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Introduction
Internet is an important networking tool for Muslims in the United Kingdom (U.K.) that facilitates Muslims of various backgrounds to connect with people, which in turn enables them to engage in social and political actions. The notion of connecting with people has always been important for Muslims as depicted by the term “ummah”, which describes community of faith in which Muslims over various location and time are united by Islam[footnoteRef:1]. The introduction of internet has led to the emergence of a concept called the “virtual ummah”, described as the Islamic community in the cyberspace[footnoteRef:2]. Internet with its networking and communication elements like Facebook, WhatsApp, and Twitter have enabled Muslims to connect with other Muslims and non-Muslims globally, bringing them into a common platform unconstrainted by geographical factors. This paper seeks to understand the social effects of internet and its elements on networking for Muslims in the U.K.   [1:  Sahar Khamis, '“Cyber Ummah”: The Internet And Muslim Communities', in Handbook Of Contemporary Islam And Muslim Lives (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2021), pp. 823-843 (p. 824).]  [2:  Ibid, p. 824.] 


The Effect of Internet for Muslims in the U.K. 
	As the internet and social media become popular throughout the world, it has also enabled Muslims in U.K. to form networks that enable them to engage in various actions. This essay shows that internet has impacted Muslims in U.K. in at least four significant ways.

Political Action for Identity Formation
	British Muslims have been perceived to lack interest in British politics as Islam is deemed incompatible with modern democratic British society[footnoteRef:3]. Although there has been an increasing engagement by Muslims with the government and wider society, such as the establishment of the Muslim Council of Britain, there is a sensing that the involvement of young British Muslims is lacking[footnoteRef:4]. Storer-church however argues that while the young people may not be highly involved in the traditional forms of political participation, such as electoral behaviour and campaign activities, they are engaged in online forms of political actions to substantiate their citizenship and enhance individual and collective voice to effect changes in the society[footnoteRef:5]. The internet, in particularly the use of Facebook groups, has enabled young British Muslims to connect with Muslims and non-Muslims to assert, debate and define the conceptualisation of the British Muslim identity. Facebook groups allow users without any pre-existing relationship to gather collectively in a virtual space around the notion of political interests. Examples of such prominent Facebook groups in the U.K. are the Muslim Defence League, which aims to oppose Islamophobia and counter misinformation about Islam, and the United Shades of Britain, which creates a space to nurture more positive interactions and images about Islam[footnoteRef:6]. Interviews with users of these groups identify two ways how participation and networking in online communities enable them to engage in political actions[footnoteRef:7]. Firstly, online participation enables users to deepen their sense of being a British Muslim. The Facebook groups enable users to connect with people who share similar viewpoints about British Muslim identity and the resultant process of conversing with similar others and listening to common viewpoints help to reinforce one’s sense of the identity. Secondly, Facebook groups connect users to others with different backgrounds or beliefs. This creates a space for young British Muslims to debate with Muslims and non-Muslim on the ideas of being Muslim and belonging to within British society. Although young British Muslims are young and are part of a minority group in the U.K., the internet has provided them a platform to connect with others and express their voice.    [3:  Brooke Storer-Church, 'Facebook Groups As Potential Political Publics? Exploring Ideas Of The Political Amongst Young British Muslim Facebook Users', in Muslims And Political Participation in Britain, ed. by Timothy Pearce (Routledge, 2015), pp. 156-173 (p. 156).]  [4:  Ibid, p. 156.]  [5:  Ibid, p. 157.]  [6:  Ibid, p. 159.]  [7:  Ibid, p. 167.] 

Social Movement
The use of social media has connected Muslims in the U.K. and globally to undertake collective actions, in particularly against anti-Islamic rhetoric. Social media is an instrument that facilitates interaction and communication among a social group with common objective, such as enacting social movements. One such case is the use of social media by a group of British Muslims to initiate and mobilise the #NotInMyName movement. The movement was started after a Muslim Daaesh beheaded a humanitarian activist, Haines[footnoteRef:8]. Daaesh claimed that the barbaric act was done in the name of Islam and the Muslim population[footnoteRef:9]. This led to a group of British Muslims to condemn the act of Daaesh and spoke out against this cruel act. They launched the #NotInMyName on Twitter to encourage people to speak out against Daaesh[footnoteRef:10]. The hashtag went viral and circulated widely among Twitter users and led to Muslims in the U.K. and globally to join the act collectively. The hashtag #NotInMyName became a social movement that includes rallies, marches and interfaith events[footnoteRef:11]. The research of Kamaruzzaman that focuses on this social movement explains how the social media platforms were instrumental in this impactful movement. First, the hashtag allows people to independently mobilise people, organise events and spread awareness to engage the broader public[footnoteRef:12]. Second, the use of social media like Twitter and messenger app like Whatsapp make it easier for British Muslim to communicate with like-minded people and mobilise them to participate in the movement[footnoteRef:13]. Third, online platforms that are not defined by geography enables engagement of both local and overseas participants[footnoteRef:14]. Without internet-based platforms, the #NotInMyName would not have reached the audience it has impacted.  [8:  Kartini B. Kamaruzzaman, An in Depth Analysis Of Cyberconflict: A Case Study Of British Muslims And The #NotInMyName Movement'. (Unpublished PhD Thesis, University of Leicester, 2019), p. 124. ]  [9:  Ibid, p. 124.]  [10:  Ibid, p. 125.]  [11:  Ibid, p. 126.]  [12:  Ibid, p. 141.]  [13:  Ibid, p. 143.]  [14:  Ibid, p. 144.] 

Gender Empowerment
	The use of social media has provided Muslim women with the networks to build social capital that empowers them in decision making. Due to the patriarchal gender norms in most Muslims family, Muslim women are perceived to be disempowered in their ability to make decisions. Due to power restrictions experienced by Muslim women, they lack the ability to choose or to influence others[footnoteRef:15]. While living in a freer democratic country, British Muslim women also experience restriction from religious and familial guidance in Islam[footnoteRef:16]. Research by Khan and colleagues show that social media can attenuate the disempowerment of Muslim women[footnoteRef:17]. In their study, they investigate how the use of social media can enable Muslim women in the U.K. to be empowered in their decision-making concerning hospitality and tourism. In using social media platform like Facebook, disempowered Muslim women can network with others, which turn increases two types of social capital[footnoteRef:18]. The first social capital is bonding social capital that is made up of friends, family and people with similar background. The second type is bridging social capital that comprises of people with weak ties that come from different background. When Muslim women acquire the bonding and bridging social capital, they are equipped with the knowledge, expertise, emotional support and advice that can empower them to make decisions. Their argument was supported in their survey of 791 Muslim women in the U.K. Although Muslim women may be disempowered, the internet provides a platform for them to acquire social capital that can lead to empowerment.     [15:  Imran Maqbool Khan and others, 'Social Media And Empowerment In Hospitality And Tourism Decision-Making: A Study among UK Muslim Women', International Journal of Hospitality Management, 101 (2022), 103125 (p. 2).]  [16:  Shehla R. Arifeen and Caroline Gatrell, 'Those Glass Chains That Bind You: How British Muslim Women Professionals Experience Career, Faith And Family', British Journal of Management, 31 (2020), 221-236 (p. 232).]  [17:  Imran Maqbool Khan and others, 'Social Media And Empowerment In Hospitality And Tourism Decision-Making: A Study among UK Muslim Women', p. 1.]  [18:  Ibid, p. 2.] 


Online Matchmaking
The internet is significant in enabling Muslims to network with more people to have more choices for potential partners. Network has always played an important role for Muslims to find a suitable partner. Traditionally, Muslims search for suitable spouse through tightly-knit Muslim families or through local mosques[footnoteRef:19]. Today, Muslims are moving away from the traditions and are considering alternative platforms such as online matchmaking or matchmaking apps. Muslims are drawn to online matchmaking because it provides autonomy for Muslims over their spousal choices as they do not want to be limited within their kinship networks. Others are unable to tap on their traditional network, such as those without a Muslim family network or those whose parents are not interested to find spouses for them[footnoteRef:20]. The acceptance of technology has provided Muslims with practicality and flexibility into the practice of matchmaking[footnoteRef:21]. The use of online platforms for matchmaking is popular among U.K. Muslims as shown by the 600,000 members in Muzmatch, the largest Muslim dating app in U.K.[footnoteRef:22]. Users are motivated to use these apps because they can network with more people, including knowing more people that can be considered as potential spouses, having more control who they can communicate with without family pressure, and finding people with similar expectations concerning marriage[footnoteRef:23]. While matchmaking platforms are a modern evolution of the cultural practices of marriage, study has shown that religious requirement and values continues to be central in the process of finding spouses[footnoteRef:24].  [19:  Anna Piela, 'Beyond The Traditional‐Modern Binary: Faith And Identity In Muslim Women's Online Matchmaking Profiles', CyberOrient, 5 (2011), 63-89 (p. 65).]  [20:  Ibid, p. 65.]  [21:  Gary R. Bunt, iMuslims: Rewiring the House of Islam, (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2009), p. 104.]  [22:  Hussein Kesvani, Follow Me, Akhi: The Online World of British Muslims (London: Hurst & Company, 2019), p. 64.]  [23:  Ibid, pp. 64-65.]  [24:  Anna Piela, 'Beyond The Traditional‐Modern Binary: Faith And Identity In Muslim Women's Online Matchmaking Profiles', 63-89 (p. 81)] 


Conclusion
 	This essay shows the significant effects of internet and social media for Muslims in U.K. to develop networks that enable them to engage social, cultural and political issues. Not only internet has enabled various demographics of the Muslim community, including the young people, the general Muslim population, disempowered women and ready to marry adults, to connect with new people, internet has enabled the minority Muslims in the U.K. to engage with critical issues such as defining the concept of British Muslim identity, correcting wrong stereotypes about Islam and Muslim, empowering women, and overcoming barriers of traditional structures. The flexible and open nature of internet has provided a space for Muslims to have a voice and to make choices, which are constraint in the offline space due to their minority status in U.K. or the hierarchy within the Muslim community. From a policy perspective, providing greater internet access to Muslims that experience isolation can be a policy option to enable them to connect with more people. 
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