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Introduction

The Crusades to the eastern Mediterranean were a series of religiously authorized military expeditions
that began with Pope Urban II's appeal at Clermont in 1095. They did not end in 1212: although
historians debate which campaigns should be counted, the conventional history of the crusader states
in the Holy Land extends to the fall of Acre in 1291. The movement also expanded beyond Jerusalem
to include campaigns in Iberia, the Baltic, southern France, and against political opponents of the
papacy. This essay focuses on the expeditions directed toward the Holy Land and asks why the First
Crusade succeeded militarily, why later campaigns produced mixed or disastrous outcomes, and how
crusading changed Western Europe and the wider Mediterranean. (Asbridge, 2004; Tyerman, 2006)

The original argument is persuasive in treating religious conviction as a central force, but the history
becomes inaccurate when the Crusades are explained only as a response to “Umayyad expansion” or
only as a search for land and wealth. The Umayyad caliphate had ended centuries before Pope
Urban’s call. The immediate background included Byzantine losses to Seljuk Turkish powers, Emperor
Alexios | Komnenos's request for western military assistance, concern for Christian access to sacred
places, papal ambitions, aristocratic warfare, and a culture of pilgrimage and penance. Crusaders
could hold sincere religious beliefs while also pursuing family, political, or material interests.

The Call at Clermont and the Meaning of Crusading

At the Council of Clermont in November 1095, Urban Il urged western Christians to assist eastern
Christians and undertake an armed journey toward Jerusalem. No verbatim transcript survives, and
later chroniclers shaped their accounts for different audiences. Nevertheless, the surviving versions
agree that Urban connected military service with pilgrimage and spiritual reward. Participants took a
vow and wore the cross, which is the origin of the later language of “taking the cross.”

This combination of warfare, pilgrimage, and penance distinguished a crusade from an ordinary
campaign. Jerusalem held exceptional significance in Christian memory as the place of Christ’s
crucifixion and resurrection. That spiritual geography made the expedition emotionally powerful. The
papacy also hoped to direct aristocratic violence toward a cause it considered legitimate and to
strengthen cooperation with Byzantine Christianity, although relations between Latin and Greek
Christians remained uneasy.

The response was broader than Urban may have expected. Princes and knights organized armies, but
noncombatants, poorer pilgrims, clergy, and families also joined the movement. The poorly prepared
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People’s Crusade moved before the main forces and was largely destroyed in Anatolia. Its fate
showed that enthusiasm could not replace supplies, leadership, and military coordination.

Why the First Crusade Succeeded

The main armies reached Constantinople in 1096 and 1097. Emperor Alexios provided assistance and
required leading crusaders to swear oaths concerning former Byzantine territory. Cooperation was
never simple, but Byzantine ships, guides, markets, and strategic knowledge helped the expedition
cross into Anatolia. Nicaea surrendered in 1097, and the crusaders defeated a Seljuk army at
Dorylaeum.

The march was extraordinarily difficult. Crusaders faced hunger, disease, desertion, internal rivalry,
and long supply lines. The siege of Antioch lasted from October 1097 to June 1098. After entering the
city, the crusaders themselves were besieged and survived a severe crisis before defeating a relief
army. Their survival depended on military leadership, local alliances, religious morale, and divisions
among Muslim rulers. The political landscape was not a single united Islamic empire; rival powers in
Anatolia, Syria, and Egypt pursued their own interests.

The army reached Jerusalem in June 1099 and captured the city on July 15 after a siege. Latin
accounts celebrated the victory as divine favor, but the conquest involved the mass killing of Muslim
and Jewish inhabitants. This violence must not be softened by describing the campaign only as
“recapturing” sacred land. Jerusalem was a living city inhabited by communities whose deaths and
displacement were part of the crusader victory.

The First Crusade achieved its immediate military objective and established Latin-ruled territories
commonly called the crusader states: the Kingdom of Jerusalem, County of Edessa, Principality of
Antioch, and County of Tripoli. Its success resulted from commitment, experienced aristocratic
leadership, Byzantine support, the ability to survive extreme hardship, and political fragmentation
among opponents. It was not proof that later expeditions would have the same circumstances.

The Crusader States and the Problem of Survival

Conquest was easier than maintaining distant territories. The crusader states had relatively small
Latin populations and depended on fortified towns, castles, maritime connections, local Christian
communities, and military orders such as the Templars and Hospitallers. Their societies were not
isolated European colonies. Latin rulers governed populations that included Arabic-speaking Muslims
and Christians, Armenians, Syriac Christians, Greeks, Jews, and others. Relations included violence
and inequality, but also trade, taxation, diplomacy, employment, and practical coexistence.

Italian maritime cities, especially Venice, Genoa, and Pisa, provided ships and received commercial
privileges. This strengthened Mediterranean connections and helped the coastal states survive. Yet
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the states remained vulnerable when Muslim rulers built stronger coalitions and when western
assistance arrived irregularly.

Why Later Crusades Produced Mixed Results
The Second and Third Crusades

The loss of Edessa in 1144 prompted the Second Crusade. King Louis VII of France and King Conrad Ill
of Germany led major forces, but the expedition suffered heavy losses in Anatolia and failed at
Damascus in 1148. Poor coordination, difficult logistics, competing local priorities, and questionable
strategic decisions weakened the campaign.

In 1187, Saladin defeated the army of the Kingdom of Jerusalem at Hattin and recovered Jerusalem.
The Third Crusade brought Emperor Frederick Barbarossa, King Philip Il of France, and King Richard |
of England into the eastern Mediterranean. Barbarossa drowned before reaching the Holy Land, while
Philip returned home after the capture of Acre. Richard won important battles and negotiated a
settlement that preserved a Latin coastal presence and permitted Christian pilgrimage, but he did not
retake Jerusalem. Calling the expedition an absolute failure would ignore these gains; calling it a
success would ignore its central unfulfilled objective.

The Fourth Crusade and the Sack of Constantinople

The Fourth Crusade demonstrates how a religious expedition could be redirected by debt, dynastic
politics, and rivalry. Pope Innocent Il intended a campaign that would eventually reach the Holy Land
through Egypt. The crusaders contracted with Venice for transport but could not pay the full sum.
They first helped the Venetians attack Zara, a Christian city, and were excommunicated for doing so.
They then became involved in a Byzantine succession dispute after a claimant promised money,
military aid, and church reunion. (Riley-Smith, 1997)

When those promises could not be fulfilled, conflict escalated. In April 1204, the crusaders captured
and sacked Constantinople, one of Christianity’s greatest cities. Churches, homes, and public
buildings were looted, inhabitants were killed or displaced, and a Latin Empire was created. Innocent
Il criticized the brutality, although papal responses were inconsistent. The attack deepened hostility
between Latin and Orthodox Christians and weakened Byzantium. It cannot be explained merely as a
military mistake; it revealed how crusading institutions could be captured by financial and political
interests.
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The End of the Latin States

Western rulers organized additional expeditions during the thirteenth century, including campaigns
led by Louis IX of France. Some targeted Egypt because strategists believed control there would make
Jerusalem easier to recover. These campaigns failed to establish lasting dominance. Mongol
expansion, Mamluk power, internal Latin rivalries, and inconsistent western support changed the
regional balance.

In 1291, the Mamluks captured Acre, the principal remaining center of the Kingdom of Jerusalem. The
fall of Acre ended the major Latin territorial presence on the mainland of the Holy Land, although
crusading ideas, institutions, and campaigns continued elsewhere. The correct date is 1291, not 1921.

Religious, Political, and Economic Motives

| consider religion the most important shared language of crusading. Participants made vows, sought
spiritual rewards, visited sacred places, and interpreted hardship through Christian belief. Studies of
charters show that many crusaders sold or mortgaged property to finance the journey, which
challenges the simple image of poor younger sons leaving Europe to become rich. The expedition
could be financially ruinous.

Religious motivation did not erase other motives. Noble families pursued honor, lordship, alliances,
and dynastic advantage. The papacy sought leadership within Latin Christendom. Byzantine emperors
wanted military assistance and restoration of territory. Italian cities pursued ports and trade.
Individuals might be moved by devotion, pressure from relatives, adventure, fear of dishonor, or hope
of advancement at the same time. Historical explanation is strongest when it allows these motives to
coexist instead of forcing every participant into one category.

The medieval idea sometimes called the “two swords” distinguished spiritual and temporal authority,
but it should not be treated as a single blueprint that caused the Crusades. Popes developed claims
about their authority over Christian warfare, while kings and nobles retained their own political aims.
Cooperation and conflict between religious and secular power continued throughout the movement.

Consequences for Western Europe and the
Mediterranean

The Crusades intensified contact across the Mediterranean, but they did not single-handedly create
European trade or the Renaissance. Commercial exchange with Byzantine and Islamic societies
existed before 1095. Crusading increased demand for transport, credit, supplies, and eastern goods
and strengthened some Italian maritime cities, yet broader economic change had many causes.
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The movement expanded papal capacity to preach campaigns, collect funds, grant indulgences, and
create legal privileges. At the same time, failed expeditions and the sack of Constantinople could
damage papal credibility. Monarchies sometimes benefited when rulers used crusading taxation and
administration, but expensive campaigns also created debt and political conflict.

The human effects were profound. Crusading violence targeted Muslims, Jews, eastern Christians,
heretics, and other communities. The massacres at Jerusalem and anti-Jewish attacks in the Rhineland
demonstrate that sacred language could intensify brutality. For Muslim societies, the crusader
invasions became part of histories of resistance, diplomacy, and political consolidation. For Orthodox
Christians, 1204 became a lasting memory of western aggression. These perspectives prevent the
history from becoming a story only about European achievement.

Cultural exchange also occurred through translation, trade, medicine, art, and daily interaction, but
exchange should not be romanticized as if warfare created peaceful equality. Contact took place
within structures of conquest and unequal power as well as cooperation.

Conclusion

The First Crusade was the most successful of the major eastern crusades in achieving its declared
territorial objective. It captured Jerusalem and established Latin states because of strong
commitment, military leadership, Byzantine assistance, and divisions among regional opponents.
Later expeditions operated under different conditions and often suffered from weak coordination,
logistical failure, political rivalry, or diversion from their original goals. The Fourth Crusade’s sack of
Constantinople was the clearest example of a campaign contradicting its stated religious purpose.
(Phillips, 2004)

Religion was not a decorative justification placed over purely economic conquest. It shaped vows,
sacrifices, expectations, and identities. Yet crusading also served dynastic, papal, commercial, and
political interests. Its legacy includes institutional development and intensified Mediterranean
connections, but also massacre, dispossession, interreligious hostility, and the rupture of Christian
communities. A responsible interpretation must hold these outcomes together rather than celebrating
conquest or reducing a complex movement to greed alone.
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