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Abstract: The Assassins have been the focus of serious study during this
century in the West. Although the Assassins have left no insignificant impact
on the Crusades and Counter-Crusades, this impact has not been properly
studied. Scholars seem to have different, and at times, contradictory views on
the subject. This paper maintains that the Assassins’ activities during the
Crusades and Counter-Crusades can only be comprehended in the context of
their doctrines, because they acted in accordance with the latter and with the
interests of their community. This article is an attempt to understand the
motives of the Assassins for the policies that they pursued during the Crusades
in the east, by comparing the findings of modern scholars on the subject
against data collected from primary sources.

The role of the IsmaTli sect, known among Muslim chroniclers as
Fidawiyyah and as Assassins among Western writers, during the
Crusades and Counter-Crusades has been a subject of much controversy
among historians. Initially, most of the hostile actions of the
Fidawiyyah were directed against the Muslims, not the crusaders.
Later, however, the sect also adopted a more belligerent attitude
towards the latter. Questions have arisen regarding the motives for their
action, and the impact which these actions had on the outcome of the
Crusades.

It is our contention that while the Fidawiyyah regarded their actions
as primarily motivated by their doctrine, they took hostile action
against aty party which they saw as a threat to the continued existence
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and power of their sect. Initially, their activities aided the penetration
of the Crusader in the near East and hindered Muslim attempts at
defense. Later, the Crusaders too were adversely affected by the
hostility of the Fidawiyyah Assassins.

Isma‘ili Beliefs and Origins

The scholars of the classical period agree unanimously that Fidawiyyah
(those who are ready to sacrifice themselves) were a sub-division of the
Ismafl Batini movement, which originated in the Shr'ite Ghulat
(extremist Shitites).!

Isma“ilis hold that after the universe was created by the action of the
Universal mind or the Universal Soul, history started to unfold itself
in a series of cycles. There are seven cycles in all, and each cycle is
dominated by a particular faith. The first cycle belonged to the Sabians,
the second to the Hindus, the third to the Zoroastrians, the fourth to the
Jews, the fifth to the Christians, and the sixth to the Muslims. These
six periods are analogous to the six periods (ayyam) of creation
mentioned in the Qur’an. The seventh period is to be that of the ga’im,
or the final imam. According to Isma‘ili cosmology, each cycle closes,
when the religion of the time has exhausted its potential, with a
giyamah (resurrection) to mark the transition from one cycle to
another. At the end, there will be the giyamah al-qiyamah (resurrection
of resurrections) to mark the end of all the seven cycles. At this time,
a new era will dawn and Islam will be superseded by the ga’im who
will have the power to annul the sharah (Islamic law).?

In Isma‘Tli cosmology, each cycle begins with the coming of an
Imam al-natiq (speaking imam), who is a prophet. The speaking imam
is followed by a series of imams who are al-samit (silent imams).? Each
Imam_ al-natiq delivers to his people a new sharfah, the law he
receives from an angel as revelation in the zahir (outward, exoteric)
form. His task is to establish the zahir form of religion, so that the
souls of the believers open up to their "first birth."”

Next to arrive is the wasi (guardian), also called asas (foundation of
the imamate). He establishes the batini (esoteric) aspects of the
religion," teaching ta’'wil, or the esoteric meaning of the revelation
brought by the prophet. He brings about the "second birth" of souls
"by moulding them into the image of eternal forms."

After the was? comes the imam. The wasi is actually the first of the
imams, but as the "foundation,” he is distinct from them. The imim
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becomes the authority in the community in an esoteric sense, and
sometimes in an exoteric or temporal sense also.* In each cycle, seven
imams, or several groups of seven imams appear. The cycle is
completed by the arrival of the ga’im, who closes it.’

According to Isma“lt beliefs, the earth cannot be without an imam
for even a single day.® If the imamate ceases to exist, religion would
become distorted and even the most pious believers would perish.”

Absolute submission to the dictates of the imam is justified in
Isma‘li belief, because the imam is completely ma‘sim (inerrant). In
this respect, the position of imam is above that of the prophets, as the
‘ismat (inerrancy) of the prophets is not total .

The importance of the imam to the Isma‘ilis is underlined by the
belief that imams cannot be in ghaybah (occultation, disappearing
completely).® There are cycles of "hidden" and "manifest" imams,
corresponding to times of persecution and relative freedom for the
faith,' but even if the imam is not "manifest" to the masses he is in
contact with some chosen believers." In order to protect himself in
times of danger, the imam can give his imamate temporarily to another
person, usually a da. The da‘i would then assume the titles and
functions of the imam, while the imam would remain hidden. The
"temporary"” imam is known as the imam mustauda‘.2

Some authors have suggested that Isma‘Tlism was a proto-liberal
movement, which was a reaction to the "extreme intolerance" of
Muslim orthodoxy.® However, it is evident that the Isma‘lt attitude to
those who did not accept their za’wil was hardly liberal. They believed
that there are only two kinds of people in the world—the theologians
who have mastered all religious knowledge, and their disciples who are
in the process of mastering knowledge. The rest of the human race is
an ignorant mob. Whosoever adhered to the zahir while disregarding
the batin was regarded as spiritually dead,' and had no better chance
of salvation in the hereafter than those who disregarded the zahir."
According to them, the phrase ashab al-yamin, used in the Qur’an to
refer to true believers, refers to the Isma‘ilis only.'¢

Howevgr, the doctrine which divided the Isma‘ilis from the Muslims
and generated enmity between them more than any other, was that of
qiyamah (resurrection). In 561 A.H., Hassan II of Alamat, the chief
Isma‘ili stronghold in Iran, declared that the time of giyamah had
arrived, and therefore shari‘ah was no longer necessary. All shariah
laws were proscribed in Isma‘ili-held areas, and people who persisted
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in adherence to the shari‘ah were persecuted."”

In Syria as well, it appears that the giyamah was instituted by Rashid
al-Din Sinan, the representative of Alamut there. According to Kamal
al-Din’s account, Sinan summoned his followers and instructed them
to be sincere to each other and to share everything. They interpreted
this as a license for debauchery, and proceeded to share women. They
called themselves al-Sufat (the sincere). However, Sinan turned against
them later, and this led to the killing of quite a number of them.!® It
seems that this reversal was largely due to the opposition of Muslims
to their idea of giyamah. When word of the institution of giyamah
spread, al-Malik al-Salih, the Ayyubid Sultan in Egypt, sent an army
against them. Sinan disclaimed responsibility for the activities of the
Sufat, and requested the invading army to withdraw, pledging to deal
with the Sufat himself. After the army left, Sinan slaughtered the Sufat.
Lewis speculates that this may have been an attempt by Sinan to keep
outside influence at bay. He denied Muslims the opportunity to
intervene by suppressing the Sufat himself. It is also possible that the
events may be related to some internal sectarian conflict."

Reversals in the institution of giyamah also took place in Alamiit.
Hassan II's successors, at various times, announced the reinstitution of
the shar’ah. This was done according to the conscience of the ruler,
or when the IsmaTli community needed to secure acceptance by
Muslims for economic and political reasons.?

The theological basis of giyamah was the priority accorded to the
imamate.? It is a logical development of the idea that only the imams
can teach "the real meaning" (haqgiqah) of the sharah in its correct
form, free from perversions."? Some 250 years before Hassan II
declared giyamah at Alamiit, the doctrine that the shariah could be
abrogated and "worship in spirit" substituted for ritual worship existed
in some important Isma“ili texts.”

It is evident that the giyamah widened the gulf between the Isma°ilis
and the Muslims irreparably. Muslims felt that the idea of giyamah is
an attack on the very fabric of society. For example, regarding the
Persian Assassins, Juvayni writes:

"In order to spread doubt and confusion amongst the people they put
a saying to the effect that in addition to the apparent (zahir)
meaning, the shara‘ah bears also an inner (bdtin) meaning, which is
concealed from the majority of mankind. And in support of these
lies, they adduced propositions that had come down to them from the
Greek philosophers, and in which they also incorporated several
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points from the tenets of the Magians. ..

According to Juvayni, the Fidawiyyah Assassins were dangerous
heretics determined to destroy Muslim society, who used some of their
doctrines, such as reverence for the ahl al-bait, to hide their real aims.
In a Muslim society, where all persons must belong to a recongizable
religious community and consent to be ruled by its laws, the presence
of a group such as the Isma‘lis, who held that laws could be
interpreted allegorically or superseded altogether, threatened to
undermine the consensus upon which the society was based. Moreover,
the power given by the Isma‘ilis to their imam as the only legitimate
authority constituted a challenge to the authority of the state. The
Assassins carried these beliefs to their logical conclusion by
establishing mini-states in territories controlled by them. Moreover,
they not only wanted to separate themselves from the Muslim state, but
also aimed to convert as many Muslims as possible to their cause.

These beliefs made armed conflict between the Assassins and the
Muslims inevitable. When the giydmah was proclaimed and the Isma‘1lt
attitude to the sharah became clear to all, destruction of the Assassin
states became an urgent necessity for the Muslims.

The Assassins and other Religious Communities

It appears that most of the early victims of the Fidawiyyah Assassins
were Muslims; attacks on Christians were few and comparatively late.”
It has already been mentioned that some accused them of having, as
Juvayni puts it, "a fellow-feeling with the Magians."* It is also
reported that the Isma‘ilis read Christian works such as the New
Testament. They did za’wil of the New Testament and quoted verses
from it in their religious works.” It is essential to understand the
attitude of the Fidawiyyah Assassins towards other religions in order to
properly assess their role in the Crusades and Counter-Crusades.

Some authorities have argued that the Fidawiyyah Assassins had
syncretist tendencies and were tolerant of other religions. For example,
Lewis ‘quotes from the Shawahid of Ja°far ibn Mansur al-Yaman that
Jews, Christians, or people of any religion (who believe in God and in
the after-life, do good and obey God) have a place in heaven.®
However, he mentions that Ibn Rizam dismissed this idea as simply a
device to facilitate dawah to as many groups as possible.”

Lewis also mentions that, in general, Isma‘li relations with non-
Muslims were close. In Iran, a community of Jews lived under Isma‘ili
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protection and always went to battle with them against their enemies.®
The Fatimids had such good relations with the Jewish community that
many Muslim scholars thought that they had Jewish origins.*

However, other sources do not indicate that the Assassins, or
Isma“ilis in general, were particularly tolerant of other religions. As has
been mentioned, Isma“ilis believed that all religions other than their
own had been superseded, and that the followers of other religions
were denying the truth and were, therefore, in error.

Another aspect of Isma‘ili teachings, to which Lewis does not pay
sufficient attention, is that of jihad. Not only were violators of God’s
law inside the Ismaii community to be punished by the community,*
but jihad against "those who turn away from religion" was obligatory.
Opponents of the faith were to be hated: "Walayah, or support for Ali
and love for him and his cause, is the greatest religious virtue...and
hatred of all that opposes him is a necessary element of piety."*

In sum, it seems that Ibn Rizam is probably correct in his estimation
of Isma“ill tolerance of other religions. The existence of some texts,
such as the one to which Lewis refers and which are apparently proto-
syncretistic, are not surprising in view of the above-mentioned tendency
of Isma“1lt authors to distort or conceal beliefs from neophytes. One of
the religious obligations was to "keep secret those things and that
religious knowledge which are entrusted to them. "> The Isma‘ilis tried
to attract people from all communities to their faith. As a tiny,
embattled minority, they had to gain as many adherents as possible if
they were to survive. They could ill afford to antagonize any potential
converts. Also, from a strategic perspective, it was advantageous to
cultivate good relations with other minorities, which could render help
in times of need. Lewis’s example of the Persian Jews who fought
alongside the Assassin community that ruled them bears this out. At
least, by appearing sympathetic to other religious minorities, the
Assassins could expect them not to be hostile.

However, the question of Assassin relations with the Crusaders is
more complex. It is evident that they benefitted, at least initially, from
the pregence of the Crusaders. Between 1070 and 1079, the Seljuks
conquered Syria and began a process of fragmentation which was
completed by the Crusaders.* The resulting disorganization allowed the
Assassins to establish themselves in Syria, and the threat of the
Crusaders prevented the Muslim authorities from dealing decisively
with them. Salah al-Din, in his letter to the Khalifah, complained that
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he was fighting on three fronts at the same time: the Franks, the
traitors, and the Fidawiyyah Assassins.* This meant that he was unable
to concentrate on eliminating any one of them. An example was the
siege of Masyaf, an Isma“Tlt strong-hold which was besieged by Salah
al-Din. The siege ended with a truce. Authors are divided on the
reasons for this. However, Lewis quotes Ibn Abi Tayy, a scholar of the
period, who comments that at that time there was a dangerous Frankish
advance in the Biqa’ Valley, and Salidh al-Din had to leave Masyaf
hurriedly to check the Franks.”

It is also evident that the Crusaders benefitted from the presence of
the Fidawiyyah Assasssins. The latter had contributed to the success of
the First Crusade by increasing confusion and disunity on the Muslim
side. In particular, their assassination of Malik Shah irretrievably
weakened the Seljuk empire, which was already unstable. With his
death, his two sons fought each other. Nowell speculates that had the
Crusaders faced a united Seljuk empire, they would not have been
victorious.* Saunders considers it significant that it was only after the
destruction of the power of the Assassins in Syria by Baybars in 1270
A.D. that the Crusaders could be totally removed from Syria. "But for
the Assassins," he writes "the long survival of the crusading states in
the Levant would be inexplicable."®

These factors help explain the Fidawiyyihs’ reluctance to oppose the
Crusaders, and their hostility to Muslim leaders (such as Salah al-Din
al-Ayyubi) who were attempting to drive out the Crusaders. They
profited from the instability which was in part perpetuated by the
presence of the Crusaders and, therefore, did not want to see them
evicted from Syria.

However, the Assassins did carry out some assassinations of leading
Crusaders such as Count Raymond of Tripoli and Conrad of
Montferrat.® It is also reported that the Assassins attempted to murder
Philip Augustus in 1192 A.D., and plotted against the life of King
Louis. While the accounts of Assassin designs against Philip and Louis
are controversial, and authorities as early as De la Ravaliere (1743)
considered them to be apocryphal,* the Fidawiyyah did assassinate the
first two. It is not clear what their motive was. In the case of Conrad,
Abu Firas and Ibn al-Athir, two Muslim scholars of the period, say that
Salah al-Din incited the Fidawiyyah to kill Conrad. However, Imad al-
Din claims that Conrad’s death came at a disadvantageous time for
Salah al-Din. Lewis points out that his death was not contrary to Salah
al-Din’s ultimate interests.*
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However, in Assassin-Frankish relations the Assassins did not
always have the advantage. In 1152, the Templars forced the Assassins
to pay them a yearly tribute. Later, the Knights Hospitallers did
likewise. The Fidawiyyah Assassins sent a message to King Amoury I
of Jerusalem, proposing that they convert to Christianity in exchange
for no longer having to pay tribute. King Amoury was reportedly
delighted at the offer and sent an envoy to the Assassins to inform them
that the proposal had been accepted. However, the envoy was killed by
the Templars on his way back to Syria, and the negotiations did not
proceed further.®

It seems that the Assassin offer was simply a ploy to escape paying
tribute, or at least to curry favour with Amoury. However, it is evident
that neither the Templars, who probably did not want to lose their
tribute, nor the Assassins, who do not appear to have had any genuine
interest in conversion, wanted to alter the status quo.

It is evident that while, for various doctrinal reasons, the Assassins
had a hostile relationship with the Muslims, practical considerations
induced them to adopt a more conciliatory attitude to neighbouring non-
Muslim minorities, including the Crusaders.

The Move to Syria and Jihad

As has been mentioned, the Assassin movement originated in Persia
and was directed from Alamut, although the Isma‘lli movement in
general originated among the Arabs and expanded to Western Syria.*
According to Marco Polo, the Assassins tried to establish themselves
in Kurdistan,* because many of the factors which had enabled them to
be successful in Iran and Syria were present there as well. However,
most sources are silent about Assassin activities there. Therefore, it is
difficult to know how much credit can be given to Marco Polo’s
account, which is inaccurate in any case. It may be assumed that
perhaps the Fidawiyyah Assassins tried to establish bases there, which
would have been strategically advantageous.

Syria was a logical area in which to expand, although it was rather
far frog other Assassin bases. It had just been conquered by the
Seljuks, who were their main enemies. The terrain, rough and moun-
tainous, was favourable to the establishment of bases. Syria also had a
significant minority of extremist Shia.* The spread of the Fatimid
empire eastwards from North Africa had brought Syria under inter-
mittent Fatimid rule in the late tenth and eleventh centuries (A.D.), and
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had opened the land for Isma<li da‘wah. By the end of the ninth
century, the Assassins had gathered sufficient local support to be able
to make a bid for political power. As the power and prestige of the
Fatimids declined, the Assassins appeared as an attractive alternative
to many Syrian Isma“ilis, and as the Seljuks and Crusaders_laid waste
to some parts of Syria, they appeared to many extremist Shias as the
only effective challenge. Many did, in fact, switch allegiances and
started supporting the Assassins.”’ Finally, Syria was on the road to
Egypt, the seat of the Fatimid Khilafah and a main object of Assassin
policy.® If they had been able to gain control of the Khilafah, or at
least to pressure the regime to turn away from the Musta‘lian line of
Khilafah and reinstate the Nizaris whom they supported, the power and
resources of Assassin da‘wah would have been immeasurably
strengthened.

It seems that the Assassins attempted to gain adherents in various
ways, so as to appeal to as wide a spectrum of people as possible. The
first Assassin leader, al-Hakim al-Munajjim, tried to establish a base
in Halab at the beginning of the twelfth century. Halab had a large
Shi*a population and was also close to the extremist Shi*a strongholds
of Jabal Bohra and Jabal al-Summagq.

The ruler of Halab, Ridwan, favoured the Fidawiyyah Assassins,
perhaps to compensate for his military weakness vis a vis his rivals.
Significantly, a few years earlier he had proclaimed his allegiance to
Fatimid Egypt, and had then reverted to his former allegiances when
the political situation altered.® Attempts were also made to establish
bases at places such as Shayzar, in western Syria. Similar alliances
were struck with the rulers of Baniyas, Tyre, and the crusaders against
Salah al-Din.®

Opposition was dealt with by assassinations. Notable cases include
Janah al-Dawlah of Hims (496/1103),”' Maudid of Mosul (507/113),%
and Buri of Dimashq (526/1131-2).®® Buri had earned their enmity by
suppressing them and executing their leader after they had murdered a
notable, and the population had demanded that he take strong action
against them.® They were not able to retain Halab with the death of
Ridwan #nd the succession of Alp Arslan, who moved to suppress
them.® They were also evicted from Dimashq (Damascus).® The
hostility of the Muslims was not the only difficulty; the Franks also
sought possession of many of the strongholds which they had taken or
were attempting to control. For instance, in 1152, they attacked
Shayzar, but were driven off by the Assassins.” This development
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probably explains the subsequent Assassin hostility towards the Franks
at the time, and the killing of Raymond of Tripoli in 1152. However,
the Franks retaliated violently and launched attacks against Assassin
territories, with the result that the Fidawiyyah Assassins desisted from
further attacks for the next forty years.*®

Thirteen years after the murder of Raymond, Rashid al-Din Sinan
became head of Assassin activities in Syria. Lewis quotes Kamil al-
Din, a contemporary scholar, as saying that at first Sinan appeared as
a pious person and gained adherents in this way.”® His command
brought the Assassins to the peak of their power and influence in Syria.
At least two attempts were made on the life of Salah al-Din during this
period, and Conrad of Montferrat was assassinated.®

It appears that Sinan was not only a man of military ability, but also
a charismatic leader, able to inspire fear and respect in friend and foe
alike. Some of his followers, the Sufat mentioned above, went to the
extent of proclaiming Sinan a god.® This coincidence of Sinan’s
leadership and the growth of the Assassin movement in Syria to the
peak of-its power is an indication of the centrality of charismatic
leadership to the Assassin movement. With the death of Sinan in 1192
A.D., the movement gradually declined until its destruction by Baybars
in 1273.% The reduction of Assassin power to the point where they had
to pay tribute to the Templers and the Hospitallers has already been
mentioned. During this later period, Ibn al-Furat mentions an
assassination attempt on Baybars; it seems that by that time, the
Assassins were no longer feared, even by the Muslims, as the Assassins
in question were merely reproved and freed.®

Assasination as a Political Weapon

The main role played by the Assassins in the Crusades was that of
assassination. Some of the reasons for this have already been outlined.

One explanation, popular among many Western writers until
recently, revolves around Marco Polo’s story of "the Garden.”
According to him, the Old Man of the Mountain in Iran (presumably
the head of the Assassins there) made a garden which he filled with
palaces *trees, singing girls, and so forth. He would introduce young
men to this garden in a drugged state, and tell them that they had
reached Paradise. They would be removed from the Garden and,
longing to return, would do whatever he wanted them to do. Moreover,
"the Old Man sent two other Old Men of the Mountain to near
Damascus and Kurdistan, where they behaved exactly as he did."* This
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legend led some authorities to believe that the Assassins were motivated
by hashish to murder their victims.

Nowell traces the garden story to report that fruit trees were planted
and canals dug at Alamit to enable the Fidawiyyah Assassins there to
withstand a siege. He remarks that tales of a garden of Paradise are
unlikely, given the rigid austerity of the sect’s early imams in Alamut.%
Setton also notes that the story of the garden is not confirmed by any
Isma‘lt source.®

However, Nowell claims that the Assassins did use hashish to
inspire their members to kill people, giving them a foretaste of
paradise. He further adds that, as hashish addiction is debilitating, it
could only have been administered occassionally to a select few. Also,
he states that hashish alone could not sustain the assassination teams,
who often waited in disguise for months before killing their victims.¢
However, this is mere speculation on his part.

‘Lewis rejects the notion of hashish use altogether, noting that there
is no extant text referring to them as hashishin (hashish-addicts).%®
Moreover, the word hashishi (from which "assassin" is derived) is
uncommon in Muslim sources. He hypothesizes that hashishi is in fact
a Syrian colloquial term which was later picked up by the Crusaders.
The word would have been a term of abuse, intended to convey that the
Assassins were like mad men and were generally dissolute.®

This hypothesis would appear to fit well with the accounts given by
some Muslim chroniclers. Ibn al-‘Adim, for example, describes the
Assassins of Jabal al-Summaq as people who were corrupt and evil,
practising incest, holding mixed drinking-parties, and worshipping
Sinan as a god.™ Given what Nowell points out about the debilitating
nature of hashish and the long duration of some assassination missions,
the explanation of hashish use does not seem credible. Finally, Ibn
Kathir is the only Muslim scholar of the classical period, who refers to
the Assassins as hashishyah. Tbn Athir, who lived during the age of the
Assasins and who gives a detailed account of them, makes no reference
to their use of hashish.™ Muslim chroniclers, however, are unanimous
in referring to them as Fidawiyyah, as mentioned earlier.

Another related explanation is that the Assassins were primarily
killers for hire; their motivation was material gain. It has been
mentioned that some believed that Salah al-Din had instigated the
murder of Conrad of Montferrat. Similar questions arose with the
killing of Janah al-Dawlah of Hims; Ibn Athir relates that it was said
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that Ridwan of Halab had instigated his murder.” In many cases, it is
dlfﬁcult if not nnposs1ble to gauge to what degree such claims are
true. However, this explanation too does not seem to fit the pattern of
many of the assassinations. Ibn al-Athir himself, for example, describes
the assassination of Conrad: two Fidawiyyah disguised as monks had
remained among the Franks for six months and had gained his
confidence. When the time was favourable, they attacked him with
knives.” Such a long period of preparation would seem to indicate
that monetary returns were a secondary source of motivation at best.
However, it is not unlikely that in many cases the Fidawiyyah were
willing to carry out assassinations for money if the victim was someone
they wished to liquidate for reasons of their own.

One motivational factor that deserves mention is the fanatical
devotion of the Fidawiyyah to their leader. Kamal al-Din, for example,
narrates an incident when Sinadn commanded a group of Assassins to
throw themselves off a cliff; they did and they died.” As has been
observed, for the Isma‘lis, devotion to the imam and obedience to his
commands is the most important duty of the believer.” They believed
that those who died under the guidance of the imam would be rewarded
in the after-life.”

Sinan’s letter to al-Malik al-°Adil, the Ayyubid sultan, is particularly
revealing. He states: "We are the oppressed and not oppressors,
deprived and not deprivers... You know the outward aspect of our
affairs and the quality of our men, the sort of food for which they long,
and for which they offer themselves. ‘Say, wish for death if you are
truthful’." Ibn Khallikan states that he transcribed this letter from a
copy of it, which was in the writing of al-Qad1 al-Fadil, Salah al-Din’s
trusted associate.” Kamal al-Din’s version is almost identical, but states
explicitly that the Assassins "long for the intimacy of death."”

As previously mentioned, it was the duty of the believer to
undertake jihad against the enemies of the (Isma‘ili) faith, and the soul
of the believer who died in this way would enjoy a special closeness to
God. Another related motivation was the oath of allegiance which all
believers had to take; among other things, the oath-taker swore to obey
the imdm. Anyone breaking this oath was considered to be disobeying
God and would be "cursed and punished. "™

Of course, the continuation of this form of political activity would
depend on a strong leader, who could not only inspire confidence in his
followers that he was the imam, worthy to be obeyed to the death, but
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also be able to control the community to the extent that reluctant
followers could be effectively dealt with. The movement declined after
the death of Sinan due to the absence of a strong leader. Gabrieli points
out that by the time of Baybars, the Mongols had also weakened the
Fidawiyyah with their attacks.® Also, it could be objected that the
Assassin doctrine of the after-life, in which the body does not survive
and only the soul is eternal,® is insufficient motivation for most to
undertake assassination missions, in which they were very likely to be
killed themselves. However, it has already been shown how the
Assassins were able to establish themselves in Syria and expand under
difficult military circumstances, despite setbacks in Halab and
Dimashq, in which they lost many of their members as well as their
prestige, despite their doctrines concerning the after-life. The main
difference between success and failure for them appears to be the
imam.

One additional index of Sinan’s ability as a leader is the claim, in
some - sources, that the Fidawiyyah in Alamit sent envoys to kill
Sinan.® Lewis states that the Syrian Isma°ilis were loosely controlled
from Alamiit and that some of the assassinations in Syria were probably
arranged by Alamit. However, assassinations in Syria were not
recorded in the "roll of honour" of assassinations kept in Alamt. It is
more probable that the Syrians decided their own local policies.®

The Assassin Contribution to the Crusades

It is evident that the main contribution of the Assassins to the Crusades,
apart from assassinations, was inspiring both sides, particularly the-
Muslim side, with fear and terror. This detracted from the latter’s
ability to confront the enemy.

The Muslims in particular suffered a great deal as a result of the
assassinations, for their ability to resist the Crusaders was weakened.
The accounts of the time make it evident how much the Assassins were
feared before their decline.

Ousama ibn Mounkidh, a contemporary of Salah al-Din, writes of
an incideng in which an Assassin was lurking in the tower of his uncle’s
palace. A group of Muslim soldiers waited outside the tower, none
daring to go in after him.®

The Crusaders were also handicapped by a fear of the Assassins,
albeit to a lesser extent. The murder of Conrad of Montferrat, in
particular, seems to have atfected their morale.* Poems appearing in-
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Europe between 1165 and 1230 A.D. mention the Assassins, using
them as a figure of speech for undying devotion. The poets had heard
of the Assassins through Latin historians such as William of Tyre, and
from the stories of returning Crusaders.

It seems that the Assassins made a much greater impression on the
Europeans than the small number of their hostile acts against them
would warrant. This is indicated by the fact that Philip Augustus was
able to claim that Richard of England had sent Assassins to kill him.%
Another interesting aspect of the relations between the Crusaders and
the Assassins, which deserves further study, is Nowell’s claim that the
Templars were influenced by Assassin methods of organization — an
influence that extended even to their choice of garb. He says that the
two groups made each others’ acquaintance in Syria before the.
Templars’ rules were written.® If this is correct, it would seem that the
Assassins aided the Crusaders inadvertently by providing them with an
effective method of organizing an elite fighting force.

In conclusion, it is evident that the main role played by the
Fidawiyyah in the Crusades and Counter-Crusades was that of
assassination. While their activities were a menace to both the Muslims
and the Crusaders, they were more hostile to the Muslims. In fact,
most of their victims were Muslims. The primary motivation for their
acts was doctrinal, relating particularly to their doctrine of the
imamate. The main effect of their killings was that, through the
weakening of the Muslims, the Crusaders were relatively advantaged,
though they too were weakened to some extent By Assassins attacks.
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