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Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn Yūsuf ibn Ayyūb, commonly known to the Western world as Saladin, 
was an intriguing and polarizing figure throughout his life, and has remained so to 
generations of scholars, writers, and historians. A Kurd, he overthrew the Fatimid caliphs 
of Egypt, supplanted his patron Nūr ad-Dīn as master of Syria, recaptured Jerusalem, and 
swept away the Latin Kingdom. He has perhaps enjoyed a privileged status in the 
Anglophone world though his battles with, and chivalrous conduct towards, King Richard 
I of England. In the 14th century, an epic poem about him circulated in Europe, and Dante 
Alighieri mentions him as one of the virtuous pagans in Limbo in his Inferno. His 
reputation among early European historians was also informed by his appearance in Sir 
Walter Scott’s The Talisman, which portrayed him as an enlightened and chivalrous 
warrior for his faith.  

 
His status as the most prominent, perhaps the only, Muslim “heroic” figure widely 

accepted in the West begs the question, however. Is this absence of figures in the Muslim 
world admired by the Western historical canon simply a matter of ignorance or does it 
reflect a pervasive belief that the world of Islam has nothing admirable to offer? The 
simplest explanation for the hero-worship that has infused the study of Saladin is the 
observation that he is the antagonist most appropriate to the story of his times and his 
enemies. To fight a pure villain to a draw is hardly a success at all; to fight a brilliant 
general infused with the light of his religion and produce some kind of gain must be rated a 
major success. The disaster at Hattin and the modest gains of the Third Crusade may both 
be excused so long as the reputation of Saladin is as an unbeatable warrior. The traditional 
depiction of Saladin as a chivalrous Muslim warrior and a model for cultured and urbane 
opposition suited the Europeans smarting from the checks he administered to them, and 
has likely rekindled interest in him for historians and observers of the Middle East. More 
recently, modern historians, in a vigorous debate, have reevaluated Saladin, his methods, 
and his motives. As a result, Saladin’s historical reputation has undergone a seismic shift in 
recent decades. It is ironic that modern scholarship appears to be re-litigating the issues 
that were hotly debated during Saladin’s life, which were gradually forgotten with the 
passage of time. 

 
The traditional view of Saladin is well represented by Sir H.A.R. Gibb’s 

posthumously published The Life of Saladin (1973). A brief biographical sketch of Saladin 
drawn primarily from a chapter he contributed to the History of the Crusades in 1958, Gibb’s 
Saladin is a remarkable man. Gibb offers comparatively little analysis of Saladin’s early life, 
his family relations and political positioning. There is mention of his service as military 
governor of Damascus, from which he resigned quickly “in protest against the fraudulence 
of the chief accountant,” demonstrating from an early age his strong moral character.1 He 
seems to spring into being, fully formed, as a part of Nūr ad-Dīn’s expedition to remove 

                                                
1H.A.R. Gibb, The life of Saladin (Oxford: Clarendon, 1973), 4 
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the Fatimid Caliphate and unite Egypt and Syria. After the conquest, he is swiftly elevated 
to vizier of Egypt, and after the death of Nūr ad-Dīn, expeditiously gains control of 
Damascus and much of Syria. All of this, Gibb hastens to inform us, is done in the pursuit 
of the Holy War with the Frankish crusaders. A fractured and disorganized collection of 
Muslim states could have little chance of destroying the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem, but a 
united umma, under a powerful leader (acting theoretically in the name of the caliph in 
Baghdad), could succeed. Four years of jockeying for position among the princes of Syria 
and Iraq are outlined in twice as many pages, and with the preliminaries dispensed with, 
the focus shifts to the central struggle between Saladin and the Latin Kingdom, followed 
by the armies of the Third Crusade. 

 
How to explain the short shrift given to the early years of Saladin’s life and his rise 

to power? In his book, Gibb spells out his approach to his sources immediately. The bulk of 
his information is drawn from the surviving portions of professional diaries of ‘Imad ad-
Dīn al-Isfahani, Saladin’s private secretary in his later years, and a narrative of the last five 
years of Saladin’s life from Bahā’ ad-Dīn Ibn Shaddad, his Judge of the Army, confidant, 
and friend. Juxtaposed to these is Ibn al-Athir’s al-Kamil fi al-Tarikh, which, though 
perhaps the most noted historical work of the Age, Gibb finds fatally compromised by “the 
malicious twist, the perversions and propagandist ascriptions that he introduced in many of 
the passages about Saladin.”2 Indeed, on no less than fifteen occasions, Gibb comments, 
usually in his footnotes, but occasionally in the body of the text itself, on what he considers 
a distortion, altered anecdote, or biased statement in Ibn al-Athir’s narrative. In one 
footnote, he laments the frequent uncritical reliance on al-Athir’s account by historians, 
describing this account as “derivative and partisan… [which] places events in a false 
light.”3 This arrangement of sources naturally unbalances Gibb’s work. His main sources 
begin their personal and professional relationships with Saladin at the height of his power, 
and though he argues that neither is a hero-worshipper or panegyrist, a prudent reader 
might choose to approach them with more skepticism than Gibb. 

 
The remainder of his narrative (approximately two-thirds of his work), focuses on 

his war with the Frankish crusaders, interspersed with lengthy paeans to the greatness of 
Saladin and his remarkable qualities. Rather than seeking power, Saladin has it thrust upon 
him through his devotion to Islam and his burning desire to recover Jerusalem, and he 
“himself [was] completely indifferent to the material rewards of power.”4 Gibb comments 
that “his victories were due to the possession of moral qualities which have little in 
common with those of a great general. He was a man inspired by an intense and 
unwavering ideal, the achievement of which involved him necessarily in a long series of 
military activities,” again emphasizing his disinterest in power for power’s sake or the 
pursuit of dynasty building.5 Gibb finds Saladin’s only fault to be his excessive trust in 
family members, assuming that they, like him, lacked the taste for those material rewards 
and would act solely in the best interests of the faith.  His views are clearly informed by 
those of ‘Imad ad-Dīn and Bahā’ ad-Dīn, whose writings are in some senses an Islamic 
manual for princes, emphasizing Saladin’s devotion to Islam, his generosity, and his moral 
rectitude for posterity at the expense of a full picture of the man. In the dark moments of 
the Third Crusade, Gibb notes that “it was by sheer force of personality, by the undying 

                                                
2 Gibb, 1. 
3 Gibb, 55. 
4 Gibb, 46. 
5 Gibb, 57. 
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flame of faith within him, and by his example of steadfast endurance that he inspired the 
dogged resistance which finally wore down the invaders.”6 Florid prose aside, to Gibb he is 
the protagonist of Islam, a warrior-monk so consumed with an idea that it guided his every 
move, a romantic vision well in keeping with the traditional literary conception of the man. 

 
Though published in 1973, Gibb’s work was reflective of an older tradition of 

scholarship in the study of the Middle East and the Crusades. In contrast, Andrew 
Ehrenkreutz’s Saladin, published in 1972, turned the traditional paradigm on its head.  It is 
instructive that 9 of 11 chapters in Ehrenkreutz’s book concern Saladin’s rise to power in 
Egypt and Syria, and only one focuses on his extended war with the Latin Kingdom and 
the Third Crusade. While Gibb took fairly little interest in Saladin’s origins, Ehrenkreutz 
focuses intently on the milieu from which he emerged.. Rejecting the romantic notion of 
him as the scion of Kurdish shepherds, he properly places Saladin in a family heavily 
involved in the shifting power politics of Nūr ad-Dīn’s Syria. His father and uncle’s careers 
are traced in some detail, as Ehrenkreutz points to the fluidity of alliances and loyalty 
remarking, that “the Kurdish brothers knew how to profit from serving two masters.”7 
While Gibb mentions only one anecdote about a pre-Egypt Saladin, Ehrenkreutz produces 
less flattering tales, including a note that, in 1169, Saladin “gave up drinking wine and 
turned away from the sources of pleasure.”8 Throughout his work, Ehrenkreutz portrays  
Saladin as merely man of his time, manipulating the Holy War and Islam to cover dynastic 
expansion.  

 
To arrive at this conclusion, Ehrenkreutz redeploys many of the same historical 

sources as Gibb, though he finds Ibn al-Althir rather more compelling than Gibb had, and 
goes so far as to dismiss Bahā’ ad-Dīn as “the consistent idolizer of Saladin.”9 His work is 
more than just a biographical sketch though; it is a systematic appreciation of the change 
Saladin had wrought in his domains, the costs resulting from his pursuit of dynastic 
expansion, his military and administrative records, and the eventual fate of the state that 
he left to his progeny. To do this, he draws not only on the classic documents, but on 
modern scholarship. A perusal of his bibliography shows items ranging from “Size and 
value of the ‘Iqta in Egypt 564-741 A.H./1169-1341 A.D.” from Studies in the Economic 
History of the Middle East (1970) to the then-recently discovered materials from the Cairo 
Geniza. 

 
Given that the concluding chapter of his book is titled “Saladin in Historical 

Perspective: A Dissenting View,” it is not strange to note that Ehrenkreutz disagrees with 
Gibb’s interpretation of Saladin. He questions Saladin’s commitment to the Holy War, 
positing that many of his victories (most notably Hattin, the crushing defeat of the Latin 
Kingdom’s field army) owed more to blunders by his opponents rather than to any 
particular skill on the battlefield that Saladin possessed. He surveys Saladin’s 
administration and finds it wanting, noting that the harnessing of Egypt to his dynastic 
ambitions in Syria and against the crusader kingdoms “reduced Egypt to a quasi-colony 
with the usual adverse consequences: economic exploitation, increased taxation, 
interference with freedom of trade, promotion of European commercial interests in Egypt 

                                                
6 Gibb, 59. 
7 Andrew Ehrenkreutz, Saladin (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1972), 29. 
8 Ehrenkreutz, 32. 
9 Ehrenkreutz, 66. 
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and a disastrous increase in military expenditure.”10 Perhaps most damning to Gibb’s 
conception of Saladin is the contention that the latter’s “alleged moral and religious 
attributes neither influenced the course of his public endeavors nor the conduct of his 
contemporaries.”11 He writes, he admits, with the hope of being a corrective for the 
romantic notions of Saladin’s life, career, and faith that had dominated scholarship on the 
period. 

 
The demolition by Ehrenkreutz of the romantic paradigm for understanding 

Saladin was thorough, and clearly influenced the scholars who considered Saladin in its 
aftermath. Malcolm Lyons’ and D.E.P. Jackson’s Saladin: The Politics of Holy War (1982) 
follows the lead of Ehrenkreutz in devoting the majority of its efforts to Saladin’s rise to 
power in Egypt and Syria. However, it rebalances the structure of the narrative, giving the 
Holy War, the Battle of Hattin, the reconquest of Jerusalem, and the battle with the Third 
Crusade the prominence they deserve. They make frequent efforts to judge Saladin’s 
actions by the rules that he seeks to enforce and invoke when it suits him, Islamic law. 
Frequently, they find that his political behavior does not meet the ideal. In one episode, 
they comment that “Saladin’s position…was so weak in terms of any possible Islamic 
justification, that Ibn Shaddad [Bahā’ ad-Dīn] preferred to ignore the whole episode.”12 

 
The great innovation in Lyon and Jackson’s work is a fundamental re-appreciation 

of their sources.  ‘Imad ad Din, Bahā’ ad-Dīn, and Ibn al-Athir continue to comprise the 
trinity of historical writings on Saladin, though the authors apply a welcome skepticism for 
all their sources.  Rather than Gibb’s constant dismissal or Ehrenkreutz’s usual acceptance, 
al-Athir in particular is considered critically: at one point while evaluating a discrepancy 
between ‘Imad ad-Dīn and al-Athir, they comment that “admittedly, Ibn al-Athir’s 
anecdote has the hallmark of invention.”13 The scope of these sources remains the same, 
but their value is increased by the interpolation of both crusader sources, most notable 
William of Tyre’s chronicle of the Latin Kingdom, as well as the extensive use of archival 
materials, particularly surviving contemporaneous letters between many of the principal 
actors. In one fascinating case, on a subject where both ‘Imad ad-Dīn and Ibn Al-Athir are 
in agreement with each other (the reasons for the arrest of Saladin’s vassal Keukburi), the 
examination of the archival sources shows a new facet in a letter between Saladin and his 
administrator, the Qadi al-Fadil.14 In general, the letters do not expose enormous new 
areas of understanding, but are supplemental material which can be used to verify 
information from the histories or provide context.   

 
Beyond the letters, Lyons and Jackson at times incorporate remaining poetry and 

satire produced during the reign of Saladin, which they use compellingly to take the pulse 
of those not won over to Saladin’s cause inside his domains. Criticism of Saladin’s 
administration (“run by pompous weaklings and petty criminals”), racially-charged verse, 
both with respect to the Kurdish dominance of the Ayyubid state and to the Egyptian 
character of many of its troops and retainers, and challenges to the Muslim character of 
both Saladin and his government were all subjects for satire within the state. These met 

                                                
10 Ehrenkreutz, 235. 
11 Ehrenkreutz, 238. 
12 Ehrenkreutz, 148. 
13 Malcolm Cameron Lyons and D.E.P Jackson, Saladin: The Politics of Holy War (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982),  7. 
14 Lyons & Jackson, 225. 
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with greater and lesser degrees of repression, and providing valuable insights into the 
internal dynamics of Ayyubid administration.15 

 
The extensive use of these archival sources presents a problem for Jackson and 

Lyons, because there is frequent disagreement between their main sources. Having adopted 
a more moderate position than Gibb or Ehrenkreutz, faced with irreconcilable sources or 
problematic material, their solution is frequently to say, for instance, “whatever the truth 
of the story…” and move on.16 This problem looms even larger, though, when trying to 
fashion an appraisal of Saladin personally. Gibb, engaging with ‘Imad ad-Dīn and Bahā’ ad-
Dīn, accepted the best things that were said about him at face value. Ehrenkreutz, having 
meticulously detailed Saladin’s rise to power and willingness to manipulate and kill to 
expand his power base, can accept that Saladin was a bare-knuckled political brawler in the 
mold of his family, hypocritically manipulating Islamic sentiments to solidify his rule. But 
the sheer weight of Saladin’s correspondence, and its consistent tone and character seem to 
create a problem. Throughout Jackson and Lyon’s work, Saladin remains something of a 
cipher. The persuasive work of Ehrenkreutz, expanded on by Jackson and Lyons, makes it 
clear that Saladin was a man who was willing to do what it took to accomplish his goals, 
even if it meant operating outside the strictures of Islamic law, and as a result his constant 
appeal to Islamic solidarity and calls to unite in pursuit of the Holy War against the 
Franks are called into question. But at no point in his voluminous correspondence does the 
mask drop: Saladin is always concerned to appear a faithful servant of Islam, justifying his 
every action even on the flimsiest of Islamic pretexts. 17  There is no evidence, 
fundamentally, that he did not believe what he said. What is a historian to do with 
someone whose actions and words seem nearly irreconcilable?  

 
It is with some irony that modern scholarship has reopened the question of Saladin 

only to find that it no more capable of answering the question of who he was and what 
drove him than his contemporaries. His friends and confidants describe a remarkable man, 
driven by an idea and faith. His detractors saw a ruse, the use of Islam as a cloak to justify 
naked ambition. The sources show both a noble prince and cruel tyrant, and both positions 
still have their adherents in the modern academy. Lyons and Jackson were able to square 
this circle by arguing that Saladin “was not concerned to question the relevance of his 
ideals or even, apparently, to check how far he was guilty of distorting them. They were 
part of the heritage of Islam, to be accepted emotionally, not intellectually.”18 Synthesis, of 
a sort, has been reached by Lyons and Jackson, but it fails to satisfy. Saladin remains both 
the cynical politician and the idealistic visionary; chivalrous and generous, ruthless and 
calculating.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                
15 Lyons & Jackson, 118-120. 
16 Lyons & Jackson,  101. 
17 Lyons & Jackson, 394. 
18 Lyons & Jackson, 374.#
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