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ABSTRACT: In recent years island communities have actively adapted in response to a 
complex combination of changes that has shaped life on the islands, and this has had gendered 
consequences. The gender ramifications of adaptation on islands are still largely neglected in 
adaptation policies, although they are increasingly being addressed in the scientific literature. 
Understanding gendered consequences is indispensable for a critical comprehension of 
adaptation on islands. It would help avoid the formulation of adaptation policies that tend to focus 
only on technical problems and solutions. Such solutions potentially run the risk of reducing island 
problems to only biophysical issues such as sea level rise or problems attributed to the size and 
isolation of the islands. This paper investigates the consequences of adaptation for the mobility 
of both women and men on two islands in the Maldives, a small island developing state (SIDS) 
that has experienced unprecedented changes in recent decades. The focus on mobility stems 
from the fact that it forms an integral social and cultural part of island life. Although gender 
and mobility are intrinsically linked, the gendered consequences of adaptation for mobility 
are understudied. This study used qualitative interviews to collect narratives. The results show 
that the adaptation interviewees describe from their living memory has only exacerbated 
gender inequality by influencing the mobility of men and women in different ways. 
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Introduction 
 
Islands have long been objects of fascination aesthetically, in literature, and in academic 
scholarship (Baldacchino, 2004; King, 1993; McCall, 1994). The rise in global cultural 
interaction has further increased this fascination and has opportunities in some cases provided 
islands with (Lockwood, 2004). Contrary to the view that holds that globalization has a 
homogenizing effect, local-global interactions often create heterogeneity (Appadurai, 1996). 
This heterogeneity is a product of local-global interactions and local responses to it, albeit on 
an unequal basis (Pieterse, 1994). 

Globalization discourses focusing mostly on the internationalization of the capitalist 
economy could disguise the role of power and its cultural and ideological influence and create 
generalizing discourses, including discourses on gender (Chowdhry & Nair, 2004; Mohanty, 
1988). For instance, discourses on adaptation on islands that focus on their isolation and 
geography sometimes end up disguising the historical and cultural experiences of global 
changes and perniciously shift focus away from pressing issues in the adaptation process 
(Farbotko, 2005; Kelman, 2014). This is not to disregard the importance of understanding 
the vulnerabilities and risk stemming from island geography. However, such discourses give 
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primacy to islands’ smallness and geographical isolation in understanding the risks and 
vulnerabilities to which islands must adapt. Understanding adaptation only from a vantage 
point of geography rather than island lives enmeshed in power relations might depoliticize 
adaptation and its consequences and disguise gender issues. This could ultimately generalize 
women in the global south, as often occurs in discussions that showcase women either as 
‘virtuous’ in saving the environment or ‘vulnerable’ due to poverty (Arora-Jonsson, 2010). 
Such generalization can be reinforced by a lack of “critical analysis of the social inequalities 
and hierarchies within and across islands” (Karides, 2017, p. 30).  

The purpose of this paper is to contribute to a critical understanding of adaptation on 
islands by showing that the consequences of adaptation are gendered in an island context. 
More specifically, this paper describes the gendered consequences of adaptation for the 
mobility of men and women within an island context.  

Mobility is an important adaptive strategy (Kronlid & Grandin, 2014) that influences 
identities and the availability to and accessibility of opportunities (Felgentreff, 1999; Kitrinou 
& Mytilini, 2014). Furthermore, nature of certain island geographies may be such as to 
heighten the importance of mobility mechanisms and strategies (Alexander, 2015; Farbotko 
et al., 2016; Grydehøj & Hayward, 2014; Spilanis et al., 2012). This paper adopts a view of 
adaptation that involves “those processes by which a population attempts to achieve a working 
relationship with its environment” (Agnew, 1981, p. 106) in the boadest possible sense. 
Environment here refers not only to nature but also to the lived environment of the people 
involved. This lived environment is both social and natural, and its social and natural aspects 
are intertwined to such a degree as to be indivisible (Adger, 2006, p. 37). Human beings act 
within rather than on their environment (Taylor, 2015). Equally important to note is that the 
process of adaptation is politicized, so that power operates in the negotiation of interests and 
needs (Nightingale, 2017). The process of adaptation itself involves some form of change, 
which could be an adjustment or a transformation. However, what separates an adaptation 
from a change in general is that it has a motivational core (Thornton & Manasfi, 2010). The 
motivational core of the adaptation lies in the fact that it happens in response to some changing 
condition, stress, hazard, risk, or opportunity that people value (Smit & Wandel, 2006). 

The Maldives has been adapting to a series of major economic changes with the spread 
of tourism, commercialization of fisheries, political changes in its quest for democracy, sea 
level rise, and social and cultural changes with the opening up of the economy. Adapting to 
these changes has had consequences. Using in-depth interviews conducted on two islands in 
the Maldives, namely Kudafari and Maafushi, this paper attempts to answer the research 
question: What consequences has adaptation had for the mobility of men and women in the 
two case studies? The Maldives makes an appropriate case due to the stated increase in gender 
inequality over the past ten years, despite a national commitment to mainstream gender in 
policies (May, 2016; UNDP, 2011). 

In an attempt to answer the research question, I start by presenting the context in an 
effort to relate adaptation to the two islands. This is followed by a conceptual framework 
comprised of a detailed description of how concepts are used in the paper. Next, the 
methodology section provides a detailed description of the approach used for the study, 
including the methods for data collection and analysis. This is followed by a presentation of 
the key findings of the study, followed by a detailed discussion. I conclude by pointing out 
the key discussion points that reaffirm the need for a gender-focused approach to 
understanding adaptation in an island context. 
 
Background to the study 
 
Historically, the Maldives have witnessed a strong foreign influence due to the islands’ 
strategic position along the Indian Ocean trade route. These foreign influences have shaped 
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religious beliefs and have influenced the change of the administration of the country from a 
sultanate to a constitutional monarchy (Phadnis & Luithui, 1981). In terms of religion, the 
Maldives were Buddhist in ancient times, with Islam being introduced in the 12th century 
by the Arabs (Phadnis & Luithui, 1981). After its independence from the United Kingdom 
in 1965, the Maldives have undergone a major social and economic transformation, especially 
since the economy opened to the outside in the 1970s (Fulu, 2004). Up to the 1980s, it was 
one of the poorest countries in the world, characterized by a fishing-based economy. The 
opening of the economy transformed both the tourism and fishing sectors, and this has had 
its own implications. In the tourism sector, the Maldives followed a one-island-one-resort 
policy. Tourism was restricted to resort islands where locals did not and still do not reside. 
Under the rule of Maumoon Abdul Gayoom, in 1978, quality tourism projects were 
introduced to respond to the problem of environmental degradation and mismanaged 
tourism. This included a move to avoid “cultural pollution” (see Scheyvens, 2011, p. 152). 
Tourism rules regarding ownership changed after 2008 when the new government allowed 
tourism on islands inhabited by locals. This gave rise to guesthouse tourism, which allows 
locals to construct and own guesthouses on these locally inhabited islands (Kundur, 2012). 

When it comes to fishing, mechanized boats, canned wet fish, and fish-aggregating 
devices were introduced to enhance the competitive edge of the fishing industry in terms of 
export (Adam et al., 2003). Increased international trade and tourism had a multiplier effect, 
leading to increased demand for imported goods (Maldives Human Development Report, 
2014, pp. 23-24) and infrastructure development, especially transport. 

Important to note here is that the transport and construction sectors are dominated by 
men. Additionally, both the tourism and fishing sectors are male-dominated, and all means of 
production, including fishing vessels, are owned by men (Asian Development Bank, 2014). 
Women historically engaged in fish preparation and processing, but fishing itself has always 
been a male-dominated activity. With the increased commercialization of fishing, the 
activities that women previously carried out have substantially reduced (Fulu & Miedema, 
2015, p. 435). Tourism contributed 79.4% of the Maldives GDP in 2016 (World Travel and 
Tourism Council, 2017) and accounts for more than a fifth of employment (National Bureau 
of Statistics IV, 2014). However, these employment opportunities have not benefited 
Maldivian women and youths (Maldives Human Development Report, 2014). 

Historically, the Maldives had a matrilineal tradition (Kulikov, 2003, p. 203). Female 
sultans ruled the Maldives from time to time until the 16th century, but since then women 
have increasingly assumed domestic roles (Faizal, 2005, p. 92). Democracy has come at a 
price, with the country witnessing a rise in non-secular voices (Bonofer, 2014). The rise of 
fundamentalism is recognized as hindering public participation, especially by women (UNDP, 
2011). Studies have confirmed that religious norms act as a barrier that keeps Maldivian women 
from participating in the tourist industry (Shakeela et al., 2010). The cultural norms in Maldives 
link men to occupations that require them to go outside and work, while reproductive tasks, 
such as childcare and household activities, are considered women’s domain (Asian Development 
Bank, 2014, p. 5). The unemployment rate among women is twice that of men (Asian 
Development Bank, 2014). The number of Maldivian women who hold jobs that involve 
decision-making is extremely low. There was a ban on women holding the office of president 
until 2008, with women holding around 5.6% of the total number of seats in the national 
parliament, and women make up just 0.5% of atoll councillors and 5.1% of island councillors 
(El-Horr & Pande, 2016, p. 27) with the country’s local and regional government system. 

The population of the Maldives increased dramatically in the first half of the 20th century 
but has been undergoing a decline since the 1970s. The country’s population was around 
341,000 as of 2014.  This includes a substantial number of immigrants, mainly from 
Bangladesh, India, and Sri Lanka. Immigrants make up 16% of the population, and 88% of 
immigrants are male labour migrants (May, 2016). The construction sector has been a major 
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employer of migrant labour (HDR, 2014). The increasing pace of urbanization combined 
with tourism has led to a population concentration on a few islands, especially in the capital 
city of Malé. This has led people to redesign spaces to accommodate the increased 
concentration of people with the result that people’s activities have become limited to the 
private spaces of homes (Fulu, 2014; Fulu & Miedema, 2015). Artificial islands are also being 
built to resettle populations under the Safer Island strategy (Maldives Human Development 
Report, 2014). Efforts to deal with sea level rise, with growing climate change concerns, have 
increased emphasis on construction efforts for coastal protection (NAPA, 2007). 

Furthermore, the rapid pace of political and economic change in the Maldives has been 
marked by an increase in divisive politics and economic inequities that have had a negative 
effect on the social cohesion of communities (UNDP, 2014, p. 46, p. 58). For example, there 
has been an increase in gang and gender-based violence. This is linked to young drug users 
with high levels of unemployment and a lack of trust in the government (UNDP, 2014).  

It is against this backdrop that I examine local consequences of adaptation. This 
evaluation goes beyond generalizing consequences as only economic and as devoid of gender. 
 
Conceptual Framework 
 
For the analysis reported in this paper, two conceptual discussions are relevant. First, gender 
is relevant for adaptation studies. Second, mobility is considered an important capability for 
adaptation and well-being. 
 
Gender and adaptation 
Literature on gender, especially on development and environment, has been accused of a 
tendency to generalize gender vulnerabilities and disregard context (Arora-Jonsson, 2011). 
With adaptation gaining currency with respect to global changes, especially in the context of 
islands, recognizing gendered adaptation supports the timely effort to contribute to a critical 
view of how change is experienced in island contexts (Karides, 2017). Feminist studies 
focusing on gendered experiences of island tourism (Momsen, 1994; Stonich et al., 2009), 
studies using the analytical lens of religion combined with tourism to understand women’s 
access and opportunities (Shakeela et al., 2010), and studies using an intersectional lens to 
understand gendered experiences of living on and being part of an island (Karides 2017) are 
all steps in the right direction. Understanding gendered consequences of adaptation to a 
complex combination of changes in shaping mobilities could further support such efforts. 

In contrast to a binary male-female perspective, this paper views gender as a social construct, 
using the term ‘gender’ as described by Lorber (1991, p. 280) “as a process that creates social 
differences that define ‘man’ and ‘woman’ […] As part of a stratification system, gender ranks 
men above women […] As a structure gender divides work at home and economic production.” 
This paper acknowledges that multiple power intersections exist in society, including island 
subjectivities (Karides, 2017), and that ‘women’ do not represent a homogenous group 
(Mohanty, 1988) but that a discussion of each of these intersections requires further research.  
 
Gender and mobility 
Using mobility as an indicator of gender practices seems congruent with the current focus on 
critically understanding gender and adaptation. Mobility is a power-laden concept, as the 
mobility of some could restrict the mobility of others (Manderscheid, 2009; Urry, 2007). In 
other words, both the exercise or lack of exercise of mobility (as a capability, discussed below) 
could be indicators of inequality, and this represents gender in practice and helps in its 
construction (Uteng & Cresswell, 2008). This paper uses the expanded definition of ‘mobility’ 
used by Cresswell (2006, p. 3) as a “socially produced motion,” referring to mobility as a 
movement, going beyond the physical aspect to include the representation or symbolic 
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meaning of this movement (Cresswell, 2010). Mobility and immobility may not be merely 
concrete experiences (Silva, 2015). Lack of mobility could result in conditions characterized 
by insecurity and lack of opportunity to have experiences. Thus, it is important to 
acknowledge mobility as a concrete reality and to understand the subjective meanings and 
potentials it represents. Mobility can also be understood as a capability, defined by the 
opportunity to function and to lead a life that one values (Sen, 2005). In an island context, 
mobility plays an integral role in accessing livelihoods (Christensen & Gough, 2012) and has 
been considered as an adaptive strategy, influenced by cultural, religious, economic, and social 
factors (Stojanov et al., 2016).  

Mobility to access livelihoods and deal with risks includes both the ability be mobile 
and accessibility to the capacity. When accessibility and ability to be mobile are achieved, the 
potential for movement is unleashed (Kaufmann et al., 2004). Mobility can thus produce new 
meanings and representations of “progress, freedom or modernity” (Uteng & Cresswell, 2008, 
p. 1) and empowerment in the form of accessibility (Hashemi et al., 1996).  

The present paper endorses this view and discusses three types of mobility and what 
they represent. The three types of mobility are 1) physical mobility (on the island, between 
islands, and on the open sea), 2) occupational mobility, and 3) existential mobility. Physical 
mobility represents not just physical movement but also the potential this creates for 
occupational and existential mobility. Occupational mobility (intergenerational or 
intragenerational) commonly refers to change in the work people do (Treiman, 2007), but 
also represents potential to be socially mobile (Lipset & Bendix, 1992, pp. 1-8). The third 
type of mobility is existential mobility, which is described by Kronlid (2008) as “intrinsic 
capability” to “imagine and dread potential identities and future lives.” Existential mobility 
represents well-being as accessing and actualizing “a full range of experiential and behavioural 
possibilities” (Todres & Galvin, 2010, p. 3). 
 
Methodology 
 
A case study approach was deemed appropriate for this study as it provides the researcher with 
an opportunity to gain an in-depth understanding of a phenomenon (Noor, 2008; Yin, 1994) 
in its natural setting, which also makes it context aware (Walsham, 1995). A major challenge 
in a qualitative case study approach is identifying the boundary of the cases (Creswell, 2007). 
This could easily lead to subjectivity on the side of the researcher (Patton, 1987). However, 
creativity requires subjectivity, and by exercising explicitness with regard to the criteria and 
rationale behind the selection of the cases, one can avoid being accused of unscrupulous 
subjectivity (Diefenbach, 2009, p. 891).  

Two islands, Maafushi and Kudafari, were chosen for this study. The island of Kudafari 
lies in the Noonu atoll (Southern Milandhunmadulu), an atoll with a registered population 
of 453 people, 99 of whom are non-Maldivian (National Bureau of Statistics I, 2014, p. 33). 
The island of Maafushi lies in the Kaafu atoll (corresponding to the Malé atoll), with a 
registered population of 3025 people, of whom 419 are non-Maldivians (National Bureau of 
Statistics I, 2014, p. 43). Tourism has resulted in both internal and international in-migration. 
Interviews and personal observations revealed in-migration for work by Maldivians from 
other islands (mainly the Addu atoll, the southernmost islands of the Maldives) as well as 
foreigners. Most of these migrants are employed in the tourism industry as hotel managers, 
water sports instructors, or waiters at restaurants and hotels. 

Maafushi was selected as it was the first island to allow guesthouse tourism. The 
encouragement of local tourism on the islands allowed for the operation of guesthouses by locals 
on the islands. The second case, Kudafari, was chosen due to its limited tourist influence. The 
choice of the two islands was influenced by situational constraints of time and resources, along 
with the availability of gatekeepers. The fieldwork was carried out in January and February 2016. 



Phu Doma Lama 
 

116 

Figure 1: Location of the islands under study. 
 

Understanding the lived realities of community members is important for understanding 
change (Rigg, 2007; Wicks et al., 2008). Consequently, the empirical data was collected using 
two kinds of interviews, namely unstructured in-depth interviews and semi-structured key 
informant interviews. The interviews were conducted with the help of research assistants who 
live on the island and have better knowledge of the local contexts. They acted as interpreters 
during interviews conducted in the Divehi language. They also acted as gatekeepers to 
provide entry into the community as they live on the island themselves. They played a key 
role in the selection of some of the respondents, which was influenced by the availability and 
willingness of respondents. In this way, the research assistants played a major role in the co-
production of knowledge about the islands. Trust was built by having discussions before the 
interviews to clearly state the objectives of the research, and following up the interviews with 
another discussion. This process helped reduce selection bias.    

The combination of two ways of interviewing helped to confirm and elaborate upon 
issues that emerged during interviews. In-depth interviews allowed the researcher to get a 
glimpse of the lived reality and to collect detailed information about the issues that the 
interviewee narrated (Legard et al., 2003). The key informant interviews helped the 
respondents narrate their experience of the changes taking place on the island. They also 
proved useful for bringing to light conflicting views on common subjects (John, 2001, p. 106) 
that could potentially be linked to gender. During unstructured in-depth interviews, 
questions were more general and emerged out of the interview itself. This helped cover a 
broad range of topics and at the same time get in-depth information on relevant ones. Key 
informant interviews were semi-structured in the sense that questions were framed more 
specifically to confirm and elicit new information on key issues that emerged from in-depth 
interviews with other respondents.  

In-depth interviews were carried out with respondents of a mature age, most being 
over 50 years old. An older age group was selected as a sampling frame to gain insight into how 
islands and lives have changed over time. The key informants from the community, representatives 
of an NGO, and local government officials were subjected to semi-structured interviews. 
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Before the interviews, permission was requested after the purpose of the interview had been 
explained to the respondents. Only one of the interviewees requested anonymity. A special 
attempt was made to interview an equal number of male and female participants. This was 
done to help unearth what people value (Alkon, 2004) and to see gender differences (Beutel 
& Marini, 1995). Due to the qualitative nature of the study, a smaller sample size was deemed 
suitable (Anderson, 2010, p. 4). Furthermore, this decision was validated when the information 
that emerged from the interviews became repetitive after a certain number of interviews.  

 
Table 1: Interviews conducted on Maafushi and Kudafari. 
Interview type Maafushi Kudafari Total 
 M F M F  
Unstructured in-depth 6 6 11 8 31 
Semi-structured key informant 1 1 2  4 
Total 7 7 13 8 35 

 
On Maafushi, a group discussion ensued, which was not intended in advance. It 

involved four men engaged in water sports work. Semi-structured key informants on 
Maafushi included the head of the women’s association and the island council head. On 
Kudafari, the key informants included a local NGO representative and the island council 
head. A group discussion also ensued on Kudafari while we were interviewing a female 
respondent as other women gathered in her house. In Malé, an Environmental Protection 
Agency representative and two members of Transparency International (NGO) were the key 
informants. The language barrier was a major limitation. Interpreting, translation of the 
interviews and the analysis of the data proved challenging. However, before and after every 
interview, a short discussion was conducted with the gatekeeper to better understand the 
context and content of the interview. The respondents provided a narrative of the past that 
included references to their childhood and youth without mentioning the exact timeline. 
Considering the age of the respondents, many events referred to could date back more than 
ten years. On several occasions, it was difficult to conduct single-person interviews as the 
older people are usually found in groups. 

The interviews were conducted in Divehi (Maldivian language) and translated to 
English with the help of the research assistants. The transcribed interviews were then analysed 
using a coding technique. Initially, open codes were identified from the interview data. Next, 
categories were developed and named using these in vivo codes. Initially, there were 42 codes 
relevant to the study; some of these were subdivided as coding progressed. Comparative 
coding, annotations, and literature were used to inform the three types of mobility categories. 
NVIVO software was used for coding and categorization. 

  
Findings 
 
The following section describes the ways in which people on these islands have adjusted and 
responded to the changes they have experienced according to their living memory. The 
consequences that these adaptations have had for people’s mobility is concurrently discussed. 
 
Physical mobility 
Changes are observed in three types of physical mobility: mobility on the island, between 
islands, and on the open seas. In the past, women on Kudafari were more mobile on the 
island. Some of the changes to their physical mobility on the island can be linked to changes 
in the religious views on the islands. One of the female respondents mentioned that there 
used to be a special mosque that had been erected by women for their own use. At this 
mosque, women led the prayers. Women and men both mentioned the ease of visiting their 
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neighbours in the past. On Maafushi, both male and female respondents, expressed that there 
used to be no hesitation to physically move around the island. 

There is a stark difference in the present-day mobility of men and women. The mosque 
dedicated to women is closed now, and there is a new mosque that is mostly visited by men. 
Only a few women visit during Eid celebrations. A change in the kind of Islam practised was 
briefly mentioned as the reason for the closure of the mosque for women. It was not 
completely clear from the interviews why women stopped worshipping, but one of the 
respondents pointed to the strict form of Islam, which is different from the Islam practised 
before, as the reason for restrictions on women in terms of visiting mosques and the way they 
women dress. Also related to religion, parts of Maafushi have been labelled as no-go areas for 
local, particularly the bikini beach area. The beach was constructed for tourists by the 
guesthouse owners. Women on the island protested but lost the legal battle in the court. As 
a compromise, a straw fence was built to demarcate the area as a no-go zone and to veil the 
activities of the foreign tourists. It is possible that women wish to avoid the beach area due 
to pressure from their husbands, but the interviews tended more towards the women having 
their own religious reservations about tourist culture. 

On Kudafari, one of the respondents also pointed out the growing influence of religious 
conservativeness: “There’s a new kind of religion. They’re told they’ll burn in hell for not 
covering their heads […] The tsunami was considered a curse for their actions” (Male, 35, 
Kudafari). On one occasion, female research assistants refused to enter the premises of the 
tourist guesthouse where an interview was due to take place due to the aforementioned 
religious reservations. Men who live on Maafushi have always been mobile, but even they do 
not venture into the bikini beach area. However, Maldivian men from other islands who 
work with water sport activities operate very close to this area. 

Looking into mobility between islands, the motivation for being mobile has always 
been related to livelihoods. In the past, women travelled between islands to collect materials 
to sell. Today, however, women from Kudafari and Maafushi no longer make these trips, and 
very few collect materials from different islands. Household duties such as taking care of 
children, particularly with the commencement of formal education, were given as reasons for 
this decrease in movement. At the same time, the decline in the primacy of material collection 
activities as their source of income, provision of pension, and indirect benefits from the 
tourism industry in the form of remittances could also be potential reasons why women are 
less physically mobile. This can be inferred from the quotes below: 

 
“Women used to collect shells, coir ropes (rope made of coconut husk), clean around 
the island for money. Now we don’t do much. The local council has people to clean 
and are paid to do it” (Female, 56, Kudafaari). 
 
“Women have to go look after their kids and be on time. They look after the 
children. This was because of formalization of schools. Men don’t do it. Women 
have to do it” (Female, 71, Kudafari,). 
 

In the case of men, fishing and selling processed products has always been a main reason 
to move between islands. There has been a rise in demand for commercial fishing with the 
rise in tourism and exports. Mechanized travel and changes in fishing methods with the use 
of bigger boats and fish-aggregating devices were some of the changes made to meet the 
demand. Illegal fishing and unsustainable fishing methods were noted as the primary reasons 
for the decline in fish stocks. Climate change was discussed as influencing nakait (the 
traditional weather calendar), rendering men unable to make weather predictions during 
fishing periods. This reduction in fish stock in the house reef (reef around the main island) 

and the reefs of nearby islands has compelled men to travel farther to distant islands and also 
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to move farther into the open seas. Longer distances mean more use of diesel and greater need 
to store catch, both of which are noted as proving difficult. Although the introduction of 
mechanized travel has helped ease travel, fishermen rely on resorts for their fuel supply. 

 
“We didn’t have engines, we had sailing dhonis, so it took 2-3 months to travel, and 
it took a long time to bring in food items […]. Now we fish for yellowfin tuna in 
mechanized vessels in the night time, and we use lights to catch bait fish, 80-90 miles 
outside the atoll” (Male, 50, Maafushi). 
 
“Fishing today is terribly unsustainable […] fish-aggregating device is a big blunder 
[…] International boats come and fish in Maldivian waters” (Male, 56, Kudafari). 
 

Women do not engage in the activity of going to the open sea to fish. The decline in 
fish stock has not impacted their physical mobility directly, but rather indirectly, as it partly 
affects their occupational mobility as their participation in preparing fish has been affected.  
 
Occupational mobility 
In terms of occupation, interviews from both the islands reveal that women were engaged in 
diverse occupations in the past. Men, on the other hand, were mostly involved in fishing 
activities, carpentry and, sap collection (the sap of the coconut palm is used for making the 
local toddy, known in the Maldives as Ruku-raa). As mentioned earlier, women used to collect 
materials that they used for making products like cowry shells, coir ropes, thatch for roofing 
purposes, and coconuts for their husks and oil. In the past, these products, especially cowry 
shells, were in great demand (Maloney, 1980). On the island, women collected breadfruit, 
coconut, and firewood and were engaged in maintenance work. 

 
“Women used to be very active. We did a lot of activities, like weaving, making 
thatch roofs, collecting shells, which were special activities […] construct the water 
supply system by digging out the trenches. All the preparation work was done by us. 
The cement work and its preparation was also done by women. We did it manually. 
We would fill the bags and help create the sea walls. Whenever people needed help, 
women would do it voluntarily before even anyone asking […] Now women 
perform only housework. No, there is no longer fish cooking or anything of the 
kind of activities done in the past” (Female, 56, Kudafari). 
 
“We used to get toddy from the coconut palm and get the drink which was sold on 
the island. I was in the timber business, so it was carpentry and then later fishing” 
(Male, 80, Kudafari) 
 

Women used to clean the island until this became a remunerated occupation. Women on 
Kudafari were also key to the post-cholera clean-up of the island. On Maafushi, women cleaned 
streets and repaired dhonis (local boats used for fishing and carrying passengers and goods). In the 
past, agricultural activities like growing chillies, onions, and aubergine was also done by women. 
The quotes below reflect the gendered division of labour in the past and in the present: 

 
“We grew chillies and sold coir ropes […] After having children; I stopped working” 
(Female, 65, Maafushi). 
 
“We used to go fishing in the dhoni. They used wake up early in the morning and 
wake and collect food from there, rice, curry, and sugar. Everybody used to take 
their own food” (Male, 73, Maafushi). 



Phu Doma Lama 
 

120 

Women on Kudafari are no longer engaged in multiple occupations. Tourism created 
more income-earning opportunities, but mostly off the island, which means that only men 
can access it. A few women still prepare snacks and make thatch with palm leaves, but on a 
small scale. This does not suggest that the employment situation on the island has become 
either better or worse for the men, but it suggests a shift in the types and number of 
employment opportunities available and accessible to women. In other words, women’s 
options for being occupationally mobile have become more limited.  

In contrast to Kudafari, women on Maafushi now cook food for guest workers and do 
laundry, services started to cater to tourism needs. One of the female respondents has even 
converted a room in her house into a souvenir shop where she now sells hand-painted t-shirts 
and coconut shells, apart from working as a tutor teaching religious studies. The quotes below 
reveal the gendered division of labour in the tourism industry on Maafushi: 

 
“Tourism has helped in development […] it is beneficial for the income. I have a 
shop that sells t-shirts and shells. I get more tourists now” (Female, 47, Maafushi). 
 
“We do laundry, make snacks, and so now job opportunities are more” (Female, 63, 
Maafushi). 
 
“Even if I have got a masters in management it’s difficult still to get a decent job […] 
Since I knew about the tourism, I got into this stuff, and so we got in couple of 
cousins” (Male, 26, Maafushi). 
 

Maafushi also has a women’s association that offers courses in baking, sewing, and other 
topics, along with religious studies. This offers opportunities for starting home-based activities. The 
association mainly has two sources of income: the local pre-school operated by the association and 
rent from the land it leases. The association has a female president, who is also part of the local island 
council. Religious studies are the most popular courses provided by the association. 

Men on the island of Maafushi cater to tourism directly by working at resort islands or 
in guesthouses. Observations at the local school and local island council office as well as 
interaction with the locals revealed that both men and women are employed, but the precise 
proportions could not be confirmed due to a lack of data.  
 
Existential mobility 
On both Maafushi and Kudafari, male and female respondents said that community bonds 
were stronger in the past than they are at present. Women described these communal bonds 
by referring to their group work when collecting materials. Women used to organize 
themselves in groups to divide the work of food preparation and material collection. When 
talking about their past activities, women described themselves as working and being involved 
in different sorts of manual labour, including the maintenance of the island.   

Their narratives about their present situation reflected a different state of affairs. Women 
described the loss of this group work culture and expressed caution about working together, 
fearing conflict, as reflected in the quote below: 

 
“Yes, before we could go from one house to another, we will share everything, our 
food, from one house to another. We had such a stronger and friendlier community spirit. 
Now all the women stay in the house, few talk to each other” (Female, 65, Maafushi). 
 

While describing changes on the island, one of the respondents said: “So different now, 
we almost have no trees, it used to be wild forest before […] The island is empty now” 
(Female, 50, Maafushi). On Maafushi, women described tourism as creating opportunities, 
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but also as something that brings restrictions and a sense of loss. They expressed discomfort 
about moving freely on the island as they did before. This is reflected in the following quote: 
“Disadvantage is that they are wearing bikini […] For local people, there is no place for 
picnic, we cannot go with families there” (Female, 28, Maafushi). 

Male respondents who have had experiences of working at resorts described the 
restrictions that the work culture at the resorts imposes on their own work culture. They feel 
restricted to one part of the resort. The resort was compared to a jail-like environment, with 
limited holidays to visit their families. As a result, former staff members of the resorts on 
Maafushi had taken jobs in guesthouses. During a group discussion on the changing nature of 
work, one of the respondents was quick to point out that: “The pay is much better in resort. 
But compared to the work and freedom that we get here, we will choose here. Even if the 
pay is low, a happy staff will be happier” (Male, 33, Maafsuhi). 

Despite the low pay, being employed at a guesthouse is favoured over the resorts due to a 
more favourable work culture. On Kudafari, two of the respondents had left their resort jobs to 
operate an environmental NGO, even though funds are intermittent. The guesthouse owners 
had a different take on tourism and described it as benefiting the economy of the island. One 
of the guesthouse owners even described the owners as “powerful” in providing jobs. Another 
guesthouse owner described the community as dependent on the guesthouses for income. 
The present state of power relations on Maafushi can be ascertained from the quotes below: 

  
“Actually, in Maldives, rules and regulation do not allow this because people live on 
the island. Those who can invest in the local tourism, they can pressure the government. 
This is not good for the local island” (Male, 39, island council head, Maafushi). 
 
“We bring the guest and money in, and they respect us and like us. Even the locals 
cannot say anything to us we are more powerful than them” (Male, 34, guest house 
manager, Maafushi). 

 
Discussion 
 
The findings and background information clearly indicate different mobility changes on the 
islands for men and women. The examples of mobility differences show that people have 
adapted to changes in circumstances that in many cases have been outside their control. This 
proves that a power interplay exists in the adaptation process that could influence gender 
practices in new ways (Kaufmann & Montulet, 2008; Sheller, 2008). The two case studies 
show inequality in the respondents’ capacity to access mobility. This inequality in capability 
is the result of a reduction in women’s physical mobility. This can be attributed to the creation 
of gendered physical spaces; reduced occupational mobility, with reduced diversity of job 
opportunities; and finally reduced existential mobility, with restriction in access to opportunities. 

Gendered physical spaces were created with the development of stigmatized physical 
spaces, e.g. the area where the bikini beach is located or the women’s mosque where women 
went for prayers in the past. The development of stigma and resultant restrictions in women’s 
movement could be seen as a consequence of the creation of a kind of localism or glocalism 
(a synthesis between localism and globalism) (Robertson, 1995). However, this glocality does 
not imply empowerment of the local (Anthias, 2002). For example, the promotion of tourism 
caused Maafushi to be converted into a hub for guesthouse tourism, which involved the 
creation of physical spaces that do not benefit the locals, such as the bikini beach. Protests by 
locals did not stop the creation of the bikini beach; instead, the demarcation of the area was 
decided upon by representatives of the tourism industry and the island council. As noted from 
the findings, both these entities wield power when it comes to deciding access to areas on the 
island. Local women on Maafushi were sidelined even though they played an important role 
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in protests. There is a relationship between women’s ability to adapt economic change and 
the development of gendered spaces that affect mobility. These spaces result from the tension 
between maintaining the power of Maldivian community on the one hand and the promotion 
of tourism for income generation on the other. The effect this has on mobility represents 
domination and a form of violence (e.g. Bourgois, 2001).  

In comparison with women, men, with a few exceptions, are more physically mobile. 
Men face no obvious restrictions to physical movement, except on the resort islands. Women, 
however, are discouraged from even going to or working at resorts, indicating the stigma 
attached to women working in tourism. Even the proportion of men migrating overseas is 
higher compared to women (UNICEF, 2013).  

Men and women experience different kinds of occupational problems. The new constraints 
limit men’s occupational choices and mobility in a different and less severe when than they do 
women. However, although men are less restricted than the women, they too experience more 
occupational constraints than before. For instance, men who engage in fishing cited fuel and 
storage constraints as well as the depletion of baitfish resources as common problems. At the 
national level, the high unemployment rate among young men is attributed to a lack of 
suitable education and training (National Bureau of Statistics IV, 2014). In addition, the case 
studies reveal that political affiliation could influence access to employment opportunities. These 
problems are more related to existing resource constraints than to a lack of choice. Women, 
however, face constraints in both choices and resources. The tourism sector has failed to provide 
employees with childcare facilities, and social norms further restrict women from engaging in 
tourist-related activities, especially staying on resort islands (Shakeela et al., 2010, p. 67).  

It can be argued that adaptation to opportunities created by tourism resulted in more 
job opportunities for men, providing them with more occupational choices, but that these 
same dynamics reduced occupational choices for women by indirectly forcing them to stay 
home and care for the household. This is confirmed by the decline in women’s labour force 
participation (May, 2016, p. 12), with twice as many women unemployed than men (May, 
2016). Taking an example from Kudafari, women have stopped performing multiple 
livelihood activities and are instead engaged in making snacks, a less financially viable option, 
due to lack of market opportunities. This activity is only supplementary to the household 
income. Adaptation to change has not only created unfavourable gender roles but has also 
engrained the unequal gender division of labour (Huws, 2012).  

Women are engaged in home-based work and constitute 90% of the informal sector. 
Government employment is 38% for women compared to 68% for men (UNDP, 2011). This 
is reflected on Maafushi, where women, including expatriates (mainly from Bangladesh), are 
engaged in the ‘low-ranking’ work of washing clothes as well as making and serving food, 
tasks considered unworthy of being performed by Maldivian men. This indicates limited job 
opportunities and constrained access to resources due to changes on the island, forcing women 
to undertake less profitable livelihood activities. It also reflects a loss of social network, as the 
group previously allowed them to build trust and community bonds. This culminates in 
involuntary mobility (Carling, 2002), with a restriction on freedom to physically move 
perpetuating social immobility (Kaufmann & Montulet, 2008:38; Kronlid, 2008), all of which 
reflects gendered inequalities of power (Silvey, 2000).  

The limit imposed by social norms, such as restrictions on accessing tourism-based jobs, 
affect men less than women. In fact, despite constraints, ease of travel due to mechanization 
has allowed the men to be more mobile. This means men can travel to other islands for work 
(especially tourism) or farther out to sea to catch fish. This allows men to be both physically 
and occupationally more mobile than in the past. This faster transport service has its 
advantages but is privatized and costly, which poses a challenge in the event of medical 
emergencies. It potentially increases health risks for all, but especially women who need to 
travel during emergency situations, e.g. women facing complicated pregnancies (UNDP, 2011).  
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On an individual level, the outcome of this physical and occupational immobility for 
women could be interpreted as what Lems and Moderbacher (2016, p. 123) describe as a 
“feeling of being at a complete standstill” in the present. This condition, when compared to 
men, would translate into highly unequal mobility. Although men experience a feeling of 
being stuck in a jail-like an environment on the resort islands, their physical and occupational 
mobility allows them to have different experiences, which does not qualify them as 
existentially immobile. They are more mobile and also assert this mobility, in some cases 
causing immobility for others. The case of guesthouse owners asserting their power is 
exemplary of how the mobility of one person restricts the mobility of another.  

Adaptation to a nexus of complex social, political, environmental, and economic 
changes results in the construction of place and identity over time (Olwig, 1999). The 
existential crisis for women can be seen in the changes in their identity from working to not 
working, from practising their religion to being good and obedient religious women, and a 
sense of loss related to belonging to the island. This is representative of a stagnant situation, 
in which women can no longer utilize their potential as they once did. Adaptation to new 
changes, particularly tourism, might have brought economic advancement for both men and 
women, but this does not necessarily imply gender equality. Economic advancement could 
prove regressive in strengthening gender inequalities (Kronlid, 2014, pp. 157-180). 
Adaptation to the changes brought about by tourism metamorphosed and enhanced the 
existing gendered division of labour. 

Tourism creates opportunities and home-based services that are accepted as a 
celebratory sign of female empowerment. However, what is veiled by this false sense of 
empowerment is the reinforcement of gender roles. It marginalizes women into underpaid 
jobs and reinforces the idea that women’s place is at home, creating existentially immobile 
gender roles. Home symbolizes a safe sanctuary, away from the western influences of tourism, 
such as drinking, which is considered socially and religiously inappropriate. The very labelling 
of home-based work as a female’s domain and outside work as a male domain shows that 
work itself is gendered. This unequal and discriminatory division of labour further supports 
other unequal gendered identities. As pointed out by Ghafournia (2017, p. 148), although 
religion can act as a source of empowerment, it can also intersect with political, economic, 
and cultural factors to act as an agent of oppression. 

On Maafushi, women, in a bid to maintain a balance in their household roles, take 
advantage of job opportunities and at the same time try to maintain their identities as good 
religious women, but they often end up stuck in informal activities or not working at all. 
There are religious norms that prescribe that a Maldivian woman should be dressed in a 
particular socially acceptable manner and should not venture into the bikini beach area. The 
veil in particular has come to symbolize discord with western culture (Listerborn, 2013) and 
could be argued in this case to represent a form of “strategic garb” (Aksoy & Gambetta, 2016) 
for resisting western influences. These identities and roles create immobile choices that have 
the potential to impinge upon other capacities that are important for individual well-being 
(Arora-Jonsson, 2011; Lamphere et al., 1997). Since mobility is seen as a capacity for well-
being (Kronlid, 2008; Nordbakke & Schwanen, 2014), restrictions on mobility can have 
repercussions for women’s well-being. 

 
Conclusion 
 
This paper treats mobility as an important adaptive strategy on the part of the islanders and 
contributes to an understanding of adaptation by using a gendered lens. A gendered 
understanding of adaptation is important for cautioning against the reduction of island 
problems to geography and isolation alone, to the generalization of the experiences of change 
by men and women in island settings, and to the generalization of the problems of ‘third-
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world women’ (Mohanty, 1988). This paper attempted to confirm the divergent adaptive 
consequences for the mobility of men and women in two cases in the Maldives. What is 
peculiar is that the consequences are not just different but also unequal and discriminating, 
establishing that adaptation is a gendered process. The two case studies show how adaptation 
to multiple changes has increased mobility restrictions for women while, barring a few 
exceptions, increasing the overall mobility of men.  

There is a mobility complex in which interdependent economies influence interdependent 
activities, thereby causing mobility stratification in the daily lives of a population (Urry, 2009). 
Mobility becomes even more pertinent in an island setting as it is an adaptive strategy 
(Rasmussen et al., 2009). Changes in each type of mobility, as well as the interplay between 
them, reinforce old and create new gendered practices. Changes in physical movement result 
in gender-stigmatized spaces in terms of both geographical and social space. This gendered 
social space has implications for women’s occupational mobility in the form of a reduced 
range of occupations from which to choose. Finally, an existential restriction is created as 
women are physically and occupationally immobile, preventing them from grasping emergent 
opportunities. These types of restrictions on mobility represent physical and material restrictions, 
but they also represent a lack of freedom for women to make choices and make judgements. 

This paper strongly advocates that research on adaptation include gender questions, 
recognizing that the consequences of adaptation may be different and unequal. Doing so will 
help guide the understanding of adaptation in a direction that is nuanced and that emphasizes 
the identification of sources of unequal power in order to at least partially resolve gender 
blindness in adaptation policies. 
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