that time there was a shift towards public demonstrations of piety.  By the late eleventh century, nobles were commonly devout.
  Therefore, the exportation, or even reduction of violence within Europe was not a major goal, let alone the main goal Urban had in mind.

The second group of historians involved in this debate is of the opinion that Urban intended to take over the Levant and turn it into a Latin kingdom.  They see the First Crusade, the establishment of the Latin states, and all subsequent crusades as the direct forerunners of the colonization of the New World by European nations, most of whom were involved in the Crusades.  Despite many glaring dissimilarities between the First Crusade and its aftereffects and the colonial expeditions undertaken by the nations of Europe during the sixteenth through nineteenth centuries, there is some truth to their argument.  Many of those who participated in the First Crusade were motivated purely or at least partly by a desire for self aggrandizement—seeking glory, power, and wealth.  Ralph Yewdale echoes these sentiments in his book Bohemond I, Prince of Antioch when he states “so opportune for him was this unique expedition that William of Malmesbury thought that the whole idea of the crusade had been conceived by Bohemond…”
  Again, Riley-Smith plays the role of fireman.  In his article, “The Motives of the Earliest Crusaders and the Settlement of Latin Palestine, 1095-1100,” he challenges the argument that Urban intended the Crusade to colonize and exploit the Levant.  He points out that the indulgence offered at Clermont had a limitation on it that only those who crusaded “for devotion only, not to gain honor or money” would receive a remission of penance for sin.
  Furthermore, at the end of the Crusade nearly all of those involved had returned home.  By 1100 there were fewer than 600 knights and about the same number of foot soldiers left in Palestine.  He stresses that the mass exodus of crusaders from Palestine at the end of the Crusade shows that, while some may have been motivated by a desire for land, the overwhelming number of men who returned home demonstrates that it was not part of Urban’s plan to colonize the Levant.

Still, if Urban did not want to outright colonize Jerusalem and the rest of Palestine, he must have had some plan for its government once liberated.  Robert Lawrence Nicholson, in his doctoral dissertation Tancred: A Study of His Career and Work in Their Relation to the First Crusade and the Establishment of the Latin States in Syria and Palestine, argues that it was Urban’s intention that the Crusade return control of Jerusalem to Christian rule, and that it was men like Tancred who were motivated not by religious zeal, but lust for land, money, and glory who, in essence, hijacked the expedition for their own personal gain.
  In agreement with this assertion is Charles Wendell David.  In his book Robert Curthose, Duke of Normandy, he argues that Robert Curthose was one of those on the Crusade who genuinely went along with the true wishes of Urban II.  Once Jerusalem was liberated, he returned home.
  John and Laurita Hill, coauthors of Raymond IV, Count of Toulouse, put forth the argument that those crusade leaders who took the oath of homage to Alexius upon arrival in Constantinople did so hoping that Alexius would grant them feudal territory out of the land recovered from the Muslims.  However, Raymond IV, acting out the wishes of Urban, refused to become Alexius’ vassal, because all land recovered was to be governed by the emperor.
  The goal was to liberate for Christendom, and once the Greek Church could reunite with the Latin Church, the issue of whether the emperor or crusaders were to govern the Levant would be moot.  In hindsight it would have been better, at least for historians, had Urban left clear directions as to who he intended to rule Jerusalem, but at the time, he had no way of knowing that his efforts to reunite the two churches would fail.  In any case, it is clear that the colonization of the Levant was not Urban’s main goal.

The final and largest group of historians believes that Urban’s goals were providing assistance to the Byzantine Empire in both defending its remaining territory from the Seljuk Turks and recapturing the Holly Land.  Their argument is that the motives behind Urban II’s calling for a crusade were, for the most part, reconstructive in nature.  The goal was to help the Byzantines restore hegemony over its former realms, return political control over Jerusalem to a Christian leader, and through working with the Byzantines heal the schism that had split Christendom into Latin and Greek factions.  Yet, within this group, there are two subgroups.  The first subgroup argues that Urban’s goal of healing the schism superseded the goal of retaking Jerusalem.  The second subgroup maintains that Jerusalem was always Urban’s primary goal, and that while important, healing the schism was a secondary goal.

The debate over which of the two goals was of greater importance to Urban—retaking Jerusalem or healing the schism—much like a pendulum has shifted from one group having the prevailing argument to the other.  The first real shift occurred during the Second World War.  Up to that time, there had not been a great deal of debate on the subject.  All of the chroniclers of the First Crusade, whose works had by that time been published, lead one to conclude that the liberation of Jerusalem was the most important objective in Urban’s mind.  General Eisenhower even referred to the Allies’ campaign to liberate Europe from Nazi oppression as a “great crusade.”  However, some historians were questioning whether Jerusalem was the more important goal.  Considering that Urban never appointed a military commander who would command the united bands of knights and soldiers involved in the campaign, and his having received from the Byzantine Emperor Alexius Comnenus an urgent plea for military aid, one can easily construe that he was sending the Byzantines a number of reinforcements with which they could defeat the Turks and together retake Palestine.  In doing this, relations between Eastern and Western Christendom would have improved, and eventually some kind of arrangement would have been made to heal the schism.  One of the first historians to put forth this argument was Harold Lamb.  In his book, The Crusades: Iron Men and Saints, he states that the main goal of the First Crusade was to “bridge the gulf between west and east.”
  As increasingly more research was conducted on this subject, this became the dominant argument.  A. C. Krey, writing in the same decade as Lamb, published an article in The American Historical Review, “ Urban’s Crusade—Success or Failure,” in which he puts forth the argument that while the First Crusade succeeded in capturing Jerusalem, it failed in it’s more important mission—a “union between the Greek and Latin churches.”
  Urban had, as Krey points out, already sent a meager number of soldiers to Constantinople in response to a request for aid in 1092.
  The participants of the Crusade were Urban’s response to the pleas of envoys from Alexius with whom he met during the Council of Piacenza.  The establishment of Latin principalities in the Levant was the result of conspiracies conducted by several crusading leaders, and was covered up by propagandists who introduced into the historical record false information that Jerusalem was always the goal.
 He further argues that, whenever possible, Urban and his successor Paschal II undertook endeavors to heal the schism, but that it was the Greeks who sabotaged any chances of reunification.
  The most important contribution to this faction’s position is, undoubtedly, Carl Erdmann’s Die Entstehung des Kreuzugsgedankens (The Origin of the Idea of Crusading).  Originally published in 1935, an English language version first appeared in 1977
.  Erdmann explains how disagreements between the European Crusaders and the Byzantines broke out during the First Crusade and their aftermath colored accounts of it written after 1100, obscuring its initial goals.  In order to understand what this expedition was intended to accomplish, Erdmann stresses that it is necessary to consider sources from before this falling out, particularly Urban’s own statements.  According to Erdmann, Urban’s comments show equal or greater concern for the native Christians of the East than for Western pilgrims.  Because, regardless what the main objective, the campaign had to set out from Constantinople, “the crusaders were forced, whether they liked it or not, to adopt the objective of assisting the Byzantine emperor…”
  It is Erdmann’s contention that the singular goal of Jerusalem never even entered the picture until the Crusaders began to leave for Constantinople.  Instead of concentrating purely on one city, Urban wished to liberate all of the Christians from Muslim overlords.  And, while a great and noble goal, this was not the end but the means by which Rome and Constantinople could be reconciled.  “For him, assistance to Byzantium and [the liberation of] Jerusalem were not different things at all.”
  Yet, Erdmann overlooked many aspects of the First Crusade in reaching his conclusion that the overriding objective was reunification of the Greek and Latin churches.

While Erdmann’s argument has become accepted throughout the world, the greatest quantity, and quality, of dissention has come from English language sources.  The criticisms of Erdmann and his faction focus on the religious aspects of crusading, as developed by Pope Urban II.  The most glaring discrepancy in Erdmann’s argument is that the Crusade was termed by those who participated in it as an “armed pilgrimage.”  A pilgrimage, regardless from where it starts, must have a particular destination.  Urban did not expect the participants of the Crusade to make take an oath to make a pilgrimage to “any old place the Byzantines send me.”  It is upon this criticism and others that Jonathan Riley-Smith builds when formulating the major arguments of his book The First Crusade And the Idea of Crusading.  Riley-Smith argues that the First Crusade was much more than just a military expedition sent to help the Byzantines, and that it had a greater purpose than Christian reunification.  He shows how the idea of crusading was something which developed over a period of about fifty years.  The First Crusade was an amalgamation of practices, and new as they were, they were already established prior to his speech at Clermont.
  Leo IX (1049-54) took the first step by offering the remission of penance and absolution from sins for serving in a papally sanctioned army.  Alexander II (1061-73) granted the first indulgence for war to fighters in Spain and gave them a banner of St. Peter—signifying their army as sanctioned by the Pope.  Gregory VII (1073-85) began to use scholars to justify violence in defense of the Church.  He also began to use lay knights in his service—trying to bind all of the lay knights of Western Europe to him.  If they were to serve the Church their feudal master would be St. Peter.  For at least twenty years before the First Crusade, popes and senior members of the clergy had been using terms such as “a knighthood of Christ,” “knights of God,” and fighting wars “in defense of righteousness.”
  Twice in 1074, Gregory summoned the fideles sancti Petri (servants of St. Peter) and all who wished to protect the Christian faith to join him in a campaign to “liberate their brothers in the east.”
  He declared they would die the death of a martyr, should they fall in battle against the Turks.  He was going to personally lead the expedition, but the investiture conflict between Holy Roman Emperor Henry IV and himself prevented him from ever carrying out his plans.

What Gregory proposed was not the same as Urban’s crusade.  There was no indulgence, no vow, and no protection was offered to the participants’ land and families while away.  Furthermore, the members of the expedition were to have been in the service to St. Peter, while Urban’s crusaders directly served Christ.  Still, Riley-Smith demonstrates that while formulating his plans for the First Crusade, Pope Urban II drew upon these things.  While it was in part a response to an appeal from Alexius Comnenus for help, which had reached him in March, 1095, while attending the Council of Piacenza, it was an action over which he had long deliberated.  Almost immediately after his election as pope, Urban entered into negations with the Byzantine emperor over the relationship between the churches of Rome and Constantinople.  Riley-Smith provides evidence which suggests that Urban had been planning on calling a crusade since 1089, but only in 1095 was he in a position where he was politically strong enough to do so.
  However, providing aid to the Byzantines was not the singular objective he had in mind. Had that been the case, he would not have gone so far as to turn the military expedition into an armed pilgrimage.  It was the goal of Jerusalem that made the crusade a pilgrimage.  He granted all the normal protections afforded to pilgrims, and the crusader vow came out of pilgrimage vows—as did the practice of excommunicating those who failed to fulfill their vows of pilgrimage.
  There was more at stake for Urban than just restoring relations with the Byzantines.  The liberty of the Eastern Christians was what he cared most about when declaring the crusade.  Riley-Smith argues that, during the time Urban served as Prior of the monastery of Cluny, he came to share the Cluniac philosophy of liberty, which taught that liberation meant direct rule by the papacy.  So, in accordance with the Cluniac reformers’ view of liberty, Urban’s goal of “liberating” eastern Christians meant that both the people and the place come under Papal jurisdiction.
  Riley-Smith places the Crusade into context with a greater plan of Christian liberation.  More than just Jerusalem or even all of the Eastern Christians, it was in conjunction with the re-conquest of Spain and Sicily—a universal campaign to liberate all Christian peoples and lands.
  Riley-Smith alludes to an appeal made by Urban in April, 1099, in which he states that penance should be “that he remains in the service of God in Jerusalem or in Spain for one year.”
  Whereas as the crusaders did not enter Palestine until May of that year, it seems all the more likely that Jerusalem was his goal for the Crusade.  
Despite Jerusalem’s primary importance, that does not mean healing the schism was not one of his goals.  John Hugh Hill makes that clear in his article in entitled “Raymond of Saint Gilles in Urban’s Plan of Greek and Latin Friendship.”  According to Hill, the leaders of the Crusade, with some notable exceptions, abided by their oath to respect Byzantine sovereignty over areas liberated by the crusaders “because they understood that Urban wished to respect the rights of the emperor.”
  Hill contends that the consistently pro-Greek positions taken by Raymond and the Papal Legate, Adhemar of Puy—both of whom Urban had conferred with prior to the Council of Clermont—demonstrate that Urban wanted the crusaders to refrain from doing anything which might strain relations between Rome and Constantinople.
  It is most likely that Urban thought it first more important to liberate the Eastern Christians, and with that accomplished set about the task of bringing the Greek and Latin Churches back together.
All of the groups involved in this debate have shown that the goal they maintain was most important to Urban did, at the very least, occur to him.  While the reduction of violence in Europe was definitely something to be desired, it was not foremost in Urban’s mind.  Although four Latin states were established in the Levant, that too was not Urban’s aim.  It is within the third group discussed here that the real possibilities lie.  In the future, the pendulum might swing back in favor of the reunification of the Latin and Greek Churches as being Urban’s primary goal for his crusade.  For now, however, there seems little doubt that the overriding goal of the First Crusade was to wrestle control of Jerusalem out of the hands of Islam and return it to return it to Christian rule.
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