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During the Persian Wars of the sixth century, the Byzantine Empire had an interesting 
ally, the Ghassanids, who had settled in the Jawlan, the region known today as the Golan 
Heights.  They were Christian Arabs, albeit Monophysite.  They built fortresses, founded 
churches, debated theology, and even supported monasteries.  Despite these achievements, the 
Greek Historian Procopius (c. 500-565 AD) left their legacy tarnished in his account of the 
Persian Wars, History.  Through fabricated accounts of deceit and corruption, Procopius faulted 
the Ghassanid army, led by King Arethas, for Byzantine defeat at the hand of the Persians. His 
version of events became the standard narrative for future historians that left the Ghassanids 
perpetually responsible for the losses of the Byzantines.  In 1957, Irfan Shahid1 challenged 
Procopius’ accounts to reveal their ancient prejudice and partiality that seemed to haunt Arab 
history.  Having experienced the sunset of direct colonial ambitions in the Middle East, Shahid 
knew of the caricatures of “treacherous” and “wild” Arabs supposedly organized into primitive 
“tribes.”  Thus, as a Byzantinist and Arabist, when Shahid began examining Procopius’ History, 
the prodosia (betrayal) theme against the Ghassanids seemed oddly contemporary—an ancient 
voice still echoing loudly in the modern world.  By comparing Procopius’ version of key events 
in Ghassanid history with other contemporary accounts, he concluded that Procopius 
disparaged the reputation of the Ghassanids, including their leader Arethas, for political 
reasons: first to criticize obliquely Emperor Justinian (Kaiserkritik) and to expunge the magister 
of the Byzantine armies (Belisarius) of defeat. 

 
His analysis of Procopius’ motives—Kaiserkritik and absolution of Belisarius—has 

withstood challenges (most notably from Christides Vassillios).2  These motives, however, may 
not account for Procopius’ entire treatment of the Ghassanids.  For instance, Procopius’ subtle 
criticisms of Belisarius and his obfuscation of the settled, Christian identity of the Ghassanids 
remain unexplained by the prodosia theme.  Re-appraisal of Procopius’ writings in light of the 
recent scholarship by Greg Fisher suggests another motive: to undermine the growing unique 
identity of the Ghassanids and their changing relationship with Constantinople.3 

 
 To develop this revised understanding of the Procopian prejudice, it is necessary to 
survey Shahid’s claims of suppressio veri (truth omission) and suggestio falsi (false accusations) to 
highlight how his analysis fails to address other criticisms of the Ghassanid Arabs and even 
Belisarius. 

                                                
1 Born Irfan Kawar, Shahid published his seminal works on the Procopian prejudice under his birth name, which he 
changed in the late 1960s. 
2 Christides Vassilios, “Saracens' Prodosia in Byzantine Sources,” Byzantion Revue Internationale Des Études 
Byzantines 40 (1970): 5- 13. 
3 Greg Fisher, “The Political Development of the Ghass"n between Rome and Iran,” Journal of Late Antiquity 1, no. 
2 (2008): 311-334. 
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Procopius’ account of Arethas’ promotion from phylarch to “king” is the first example of 

suggestio falsi that Shahid examines.  Procopius explains that despite the Emperor’s 
unprecedented move to bestow upon Arethas the “dignity of king” (#$%&µ# '#()*+%,)4, 
“Alamoundaras [the ‘king’ of the Arabs allied to the Persians] continued to injure the Romans 
just as much as before, if not more, since Arethas was either extremely unfortunate in every 
inroad and every conflict, or else he turned traitor as quickly as he could.”5   Not only does 
Procopius falsely accuse Arethas of ineffectiveness, he subtly critiques the Emperor as the 
reader is to connect this policy failure to Justinian, who made Arethas “king.”  At this very first 
mention of Arethas, therefore, Procopius prepared his readership for the recurring prodosia 
theme and for whom to blame. 

 
At the Battle of Callinicum (531), Procopius again constructs the prodosia theme 

through an inaccurate account of events.  At this battle, Belisarius assigned the Arabs under 
Arethas to the right side of the phalanx.  Once the battle proceeded, Procopius explains that 
they “broke their formation and moved apart, so that they got the reputation of having 
betrayed the Romans to the Persians.  For without awaiting the oncoming enemy they all 
straightaway beat a hasty retreat.”6  Therefore, “the Persians in this way broke through the 
enemy’s line and immediately got in the rear of the Roman cavalry.  Thus the Romans…held 
out no longer” and were ultimately defeated.7 

 
Shahid charges Procopius of suggestio falsi, since the Greek historian explains that all of 

the Arab troops retreated—including Arethas.  When Shahid compared Procopius’ account 
with that of John Malalas in the Chronicles, he found a contradiction that proves Procopius 
falsely accused the Ghassanids.  Malalas writes that “when the Phrygians saw their exarch fall 
and his standard captured by the Persians, they turned in flight and the Roman Saracens fled 
with them, but others continued with Arethas fighting.”8  The reputation of Arethas remains 
intact.  Instead of simply preferring one writer to another, Shahid gives more credence to 
Malalas’ account because, unlike Procopius, his version was more detailed and because he was 
not appointed secretary to Belisarius.  For this reason, it “naturally justifies one in suspecting 
that the omissions in Procopius were made by a historian who was trying to be deliberately 
selective….”9 

 
In another battle ten years later, Procopius once more blames defeat on Ghassanid 

treachery. When the Roman army encounters the fortress at Sisauranon, Belisarius orders to 
“let Arethas and his forces be sent into the country of Assyria.  For the Saracens are by nature 
unable to storm a wall, but the cleverest of all men at plundering.”10  By sending the Arab army 
to plunder the Assyrians, Belisarius planned to capture the fortress and cross the Tigris River 
“without having to fear mischief from anyone in our rear, and knowing well how matters stand 

                                                
4 Procopius, History of the Wars, vol. 1 of Procopius, tr. Henry Bronson Dewing (Cambridge, Harvard University 
Press, 1961), I. xvii. 47. 
5 History, I. xvii. 48. 
6 History, I. xviii. 35-36. 
7 History, I. xviii. 38. 
8 John Malalas, The Chronicle of John Malalas, tr. Elizabeth Jeffreys, Michael Jeffreys, and Roger Scott (Melbourne: 
Australian Association for Byzantine Studies, 1986), 271.  
9 Irfan Kawar, “Procopius and Arethas,” Byzantinische Zeitschrift 50 (1957), 45. 
10 History, II. xix. 11-12. 
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with the Assyrians.”11  Thus, he “commanded Arethas to pillage all that lay before him and then 
return to the camp and report how matters stood with the Assyrians with regard to military 
strength.”12  According to Procopius, the Arabs did plunder Assyria and “secured a great 
amount of rich plunder.”  Meanwhile, Belisarius secured surrender from the inhabitants of 
Sisauranon.  However, Arethas feared that “he should be despoiled of his booty by the Romans,” 
if he returned, thus he “was now unwilling to return to the camp.”13  Arethas, instead, sent false 
intelligence to the Byzantines as an excuse for their desertion.  Procopius concludes that this 
betrayal ended the campaign because the extreme heat afflicted the Byzantine soldiers while 
awaiting Arethas. 

 
In this episode, Shahid accuses Procopius of suppressio veri, since he failed to give a 

complete picture of Belisarius’ campaign.  In the Anecdota (or The Secret History), Procopius 
writes that because Belisarius feared his wife’s infidelity, he did not desire to go far from Roman 
territory.  It was “for this reason he ordered Arethas and his men to cross the Tigris 
River…while as for himself he saw to it that he did not get even one day’s march from the 
Roman boundary.”14  There is obviously no mention of the Ghassanid’s greed, which provoked 
them to abandon the Byzantines.  Shahid recognizes one criticism, however, in that this 
discrepancy may mean that the History “is inspired by partiality…[and] the Anecdota is inspired 
by spite.”15  Scholars ought to question both accounts since they cannot be sure which is most 
accurate.  Nonetheless, it is enough to highlight his prejudice. 

 
Shahid’s analysis of the various incidents of Procopius’ falsehoods and half-truths do not 

address the subtle criticism of Belisarius (Magisterkritik) present in the History.  In fact, Shahid 
overlooks the Greek historian’s critical appraisal of the magister by focusing on Procopius’ 
efforts to defend Belisarius.  Indeed, Procopius does blame the Ghassanids for Byzantine 
defeats; but he also assigns blame to Belisarius.   

 
At the Battle of Callinicum, for instance, Procopius writes that the soldiers had to 

persuade Belisarius to fight.  Initially, the magister considered it imprudent to pursue the 
retreating Persians, since he reasoned, “if we compel them against their will to abandon their 
purpose of withdrawing and to come to battle with us, we shall win no advantage whatsoever if 
we are victorious,—for why should one rout a fugitive?”16  Despite his well-reasoned 
pragmatism, the Roman troops convinced Belisarius to attack, which motivated the Persians to 
fight.  Shahid interprets this episode as partiality for the magister, assigning blame to the troops 
who convinced him to battle the Persians.   

 
Another interpretation of this battle is that Procopius was actually slighting Belisarius.  

He even emphasizes this criticism with the curious episode of the Persian army standing before 
their king, Cabades, after defeating the Byzantines.  He writes that after Cabades realized the 
high rate of casualties from the battle and the failure to capture a fortress, “he rebuked 
Azarethes [the Persian commander] for the victory and thereafter ranked him among the most 
                                                
11 History, II. xix. 14. 
12 History, II. xix. 16. 
13 History, II. xix. 26. 
14 Procopius, Anecdota History of the Wars, vol. 6 of Procopius, tr. Henry Bronson Dewing (Cambridge, Harvard 
University Press, 1961), ii. 23. 
15 Irfan Kawar, “Procopius and Arethas,” 50. 
16 History, I. xviii. 19. 
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unworthy.”17  For even the Persian king, though not present at the battle, realized its 
uselessness—just as Belisarius had suspected.  Yet, in contrast to the prudence of Cabades (who 
punishes his commander) the Byzantine soldiers easily swayed Belisarius to fight the Persians.  
By putting these two episodes together in the History, Procopius illustrates Belisarius’ 
ineffectiveness as a magister—an example of restrained Magisterkritik. 

 
Procopius again highlights the impotency of the magister at the fortress in Sisauranon 

by questioning his strategy.  He chronicles that the commanders had to convince Belisarius to 
return to Roman territory, as “they came, indeed, frequently to Belisarius and entreated him to 
release them immediately, protesting that they had given over to Alamoundaras the country of 
Lebanon and Syria, and were sitting there for no good reason.”18 Procopius suggests that if not 
for these commanders, Belisarius would have stubbornly waited for Arethas’ return, while his 
men became ill from the intense heat.    

 
In the same episode, moreover, the Greek historian even accuses the Magister of 

cowardice.  After receiving the false intelligence from Arethas, Procopius writes that  
“Belisarius and the Roman army, hearing nothing concerning this force, were disturbed, and 
they were filled with fear and an intolerable and exaggerated suspicion” (italics added).19  The 
Greek phrase translated as “exaggerated” is o-./ µ/.0&12 3µ!&!.42./,, and literally means “not 
falling within moderation (or the mean).”  In other words, Procopius hints that his fear was 
more excessive than acceptable, particularly for the commander of an army.  

 
Besides these examples of Magisterkritik in the History, Shahid’s articles do not 

convincingly address other criticisms of the Ghassanids, primarily those not dealing with the 
military.  Examples abound of language and descriptions that Procopius utilizes to disparage 
the settled society and Christianity of the “Saracens” allied with Constantinople.  Only in his 
most recent work, Byzantium and the Arabs in the Sixth Century (BASIC), did he address the issue 
by suggesting that Procopius was a “crypto-Samaritan.”  He did not develop this argument, 
perhaps indicating his own uncertainty, especially considering other research into Procopius’ 
religion.20 

 
Through suggestio veri, Procopius does not clearly differentiate the sedentary, Christian 

Ghassanids from the nomadic—and often pagan—tribes outside the frontier zone.  For 
example, Procopius describes the Ghassanid territory in unflattering, desolate terms.  He 
writes that,  

 
The coast immediately beyond the boundaries of Palestine is held by Saracens, 
who have been settled from of old in the Palm Groves.  These groves are in the 
interior, extending over a great tract of land, and there absolutely nothing else 
grows except palm trees….and [Abochorabus ] was appointed by the emperor 
captain over the Saracens in Palestine. And he guarded the land from plunder 

                                                
17 History, I. xviii. 56. 
18 History, II. xix. 34. 
19 History, II. xix. 30. 
20 One should examine Averil Cameron’s chapter entitled ‘Procopius and Christianity,’ in Procopius and the Sixth 
Century (1985), where she dismisses the claims of former scholars suspecting the historian to be anything but a 
Christian. 
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constantly, for both to the barbarians over whom he ruled and no less to the 
enemy, Abochorabus always seemed a man to be feared and an exceptionally 
energetic fellow (italics added).21 
 

He reduces the Ghassanids to itinerant pastoralists and as “barbarians.”  Procopius builds on 
their alleged nomadism when describing the source of the inter-war feud between Arethas and 
Alamoundaras.  The dispute involved ownership of the Strata, which “at that time was claimed 
by both tribes of Saracens…and extends to the south of the city of Palmyra.”22  On this land, 
“nowhere does it produce a single tree or any of the useful growth of corn-lands, for it is 
burned exceedingly dry by the sun, but from old it has been devoted to the pasturage of some 
few flocks.”23 
 

Procopius is responsible, Shahid claims, for this nomadic image of the Ghassanids, since 
the “natural conclusion of the reader of his pages is that these were nomads with no fixed 
dwellings, roaming Oriens and untrustworthy at that.”24  By doing so, Procopius robs the 
Ghassanids of their sedentary heritage that Shahid examines in BASIC. 

 
One very important, and glaring, omission by Procopius is the religious identity of the 

Ghassanids, which he leaves in doubt by grouping all “Saracens” into one indistinguishable 
group.  When describing the palm grooves, he writes, “beyond them many other nations are 
said to be settled as far as the man-eating Saracens.”25  In addition, when the Byzantine army 
decided to leave the fortress at Sisauranon ten years later, it was because the “sacred season of 
the Saracens had in fact already passed,” referring to the supposed two months when the tribes 
would not fight.26  Finally, Procopius includes the curious episode of Ambrus, “one of the 
Saracens, who though a Christian, was serving under Alamoundaras,” but who assisted the city 
of Sergiopolis by secretly warning the inhabitants of the Persian stratagems.27  The intriguing 
mention is significant, because it is the only instance of Procopius linking Christianity with 
“Saracen”—but only to a specific person and with exception as indicated by “though.” 

 
Considering the overlooked examples of Magisterkritik as well as the deliberate 

obfuscation of the Christian and sedentary nature of the Ghassanids, Shahid’s original analysis 
ought to be expanded.  Instead of limiting the discussion to prodosia, we can incorporate Greg 
Fisher’s conclusions about the development of a unique Ghassanid identity—distinct from 
Byzantium but incorporated into its hierarchy.  Thus, Procopius’ bias becomes more than just 
Kaiserkritik and absolving Belisarius; it includes a political critique on the developing 
autonomous identity of the Ghassanids, which Monophysitism and settled society were an 
aspect.  Although he considers the apex of this process as having occurred under the reign of 

                                                
21 History, I. xix. 8-11. 
22 History, II. i. 6. 
23 History, II. i. 6. 
24 Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs in the Sixth Century, pg. 5.   
Related, Shahid believes that archaeological and literary source purport that in fact, Justinian “left in the hands of 
the Ghassanids the segment of the limes that extend not only from Palmyra to Ayla but also the longer one that 
began at Circesium,” to fortify and defend (5).  In BASIC, he traces the Ghassanid connection to a variety of 
structures, like Qasr al-Hayr al Gharbi, the praetorium extra muros, and the tower at Dumayr. 
25 History. I. xix. 15. 
26 History. II. xix. 33. 
27 History. II. xx. 10. 
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Arethas’ son al-Mundhir (569-582), he accurately credits the policies of Arethas and Emperor 
Justinian for encouraging their autonomy. Fisher points to two occurrences during Arethas’ 
rule that highlight an important development of Ghassanid identity.  Since Procopius 
associates these developments with the prodosia theme, we can conclude that he thus impugns 
the unique Ghassanid identity. 

 
The first event is the elevation of Arethas to the “dignity of king” (ca. 530) by Emperor 

Justinian.  Fisher interprets this move as the old Roman tradition of “supporting individual 
leaders against whom they could apply political leverage, backing up this approach with 
punitive expeditions and gifts of money where it suited.”28  This explanation corresponds well 
with Shahid’s argument that there is an “inherent improbability” of Arethas betraying the 
Byzantine army since this title “carried with it much prestige…and it was an office which was 
highly coveted by many of the Arab chiefs.” 29 Consequently, Arethas depended on the support 
and protection of the Romans, for he was vulnerable to other phylarchs and tribes.  As already 
explored, Procopius suggests that this development was dangerous and ineffective, since 
Arethas quickly turned treacherous.  Shahid would add that it is particularly interesting for 
Procopius to use the term '#()*/-, instead of the more accurate term #05)67*#05&# (“supreme 
phylarch”).   This alternative term would have better described Arethas’ responsibilities as a 
“function in the Byzantine military system of Oriens,” since “Basileia appears more of a 
decorative dignity revealed to the barbarian world.”30  Accordingly, he postulates that 
#05)67*#05&#, as a neologism, “might create some confusion about the structure of the military 
administration in Oriens…” since “the holder of this new position would have been put on the 
same level as the magister militum of Antioch.”31  Thus, by opting for a title from the barbarian 
world, Procopius not only prevents administrative confusion and recognized the elevated status 
of Arethas—just as Fisher argues—but he also makes a clever political point by keeping 
Arethas separate from Byzantium but is denigrated as an independent, treacherous “king”  now 
allied, to Constantinople.  

 
A second important development concerning Arethas is his growing military 

independence.  Fisher points to the episode at the fortress in Sisauranon where Arethas 
purportedly exercised his own judgment to abandon the Romans.  Despite the fact that Fisher 
inexplicably falls for the prodosia theme, Shahid would agree that during the Persian Wars, 
Procopius indeed realized the growing military influence of the Ghassanids.  At the Battle of 
Callinicum ten years earlier, for example, he described the forces under Arethas as (.01./7µ#, 
an army, which is “a natural description since this was not the small force of a provincial 
phylarch but the army of the supreme phylarch in Oriens.”32  By using this term (.01./7µ#, 
instead of his usual word $72 (often translated as “forces”), Procopius indicates a higher 
standing for the Ghassanids, Arethas in particular.  He is not a phylarch commanding tribal 
contingents but the leader of an army such as another sovereign would command. Moreover, 
this was an army which could betray the Byzantines—a consequence of their developing 
independence. 

                                                
28 Greg Fisher, “The Political Development of the Ghass"n between Rome and Iran,” Journal of Late Antiquity 1, 
no. 2 (2008): 312. 
29 Irfan Kawar, “Procopius and Arethas,” 46. 
30 Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs in the Sixth Century, 97. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs in the Sixth Century, 134. 
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Fisher’s contention of the development of an autonomous Ghassanid identity through 

political symbols (viz. the elevation of Arethas to a “king” and the creation of an “army”), and 
their placement alongside examples of prodosia, helps us account for the subtle criticisms of 
Belisarius. Instead of only criticizing the Emperor and absolving the magister, Procopius 
intended to criticize the formation of a politically unique Ghassanid kingdom.  This same 
conclusion also explains why the Greek historian also explicitly limns a nomadic, pagan image 
of the settled, Christian Ghassanids.  Just as a new crown and larger army represented a 
growing separateness of this Arab kingdom, their sponsoring of the heretical Monophysitism 
was an assertion of religious—if not cultural—autonomy from Constantinople.33  Whereas 
Shahid’s original analysis of the prodosia theme does not account for Procopius’ treatment of 
Ghassanid society, Fisher’s study of Ghassanid identity offers a solution.  Just as Procopius 
criticizes the political autonomy of Byzantium’s Arab allies, he also deprecates Ghassanid 
society and religion. 

 
Evaluating Greg Fisher’s findings alongside Shahid’s analysis, the Procopian prejudice 

becomes more pervasive. The cases of subtle Magisterkritik and instances where Procopius 
disparages the social and religious identity of the Ghassanids commented on the policy of the 
Byzantine system which encouraged the Ghassanids to form an autonomous identity (both 
political and religious).  Procopius was clearly worried by this policy, which explains why he 
characterized the Ghassanids as treacherous and as nomadic pagans.  Shahid rightly realized 
that the Procopian prejudice, the implications of prodosia, tarnished the reputation of the 
Ghassanids in the eyes of future historians.  The intention of this analysis, then, is not to draw 
criticisms of Shahid’s oeuvre; rather, it is to account for the other criticisms and 
misrepresentations plaguing Procopius’ history.  By re-evaluating his conclusion, we find that 
Procopius’ motivations were even more cynical.  The Greek historian was not only criticizing 
Justinian and expunging Belisarius, but also decrying the growing uniqueness of Ghassanid 
society independent from Constantinople. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

                                                
33 In BASIC, Shahid details the conversion of the Ghassanids to Christianity and then their conversion to 
Monophysitism of which they became staunch supporters. He describes their Christian rituals (including 
pilgrimages), their role in theological debates, and support for monasteries.  Although during Persian Wars the 
Monophysite and Chalcedonian dispute had reached a state of abeyance, the Ghassanid were surely developing 
Monophysitism. Arethas’ efforts thus led to the ordinations of Jacob and Theodore (542/543), thereby 
strengthening the place of Monophysitism in the Christian world. 
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