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How important was a concept of economic reward in motivating people to go on crusade? 

In popular culture, certainly in the Muslim world, but even in the West, the crusades are largely viewed as disreputable adventures in which, under the guise of piety, Christian knights slaughtered and plundered their way through the lands of non-Christians and heretics.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Conor Kostick, The Social Structure of the First Crusade, p.290.] 


Pope Urban II opened the council of Clermont on November 18th 1095. This has gone down in history as the starting point of the crusades despite the official dates of the first crusade being 1096 to 1099.[footnoteRef:2] Pope Urban II called for the crusades in order to regain the holy land from the Jews, Muslims and Turks. According to Robert the Monk ‘ Urban painted a vivid picture of the supposed oppression of the Christian churches in the east’.[footnoteRef:3] The crusades that have been called a civil war by Robert the Monk were in a similar tradition to pilgrimages as they believed they were on God’s mission however they also rampaged through villages and murdered a lot of people including the Turks and Jews to ‘protect’ their Christian brothers and sisters.[footnoteRef:4] ‘The history of crusade institutions is largely grounded in the history of the pilgrimage tradition in the period before 1095. Indeed, the crusade itself was a pilgrimage, although a pilgrimage of a special kind’[footnoteRef:5]. The whole idea of the Crusades was to liberate the holy land from the Jews and the Turks as in 1065 the holy land was invaded and the Christian people who lived there called to the Vatican for help.[footnoteRef:6] While religion was a key factor as to why people went on the crusades some would also go on crusade for economic benefit. A lord’s knights were under no obligation to go on crusade with their lord so in order to bribe them the lords would often offer rations and wages, more so when they reached the land of the infidel.[footnoteRef:7] [2:  Hans Eberhard Mayer, The Crusades (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), p.8. ]  [3:  Ibid. ]  [4:  Conor Kostick, The Social Structure of the First Crusade, p.290.]  [5:  James A. Brundage, Medieval Canon Law and the Crusader (Madison, MA: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1969), p.3.]  [6:  Ebergard Mayer, The Crusades, p.3.]  [7:  Alfred Duggan, The Story of the Crusades (London: Faber and Faber, 1963), p.24.] 


 The Crusades did benefit those who were worse off in society as well as those who were well off. In the first crusade knights would take an oath to God to protect themselves meaning that if they died during the crusade their sins would be forgiven and they would go straight to heaven for doing Gods work, however the cloth crosses that the knights wore had a different story, by wearing this cloth the knights possessions were protected, meaning they were exempt from tax and their debts would be shelved, this alone is enough of a reason for certain individuals to go on the crusade as it would protect their families from tax and from debt[footnoteRef:8]. It is important to remember that while most people in the crusades were volunteers there is a high chance that some were forced to join the crusades[footnoteRef:9] whether it be because they were a lord’s knight or because the economic reasoning would protect their family. Despite this its more than likely that those who were better off in society only really joined the crusades to get out of paying tax or because they did not want the religious prejudice that would happen if they did not join, also by not joining the crusades you had to pay money towards the church to fund the crusades so by joining a crusade it would not only provide a get out a tax card but also prevented individuals  from paying more money to the church. When it came down to why those who were worse off the crusades provided opportunities for them to form ‘Salvationist groups’ so they could escape from the lands where life had become cruel and unfit for living, in summary those who went on crusade with the idea of forming salvationist groups had no intention of even returning from Jerusalem[footnoteRef:10]. Crusades provided a sense of escapism for the poor people in that society and the church and leaders realised very quickly that this could work to their own advantage as they believed that any person ‘rescued from abject poverty was an addition to the fighting strength of the pilgrim army’ so by offering certain economic advantages for joining the crusades such as not paying taxes and peoples possessions being protected the leaders realised they could get more foot soldiers to join the pilgrim army their strength would only go up[footnoteRef:11], they probably also saw the loss of a person affected by poverty as less of a loss than someone with wealth and status essentially making them a throw away product this can be seen within the first crusade when markets were set up that only provided to the wealthy causing mass starvation among the poor who while on the crusades made their living clearing up the dead bodies from the cities they had ransacked again supporting the idea that leaders and the church saw the poor as a throw away product used to just beef up the army during the holy war[footnoteRef:12], this did not seem like much of a reward and really creates questions asking if this group of vagabonds truly did believe that the last days were upon them and God was calling them to Jerusalem[footnoteRef:13] or was it a cheap shot to cause chaos and hopefully wipe out those who dampened on society. The idea that economic reasoning was the main motivation for people to go on the crusades is just wrong maybe for a small amount of wealthy people they wanted to go on crusades to get out of paying taxes and to protect their own possessions but joining only for economic basis is incorrect, there are other reasoning as to why people went on crusade which played a larger part than economic.  [8:  Hans Ebergard Mayer, The Crusades (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), p.38.]  [9:  Peter Lock, The Routledge Companion to the Crusades (London: Routledge, 2006), p.317.]  [10:  Norman Cohn, ‘The Appeal of the Crusade to the Poor’, in The Crusades: Motives and Achievements, ed. by.  James A. Brundage (Boston: D. C. Heath and Company, 1965), pp.34-41 p. 35.]  [11:  Walter Porges, ‘The Clergy, the Poor and the Non-Combatants on the First Crusade’, in The Crusades: Motives and Achievement, pp.42-55 p.50.]  [12:  Peter Lock, The Routledge Companion to the Crusades (London: Routledge, 2006), p.328.]  [13:  Mayer, The Crusades, p.50] 


While there are some minor reasons as to why people went on the crusades such as political and adventure, but the other major reason is religion. From the get go the crusades became about religion from the council of Clairmont where Pope Urban calls for the crusade as a holy war and is about liberating the holy land [footnoteRef:14]. Pope urban saw the Jews and Muslims also referred too as the Turks as races taking over their holy land and thus a special kind of pilgrimage must take place to take back the holy land. It was not just the idea of this being a holy war that infers the main reason people went on crusade but also because of the ideas that Pope Urban had put inside these people’s head. The people who went on these crusades truly believed they were doing God’s work. The knights and footmen who went on crusades swore an oath to God to protect them against anything they may come across on these crusades, meaning those who participated truly believed that they were protected by God; ‘the charters are consistent in expressing a deep concern for the salvation of their soul and a love of Christ.[footnoteRef:15]’ because those who participate in the crusades believed that they were doing God’s work and had taken an oath to him beforehand, they also believed that if they died during the crusades they would have died doing God’s work and therefore all their sins would be forgotten and would go straight to heaven[footnoteRef:16]. The crusades were important to the people who went on them as they were going to be able to march to the city of Jerusalem a city they portrayed as the city of ‘eternal bliss’[footnoteRef:17] and by going to this city there going to be closer to God. Like previously stated people were inspired by religion to go on this crusade with the intent of staying in Jerusalem as they would be in their holy land and thus expected to have a better quality of life, this was more common within those who were worse off, rather than the lords or anyone really with a smidge of wealth or land. [14:  Hans Eberhard Mayer, The Crusades (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), p.8.]  [15:  Conor Kostick, The Social Structure of the First Crusade, p.292.]  [16:  Hans Eberhard Mayer, The Crusades (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), p.9.]  [17:  Hans Eberhard Mayer, The Crusades (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), p.11.] 


Finally, two smaller reasons as to why the people could have wanted to go on the crusades was because of the sense of adventure and political gain. Political gain was more common more so in those higher up, such as the bishops or even the Pope, by influencing people to go on the crusades they had power and control over these large groups of people, they would look up to the religious figures for guidance as they had a direct connection with God himself, this could also come under religion as they believed they were listening to God vicariously. The reason of Adventure makes sense as they were going to see more of the world than they would normally, and it would all be in the lords name ( again adventure links in with religion) through going on a crusade the people were going to able to see the holy land as well as ‘experience’ other cultures and by experience one means absolutely obliterate anyone who tries to stop them which is probably why they needed so many people on an crusade because they knew there would be casualties.

Overall the true motivation for every single individual who participated in the crusades cannot be discovered, however that being said when looking at these people overall its clear that some were more influenced by money than religion. Despite that I do not believe that the chance of economic reward in the crusades was that important not to the bottom of the social structure anyway, maybe to those with land and with possessions that truly needed protecting but for the vast majority the key motivation was importantly religion, they wanted to feel closer to God and if that meant going on a special kind of pilgrimage down to their holy land as well as killing people in their way then so be it. To conclude economic reasoning was to a small extent important to those who took part in the crusade and religion really did motivate them to go on these crusades.
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