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The Rewriting of History in Amin Maalouf's The Crusades Through Arab
Eyes

Abstract

This paper analyzes the narrative strategies that shape Maalouf's rewriting of the history of the Crusades,
examines why considerations of the problems inherent to the historiographical act are relegated to the
background, and how Maalouf links his text to politics contemporary to its writing. I argue that while Maalouf
brilliantly deconstructs the Western image of the Crusades as a heroic time by documenting the barbarity of
the Crusaders without falling into the pitfall of simply inverting the terms of the dichotomy, the agenda
driving his rewriting of this historical period leads him to partially repeat what his book is supposed to undo,
witness the erasure of women in a book whose goal is to unearth a neglected perspective. Moreover, I contend
that while most of the book painstakingly details the power play between and among the Crusaders and the
Arabs that debunks the ideology of clash of religions and civilizations, the very brief epilogue, which draws
parallels between the past and contemporary Middle Eastern politics but omits to mention key events of the
nineteenth and twentieth century, tends to fall back in the very essentialism that the main narrative opposes.
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(Higgins, New Novel 108). The metaphor of rape relegates women
to a silent, victim role, whose sufferings are significant only for the
consequences they entail for their husbands’ honor. And while the
actual crime affects women first and foremost, the specific distresses
that women endured are left out of the narrative.

Rape can be linked to the process of story telling. Lynn Higgins
points out that “in fiction and life, rape is a special kind of crime in
relation to narrative.... Murder is not a crime whose noncommis-
sion can be narrated. Rape, on the other hand, can be discursively
transformed into another kind of story. This is exactly the sort of
thing that happens when rape is rewritten retrospectively into “per-
suasion,” “seduction,” or even “romance” (“Screen/Memory” 307).”
In a fascinating study, Kathryn Gravdal has shown “the cultural
habit of conceptualizing male violence against women as a posi-
tive expression of love” in French medieval texts (20). Rape is also a
common trope in Orientalist discourse. Edward Said points out that
“the relation between the Middle East and the West is really defined
as sexual ... The Middle East is resistant, as any virgin would be, but
the male scholar wins the prize....” (Orientalism 309). With a similar
comparison that underlines unequal power distribution, Maalouf
stresses the discursive violence of narratives that have portrayed the
Crusades as an epic with heroic characters carrying out a noble goal,
and the influence they have had in shaping the popular Western
imagination about that era. The violence has been two-fold: on a
literal level, as in any war, and on the discursive level. In a case of
rape, if “the question is not who committed the crime, but whether
a crime occurred at all (Higgins, “Screen/Memory” 307), the issue
at stake in Maalouf’s work is how the Crusades have been written
into history and passed on as a glorious era despite the ideological
prejudices that engineered them and the crimes committed.®

The rape trope used by Maalouf only emphasizes the absence
of Arab women’s perspective on the Crusades, for The Crusades
Through Arab Eyes is a tale told by men about men. Only two wom-
en are briefly mentioned by name in Maalouf’s narrative; both
seized power and belonged to the elite. The first is Alix, daughter of
the King of Jerusalem, who betrayed her father after her husband’s
death by trying to forge an alliance with Zangi (ruler of Aleppo and
Mosul) in order to stay in power in Antioch. The other is Chajarat-
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