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Muhammad And The Believers At
The Origins Of Islam

Introduction:
Rethinking the Origins
of Islam

The story of Islam's beginnings is often
told as a fast-moving narrative of a new
religion  born  in  the  Arabian  desert,
spreading  through  conquest  and
conversion.  But  in  recent  decades,  a
more nuanced and historically dynamic
picture has emerged, one that reframes
the  earliest  community  around  the
Prophet  Muhammad not  as  a  distinct
religion  called  "Islam"  in  its  modern
sense, but as a broader movement of
Muhammad  and  the  believers  at
the  origins  of  Islam.  This  scholarly
perspective, most famously articulated
by  historian  Fred  Donner  in  his  book
Muhammad and the Believers:  At  the
Origins of Islam, invites us to consider a
period  when  the  boundaries  between
faiths  were  more  porous,  and  the
centra l  concern  was  r ighteous
monotheism rather than a fully formed
religious system. In this article, we will
explore the key ideas of this paradigm,
the historical context, the nature of the
early  community,  and  how  this  view
reshapes our understanding of Islam's
formative era.

The Traditional

Narrative vs. The
Believers' Movement

Traditional  Islamic  historiography
presents the emergence of Islam as a
clear break from the polytheistic past.
According to this account, Muhammad
received revelations in Mecca, preached
against  idolatry,  and  after  the  Hijra
(migration)  to  Medina,  established  a
distinct  religious  community.  The
Quran,  the  compiled  revelations,  and
the actions of the Prophet laid down a
complete way of life. Later, under the
caliphs, Islam spread rapidly.

However,  the  "Believers"  approach
suggests  that  the  earliest  movement
was less sectarian. The term "muslim"
in  the  Quran  often  means  "one  who
submits  to  God"  and  can  include
righteous Jews and Christians. The key
self-identification  was  "mu'min"
(believer), not "muslim" in the exclusive
sense. This aligns with the Quran's call
to the "People of the Book" to join in a
common platform of  monotheism and
moral living.

What Does "Believers" Mean
in This Context?

The concept of Muhammad and the
believers  at  the  origins  of  Islam
emphasizes  that  early  followers  saw
themselves  as  part  of  a  restoration
movement. They believed that previous



prophets—Abraham, Moses, Jesus—had
delivered the same essential message:
worship  one God and act  righteously.
Muhammad  was  the  final  messenger,
but  his  mission  was  to  correct  the
deviations  of  earlier  communities,  not
to start an entirely new religion. This is
why  the  Quran  frequently  addresses
"the believers" (al-mu'minun) and urges
Jews and Christians to return to the true
path.  The  early  community  included
some Jews and Christians who accepted
Muhammad as a prophet, though many
did  not.  Over  time,  the  movement
became  more  distinct,  eventually
developing  into  what  we  call  Islam.

Historical Context:
Arabia and the Late
Antique World

To  understand  this  perspective,  we
must  place  seventh-century  Arabia
within  the  broader  world  of  Late
Antiquity. The Byzantine and Sasanian
empires,  with  their  state  religions
(Christianity  and  Zoroastrianism),
dominated the region. Arabian society
was  tribal,  with  polytheism,  Jewish
communities,  and  various  Christian
denominations  present.  The  Quran's
discourse  reflects  this  multi-faith
environment:  it  argues  with  Jews and
Christians,  calls  them  to  unity,  and
condemns their divisions.

Muhammad's  message  of  str ict
monotheism  and  socia l  just ice
resonated  in  a  time  of  political  and
religious  tension.  The  movement's
growth was not just  spiritual  but also
social and political. The Constitution of
Medina—a pact between Muslims, Jews,
and  pagans—shows  that  the  early
community  was  a  confederation  of

"believers" (mu'minun) who agreed to
live  by  certain  principles,  including
mutual  defense  and  recognition  of
Muhammad  as  arb i t rator .  Th is
document does not force conversion but
insists  on  monotheism  and  moral
conduct.

The Role of the Quran in
Shaping Identity

The  Quran  constantly  reinforces  the
theme of  divine  guidance for  all  who
believe. Verses like "Say, 'O People of
the Scripture, come to a common word
between us and you: that we worship
none but God'" (Quran 3:64) illustrate
the  inclusivist  impulse.  The  early
bel ievers  saw  themselves  as  a
righteous remnant, standing against the
corrupt  religious  establishment  of
Mecca and the sectarianism of Jews and
Christians.  This  identity  was  fluid,  but
over time, as the movement expanded
and faced opposition, it began to define
itself more sharply.

The Prophet
Muhammad as Leader
of the Believers

Muhammad  was  not  just  a  religious
figure  but  also  a  political  and  military
leader.  The  believers'  movement
needed  to  surv ive  in  a  host i le
environment. The raids against Meccan
caravans, the battles of Badr, Uhud, and
the Trench, and the eventual conquest
of Mecca were all part of establishing a
secure state. In this context, "believer"
meant someone who pledged loyalty to
Muhammad  and  the  community,
accepted  God's  guidance  through  the
Quran, and upheld justice.

Importantly,  the  early  community's
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boundaries  were  not  defined  by  a  rigid
set  of  rituals  alone.  While  prayer,
almsgiving,  and  pilgrimage  were
practiced, the emphasis was on moral
purity, charity, and obedience to God.
The  Quranic  criticism  of  hypocrites
(munafiqun)  shows  that  internal
commitment mattered more than mere
affiliation.

Relations with Jews and
Christians

Initially,  many  Jews  in  Medina  were
invited to join the believers' movement.
Some  d id ,  but  o thers  re jected
Muhammad's prophethood. The Quran's
tone  shifts  from  conci l iatory  to
confrontational  over  time.  Yet  even
after  conflicts  with  Jewish  tribes,  the
Quran still maintains that some "People
of  the  Book"  are  righteous  believers.
The idea of  a separate religion called
"Islam"  crystallized  later,  especially
under  the  Umayyad  caliphs,  when
administrative  needs  and  empire-
building demanded clearer distinctions.

This  fluidity  is  a  key  insight  of  the
"Believers" thesis. It explains why early
Islamic sources show a surprising lack
of  polemic  against  Christianity  and
Judaism compared to later periods. The
famous Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem,
built  in  691  CE,  contains  inscriptions
that  reject  the  Trinity  and emphasize
Jesus  as  a  prophet,  but  also  call
Chr ist ians  and  Jews  to  jo in  the
monotheistic  community—not  to
convert  to  a  new  religion.

From Believers to
Muslims: The Crucial

Shift

When did "believers" become "Muslims"
in  the  exclusive  sense?  Scholars  like
Donner argue that this  transformation
occurred  during  the  reign  of  Abd  al-
Malik (685–705 CE) and his successors.
The state began to assert  the unique
status  of  Muhammad's  revelation,  the
Quran, and the Arab identity. The term
"Islam"  appears  more  frequently  in
inscriptions  and  documents.  The
conquests  had  brought  vast  non-Arab
populations under Muslim rule, and the
need  to  differentiate  the  ruling  elite
from  subject  peoples  led  to  the
development  of  Islamic  law  (sharia),
theology, and communal identity.

Nevertheless,  the  early  period  of
Muhammad  and  the  believers  at
the  origins  of  Islam  remains  a
fascinating  chapter.  It  suggests  that
Islam's  DNA  includes  an  inclusive,
ecumenical  ideal  that  was  later
narrowed.  This  has  implications  for
modern  interfaith  dialogue  and
understanding the diversity within early
Islam.

Scholarly Debates and
Evidence

The  "Believers"  thesis  is  not  without
critics.  Some  scholars  argue  that  the
Quran is more explicitly anti-trinitarian
and  anti-Jewish  than  Donner  allows.
Others  point  to  the  speed  of  the
conquests and the early caliphs' policies
as  evidence  of  a  distinct  religious
identity  from the  start.  However,  the
evidence  from  non-Muslim  sources
(Greek,  Syriac,  Armenian)  does  not
always refer to the Arabs as "Muslims"
but often as "Saracens" or "Hagarenes."
It  takes  time  before  Islamic  identity



becomes clear to outsiders.

Archaeological evidence, such as early
coins and inscriptions, shows a gradual
transition.  For  example,  coins  minted
under  the  caliph  Muawiya  (661–680)
bear Christian crosses alongside Arabic
phrases,  suggesting  a  hybrid  period.
Only  later  do  coins  become  purely
aniconic  with  Quranic  quotes.  This
supports  the  view  that  the  definitive
separation of Islam as a distinct religion
took decades, not years.

Why This Matters
Today

Understanding  Muhammad  and  the
believers at the origins of Islam is
not  an  academic  exercise  alone.  It
challenges the common perception that
Islam was born fully formed, immutable,
and hostile to other faiths.  Instead, it
shows  a  movement  of  moral  renewal
deep ly  rooted  in  Late  Ant ique
monotheism.  This  perspective  can
foster a more nuanced appreciation of
Islamic history and its relationship with
Judaism and Christianity.

For  Musl ims,  this  view  does  not
undermine  the  truth  of  Islam  but
enriches  its  narrative.  The  Prophet's
message was always about returning to
the fundamental  belief  in  one God,  a
message  shared  with  previous
prophets.  The  later  development  of

Islamic law and theology built upon that
foundation.  For  non-Muslims,  it  offers  a
historical bridge, showing that the early
community was in dialogue with other
monotheists, not hermetically sealed.

Conclusion: The Legacy
of the Early Believers

The origins of Islam, as illuminated by
the concept  of  Muhammad and the
believers  at  the  origins  of  Islam,
remind us that religious identities are
often  more  fluid  at  their  beginnings
than they later become. The movement
was  a  ca l l  to  monothe i sm  and
righteousness,  open to  all  who would
submit to God. Over time, it coalesced
into the religion we know today, but the
foundational period holds lessons about
inclusivity,  moral  urgency,  and  the
power  of  a  shared  belief  in  one  God.

Whether  we  accept  the  "Believers"
model in full  or not,  it  compels us to
look at early Islam with fresh eyes. It
invites us to consider that the Prophet's
original community was defined less by
a label and more by a commitment: to
worship God alone, live justly, and care
for  the vulnerable.  In  that  sense,  the
story of the early believers is not just a
historical  reconstruction;  it  is  a  living
reminder of the core values that lie at
the heart of Islam, values that continue
to  inspire  millions  around  the  world
today.


