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PREFACE

Maldives, the tiny country in the middle of the Indian Ocean, that
coral archipelago of the legendary “two thousand isles”,' that “terra
incognita”,® is arranged like a garland in a double chain of coral atolls

stretching almost five hundred miles from seven degrees north to

nearly one degree south of the equator.

For at least two millennia,® the Maldive Islands, or Dhivehi Rajje, as
the country of Maldives is called in the Maldivian language (Dhivehi),*

have been known to geographers,’ cartographers,® traders,” sailors,®

! T.W. Hockly’s (1935) travel account picked up on this ancient description of the Maldive
Islands--The Two Thousand Isles: A Short Account of the People, History and Customs of the
Maldive Archipelago.

2 “That terra incognita”, that unknown land, is how Hockly (1935), who visited Maldives in

1926 and 1934, opened his book describing his visits to the relatively unknown Maldivian archipelago.

3 See Appendix 1 for a “Brief Chronology of Maldivian History”. Also, see Forbes (1980) for
a list of chief resources for Maldivian history, and see Maloney (1980:28-133) for an outline of
Maldivian history.

4 See Appendix 2 for a “Glossary of Key Dhivehi Words and Expressions” used in this thesis.
Also, see related Appendix 3 for other Dhivehi words in a “List of Maldivian Elite Kinship
Terminology”. Also, see the appendix of the Hakluyt Society’s (Gray) translation of Pyrard (1887;
pt.1971, Vol.I1, Part 11:405-422) for a “Dictionary of Some Words of the Maldive Language” compiled
first by Pyrard in the seventeenth century with “modem” vocabulary added in this 1887 edited
translation. For other vocabularies of the Dhivehi language, see Christopher (1841); Kilagefanu (1883);
Maniku & Disanayake (1990). See also Maloney (1980) for his linguistic analysis of Dhivehi spread
throughout his ethnography, including several glossaries and lists of word derivations. Reynolds (1978)
also traces the linguistic strands found in the Maldivian language.

5 See the appendix of the Hakluyt Society’s (Gray) translation of Pyrard (1887;1971 rpt., Vol.Il,
Part 11:423-92) for “Early Notices of the Maldives”, including references from geographical works,
including the first century (A.D.) Periplus (Pyrard:426) geography of the Indian Ocean; the second
century Geographia of Ptolemy (Claudius Ptolemacus) (Pyrard:426); the fourth century works of
Ammianus Marcellinus (Pyrard:426-7); and the eleventh century Alberuni (Pyrard:430-31). See
translations of The Periplus of the Erythrian Sea (1974) and the Geographia of Ptolemy, Ptolemacus
(1883). See accounts of later expeditions by Agassiz (1902); Gardiner (1902a; 1902b); Horsburgh
(1832); Moresby (1836); Young & Christopher (1836). For an excellent geographical survey of all the
Maldive Islands, see the West Coast of India Pilot (1975), which I carried with me everywhere on my
voyages throughout the Maldives Archipelago.




PREFACE

and a few other adventurers, as well as more recently to numismatists
and philatelists collecting the rare coins and stamps of this tiny
country.’” For many, Maldives was only a remote, and often dangerous,
archipelago along the ancient sea route from Arabia and Africa in the
West, to China and the Spice Islands in the East. From the accounts
of a few intrepid travellers, such as the renowned adventurer of the
fourteenth century, Ibn Battuta of Tangier,”® who went out of

curiosity to see the Maldive Islands, the sea-land of “two thousand

6 Cartographers from early times have included the Maldive Islands on their maps of the world.

The island-state was situated in the centre of the Indian Ocean and trade routes crossing that ocean
from China and the Moluccas in the East to Arabia and Africa in the West. In earlier centuries, this
archipelago was often given more prominence by cartographers on their maps than its actual size
deserved because its geophysical bulwark of coral reefs represented a major obstacle for ships sailing
in the Indian Ocean dhow trade between China and Africa/Arabia. For example, the 1740 “Asia” map
by Daniel de la Feuille of Amsterdam places the “Isles Maldives” in the central and dominant position
on the map as they straddle the “Equateur ou Ligne Equinoctiale” crossing the only “Ocean” named
on the map.

4 Again, sce the appendix of the Hakluyt Society’s (Gray) translation of Pyrard (1887; rpt. 1971,
Vol.Il, Part 11:423-92) for “Early Notices of the Maldives”, including the descriptions made by such
early Arab traders as the ninth century (A.D.) Suleiman the Merchant (Pyrard:428-9); the tenth
century Abu’l Hasan Ali (called El Mas'udi) (Pyrard: 429-30); and the twelfth century Edrisi
(Pyrard:431-2). For accounts of the ancient dhow trade of the Indian Ocean, also see The Periplus
(trans. 1974) and more detailed bibliographic notes below.

8 It was, of course, the sailors and traders of the Indian Ocean who brought back descriptions
to the geographers and cartographers usually working at home in Arab and European countries, India,
and China. The best known sailor’s account of Maldives was by the Frenchman, Francois Pyrard of
Laval, who had set sail in 1601 from St. Malo on the ship Corbin, which later was shipwrecked in the
Maldive Islands in 1602. Pyrard managed to be rescued and later taken to Male’ to become an adviser
of the Sultan, and he lived in Maldives for almost five years until 1607. See the Hakluyt Society’s
(Gray) translation of the 1619 third French edition of Pyrard’s (1887; rpt.1971, Vol. I & Vol. II, Part
IT) remarkably detailed account of his life in Maldives.

o See Reynolds (1993:67-9) for bibliographies on Maldivian numismatics and philately.

10 The famed Arab traveller, Ibn Battuta, visited the Maldive Islands in 1343 A.D., staying over

a year as adviser to the Vizier, the husband of the ruling Sultana, and also marrying a Maldivian
woman. He left for Ceylon in 1344 A.D., returning to Maldives in 1346 A.D. to see his son who had
been born after his earlier departure. Later, Ibn Battuta wrote that he wanted to return again to
Male’, but feared the ire of the Vizier. Along with Pyrard’s later account of Maldives nearly three
hundred years afterwards, Ibn Battuta’s was the best, most detailed description of life among the elite
up to the date of this thesis. See Ibn Battuta (Gray’s translation of 1882; and Gibb’s translation of
1929). Also, see excerpts of Ibn Battuta’s account of Maldives in the Hakluyt Society’s (Gray)
translation of Pyrard (1887; rpt.1971, Vol.Il, Part I1:434-68). Maloney’s (1980) ethnography also
contains many references to Ibn Battuta.
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islands” was simply described as “among the wonders of the world”."
For such travellers who actually visited the capital island of Male’,
Maldives has long been recognised as “a little civilisation”'? at the
crossroads of the ancient sea routes. The name Maldives also evoked
images of strange magic practices, dagobas from a forgotten Buddhist
era,'’ miniature mosques, orchid-lined streets, walled sultans’ palaces,
beautiful ruling queens,’* and easy marriage customs.”” To others,

such as the sailors!® and traders of the monsoon-borne dhow-trade of

n This is how Ibn Battuta described the reason for his curiosity to visit the Maldive Islands:

“These islands are among the wonders of the world: they number about 2000” (Pyrard,1887,
1971,VolIl, Part 11:436).

12 See below in Chapter 1, and also see Maloney (1980:134-210)’s discussion of the history and
justification for calling Maldives "a little civilisation".

13 For discussions of the Buddhist period of Maldivian history, see again Maloney (1980:72-97)
and Pyrard (1887, 1971, Vol.Il, Part I1:423-33). Also, see Allen (1983); Maniku & Wijayawardhana
(1986); and Reynolds (1978; 1984; 1991). Thor Heyerdahl visited Maldives in the 1980s and published
The Maldive Mystery (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1986) concerning his theories about pre-
Buddhist settlements in Maldives. Maloney (1980:28-71) also discusses theories about the pre-Buddhist
period in the Maldive Islands.

u Many of the early accounts of Maldives (see Pyrard, 1887, 1971, Vol.Il, Part 11:423-92)
remarked on the existence of female rulers in the Maldive Islands. Since the time of the conversion
of Maldives to Islam, there were four ruling Sultanas, cited in the Tarikh (1153-1821) chronicle of
Maldivian rulers. See Bell (1921; 1940) and Maloney (1980). See below chapter 3 for further
discussion.

15 Again, both Ibn Battuta (1882; 19290; and in Pyrard, 1887, Vol.Il, Part 11:454-62) and Pyrard
(1887,1971, Vol.I) mentioned the ease with which one could marry (and divorce) in Maldives.

16 For an account of Maldives by a sailor later than Pyrard (seventeenth century), see the
twentieth century accounts by the Australian sailor-adventurer-writer, Alan Villiers (1952; 1957; 1958).
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7 Maldives was an island-kingdom of hardy

the Indian Ocean,!
navigators, treacherous reefs, pirates, and a few valuable trade items--
ambergris,'® tortoiseshell,” rare shells, wooden lacquerware, and the

cowries long used as money? in the Indian Ocean region.

Lexicographers might recall Maldives as the location of the language

from which the word “atoll” derives.?! Charles Darwin even made

17 See Toussaint (1966) for his History of the Indian Ocean. Also, see The Periplus, which was

the original first century (A.D.) geography of the Indian Ocean. Villiers’ (1952) first book was titled
The Indian Ocean by its British publishers (Museum Press) and then re-titled Monsoon Seas by its
American publishers (McGraw-Hill). For descriptions of the Indian Ocean trading system, sce
Hourani’s (1950) Arab Seafaring in the Indian Ocean in Ancient and Early Medieval Times and
Martin & Martin’s (1978) Cargoes of the East. For descriptions of the Indian Ocean dhow, see
Hawkins (1977); Howarth (1977); and Villiers (1958). See Koechlin (1979) for a description of the
Maldivian sailing ships once involved in the Indian Ocean trading network. For a recent account of
the historic Chinese participation in, even domination of the Indian Ocean trade during the Ming
Dynasty, see Levathes (1994), When China Ruled the Seas, in which Maldives is cited as a customary
port of call for the emperor’s fleet. This account (Levathes 1994:138-40,149) describes the valuable
ambergris and the abundance of cowrie shells and coconut trees found in Maldives during the period,
1405-33 A.D.

18 Ambergris is the grey, waxy substance secreted by the sperm whale and found in relative

abundance floating in the seas of Maldives. Historically, it was prized as an aphrodisiac and a
substance used in making perfumes. Levathes (1994:139-40) reports that the Chinese of the fifteenth
century found the ambergris available in Maldives well worth its weight in silver. Also, see Pyrard
(1887, 1971, Vol.I:229-30). To this day, in many places, especially in Arab countries, ambergris is still
quite valuable as an aphrodisiac. In 1977, for example, while I was conducting fieldwork in Maldives,
a large slab of ambergris was found in Maldives and then sold in Saudi Arabia for a large sum of
money. See Colton (1977b).

19 See Pyrard (1887, 1971, Vol.1:240-41). Also, see Colton (1977u) for a discussion of these
historic trade items from Maldives, the rising demand for tortoiseshell with the late twentieth century
tourism, and the threat to the turtle population of the Maldives Archipelago.

20 See Pyrard (1887, 1971, Vol.I:236-40) description of the Maldives’ wealth in the little cowrie
shells. See Heimann (1980) for a discussion of Maldives’ role as the major cowrie exporter of the
Indian Ocean until the late eighteenth century when coins became the dominant currency (instead of
the traditional cowrie-shell-currency) of the region, and Male’ then became a seldom visited port of
the Indian Ocean.

2 Atolhu is the Maldivian word for “atoll” from which the English word derives. It means a
circular coral reef or string of coral islands surrounding a lagoon.
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special mention of the Maldive Islands in his study of atoll
formation.?? For oceanographers and geologists, the Maldivian
archipelago affords ideal examples of that very evolutionary

phenomenon of coral atolls.?

Geopolitically, this tiny country in the centre of the Indian Ocean, has
long attracted the attention not only of ancient traders but also, more
recently, European colonial powers, beginning with the Portuguese in
the sixteenth century.?* Since the nineteenth century, the Maldive
Islands have been familiar to some British government officials, first
through Maldives’ attachment as a British Protectorate from 1887 until
1965, and later as the site of one of Britain’s last outpost military
bases--the post-World War II airfield resembling a giant aircraft carrier

on Maldives’ southernmost island, Gan in Addu Atoll, abandoned by

2 See Darwin (1842, 1889:44-55, 141-5). Darwin cited the Maldives atolls as what he called the
"classic type" of atoll formation--the gradual building up from the ocean floor of layers and layers of
the remains of sea polyps, eventually creating atolls visible on the ocean’s surface. Thus, according to
Darwin, the Maldives Archipelago, which gradually evolved over millions of years, built up from the
floor of the Indian Ocean as a range of atoll formations, represents the classic type of gradual
evolution. (The Maldives Archipelago is in many places more than a mile above the ocean floor). The
other type of atoll formation, described by Darwin as contrasting with the Maldivian classic type,
usually found in the Pacific Ocean, is the result of volcanic eruptions from which the remaining craters
form atolls. That represents the catastrophic type of evolution.

5 See Gardiner (1902a) for an account of the British Cambridge scientific expedition of 1899-
1900. Also, see Gardiner’s (1902b) discussion of Darwin’s theory of the formation of coral atolls as
evidenced in the Maldives Archipelago. See Agassiz (1902) for an account of the first American
scientific expedition to Maldives, and Stoddart’s (1966) account of a 1964 British expedition to Addu
Atoll. See Cousteau & diole (1971) for the account of Jacques-Yves Cousteau’s oceanographic
expedition to Maldives in 1967.

A See Maloney (1980:98-133) and also Pyrard (1887, 1971, Vol.I) for accounts of the Portuguese
invasion of Maldives in the sixteenth century.

= See Horsburgh (1832), who was shipwrecked in Maldives and for whom a northern atoll was
later named by the British. Also, see Moresby (1836) and Young & Christopher (1836) for early
nineteenth century accounts of visits to Maldives. The best accounts in terms of ethnographic detail
were provided by the official British Archaeologist of Ceylon and Maldives, H. C. P. Bell (1883; 1921;
1940). His work on Maldives ranks along with Ibn Battuta and Pyrard before him as the most
comprehensive up to the date of this thesis.
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the British in early 1976.%° In the last decades of the “cold war”
between the post-World War II superpowers, the United States and the
Soviet Union, Maldives was of global strategic importance because of
its position in the Indian Ocean.?” Likewise, readers of adventure
novels might remember the Maldive Islands as the exotic setting for

some of Hammond Innes’ stories.?®

Other than these examples, relatively few travellers ventured to that
isolated country until after late 1972, when Maldives opened its first
tourist resorts and started commercial air service into the airport
adjacent to the capital island. Tourists began coming, most by air and
a few on yachts, from all over the world to enjoy the pleasures of the
Maldive Islands. In less than a decade, the exotic names of the early
Maldivian resort islands--Kurumba, Bandos, Baros, Villingili, Velassaru,
Farukolufushi, Furanafushi, Kuramathi, Meerufenfushi, Emboodhoo,
Thuru, and Vabbinfaru--rapidly became passwords among seekers of the
world’s last treasures in tropical remoteness, clear and unpolluted

seawater, untouched coral reefs, and quiet, unspoiled, beaches.?”

2% See Reynolds (1993:53-9) for a bibliography of documents pertaining to the British-Maldivian

negotiations and agreements over the southern island of Gan. Also, see Colton (1977c; 1977d; 1977f;
1977k; 1977r); Forbes (1977); and Maloney (1976) for reports on the aftermath of the British
abandonment of its base on Gan.

z For discussions of the superpower rivalry over the Indian Ocean, including Maldives, see
Adeney (1975); Anand (1976); Bezboruah (1977), as well as the Area Handbook for the Indian Ocean
Territories (1971). Also, see Colton (1977c; 1977d; 1977r; 1978¢; 1978;j; 1979a; 1979b; 1980d; 1981a;
1981b; 1982); Colton & Klinger (1980); Davis (1986); Forbes (1977); and Maloney (1976).

% Innes’ (1965) novel, The Strode Venturer, is a fictionalised version of the southern Maldives’

rebellion and secession from the Republic of Maldives. It is based on the true story of Afeef Didi (sce
below) and his short lived Suvadiva Republic in the early 1960s. Also, see Innes (1970).

» For examples of the variety of travel books and guides which have been published about

Maldives since tourism began there in 1972, see Bergagni (1981); Colton (1978f; 1980c); Ellis (1992);
Fouquet (1985); Government of Maldives (1983a; 1983b; 1990); Maniku, Saleem, Maniku & Shareef
(1977); Maniku (1980); Schmidt (1981; 1990); Valentin (1984); and Willox (1990). For articles
discussing the impact of tourism in Maldives, see Colton (1977a; 1977n; 1977s; 1977t; 1977u; 1978i);
Forbes & Ali (1978); and Revkin (1991).
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Achieving dramatic success in tourism by the early 1980s, the
Maldivians began confronting new problems--the onslaught of the
outside world and the attendant potential threat to their traditional
Maldivian culture. In the early 1990s, environmentalists and the
Maldivian government were gravely concerned that increasing global
warming could lead to extinction by inundation of the entire

archipelago of the Maldive Islands.*

My own discovery of the Maldive Islands occurred before they opened
themselves up to tourism, when I was engaged in one of my favourite
pastimes--perusing maps of the world. It was in 1970, while poring over
a map of the Indian Ocean, that I first became consciously aware of
the archipelago of Maldives right in the middle of the ancient routes
of the dhow-trade. I looked up the country’s name in The Encyclopedia
Britannica (1965, vol.14: 692-3) and found only a short citation
mentioning the fourteenth- century traveller, Ibn Battuta, as one of the
last visitors known to have written about this remote country. I was
fascinated to find a place in the late twentieth century where there still
existed such islands and people about whom so little was known. I

knew immediately I wanted to visit this strange place.

Although for years my journey remained only a dream, finally, in 1976,
I reached my destination, beginning my anthropological study in
Maldives when tourism was in its early stages. My long trip out, most
of which had taken place only in my imagination, had become, for me,

a treasure hunt. At the end of my quest, I found completely circular

30 The government of Maldives under President Maumoon Gayoom has become increasingly

alarmed about scientific and media reports that global warming could lead to the total inundation of
the Maldive Islands, and the President and other Maldivian officials have spoken often about the
environmental threat in a variety of international forums since the early 1990s. President Gayoom has
expressed his concern to me in private telephone conversations in 1990 and 1993. Also, see Revkin
(1991) for a brief account of the problem.
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rainbows dipping into multi-coloured seas and tiny, palm-covered
islands with beautiful, pure white, sandy beaches, where people lived
their uniquely Maldivian way of life. Yet the end of that journey
marked only the beginning of a long sojourn in a very strange society

and the start in unravelling the mysteries of Maldives.

The following is a chronology of my longtime fascination with the
Indian Ocean, the dhow-trade, the Maldive Islands and the steps

preparatory to my fieldwork in Maldives.

In the early 1950s, when I first studied world geography, among the
places that most fascinated me were then-Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) and
the Indian Ocean. Those far-away places seemed so wonderfully exotic
to me, at the age of nine, that I even then fantasised that someday I

would go there.

In 1968, while teaching English as a U. S. Peace Corps volunteer in
Kenya, I visited the then-remote Indian Ocean island of Lamu,
historically a major African entrepot and one of the most important of
the old Arab-Swahili societies. I was fascinated then to learn about the
ancient Indian Ocean dhow trade that had been important to much of
the world for more than two millennia. The next year, in 1969, I lived
and taught on that island off the coast of East Africa, and further
developed what became my lifetime interest in the Indian Ocean and

the monsoon-borne dhow trade.

A See Forbes & Ali (1980) for a discussion of the historical links between Maldives and East
Africa, in particular Lamu Island. See Prins (1965) for a detailed ethnography of the maritime culture
of Lamu and its historically important position in international trade. Also, see Martin & Martin
(1978) for a general discussion of the role East African ports, such as Lamu, played in the Indian
Ocean trading system.
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It was in 1970, as I described earlier, that I first “discovered” the
Maldive Islands on a map of the Indian Ocean and determined to go
there someday. The next year, 1971, 1 began graduate studies in
anthropology®> and decided that when I did fieldwork ultimately for
my doctorate, I would most like to go to the Maldive Islands, where
there appeared, then, to have been no other anthropological fieldwork.
I began searching for anthropologists who might have worked in the
region, and at the London School of Economics, where I was already
considering pursuing my doctoral studies, I found Dr. Maurice Bloch,
who had conducted fieldwork in Madagascar.*® I wrote Dr. Bloch in
1972, and first met with him in London in January of 1973 to discuss
my interest in working with him and conducting fieldwork in Maldives.
Although Dr. Bloch’s work up to then in Madagascar® seemed to be
quite different than what we expected I would find in Maldives, he was
interested in supervising my work in this other area of the Indian
Ocean and agreed to accept me as a student for the coming academic

year.

In the summer of 1973, just before I began graduate studies in social
anthropology in London, while on a trip through India and Sri Lanka,
I learned that for the first time there were some commercial flights to
Maldives from Colombo. I tried unsuccessfully to get a seat, but all the
flights on the small planes were already fully booked with European
tourists and travel agents. As I later learned, that was only the first

full year of operation for the Maldivian tourist industry.

2 I first did two years of graduate work in anthropology at Vanderbilt University and earned

a master’s degree (M.A.) there in 1973.
3 Bloch’s ethnography of the Merina of Madagascar, Placing the Dead (1971), had just been
published when I began looking for an anthropologist who had worked in the Indian Ocean region
and with whom I might do my doctoral studies.

M See also Bloch (1971a; 1971c; 1973).



PREFACE

After passing my qualifying examinations at the London School of
Economics in the summer of 1974, I spent the year of 1975 and a few
months in early 1976 working as an anthropologist in international
development planning at the United Nations in New York City. The
fact that I had not been able to go straight to do fieldwork because of
lack of funds and had instead found this other interim employment

turned out to be a fortuitous detour for my eventual work in Maldives.

Maldives was a member-state of the United Nations, having joined
immediately upon its independence from British protectorate status in
1965, but I was at first informed upon inquiring there that no
Maldivians had attended the U.N. for a number of years. Then in
September of 1975, I learned from the U.N. Protocol Office that, quite
unexpectedly, a Maldivian delegation of two men had arrived to attend
the Thirtieth General Assembly.” I sent a letter to these Maldivian
delegates, explaining that I would like to conduct anthropological
fieldwork in their country, but had no idea how to proceed, and

expressing my interest in meeting them.

The next day I received a call from the number-two-delegate,
Maumoon Abdul Gayoom, who spoke excellent English, saying that he
and the head of the delegation, Ahmed Kandi Maniku Ismail, would be
pleased to meet me that day in the U.N. Delegates’ Lounge to discuss
my plans. This was the beginning of my long relationship with the first

two Maldivians I had ever met.** Maumoon began teaching me the

3 That year, 1975, the United Nations was launching the Decade of Development (and Maldives

was then categorised as a developing nation).
36 One year later, Maumoon Gayoom and his family welcomed me to Maldives, and I became
"attached" to their house, Enderimaage. Right after I left the field in 1978, he became the President
of Maldives. Also, years later, Kandi’s wife, Moomina Haleem Ismail, took refuge in my London flat
for the first year of her exile from Maldives. (See below for more details).
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Maldivian language, Dhivehi, and introducing me to his culture.’” He
and I spent time together almost every day while he was in New York
that autumn of 1975, from mid-September until late November, when

they left to return home to Maldives.

From April to June of 1976, I worked again at the London School of
Economics under Dr. Bloch’s guidance in preparation for going to
Maldives. Also, while in London, at the School of Oriental and African
Studies, I continued my study of the Maldivian language (Dhivehi),
under the unique scholar of the Dhivehi language, Professor

Christopher Reynolds.?®

In August of 1976, I headed towards Maldives, stopping first in
Colombo, Sri Lanka, which was the primary launching point for
Maldives.* 1 spent a few days there in the Sri Lankan capital®
attempting to meet as many people as possible who knew anything
about or had visited Maldives. Even in the neighbouring country of Sri
lanka, the Maldive Islands were still viewed as remote, exotic, and very
mysterious. Several people, mostly Sri Lankans and a few foreigners,

warned me to be careful of the political situation in Maldives,

37 Maumoon Gayoom had himself begun studying his own language while he had recently been

exiled to an outer island in Maldives. His recent systematic study of Dhivehi and his previous
experience as a teacher in Nigeria contributed to his being an excellent teacher for me.

38 Reynolds, primarily a Singhalese scholar, was at the time in the process of compiling a
comprehensive Dhivehi-English dictionary, which has notyet been published. Later, however, Reynolds
(1993) compiled an excellent comprehensive bibliography of Maldives. See also Reynolds (1975; 1978;
1984; 1991) and Forbes & Reynolds (1987).

3 There were also, by then, less frequent flights to Male’s Hulule Airport in Maldives from
Trivandrum, Kerala, in southern India.

40 Also, as an American citizen, I took the safety precaution of registering at the U.S. Embassy
in Colombo, as I would be living in Maldives, where there then were no diplomatic missions resident
in that country.

11
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reputedly dictatorial, highly secretive, and sporadically erupting into

coups and mobs.*

On September 5, 1976, I flew for the first time to the Republic of
Maldives.

My first flight to Maldives took a little over two hours, flying
southwest from Colombo, Sri Lanka. [ was on my way, at last, to begin
nearly two years of intensive social-anthropological fieldwork in the
mysterious Maldive Islands. I had no idea what to expect. I was so
excited, and I could not believe that, finally, I would reach the place

about which I had been dreaming for years.

After take-off, the small, fourteen-seat, propeller-plane immediately
left Sri Lanka’s emerald green coastline of coconut plantations and rice
paddies. (Later, when I returned after spending time in the minuscule
islands of the Maldivian archipelago where there was really only
“seascape”, this same landscape would appear to be vast and endlessly
green, not the island that it actually was). The little aircraft cruised at
fourteen thousand feet over a vast expanse of water, the beautiful

Indian Ocean, shimmering silver, blue and golden in the afternoon sun.

About ten minutes before landing, tiny specks began appearing below
us on the azure sea’s surface. At first I mistook them for the shadows
of small clouds. Then, as a long string of them became visible--strung

out like pearls on the sun-glistening water--I realised that they were

4 My sources were some Sri Lankan and other nationals (American, British, and French

diplomats) resident in the Sri Lankan capital. Most of them had knowledge based only on hearsay;
only a very few had by that time actually visited Maldives. Several diplomats even offered me
unsolicited instruction on how to avoid crowds and what to do if mobs took over in the Maldivian
capital as they had been known to do in the past.

12
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some of the coral islets of Maldives. Suddenly, everywhere below us
were circles upon circles of tiny landscape and surrounding vast

seascape.

The plane swooped down above the white bits of land, each surrounded
by clearly discernible concentric circles of beautifully coloured water,
radiating out in deepening shades of blues and greens. Palm trees
became visible on the islands, and some, which I learned later were the
recently built tourist resort islands, were adorned with thatch-covered
bungalows. We passed over what was then a short landing strip*? on
Hulule Island, then the country’s only commercial airport serving all
Maldives.

On our right, as we were flying south to turn for landing, was a large
squarish island,® the capital Male’. It was covered with white, neatly
arranged buildings and divided by straight streets, some bisecting the
island. Just below Male’, the plane made its turn over a wide channel
through which a large ship was passing. The channel divided two atolls,
North Male’ and South Male’, whose distinct, reef-bound outlines were

clearly visible.

Now, flying back towards Hulule Airport, I could see that inside the
large lagoon of North Male’ Atoll stretching north of Male’ Island, the
water was covered with sailboats, or dhoni, as the lateen-sailed fishing
boats are called in Dhivehi. They were everywhere--some anchored off
islands, others sailing between them, a few in the open sea outside the

atoll’s outermost reef, but most inside the lagoon. At that time, almost

2 Five years later, through a huge development project involving local land-reclamation labour,

the entire airport island was doubled in size to 11,000 feet.

a Originally, it would have been roundish, but with constant government-sponsored land

reclamation, Male’ was squared almost to the edge of the reef.
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all the dhoni had sails (five years later, most were mechanised and had
no sails). Small, ocean-going freighters (most of which I later learned
belonged to the small, but prospering, government line,

Maldives Shipping Limited) were moored in the lagoon, which was
actually Male’ harbour, between the capital island and the airport

island.

Stepping from the plane into the sunshine and sea breeze, I was
overwhelmed by the quietness of my surroundings. Some Maldivians,
all very short and dark-skinned wearing neat shirts and long trousers,
were standing under palm, mango and breadfruit trees beside the
runway. Not far beyond them was water in every direction. Just off the
runway were three billboards advertising Air Maldives, Air Ceylon, and

Indian Airlines.*

I followed the other passengers towards a small building with the
words “Hulule Airport” printed across the front. Above it was the
striking Maldivian flag--a large red border encasing a green square
with a white Islamic crescent in the centre. Inside the airport building,
some tourists were arguing with officials in a futile effort to get their
passports stamped with a Maldives seal. In those days there was no
such immigration formality, and no stamps for entry and exit existed
in Maldives until 1979. There were only health requirements for

cholera and small-pox vaccinations.

As 1 waited in line to present my yellow international health-
certificate, several smiling Maldivians approached me and asked where

I wanted to go, each naming a different resort island (in Maldives

44
Lanka.

Air Maldives has been changed to Maldives International Airlines, and Air Ceylon to Air

14
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there was only one resort to each island). These young men were
hawkers for the different resorts (“fishing for tourists”, as they later
described their occupation). The “airport liaisons”, as they were
formally called, met every flight to take respective “clients” (as resort
guests were always labelled) whom they “lured” from the planes, by
boat, to the resorts the liaisons represented. That day they were
obviously surprised when I told them that I would be going first to
Male’ and was expecting to be met by some Maldivian friends. When
they realised that I would not be a “catch”, they shifted their attention
to a German couple, who apparently had come to Maldives without any
knowledge of where to stay. (Most tourists came in large travel groups
from Europe). The “tourist-fishermen” began their competitive bidding
(“baiting”) ritual, vying to lure the Germans (Gerumanu miihun) to

their particular resorts.

Suddenly, much to my relief, out of the crowd appeared my Maldivian
friend, Maumoon Abdul Gayoom. I was both somewhat surprised and
very relieved to see him. Although he had written asking me to let him
know when I would be arriving and I had cabled him my flight details
from Colombo, I had not been sure if he would really be there to meet

me.

Maumoon was smiling and looking quite different from the way I
remembered him in New York a year earlier. There he had appeared
rather stocky for his relative shortness, always dressed in somber, dark,
unfashionable suits. Here in Maldives, he seemed slimmer, not at all
short among his own people, though much shorter than I and the
Europeans. He was wearing pressed, long grey trousers with a freshly

ironed white cotton shirt worn over the waist of his trousers.
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Maumoon greeted me by giving me the honorific Maldivian handshake-
-after gripping my hand firmly, he then raised his thumb and
outstretched hand back towards his forehead and nose as a sign of
respect. He then introduced me to his wife, Nasreena, dressed in neat
bell-botto}med slacks and a floral long-sleeved blouse, also worn
outside, over her trousers. Accompanying them on this outing were her
sister, Farisha (nicknamed Fari), dressed as Nasreena; the sisters’
brother, Abbas; Fari’s husband, Ibrahim Samari Maniku; and their late
sister’s husband, Heena. I thought it odd, when Nasreena pointed out
another man standing in a nearby group of men and said that he was
Maumoon’s brother, Abdulla Hameed, but the latter did not speak to

us and appeared not even to acknowledge us.*

After Maumoon gave some quiet orders to a few workmen to carry my
bags to the jetty (there were no porters per se, as there were in the
neighbouring South Asian countries), we all boarded a motor-launch.
In addition to our own small party, there were a number of other
Maldivians aboard. Some were in Western-style clothes like Maumoon
and his family, but several were wearing traditional dress--men in long
sarongs (mundu) and short-sleeved overshirts (libas) and a few women
in long dresses (digu hedun)--some were of plain dark colours while
others were of large floral prints, all with rounded open necks and
wide scalloped collars. A few older women were wearing colourful
overblouses, one a bright red and another a bright blue, with gold and
silver-threaded embroidered open necks and gold cuffs, called karufehili

libas, over skirts of wide black and white horizontal stripes, called feyli.

4 I soon learned in Male’ that members of the Maldivian elite seldom ever publicly greeted or

acknowledged any personal connections in public. There was always said to be the fear that
conversations and greetings might be misconstrued by passersby and reported as political to higher
authorities. Because of this general fear and especially fear of talking with foreigners (see discussion
below in chapter 2), it was remarkable that Maumoon Gayoom and his wife’s family publicly welcomed
me to Maldives, about which most members of the Male’ elite would have heard by the next day, if
not that night.
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A few of the women wore necklaces of large gold coins and the
traditional veil (buruga) wrapped around the tops of their heads and

hanging down on their shoulders but with their faces uncovered.

Immediately, I began to realise, as we sat on the boat and I began
observing the people, that there was a distinctly Maldivian appearance-
-distinguishable from their neighbours and ancestral relatives, Indians
and Sri Lankans. Almost all Maldivians were short (most then under
five and a half feet, and many under five feet tall) with very black
hair, and most were very dark-skinned. They had a variety of facial
features, and some had very curly hair, others with very straight hair,
and many with beautiful straight white teeth. Like their language,
which is Indo-European from Sanskrit but with a great abundance now
of Arabic influence, Maldivians’ facial features reflect the long history
of their country’s interaction with all the other cultures involved in the
Indian ocean trading network--Indian, Singhalese, Malay, Chinese,
Indonesian, Arab, Persian, Portuguese, East African, and even, as some
of the Maldivian elite claim, some French blood. Sitting shyly apart
from the rest of the Maldivians was a small cluster of women with
remarkably similar features but rather different from the others. Each
was wearing a tightly wound piece of cloth made to look like a flower
above one ear (called a ruma). I was told that these women were
descendants of the people believed to have been the aborigines of
Maldives, the people originally of Giravaru Island on the far

southwestern rim of North Male’ Atoll.*

46 According to legend, these aborigines, believed to have come from southern India thousands

of years ago, were inhabiting Maldives when the Singhalese prince, Koimala, and his bride drifted over
from Ceylon and became the first king and queen of this remote archipelago. A few years before I
arrived in Maldives, these people had all been forcibly removed from their native Giravaru and re-
settled on Hulule Island. The year after I arrived, they were removed again, to Male’, when the project
for modernising the airport island began in 1977. See Maloney (1980:274-78) for more about the
Giravaru people and also (Maloney 1980:28-47) for a more detailed account of the Maldivian origin
myths and legends.
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The ride from Hulule to Male’ took twenty minutes. Headed south, we
passed between the island of Funadu, used for freight storage and for
oil storage tanks, and on our right, Dhunidhoo, used by the police as
a prison. Sailboats and motorboats skirted past us. The buildings along
Male’s waterfront became distinct. Freshly whitewashed with blue- or
green-trimmed doors and windows, many were crowned with Maldivian
flags to indicate that they were government offices. A number of
modern motorboats and a few small yachts were anchored on the
eastern half of the front, but the western half was lined with the

traditional wooden sailboats used by the fishermen.

We pulled into a jetty to the west of the fishing boats. Again,
Maumoon gave quiet orders for my bags to be taken somewhere. Then
we all walked inland along narrow, cleanly swept streets of hard-packed
coral sand. A few cars, bicycles and motorcycles passed by us, but the
island seemed very quiet. Walls (faaru) lined the streets. We passed
through a wooden door in one of the walls and came into a large
courtyard, which was in the back of their house-compound (ge), called
Enderimaage. (I recognised the name as the address to which I had

sent letters informing Maumoon of my arrival plans).

The courtyard was shaded with coconut palms, betelnut palms, mango,
breadfruit, papaya, and banana trees. I was introduced to Nasreena’s
mother, Hava Manike, widowed for only two years, and Abbas’ wife,
Zahema (nicknamed Zahe), and all their children (Maumoon and
Nasreena’s then three: Dunya, Yumna, and Faris; Abbas and Zahe’s
“two; Abbas’ two older ones by an earlier wife; and Fari and Samari’s -
two) and a number of servants (many of whom were children and a few

older persons, who I later learned were visiting-islanders).
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Room was made for me on a large swing, called ndoli, which I was told
was a basic piece of Maldivian furniture used as both a seat and a bed
and found in the courtyards as well in inside rooms of most houses. I
was given a chilled glass of yellow meva fruit juice and a plate of cold,
spicy, fried fish balls and small sweet coconut cakes. Maumoon told me
that they had arranged a room for me to rent at a “hotel” (a two-room
guest house in the middle of Male’) and that my bags had been sent
there. It was very peaceful as we sat talking in the breezy, tree-shaded
courtyard. Then in the darkening evening as the sun set, the soothing

wail of Muslim prayers could be heard from a nearby mosque.

All at once, everyone hurriedly excused themselves without explanation,
walked quickly into the house, and left me sitting alone on the swing,
wondering what was transpiring. Through the open window of what
seemed to be a dining room, I could see several of the family eating
very fast, pushing food into their mouths with their hands. (Like many
other peoples of South Asia, Maldivians eat only with their right
hand). A few minutes later, they returned to me and explained that
they had rushed off to break their day’s fast. It was the month of
Ramazan, as the Maldivians call the Muslim period of Ramadan.
Almost immediately, there began to be lots of noise coming from the
street--cars, horns, motorcycles, and voices--and, yet, it remained
subdued and relatively quiet in the courtyard of Enderimaage where we
continued sitting. My hosts explained that at night during Ramazan, the
people of Male’ feasted and celebrated until early morning. The racket
was a strange contrast to the initial peacefulness I had sensed upon

“arrival.
My host, Maumoon, asked if I would be interested in going that

evening to a local musical concert. Of course, I was thrilled at the idea

that I would get to see and hear such a performance on my very first
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night. I assumed the concert would feature “traditional music”, but,
much to my surprise, when we reached the open-air theatre of the
girls’ high school, I discovered their music was electric-rock played by
young men wearing modern bell-bottom trousers and starched, white,
unbelted overshirts. They were playing the latest hits from America
and Europe, including John Denver’s “Country Road”, as well as music
by Abba, and the audience of Maldivians cheered them on.

Afterward, I was introduced to several other Maldivians, all of whom
also spoke excellent English. I found myself wondering what life would
be like for me here over the next couple of years, and marvelling

already at this unusual little island and the sea-world surrounding it.

Thus began my fieldwork on the capital island of Male’ in the Maldive

Islands--a study of amazing contrasts in a very old, remote, yet globally

connected, society of the Indian Ocean.

Over the next nineteen months--until April of 1978--1 lived in the
Republic of Maldives and carried out anthropological fieldwork, having
my residence in the capital, Male’, and making visits to outer islands
throughout the country. As I will explain below, I became a true
participant-observer in the elite society of Maldives. Although I rented
my own separate accommodation (several short-term rentals at first
and eventually a little flat at a house called “Oceanic Villa” on the
western end of the island), I was attached to Maumoon Gayoom'’s
wife’s family’s house called Enderimaage. I usually visited there several
times a day, and my mail came to that address. I was also a daily
participant in the life of other houses: Mandueduruge, belonging to
Rasheeda Mohamed Didi; her brothers’ other houses, including

Karankage; and Manduge, where Habeeba and her husband Zubair
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lived with their children and her old mother, Titi Gomaa, one of the

last living princesses.

Everyday 1 also visited many other people during the day and
especially in the cool evenings, as was the custom, in many other
houses belonging to the elite, all living in the capital. I either rode my
bicycle*” or walked daily around the capital island early every morning
and throughout the island’s streets during the days and nights when I
was in Male’. Also, at the invitation of members of the elite with
access to boats and islands, I often accompanied them on excursions
(evening outings, Friday picnics, and even holiday trips) to outer
islands--tourist islands, distant inhabited islands and some uninhabited
islands throughout the archipelago. A couple of times I managed to get

rides on small planes to visit Addu Atoll in the south.

Immediately upon arrival in Maldives, I resumed my studies of the
Maldivian language with several teachers, including not only continuing
with Maumoon Gayoom when he was free, but also with other learned
Maldivians whom he had recommended: Sheikh Mohamed Jameel,
Aminath Hussein, Habeeba Zubair, Fatimath Anees Didi, and later
Mohamed Waheed. I learned to write the script, called Thaana, and I
was able to read some. I studied the Maldivian language throughout my
years of fieldwork and later in London when some members of the
Maldivian elite shared my home (see below). Most members of the
Maldivian elite spoke English, however, and they often used English

even among themselves.

4 At that time, relatively few members of the elite had cars. Most either walked or rode bicycles

around the capital island. Maumoon and Nasreena arranged for me to buy my own bicycle, and I left
it at their house, Enderimaage, on my departure.
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Daily life among the elite of Maldives is similar to elite life in many
other places (except that the scale of Male’ was very small, existing
then on a densely populated one-square-mile island).*® At that time,
the members of the Maldivian elite spent their time working in
government offices in the mornings, running the government from both
their offices and homes, managing their households with the help of
numerous servants, talking, gossiping, scheming (politically and
romantically), educating the young, praying, courting and making love,
and going from house to house to discuss, observe, and stay abreast of

the affairs of the capital’s elite.

I lived among the elite as they lived and collected data daily on the
kinship system as well as all other aspects--economic, political,
religious, and social--of that society. Sometimes I used tape recorders
for special interviews and discussions and transcribed the tapes, but,
most importantly, I daily kept very detailed field-notes and journals on
all aspects of my daily research and life in Maldives and especially
among the elite. (I continued this practice of keeping notes about
Maldives for years after my fieldwork in the country when I remained
intensely involved with Maldivian elite society, as I will describe later
in this Preface. Even years later, whenever there has been renewed
contact, I have kept detailed notes about what I have learned about

the Maldivian elite).

Soon after I arrived in the field in 1976, I was notified that I had been
awarded a grant for doctoral fieldwork from the Wenner-Gren
"Foundation for Anthropological Research. The original title of my

proposed eighteen-months’ fieldwork was “Traditional Society and

e Later, with the international telephone and Maldivians having enough money from tourism

to travel and set up living abroad as well, they have maintained communication among the elite all
over the world. See Colton (1995a).
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Processes of Change in the Maldive Islands: The Social Impact of

Tourism”, which I had submitted to the Wenner-Gren Foundation

months before I went to the field.

The focus of my study changed, however, when I discovered that there
was a more immediate topic at hand--that the elite stratum of the
country lived on the capital island where I was living, that this elite
was the group to whom I had been given a unique entree, and that
politics was the chief preoccupation of that elite, indeed its raison
d’etre. 1 realised that I had a rare opportunity to focus upon this
national political elite and, thus, the elite’s control of tourism, was

only a component of the overall focus.

A bit of background is helpful here to explain how my orientation
changed. Before originally going to Maldives, I learned that tourism
had only just begun there. Realising the long isolation of the country,
isolated at least from global tourism, I assumed that this fledgling
tourist industry would have a marked effect upon the traditional
society, including the marriage and kinship system, class system,
religion, labour and migration patterns, education, patterns of conflict,
values, and cultural horizons. I went into the field expecting to find
that tourism was one of the major agents of change, and once at work
in Maldives, I began to identify many effects of tourism in all aspects

of the socioeconomic organisation.

I found, too, that many of the effects I was observing in that country
~were different from those observed in other places where tourism had -
been studied as an agent of change. Maldives had a unique advantage
that protected much of the society from some of the harsher effects of
tourism. In the Maldives Archipelago, of the 1196 islands (the

unofficial count in the late 1970s), only 210 were then inhabited,leaving
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almost a thousand for other purposes. The original founders of the
tourist industry in Maldives decided to take advantage of this unusual
opportunity and built their tourist hotels, resorts as Maldivians call

them, on separate unihabited islands.

Observing the tourist industry in operation in Maldives, I saw that it
was controlled by a small group of people, whose chief director was
the country’s ruler, and that they were adapting this new industry in
many ways to traditional Maldivian patterns of living. What became
most interesting for me to study was not so much tourism alone and
its effects, but rather how the Maldivian elite was coping with tourism
and other developmental-economic changes. Thus, from the beginning
of my fieldwork, the primary focus of my research changed, and the
fledgling tourist industry became only one aspect of my study. I
realised that what I was really studying was the sociopolitical

organisation of the Maldivian elite in whose midst I was living.

It should be noted that because of a serendipitous set of
circumstances, from the very beginning of my stay in Maldives, I
enjoyed an advantage that no other foreigner living there had. (At the
time I arrived in Maldives, I found several other anthropologists and
other scholars at work in the country).* My close association with the

two-man Maldivian delegation at the U.N. had provided me with an

49 Clarence Maloney, an American anthropologist residing in southern India, had made several

short visits to Maldives and published several articles about Maldives (1974; 1976; 1978a; 1978b).
Later, Maloney (1980) published a general ethnography, People of the Maldive Islands, which provides
- a useful survey of the -country as a whole, focusing much more on the "islands" and history than on -
the elite of the capital. Also, Danish anthropologists, Annagrethe Ottovar (1980) and her husband,
Nils Finn Munch-Petersen (1982), were working in 1976-77 on southern islands. James Heimann
(1980), an American anthropologist trained in Denmark, and his Danish wife, Kirstin Heimann, were
also working during 1976-77 in the southern atolls, as well as British scholar, Andrew Forbes (1977;
1980; 1987), and his Kenyan wife, Fawzia Ali (1978), who was particularly interested in the historical
Indian Ocean connections between East Africa and Maldives (see Forbes & Ali 1980). A German
student, Norbert Schmidt, also came to Maldives in 1977, and has since published a guidebook (1981;
1990).
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unparalleled entree into the lives of the Maldivian elite. It was known
among the members of the elite that one its own, Maumoon Gayoom,
had known me as a friend elsewhere and obviously respected me
enough to go himself publicly with his wife and family to welcome me
upon arrival at the airport and into their household, at great risk of
stirring up gossip and malicious accusations about their friendship with

a foreigner.

Clearly, however, although I had that unusual toehold in Maldivian
society, as a “mere” anthropologist, I remained not important enough,
according to standards of Maldivian protocol, to be included on any
official lists for Maldivian elite functions. Later, more than halfway
into my first year of fieldwork, for a quite unexpected reason, I began
receiving a few invitations to special elite functions, and suddenly the
world of the Maldivian elite became clearer. Again, serendipitously, I
had achieved my new status, one that was important and useful to the
elite in Maldivian society, by officially registering as a journalist with

the government® and then by having published a few news stories.’!

After more than six months of fieldwork, I suddenly discovered that by
writing immediately publishable articles about events related to my
research, I had a current value to the Maldivian elite, which is above

all, ethnocentric, and concerned always with its political world. I then

50 This letter, written in 1977, formally notifying the Maldivian government that I wished also

_to work as a journalist writing articles about Maldives, was in addition to my original letter of
registration written in 1975, stating that I wished to live and work there as an anthropologist. I had
written both letters at different times upon the advice of my friend, Maumoon Gayoom. In each case,
the government’s Department of External Affairs responded positively to my requests with official
letters from the Minister, as Maumoon had told me was important to obtain before proceeding.

st See Colton (1977a-u) in Bibliography for the early news articles published about Maldives.
See also Colton (1978b-j,1-m); 1979a-b; 1980a-d; 1981a-b; 1982) and Colton & Klinger (1980) for later

news articles.
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became even better known and actually accepted by the Maldivian elite

as “the journalist”.

My writing as a journalist gave me a legitimate role in the Male’
society and thus a position which allowed my inclusion in elite
functions and activities. Basically, the Maldivian leaders and
government were very pleased to have a foreigner living among them
and writing news reports about their country that gave them publicity
they had never had in the regional and world press. By helping give
Maldives status in the outside world, I was accepted and accorded a

position in the Maldivian elite.

As I look back on my first long period of fieldwork in Maldives, I
realise that if I had not fallen into this occupation, which provided me
a status and prestige in their society, I could never have achieved the
depth and breadth of my research and thus my resultant thesis. As only
an anthropologist, I would never have been included in the official side
of Maldivian elite life, and would not have had the unique opportunity
to learn about the Male’ elite. It was not the usual combination of
roles for an ethnographer, and nor was it planned, but it provided the
opportunity to do in-depth fieldwork in an elite society that would not,
otherwise, have been open to an outsider. I became a true participant-
observer in a society that has, historically, allowed very few outsiders

an inside view.

During those first years of my fieldwork in 1976-1978, I had the
‘amazing good fortune (from the point of view of an observer of -
change) to be in Maldives when several events occurred that signalled
the beginning of major techo-economic change. And because I was by
1977 seen to have a contributing role in the elite society, I was invited

to attend the celebratory rituals and observe the Maldivian reactions
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to these inaugural events. These major events included the following:
the opening of Maldives’ satellite earth station and its modern
telecommunications system in May of 1977;% the arrival of the first
commercial jetplane in Maldives and the inauguration of the Maldives
International Airlines with its jet service to Sri Lanka in November of
1977, the opening of the country’s first factories, fish-canning, in
1977;%* and the opening of Maldives Television on March 29, 1978.%
Also, I was living in Maldives when other unusual events took place,
including: in late 1976, only four years after the country had opened
its doors to international tourists, a tourist committed the only murder
that had occurred in the country for many years;*® in 1977, the the
overnight conversion of the written language from the traditional,
unique Maldivian script called Thaana to a modern Roman script;®’
the government’s rejection in 1977 of what was then a huge offer of
one million dollars from the Soviet Union to lease Gan airfield;*® the
discovery by a fisherman in 1977 of a large block of amerbergris
floating in the Maldivian seas, and its subsequent sale by an

entrepreneurial member of the elite in what was then the largest single

52 See Colton (1977¢; 19771; 1977p; 1978g; 1995a).
53 See Colton (1977a; 1977t; 1978g; 1978i).
>4 See Colton (1977r; 1978g).

% See Colton (1978b; 1978g; 1995a).
, 567 A young German man murdered his German girlfriend. He was then tried in Maldives and
banished for life to a remote island. There he was converted to Islam and married a Maldivian woman.
This incident and the growth of tourism in general caused alarm in Maldives and led to the
government enacting a “ban on hippies” in 1977 (see Colton 1977n; 1977s; 1978f; 1978g).
37 This was a dramatic example of how the President rules by fiat in Maldives--an order is given
and action must be taken across the country immediately.

%8 See Colton (1977c; 1977k; 1977r; 1978g).
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monetary transaction made by a Maldivian;* tourism figures jumped
from a few thousand per year to twenty thousand during the time of
my fieldwork.®® All these “events” were truly historic markers
occurring while I lived with the Maldivians and learned about their

traditional and modernising society.

In October of 1977, the President of Maldives, Ibrahim Nasir, who had
ruled the country for twenty years without ever having given an
audience to any non-official foreigner (official including ambassadors
and senior United Nations representatives), suddenly agreed to grant
me the first ever such interview.®" Although I never met him again
while he was ruling the country,”> he apparently then approved my

inclusion in a number of exclusive elite activities.

I was able to study the elite as a community--the political core--at the
national level. In a society in which every feature was intertwined with,
and indeed governed by, politics, I observed how the elite was
directing, coping with, and adapting to modernisation and change,
including tourism, mass communications and all other aspects of

technological development.

I spent nearly two years (1976-78) living in Maldives; I re-visited there
on five different occasions in late 1978, 1979, 1980, and 1983; and

since then, I have maintained very close ties with Maldivians who have

% See Colton (1977b; 1978g).
60 See Colton (1977t; 1978f; 1978g; 1979a; 1980c; 1980d; 1981a; 1981b; 1982).

61 For excerpts from that interview, see Colton (1977d; 1977r; 1978g).

62 The only other times I met Ibrahim Nasir was when I went to interview him in Singapore in

April 1980 (see Colton 1980b) and once, synchronistically, when I unexpectedly bumped into him
arriving at London’s Heathrow Airport in late 1980.
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visited me in England and the United States, as well as meeting me
elsewhere around the world, including Switzerland, Egypt, Singapore,
Sri Lanka, Yemen, and Kuwait. Interestingly, my contact with
Maldivians outside Maldives while I was again living in London, from
1978-1983, was nearly as intense as it might have been in Maldives,
probably even more so in terms of information they divulged about the
political workings of their elite society. During those years, when
several Maldivians lived with me in London and many others visited
me, I learned a great deal about Maldivian elite life because the life
they had left behind was all they wanted to talk about when abroad.
And, equally important, these travelling members of the elite always
felt much more free to talk about politics when they were outside
Maldives.

I moved from Maldives on April 2, 1978, only four days after the
opening of the Maldivian television service.® Later that week, I
stopped in the Seychelle Islands, far to the west of Maldives, and there
located the man who had led a rebellion against the Maldivian
government in Male’ in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Abdullah Afeef
Didi,* a southern Maldivian from Addu Atoll, had, with his wife and

children, been living in exile in Seychelles since 1963.

6 I had arranged my departure date to fall after the opening of the television because I wanted

to observe the celebration of the event and to observe any immediate effects. The very next evening

_ after the opening, as I made my usual rounds of visits throughout Male’, I noticed that most of the
elite houses I visited had their doors locked if they owned a television set. The reason was to keep
“ordinary people” from wandering in off the streets and watching their television sets. Up to that
night, doors of houses, both elite and non-elite, in Male’ were never locked.

64 I spent two days, April 7-8, 1978, in Seychelles visiting Afeef Didi and his family at their
house on Mahe’ Island. It was then that he recounted to me the long story of how he had been
President of the former, secessionist Suvadiva Republic from 1959 to 1963, when the southern
Maldivian islands had claimed independence from the rest of Maldives, ruled by the Male’ elite.
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In June of 1978, President Nasir suddenly announced that he would
retire from office at the end of his second five-year Presidential term
expiring the following November. The Majlis (called the People’s
Parliament in English) then nominated Maumoon Abdul Gayoom, and,
as the sole nominee, he was elected by the populace in a national
referendum in July to succeed Nasir as President of the Republic of
Maldives.

During August and early September of 1978, I returned to Maldives for
a short visit.** I then moved back to London, where I began
organising my fieldnotes, working with my adviser, Dr. Bloch, at the
London School of Economics, reflecting on all my research and
experiences in Maldives,® and planning my thesis, while at the same
time beginning employment in international television and radio news.
By that time, the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological
Research had generously awarded me another grant, this one to help

fund the writing of my doctoral dissertation. At the same time, I

6 At that time I was commissioned to write a chapter about events and trends of the past year

in Maldives for the Asia Yearbook 1979 (Colton 1979a), published by the Far Eastern Economic
Review. The year before, after I suggested to its editors that they should include a chapter about
Maldives, the article I wrote for the Asia Yearbook 1978 (Colton 1978g) introducing the long-ignored
nation became the first detailed account of Maldives to appear in such a pan-Asian publication. Many
Maldivians said how very pleased they were for their country finally to be included amongst the rest
of the Asian nations in such an annual review. Also, while in Maldives on that first return trip in
August-September of 1978, I laid the groundwork for and conducted a preliminary survey among
government departments for a project, “Survey of Island Women”, which was later carried out by a
non-profit U.S. aid-organisation, the Overseas Education Fund, in collaboration with the Government
of Maldives (1980).

% - In November. of 1978, I presented a paper to the Graduate Anthropology Seminar at the .
London School of Economics as the first academic examination of my data after returning from the
field. The topic I selected was “Banishment in the Maldive Islands and the Maldivian Concept of
"Beerw’, the Outside World” (Colton 1978a). In December of 1978, I delivered a general lecture on
Maldives (Colton 1978k) to the Asia Society in New York City. Early in the following year, I presented
another paper to the Anthropology Department at the LSE, this one on the subject of “Maldivian
Lists and Functions for Delimiting the Elite” (1979¢). In 1979-80, I provided assistance to the World
Bank team preparing its first economic report (see World Bank 1980a; 1980b) on Maldives, which had
joined the international bank in 1978.
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immediately became the “home-away-from-home” for visiting

Maldivians.5’

In November of 1978, I made a brief but very special trip back to
Maldives--to attend the inauguration® of my friend, the new President
Maumoon Abdul Gayoom on November 11th, Maldives’ Republic Day.
I was very glad to be able to be there when he was sworn in at one
minute past midnight, and the President and my other Maldivian
friends were definitely pleased that I had made the effort to fly there

for the historic event.%

In August of 1979, I returned again to Maldives.”” During that visit,
I was able to observe my old friend, now almost a year into the
Presidency, and his family in their new roles. I realised then that his

relationships with his affines, since he had become President, were

67 Immediately upon my arrival back in London that September of 1978, one of my close friends

from Maldives also arrived to take a course. The husband of the new President’s wife’s sister, who had
also lived in the same house, Enderimaage, with Maumoon Gayoom and his family, Ibrahim Samari
Maniku was my constant companion in London from London until late December 1978. During that
time, also, his and Maumoon’s brother-in-law, Abbas Ibrahim, also came for a short course in London
and spent a great deal of time with me. As I was beginning to learn, most Maldivians overseas were
very eager for conversation about their home country.

68 See below Chapter 6 for a detailed description of both the celebratory reception prior to the
inauguration and the event itself.

® Following that trip, I wrote the biographies of both Maldivian Presidents Nasir and Gayoom
for the Reuters World Leaders Biographies (Colton 1978m). See also Colton (1978d; 1978i; 1978,
1979a).
0 Again, I was able to finance another trip to Maldives with commissions for articles, including
an article for the Far Eastern Economic Review (Colton 1979b), as well as the annual chapter for the
Asia Yearbook 1980 (Colton 1980d) and also one for the biennial comprehensive All-Asia Guide 1980
(Colton 1980c), for which I had written the book’s first-ever chapter on Maldives in its 1978 edition
(Colton 1978f).
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similar to that of the former President and his wife’s siblings, which I

had observed during my fieldwork.”

At the end of that visit in 1979, I left the country on the plane that
carried the President as he embarked on his first diplomatic trip

overseas since taking office nine months earlier.”

My fourth trip back to Maldives in the two years since I had moved
from there was for a month in April of 1980.” The night before I left
Male’ at the end of that trip, I went to say good-bye to President
Maumoon Gayoom and the rest of his family. While there at their
house (then the Presidential residence of Theemuge) that Saturday
night, April 26, Maumoon informed me that his brother-in-law, Ilyas
Ibrahim, who was then head of National Security, and the security
guards had foiled a coup-plot (see Colton 1980a) in which mercenaries
had been hired and sent to Maldives disguised as divers the preceding

February. The President explained that since then, Ilyas and National

n In February of 1980, I presented a paper (Colton 1980¢) entitled “The Paradox of Affinal
Dependence in Maldivian Politics” to the Graduate Anthropology Seminar at the London School of
Economics.

n Historically, a number of Maldivian rulers, Sultans, had been ousted from power when they

went abroad, usually on Haj, pilgrimage, to Mecca. Thus, this new President Gayoom waited almost
a year to get his hold on power before travelling abroad. This 1979 trip was the first such ever made
by a Maldivian head of state. He and key members of his cabinet were enroute first to Libya for its
independence celebrations, then to the Non-Aligned Summit Conference in Havana, then to the
United Nations General Assembly in New York, and finally to the Vienna headquarters of the
Organisation of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). Under the direction of this new,
cosmopolitan President Gayoom and his like-minded ministers, the Government of Maldives was
secking to make its place in the world of nations and also to solicit foreign aid. For discussions of
. Maldives’ foreign policy under Gayoom, see Colton (1978i; 1978j; 1979a; 1979b; 1980d; 1981a; 1981b; .
1982; 1995a); Davis (1986); and Didi (1991a; 1991b).

7 I returned for a month to write several articles, including the chapter on Maldives for the
Asia & Pacific Annual Review 1981 (Colton 1981a); the Maldives chapter for the Asia Yearbook 1981
(1981b); to prepare an article about Maldives for The National Geographic (the story was later "killed"
by the editors for "political reasons", and only the photographs were much later used in a more general
story on Indian Ocean nations); and to plan articles for the May 28, 1980, Financial Times "Survey
of Maldives" (see Colton & Klinger 1980).
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Security had been working with the mercenaries to learn who was
behind the plan. They now believed the plotters to be former President
Nasir and his in-laws, as well as, they said they suspected, others close
to him and the former First Lady. President Gayoom and his brothers-
in-law (lianoo) that night suggested I take a detour on my way home
to London and fly to Singapore to interview for publication former
President Nasir at his residence there and ask him about his alleged
involvement. They also suggested that while in Singapore I could get
an interview with the Maldivian shipping magnate, Ali Maniku, to be
used in some of the various articles I had been commissioned to

write.”*

Immediately after leaving Maldives, I flew to Colombo, Sri Lanka,
where I visited with some Maldivian friends who helped put me in
direct touch with the Maldivians in Singapore. On April 30, I went to
Singapore to conduct interviews with ex-President Nasir and the former
First Lady, Naseema Mohamed Nasir, and also with the Maldivian

shipping magnate,” all then resident in Singapore.

The former President denied involvement in any coup-plot against
Gayoom’s government, and I filed the story to Reuters in London. At
the same time, just a day after I had left Maldives, Gayoom'’s
government began its “witch-hunt” against the “criminals”, allegedly all

the family, affines and friends of the former President and his wife. As

[ See Colton (1981a; 1981b) and Colton & Klinger (1980).
» My interview with Ali Umar Maniku, the Maldivian shipping magnate, was published in “The
Financial Times Survey: Republic of Maldives” (Colton & Klinger 1980). That day in Singapore was
the first and only time I ever met Ali Maniku because he directed Maldivian shipping from his
Singapore residence and was hardly ever in Maldives during the time of my residence and visits in
Maldives.
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6 as the messenger of

soon as my article was published by _Reuters,7
the former President’s denial, I was “implicated” and my name
dragged, much to my surprise, into the political furor in Maldives.
Even though my longtime Maldivian friend, President Gayoom, had
suggested and urged me to do the interview, I was then accused of
sympathising with the alleged plotters because I had published Nasir’s
statement of denial. At the time, I had no idea that Maldives was once
again at the beginning of a long, national “witch-hunt” (see below

Chapter 8).

During the next year and a half, my comprehension of and initiation
into the life and thought of the Maldivian elite took a quantum leap.
Following my visit to Singapore, I developed a friendship with the
former First Lady and was privy to her accounts of many of the
incidents and her feelings leading up to her divorce as well as her daily
reactions to the witch-hunt then being carried out against all her
family back home in Maldives. Also, I then developed strong, new
friendships with other very knowledgeable Maldivians--Abida Ford in
southern England and the shipping magnate’s son, Mohamed Ali, in
London--both of whom, though having lived in Britain for many years,

maintained strong ties with Maldivian family and friends.

A turning point in my understanding of the Maldivian elite came the
summer of 1980, when several Maldivians in exile turned to me, as the
only foreigner they knew and, obviously, felt comfortable with, to take
free refuge in my flat in London. For the next year and a few months,
‘several members of the Maldivian elite were continuously living, one -
after another and sometimes together, in my flat, and others made it

a meeting place and base in London for the next three years until I

7 See Colton (1980b).
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moved from London to Egypt in 1983. During that time, they all talked
incessantly about Maldives, and they included me in their conversations
as if I were one of them, even though I was considered only a listener
and a kind of sounding board. This experience clearly proved to me
the value of extended research and immersion in the society one

studies as a social anthropologist.

First, Moomina Haleem Ismail, the former Minister of Health in
Nasir’s government, who had been sentenced to banishment and then
pardoned, fled into voluntary exile and arrived in London in July,
taking refuge with me on July 23, 1980. Except for a short period at
the end of August, when she went to look for a job in Kuwait,
Moomina stayed at my flat until April 8, 1981, when she returned to
Kuwait to work as a nurse, and some years later moved to Sri

Lanka.”’

During this period, the former First Lady, Naseema Mohamed (Nasir),
moved out of the former Preéident’s flat in Singapore and came to visit
Moomina and me in London for several weeks in August of 1980.
(Naseema, Moomina, and Abida had all been best friends since early
childhood in Maldives and during schooling in Ceylon, and they made
my London residence their new meeting place abroad). Later, in April
of 1981, Naseema returned again to England and moved into my flat,

then dividing her time between my place and Abida Ford’s house in

7 Moomina Haleem Ismail has remained in “voluntary” exile in Colombo, Sri Lanka, all these

years to the present, and in August 1995, she and some of her family visited me for the first time in
the United States. She still fears that if she returned to Maldives, she would get into immediate
political trouble for talking openly about politics.
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Southampton until the end of August of 1981, when Naseema moved

to Australia.”®

At the same time, Mohamed Nasir, a son of the former President (by
his marriage prior to his last one to Naseema), had moved to London
and also spent much of his time at my flat with me and the other
Maldivians from August of 1980 until he moved from England in
September of 1981.7

Throughout this period, a number of other Maldivians visited me in
London. At one point, another son of former President Nasir, Ahmed,
along with his wife (and the husband’s child by his first wife, the sister
of his second wife), appeared on my doorstep, also seeking temporary
refuge after the former President allegedly disowned them in
Singapore. On still another occasion, the current President Gayoom’s
most powerful brother-in-law, Ilyas Ibrahim, along with President
Gayoom’s longtime best friend and then his Foreign Affairs Minister,
Fathulla Jameel, arrived together for tea while the exiles were
downstairs in the flat. (Such a situation would have appeared comic if
everything involving Maldivian politics at that time had not been so

serious).®

78 Eventually, the former First Lady Naseema Mohamed returned to Maldives, at first taking

a government job in the hospital and now running a guest-house in Male’ and living a quiet life.

” Four months later, early in 1982, I received word that Mohamed Nasir had died tragically in

the Netherlands. The Amsterdam Police said the cause of death was suicide.

80 For the Maldivians living with me, and for myself when I was not at work and home with
them, the talk was never of anything but Maldivian relationships, politics and intrigue. They talked
constantly, not seeming to care that I, a foreigner, an outsider, heard everything. I had, obviously,
become accepted as a kind of honorary insider. Sometimes when I was exhausted from all the
company, I would escape alone to visit Abida and Douglas Ford in Southampton and later in
Canterbury, where we would end up spending all our time again talking only of Maldivian
relationships, politics and intrigue.
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Because of the perception promoted in Maldives then that I was
“harbouring criminals” (the alleged coup-plotters), I was warned by
visiting Maldivians and by others telephoning and writing from
Maldives® not to consider returning for a visit to Maldives until I was
told it would be safe for me to do so. Essentially, I was told I was
considered a “persona non grata” for political purposes. Many
Maldivians explained to me that it was “all political”, that I must
understand that my old friend, Maumoon Gayoom, now the President,
needed scapegoats to seal his hold on power, and it was useful for him
then to make me one of them during this national frenzy of political

conflict.

Finally, in early 1983, I received word from the President that I would
be welcome to return to my “home” in Maldives. My friend, Ali
Maniku, the son of the shipping magnate and then a student in
London, encouraged me to accept the Presidential offer and to go as
soon as possible to Male’. Thus, my last visit to Maldives was in March
of 1983.

On that visit, I was treated with remarkable hospitality by Maldivians,
who housed me as a guest on a nearby tourist island, Villingili, and
entertained me in their houses on Male’. The President himself
ordered that I be brought by special boat to his official office in the
centre of Male’, and there in the open entrance on the main waterfront
of the capital island, Maumoon stepped out to welcome me formally
in the middle of the day for all passersby to see. “All was forgiven”

‘when I was formally received at both the Office of the President and

8 Letters were hand-carried out of Maldives for fear of government tampering with the post,

and any phone-calls were usually made by Maldivians working as international operators on behalf of
a friend who might want a message relayed. If a call was made directly from someone in Male’, then
the conversation was oblique and in a kind of code.
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later at the family’s Presidential Residence. These were his gestures to
demonstrate to the Maldivians that I was no longer considered a
“culprit” in the political turmoil of the early 1980s. President
Maumoon Gayoom, while not apologising per se, essentially explained
that his having allowed me to become one of the scapegoats, a
temporary persona non grata, was simply a necessary political action at
the time of a great national crisis. Obviously, he believed he had to do

that to prove his strength by turning against his old foreign friend.

The knowledge and understanding I gained of Maldivian elite society
those five years after I left my formal fieldwork in Maldives in 1978
proved to be essential in providing “the other side of the picture”, in
showing the process of Maldivian political life, which I would have
been unable to describe ethnographically after only two years in
Maldives before the “rest” happened. Perhaps the members of the elite
talk so intimately with me because, though I remain an outsider, a
non-Maldivian, I have been the very rare person who knows their
society, is genuinely interested in the details of their lives and society,
and with whom they can discuss not only things they would discuss with
their closest Maldivian family and friends, but more importantly, things
they would not want to discuss with any other Maldivians because of
their political fears. I have sensed that I have been made privy to the

real secrets of Maldivian elite society, and I am honoured.

This doctoral thesis in social anthropology analyses ethnographic data
gathered over several years in the 1970s and early 1980s. The intensive -
fieldwork in Maldives was carried out from September of 1976 until
April of 1978. Two return visits to the field were conducted in late
1978, and once again each year in 1979, 1980, and 1983; and I
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conducted extensive research among travelling and expatriate

Maldivians in London from 1978-1983.

The original drafts for this thesis were written from 1978-1981,
culminating in my submission of a draft to my thesis adviser, Professor
Maurice Bloch, in September of 1981. An audio tape of the invaluable
suggestions he made at that time has provided important guidance for
me as I returned to work again on the thesis in the summer of 1993
when I returned to London for library research and finally completing

it now in the summer of 1995.

In editing and re-writing the 1981 draft at this much later date, I have
continued to focus only on the material gathered at that time and
followed the original suggestions made by Professor Bloch. Also, as I
elaborate upon in chapter 1, I believe my thesis has been enhanced by
the theoretical discussions that have been taking place in anthropology
and other fields between the writing of my first draft and my

completion of the thesis at this time.

The only updated materials on Maldives included in the thesis are the
relevant bibliographic references published later. It is my belief that
an examination of the data gathered during those years until 1983
should remain independent of any new data relating to the changes in
Maldives since that time. Even though much has indeed changed since
then, from all I know now about Maldives, I believe that my analysis
of the Maldivian elite and politics has remained valid, even with major
‘population growth and techno-economic changes in the society. I would
like very much now to make a return visit and do a new study, nearly

twenty years later.
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As for the gap in time between my completing my fieldwork in 1978,
completing the first main draft of my thesis in 1981, last visiting
Maldives in 1983, and now submitting the finished thesis in 1995, I
believe there are several valid explanations. First, I was eventually just
overwhelmed by my involvement with my subject matter, and I believed
it was important to take a long break from analysing it. I was also
extremely concerned about how to present my material without harming
the subjects, all my friends. At the same time, I also immersed myself
in my other career as an international journalist, and from 1981
through 1991, I was on assignment all over the world covering major
political events. It was not until I began teaching again, that I had the
opportunity to re-focus upon this thesis. Throughout this time, though,
I have remained actively in touch with Maldivians around the world,

and they are still very much a part of my life.

A paramount reason that it has taken me so long to return to
completing this thesis was my concern and reluctance to write about
my Maldivian friends, who are the main members of this elite. There
is only one small elite in Maldives; it is the national elite, and
identities cannot be protected without fictionalising the entire country.
I have agonised for years over how to write about these people, my
informants and friends, without revealing their identities as my specific
sources. I have concluded that even the removal of all names would be
transparent since there are only a limited number of persons in each
role in the country, and I certainly cannot hide the name of the

country upon which this thesis focuses.

Throughout the thesis, I have included direct quotations that I had
noted from various of my many sources. In many cases, however, I
have not cited the name of the source because, while spoken by a

particular person, the statements and conversations reflected general
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opinions of many members of the elite--not just one individual. I know
this failure to name sources is unusual, but I feel I must provide some
degree of protective anonymity to my sources. Also, it is important to
note that throughout the thesis, I have put a number of English words
and expresssions in quotations, again without citing sources because
they were generally used by members of the Maldivian elite in their
own daily conversations, which were often in English or Dhivehi mixed

with English.

I believe, now, that enough time has passed that I can submit this
thesis without harming anyone, and I am hopeful that Maldivians will
appreciate and also find merit in the thesis not only as an accurate
analysis of Maldivian elite society but also as a historic document and
account of Maldives at a critical time in the country’s history. As I
have tried to represent Maldivian elite society the way members of that
elite present themselves, I hope that they will find this a fair analysis

of the way their elite society works over time.
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OVERVIEW: INTRODUCTION TO THESIS CHAPTER 0

about the Maldivian political system. He confided in me, then, that he

planned someday to be President of his country.!

I told him that I hoped to conduct my doctoral research in Maldives,
beginning the next year--to carry out an ethnographical study, focusing
on the impact of tourism. He felt that tourism had not had much of an
impact, and, instead, urged me to plan to live in the nation’s capital,
Male’, and study the social organisation of the people living there. He
believed I would find the people of the capital the most interesting. He
began teaching me the Maldivian language (Dhivehi) and, at the same
time, as we began meeting daily in the U.N. Delegates’ Lounge for my
Dhivehi lessons, he also began introducing me to his culture and
teaching me about the stratification system as evidenced in the

language.

Very early in our relationship, during those near-daily lessons at the
United Nations headquarters that fall, Maumoon Gayoom often
emphatically told me that Maldives was basically a non-violent society.
Much later in our lessons, however, when outlining the history of his
country, he somewhat reluctantly admitted to me that his country’s first
President Ameen Didi had, in 1953, been stoned and beaten to death.
Then my new friend, Maumoon, warned me: “Remember, I told you
that there is no violence in Maldives. But I must warn you not to ask
about politics. Study our customs and social organisation, but don’t get
involved studying about politics. That’s the one area about which
people can become violent, and I wouldn’t want anything violent to

‘happen to you”.?

In private conversations in the U.N. Delegates’ Lounge, September-November 1975.

2 Maumoon Abdul Gayoom in New York City, November 1975.
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In the spring of 1976, while back again at the London School of
Economics preparing for my fieldwork, I reported to my academic
adviser, Dr. Maurice Bloch, the Maldivian’s warning as part of the
ethnographic information I had thus far gleaned about Maldives. Dr.
Bloch then correctly pointed out that my Maldivian friend, probably
inadvertently, had given me a key clue to Maldivian society--that
politics could be its most important aspect and the one I just might
end up studying.? He was right. Once in the field, while I was
investigating other aspects of the Maldivian elite society in the capital
Male’, I was continually led back to politics as the organising principle
for all else. I learned that, like my first teacher who later became his
country’s ruler, the other Maldivians in the nation’s elite spent most
of their time thinking, talking, speculating, even dreaming, about the
politics of their country. Some Maldivians were even what one might
call “political philosophers” as they were so analytical and
philosophical about the nature of politics. At least one Maldivian even
threatened me if I should divulge the source of my political knowledge:
“If you ever write my name in your book or indicate you got any of
this political information from me, I'll kill you”.> Such threats
notwithstanding, the politics of the elite of Maldives became the main

subject of my research.®

3 Dr. Maurice Bloch in London, April 1976.

4 Indeed, my first Maldivian teacher, Maumoon Gayoom, avoided discussing these aspects of

his society with me once I arrived in the country. It was too dangerous politically for him to reveal that
he had talked so much about the country’s politics with a foreigner. Only occasionally would he allude
to things he had told me about Maldivian politics when we first met in the U.S. Yet there was always
a silent understanding between us in Maldives that he knew I remembered what he had told me.

5 This threat was made to me in Male’ in 1977 by “a good friend” after this person had been
sharing many political opinions with me.

6 Obviously, by the time such threats were made to me, politics and this politico-centered elite
were already the subjects of my research, especially since persons like this threatening one talked of
hardly anything but politics of Maldives, the elite.
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This thesis focuses on the elite of Maldives, as studied during intensive
fieldwork from September of 1976 until April of 1978, and through
continuing observation of the Maldivian elite from 1978 to 1983, both
from abroad and during five more visits over that five-year period. The
thesis covers the period of the final years of President Ibrahim Nasir’s
rule and the first years of President Maumoon Gayoom’s rule. In an
effort to maintain the integrity of the data collected during that
period, this thesis does not focus on any later developments in
Maldives.

Prior to this thesis, there have been only three other in-depth,
published accounts of the Maldivian elite because very few foreigners
in history have been known to be allowed to live among the elite of
Male’. The first known account was written in the fourteenth century
by the Arab traveller, Ibn Battuta’ of Tangier, who, out of curiosity,
went to visit the Maldive Islands and lived in the Maldivian capital
(advising the husband of the ruler, then a Sultana, and marrying a
Maldivian woman) from 1343 A.D. to 1344 and again, briefly, in 1346.
The next, and probably the most invaluable, account was written in the
early seventeenth century by Francois Pyrard de Laval after being
shipwrecked in Maldives in 1602 A.D. and living in Male’ until 1607.°
He learned the Maldivian language and also became an adviser to the

ruler, then a Sultan. Pyrard’s account is so detailed that it would

7 See Ibn Battuta’s travel writings in the translations by Gray (1882) and Gibb (1929). Excerpts

are also found in Appendix A (Early Notices of Maldives) of Gray’s 1887 translation of Pyrard, Vol.II,
Part II, pp.434-468.

8 See A. Gray’s 1887 Hakluyt Socity translation of Pyrard’s The Voyage of Francois Pyrard of
Laval: To the East Indies, the Maldives, the Moluccas and Brazil, Vol.I (pp.ix-lviii, 1-325) and Vol.
11, Part II (pp.348-354, 359, 362-508, 528-536).
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qualify as an ethnography. The third major account of the Maldivian
elite was the work of H. C. P. Bell,’ a British civil servant in the
Colonial Government of Ceylon. He made three short visits to Male’,
the first in 1879, and again, serving as Archaeologist of Ceylon and
Maldives nearly forty years later for a month in 1920, and also briefly
in 1922. He then devoted much of the rest of his lifetime until his
death in 1937 to bringing together his own notes with other research
-and historical accounts of Maldives to write a comprehensive

monograph, published posthumously in 1940."

It is noteworthy that the views of Maldivian elite society found in all
three of these earlier accounts (Ibn Battuta, Pyrard, and Bell),
spanning six hundred years (from 1343 to 1922), bear remarkable
resemblance to each other and, also, to much of what I found in the
late twentieth century.!’ In all, there are emphases upon these same
characteristics of Maldivian elite society: centralisation of the
Maldivian national political system; the strong sense of Maldivian
nationalism; the centralisation of all trade through Male’; the
authoritarian nature of the central government in Male’; a rigid
stratification system with a tiny elite at the top; the critical and
politically tenuous relationships between the rulers and their siblings,
their other kinsmen, affines, and their few close advisers, often wealthy

lower-status traders; the relatively high status of women; and an

o See Bell’s accounts of his 3 brief visits (1883; 1921; 1940), the latter being a composite

monograph of Maldives. :

10 See the biography of Bell, H.CP. Bell: Archaeologist of Ceylon and the Maldives (1993);
written by his granddaughters, Bethia N. Bell and Heather M.Bell. In addition to telling the story of
Bell’s life, the work includes five chapters on Maldives.

u Actually, I never read complete copies of any of these accounts until after I had written the

first main draft of this thesis in 1981, and I am glad of that because then my observations were not
affected by their much earlier ones. That is why it is remarkable that their observations of the elite
in Maldives were so similar to what I found hundreds of years later.
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extreme suspicion of foreigners.”? In all cases, too, the writer-
observers were welcomed as guests of the rulers (or other high-ranking
members of the elite), learned at least some of the Dhivehi language,
lived among the elite, and essentially became participant-observers in
Male’ elite society. The work of the three earlier writers has proved
invaluable for my understanding the past of Maldives and its elite
society prior to the time of this study. In addition, Maloney’s (1980)
general ethnography of Maldives has been most useful as a survey of

the country as a whole."

An unexpected benefit to the hiatus in my work on this thesis (between
the time of my first drafts and now completing the thesis) is that new
theoretical discussions have arisen in anthropology which provide
frameworks to subsume my findings. At the time I wrote my first draft
of this thesis in 1981, there were a number of observations about
Maldivian elite society which I found difficult to present within the
context of then current anthropological discussion. Of particular
concern were my findings on the critical role of houses in Maldivian
elite society, the relationship between Maldivian landscape/seascape
and the elite world-view, and a clearly evident combination of both
repetition and change in the sociopolitical system. Also, it was clear

that in examining Maldives, in particular the capital island of Male’,

12 Remarkably, too, many of the details of daily life among the Maldivian elite recorded in these

earlier accounts are similar to what I found during the period of my study. It would be interesting at
~ some point to make a detailed comparison of all these four accounts--stretching from Ibn Battuta’s
in the fourteenth century, through Pyrard’s in the seventeenth century, through Bell’s in the late
nineteenth-early twentieth centuries, and this study made in the late twentieth century.

B While very helpful as a general ethnography of all the Maldive Islands, Maloney’s People of
the Maldive Islands has little about the Maldivian elite except a general sketch of the political system
(1980:175-210). Most of his account concerns valuable historic, linguistic and ethnographic material
he gathered about the islanders in the outer atolls where he spent the most time during several brief
visits to Maldives in 1974, 1975 and 1976.
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home of the Maldivian elite, I was looking at a highly complex, diverse

and cosmopolitan society--a civilisation, albeit very small."*

Now there are a number of relevant discussions in anthropology which
are concerned cross-culturally with these same phenomena and

problems which I encountered in Maldives. In particular, the recent

915 216

discussions of “house-societies and of “landscape as cultural
construct both provide appropriate forums in which my findings among
the elite of Maldives can enter. Likewise, Barth’s (1993) work in Bali,
in which he focuses on process and strategies, seeking to find the
“imperfect patterns”, while at the same time acknowledging the
“dissonant conditions and disordered circumstances” (Barth 1993:7),"
provides a useful theoretical model for analysing complex societies
such as that found in Maldives. Also, of immense value is the

theoretical work of Bourdieu (1984; 1990b) with its focus on “habitus”,

" Maloney (1980:134) made the same observation and cited previous references to the Maldives

as “a little civilisation”. Although his ethnography was officially published in 1980, I did not obtain a
copy until a few years later. As I had longtime felt that Male’ was such “a little civilisation”, I was
heartened to find corroboration for my viewpoint in what Maloney wrote: “We are justified in ranking
the culture of the Maldives as a civilisation, which is technically defined as having urbanisation,
writing, calendars, structured law, a state system, substantial buildings and specialists in such areas as
religion and trade. The Maldives has had only one town” (city, the capital island of Male’) “where all
these flourished, Male’, but still the culture merits ranking as a little civilisation” (Maloney, 1980:134).
15 Claude Levi-Strauss (1979, 1982) launched the discussion of “house-societies™ (societes a
maison), and I discuss below its relevance to this thesis.

16 For example, see Eric Hirsch and Michael O’Hanlon’s (1995) newly edited collection of
papers on The Anthropology of Landscape: Perspectives of Place and Space as well as the earlier
Landscape: Politics and Perspectives edited by Bender (1993). These collections of papers draw
_ attention to the often critical relationship between people’s “landscapes” and their world-perspectives, .
as well as emphasising the political and often gender-based nature of the cultural construct of
“landscape”. See below in both this chapter and in Chapter 2 for discussion of the the relationship
between the geophysical and political “landscape/seascape” of Maldives and the Maldivian elite’s
“world-view”. Also, sece Appendix 7 for a Diagram Illustrating the World-View of the Maldivian Elite.

v Barth (1993:7-8) suggests that “Such models become believable if we can show how the

observed degree of coherence is brought about and repoduced in the lives of people, through
processes involving those people’s own ideas and activities”.
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or “the logic of practice”,' and the recognition that our

anthropological analyses need encompass all forms of human
communication, strategies and symbolic representations. Also, the
recent interdisciplinary work on “complex replicative systems”, such as
that of Csanyi (1989),"” coming out of the original “General Systems
Theory” (Bertalanffy 1968), is of value in approaching the evidence of
reiterative change and repetition of the sociopolitical system of
Maldivian elite. At the same time, the postmodern trends recognising
dissonance and disorder, which are components of complex replicative
systems, and emphasising indigenous categorisation are welcome
perspectives for viewing the elite of Maldives. All of the above offer

analytical tools that help in understanding Maldivian society.

From the beginning of my work in 1976, I have attempted to
understand and discuss the Maldivian elite society using their
indigenous categories and concepts. Members of the Maldivian elite are
highly analytical of the world around them. They themselves always
seek to discover the underlying political motivations for all actions.
Throughout this thesis I have sought to present the sociopolitical
organisation of the Maldivian elite and discuss their highly political

society as members of that elite themselves discuss their society and

18 Bourdieu in The Logic of Practice (1990b:52-65) utilises the concept of “habitus” in a variety

of contexts, but basically defines it as structures established by practice and strategies or “a system of
acquired, permanent, generative dispositions” (1990b:290).

19 Csanyi in his work on “Cultural Evolution” uses the general model of self-organising systems

and proposes that society can be considered “a complex replicative network” (Csanyi 1989:161) in
which there is continual replication and change. See also Dalenoort (1989) and Laszlo (1991).
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cultural representations throughout their daily lives.?

At the time of this study, there were a number of indigenously
appreciated phenomena and characteristics of the Maldivian elite that
seemed to be paramount in their view of their own society. These
included the following: the belief that they the elite were highly
civilised and members of a unique, historic, little “civilisation” set
apart by seas from the rest of the world; a metaphorical, political, and
actual connection between the country’s “landscape” (seascape or
geophysical characteristics) and the elite’s world-view; the existence of
a historic stratification system?' in which a relatively tiny elite?,
distinct from the rest of the Maldivian population, controlled the
entire country politically and economically; the chief concerns of this
elite, essentially a politico-centric group, were politics (siyassat) and
power (baaru), maintained by an ideology that only the high-ranking
beefulun elite could rule; the basic unit in the political system was the
house (ge), which encompassed both one’s kinship and affinal relations

23 and alliances,

and served as the basic form of one’s identification,
or connections (gulhumeh), were created between houses and families

(aila) through marriage (kaivani); an extremely strong sense of national

» I should note here that by the time of this study, 1976-1978 (-1983), most members of the

elite were fluent in English and even spoke it often among themselves. In fact, many younger
Maldivians used English to avoid having to speak in the stratified Maldivian language. While I studied
Dhivehi, even learning to write the old script, and could understand and speak much of the language
during my fieldwork, many of my conversations with Maldivians were in English because they seemed
to love discussing their society and describing the endless politicking in English. They used both
Dhivehi and English words, often interchangeably, for their indigenous categories and concepts.

2 For the different ranks, levels of society and political system, Maldivians traditionally used

R R TR I L M S T I T . T L TN R T,

" the word daraaja, meaning “degrees” or “levels”, but now in the government, the English word
“hierarchy” is generally used.

z See below for discussion of all the Maldivian words for the elite.

B The translation of the oldest extant Maldivian writing on the copperplate (loamaafaamu) from

1194 A.D. (AH 592) refers to the identification of a person by his family’s domicile (see Maniku &
Wijayawardhana 1986:iv).

51



OVERVIEW: INTRODUCTION TO THESIS CHAPTER 0

identity;** a wariness, suspicion, and fear of anyone or anything from
“outside” (beeru), beginning with those “outside the house” to
“foreigners” from “outside Maldives”; the important political role of
the “outsiders”, the affines--the brother-in-law (lianoo) amd sister-in-
law (fahari), as well as the use of kinship and friendship as other
political tools; the important politico-economic role of rich traders
(beekalun), originally the rulers’ trusted servants who were then
allowed to become advisers and traders; the dominant position of the
“government” (sarukaru) in everyday life and the importance of
government service (sarukaruge vazifa) for membership in the inner
elite; the use of land (bing) and government position (sarukaruge
vazifa) as rewards, and, as contrastive punishment, the constant threat
of banishment (aruvaalun) from the capital island; their ideology of
non-violence* with sporadic violence erupting in politics through
cycles of political conflict; and a recognition by Maldivians themselves
of the constant reiteration of patterns of repetition and change over
generations in their society. These indigenously highlighted
characteristics appeared, in my view, to be the central elements of the
Maldivian elite society.?® The relationship among all these phenomena

is the subject of this thesis.

% Again, the translation of the 1194 A.D. writing on the copperplate (loamaafaanu) indicates that

while Islam was not yet then “established as a unifying factor, language (Dhivehi) and the all-
pervading political power of the ruling king held it as one integral state” (Maniku & Wijayawardhana
1986:iii). These translators went on to say that the text likewise indicates that “Maldivians of the
period were more conscious of their national identity than conformity with tradition in faith” (Maniku
& Wijayawardhana 1986:iv). o ’ .
5 Maldivians believe themselves to be basically “gentle” (madu maitheri) and "peaceful”
(amaankan). See more detailed discussion below in Chapters 7 and 8.

26 Interestingly, I later realised that all of these features of Maldivian society were those
emphasized by my first Maldivian teacher, Maumoon Abdul Gayoom, in New York in 1975 when he
was far away from home and I had not yet even visited his country.
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Most importantly, Maldivians recognise and constantly acknowledge the
existence of a stratification system® in which the people of their
country are hierarchically ranked, with an elite uppermost and distinct
from the rest of the population. This elite is only a very small
percentage of either the capital’s or national population.?
Maldivians, both inside and outside the elite, speak of an elite, the
power-holders, including all those in and out of power, which make up
a larger elite that is always distinct from the rest of the population.
Essentially, I am translating and operating with Maldivian words and
concepts that delineate levels and degrees of elite membership,
including the following: sarukaru (government); kurige sarukaruge
(former government); beefulun (highest rank in the stratification
system, the traditional aristocracy, the traditional political elite);
ganduvaruthere beefulun (meaning the beefulun of the palace, the royals,
the highest tier of the beefulun rank); sarukaruge beefulun (government
people); bodethi beefulun (big people, people in power); iizzaitheri
beefulun (distinguished high-ranking people, dignitaries); and even

bodung (simply meaning the big people).

7 Initially, before I went to the field and knew that there was such a stratification system in this

Muslim society, I assumed that much of my focus would be upon the ideological problems inherent
in the existence of hierarchy in Islam. Prior to leaving for fieldwork, I even prepared a paper for an
LSE fieldwork seminar on “Significant Problems of Muslim Caste: An Approach to the Study of the
Maldivian System of Social Stratification” (Colton 1976). (Also, see Bailey 1957; Barth 1960; Brown
1970; Bujra 1971; Dube 1969; Kutty 1972; Mines 1972). Yet, once in the field, I found that members
of the Maldivian seemed to acknowledge no ideological problem nor experience any practical problems
as Muslims with the existence of their traditionally rigid stratification system, which may, indeed, have
come from an ancient caste system brought from India. (See Dumont 1970 for the classic study of
caste in general, and see Maloney 1980:274-308 for a discussion of the historic evidence for an ancient
caster system in Maldives). The current stratification system is rigid in the overall division between the
elite and the “ordinary people” (miihun), but there is fluidity of movement for individual miihun, who
~ manage to become beckalun (the middle group) and over time become accepted temporarily as
members of the elite. Eventually, through marriage to the traditional elite (beefulun) their children
become beefulun by blood and by language. See chapters 3 and 4. The powerful beekalun often
overcome the stigma of lower status within the stratification by speaking only in English and thus avoid
having to use the stratified Maldivian language.

% The actual members of the widest defined core of the elite might at most range between one
and two hundred people plus spouses and children, for a maximum of about one thousand people at

the time of this study. See further discussion below in Chapter 3.
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In distinguishing an elite within Maldivian society, therefore, I am
presenting a general category representing indigenous ways of speaking
about their society that Maldivians themselves recognise and
conceptually utilise in their daily lives. I have then used the English
word “elite” and tried to distinguish that with such adjectives as
“inside” and “outside” as the Maldivians themselves do for

clarification.

I have conceptualised the Maldivian representation of “elite” along
general lines of sociological-anthropological discussions of elites, in
particular Bottomore’s recently revised Elites and Society (1964; 1993)
in which, following Mosca(1896; 1939) and Pareto(1915-19; 1963),
distinctions are made between levels of political involvement, i.e.
between the “political class”, and the “political elite” (Bottomore
1993). The former includes “all those groups which exercise political
power or influence and are directly engaged in struggles for political
leadership”, including the counter-elite (Bottomore 1993:8). Then
within the larger “political class” is the “political elite”, which is “a
smaller group, the political elite or governing elite, which comprises
those individuals who actually exercise political power in a government
at any given time” (Bottomore 1993:7). I believe the earlier
distinctions (Bottomore 1993:7-8, following Mosca 1896 and Pareto
1915-19) first between the lower stratum non-elite and the higher
stratum elite, and then the sub-components within the overall elite--
“the governing elite” and “the non-governing elite”--best describe the

situation in Maldives as it was at the time of this study.

For purposes of analysis, I have called the entire “political class”,
including all members of both the governing and the non-governing
elite, the “elite of Maldives”. This would include those members of

both the higher groups in the hierarchy, the beefulun rank (the
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traditional aristocracy) and the beekalun (the new middle class, but
traditionally an in-between category to which special members of the
miihun class, a trusted servant/political adviser or wealthy traders, were
elevated), and all those who have held power but who may be in or out
of power at any particular point in time. What is called the governing
elite by Bottomore (1993:7-8), following Pareto (1915-19;1963) and
Mosca (1896;1939:50), Maldivians would call the government
(sarukaru). In Maldives, as in many elite societies elsewhere, the lines
differentiating levels of insidedness and outsidedness within the

Maldivian elite are extremely fluid and vary over time.

The almost exclusive interest of the Maldivian elite is politics
(siyassat),” and, ideologically, it is considered the exclusive domain
of the elite. Politics is all-encompassing--everything is viewed as
political, related to competition for power, position, and influence
within the elite in particular and, thus, within the country inasmuch as
the elite control the rest of the country economically and politically.
I have, therefore, described the elite society of Maldives as “politico-
centric”. Members of the elite live, breathe, eat, copulate, procreate,
think, and even dream, politics. It is the nearly obsessive focus of their
lives. Central to this politico-centeredness is the political role then

played by every other aspect of elite life.

An especially significant aspect of this general politicisation is the
predominant role of the house (ge) as an organising principle in Male’
elite society. In fact, the house appears to function as the basic
~ political unit of the Maldivian elite. It is the elite’s chief means of

personal identification. Its role as a political tool seems more

» The Maldivian elite in using the Arabic word, siyassat, for politics shows that this is a subject

for only the elite to understand, as, traditiionally, only the elite could read and speak Arabic.
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important than kinship or affinity, which are, indeed, incorporated
within the physical and ideational house. From very early on in my
work in Male’, I recognised the importance of the house for the
Maldivian elite, but in writing the original drafts of this thesis in the
early 1980s, I had a difficult time articulating this concept within the
context of then-current anthropological literature and, consequently,
fell back upon attempting to incorporate the phenomenon of houses in
Male’ within traditional kinship/alliance theories. Yet, they were
insufficient for dealing with the complex role of the house in Maldivian
elite society. There was not then the breadth of dialogue available in

which to express my findings.

Today, the situation is vastly altered. There is now an important
anthropological discussion about houses: with the new literature and
current theoretical discussions of houses, beginning with Levi-Strauss
(1979; 1982: 163-187) first proposing the idea of “house-societies”;
Bourdieu’s® discussions on the importance of houses in society and
the intrinsic “inside/outside” nature of houses; and now a variety of
recent’’ ethnographic accounts of societies in which houses play a
critical role as political, kinship, domestic and ritual entities--including
McKinnon’s (1991; 1995) focus upon the hierarchical ranking of houses
in the Moluccas; Waterson’s (1990) examination of the variety of
house-societies throughout Southeast Asia and her (Waterson 1990)
comparison of the political role of houses in Southeast Asia and Japan,;
Bloch’s recent work (1995) in Madagascar and Janowski’s (1995) in

Sarawak emphasising the importance of marriage as the foundation of

30 See Bourdieu’s “The Kabyle House or the World Reversed” 1970; 1990; Distinction: A Social
Critique of the Judgment of Taste 1979; 1984; and The Logic of Practice 1980; 1990.

3 Most pertinent is the recent collection of essays, About the House: Levi-Strauss and Beyond,

edited by Carsten and Hugh-Jones (1995).
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the house; Carsten’s (1987; 1995) work in Malaysia highlighting not
only marriage but also the importance of the sibling group in the
structure of houses; and the work of Hugh-Jones (1995), Lea (1995),
and Riviere (1995) in South America focusing upon the metaphorical
and ritual roles of houses--all of which are pertinent to my findings in
Maldives. Most interesting in these recent examinations (see Carsten
& Hugh-Jones 1995) of particular societies in which houses play a pre-
eminent role, are both the emphasis on the processual nature of houses
and the variety of analytical approaches to the concept of the house as
a native category. These perspectives have proved helpful in examining
the role of the house in Maldivian elite society and supportive of my

findings there.

Now, with these recent discussions on “house societies”, it is much
easier to talk about my findings in Maldives because there is a debate
in which to engage. Like many of the anthropologists contributing to
the collection, About the House (Carsten & Hugh-Jones 1995), I found
the house for the Male’ elite to be a dynamic entity, combining a
variety of roles--domestic and physical unit, as well as a political,
economic, social, ritual, kinship, and religious entity. The house, then,
as an entity, and like that of the Tikopia (Firth 1963), is for the
Maldivian elite both a physical building and an idea. It is a notional

notion that exists processually, physically and ideationally.

The first part of this thesis places the Maldivian elite within its
geographical and historical framework as well as its ethnographic
setting and classification systems. Herein is described the world-view
of the Maldivian elite (see Chapter 2). The concept of beeru

(“outside”, or used as slang for a person to mean “outsider”) is here
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introduced as it is a critical concept governing the classificatory
systems of the Maldivian elite. This world-view®? of increasing circles
of outsidedness is like the seascape/landscape surrounding a person in
Maldives--it radiates out like concentric circles of islands and sea and
atolls to increasing degrees of beeru, or outsidedness. For a member
of the elite, the world begins at the centre, where one is inside the
walls of one’s house in its particular residential ward (avah)®® of the
capital island of Male’, and all else radiates “outside” from there,
including people and places (both sea and land). This world-view
metaphorically and actually resembles both the geophysical and

political world in which these people live.

The second part of the thesis (including Chapters 3, 4, and 5)
delineates the building blocks of the elite system. Herein is included
the stratification system as it pervades all aspects of life, including the
Maldivian language, politics and the economic basis for the elite’s
power. The first section (Chapter 3) of this part about the building
blocks of the system concerns a definition of the Male’ elite over time.
The nature of rank in the stratification system is examined here, and
a description of the stratification and political systems is presented, as
well as the economic basis that defines and maintains the elite of
Maldives. This section includes a discussion of how Maldivian politics
is linked with the stratification system, the traditionally important role
of the lower-class, rich traders, and how the economic basis of elite

power has traditionally functioned and is now changing with the advent

32 See diagram of world-view of the Maldivian elite in Appendix 7.

3 The capital island is divided into four administrative wards. Some outer islands are also

divided into wards. The ward in Male’ traditionally considered the residence of the elite of Maldives
was Henveeru, still viewed as such today. With population growth and the expansion of the
membership of the elite to include some new beekalun as well, some members of the elite now live
in the other wards--Galolu, Machangoli, and Maafanu.
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of new sources of wealth. Also included is a discussion of the benefits
obtained from being in the elite and how that has changed, along with
a description of the economic relationship between the capital Male’
and the other islands--hence between the Maldivian elite, centered in
the capital Male’, and the rest of the Maldivians, all the non-elite,
those both in Male’ and in all the outlying, inhabited islands of the

archipelago.

The next section (Chapters 4 and 5) considers the building blocks of
the kinship and affinity system of the Male’ elite. The building blocks
are the house (discussed in-depth in Chapter 5), the sibling group,
alliances established through marriage between houses, and friendship.
Included in the discussion of building block number one, the houses,
is an elaboration of the developmental cycle of how a house is
established. That fundamental building block, the house, organises
everything, including another building block, which is the sibling-
groups. Another critical building block, the alliances between houses,
involving the manipulation of affinity, is established through marriage
and through the politically critical establishment of the “lianoo”
(brother-in-law) and “fahari” (sister-in-law) relationships. The final,
important building block in this system is friendship, in which the
kinship term “gayy” is used for the close friend or adviser. These
building blocks of the kinship and affinity (kinship, house, sibling
group, alliances between houses, friendship) all are political tools in
the political system of competition. Although the house is the
fundamental building block, I have focused upon that in chapter 5
- following the discussion in chapter 4 of the rest of the kinship and

affinity system, since those are brought together in the house.

This thesis addresses the nature of elites in a politico-centric society

organised around houses. The building blocks of kinship and affinity,
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including kinship, houses, sibling groups, alliances between houses, and
friendship, all are essential political tools in the Maldivian elite’s
system of competition. Thus, these first and second parts of the thesis
lay the groundwork for the presentation of the actual working of the

elite society in the final part.

The third part of this thesis presents the uses of this system. This
includes discussion of Maldivian elite practices of dependency systems,
maintenance of power, social control, banishment and other
punishments, paths to power, political conflicts, witch-hunt cycles and
the elite’s philosophy. First, in chapter 6, there is a description of the
way the Maldivian political game is played, with the importance of
government service (sarukaruge vazifa), the role of protocol and lists
(nantha) and the political rituals of “functions” (hafla). Then, in
chapter 7, are discussed the means of social control--the rewards and
punishments used historically by the elite to maintain and perpetuate
the elite system. In this section the important role of banishment
(aruvaalun) is described. Banishment is the literal and metaphorical
antithesis of the elite ideal of residential membership in Male’ among
all the rest of the elite. In chapter 8, there are the patterns and cycles
of political conflict within the Maldivian elite system in history and
during the period of this study. Through illustration by specific cases,
it becomes clear in examining the uses of this elite system that all the
building blocks of kinship and alliance are the political tools in the

political system of competition among the Maldivian elite.

- The conclusion argues that there is a combination of reiterative
repetition and change in the elite system of Maldives. Also addressed
are the patterns and cycles of sporadic political violence in a usually
non-violent society which both perpetuate and change the system. The

thesis demonstrates that, despite the apparent continuity of the
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Maldivian elite system, significant sociopolitical changes began during
the time of this study as a result of the complex processes of
modernisation. Or, conversely, despite the apparent changes in the
system especially during the time of this study during great
technoeconomic change, the Maldivian elite system reveals evidence of
reiterative patterns and cycles of political conflict, resolution and

process continuing and replicating over time.
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THE CONCEPT OF BEERU

designated as the twentieth administrative division.! In 1977, the
population of the entire country of Maldives was 142,832, and the
population of the capital island was 29,522, compared with the 1972
figures of 122,673 for the whole country and 15,279 for the capital,
Male’.?

In each atoll, there are a number of inhabited islands and even more
uninhabited islands. At the time of the residential fieldwork for this
study, 1976-1978, the official count was 1196 islands, of which 202 were
permanently inhabited. The Maldive Islands vary in size from patches
of coral or small sandbanks, reef patches, and reef rings to actual
islands, the longest of which, Gan, in Laamu Atoll, is four and one-
half miles long. The capital island of Male’ was only one square mile
in the late 1970s.> Most other islands are much smaller. The total
land area is thought to be about 115 square miles (298 sq km), rarely
rising to six feet above sea level. The water table is very high on all

of the islands.*

The Maldives Archipelago is part of the same geological atoll plateau
that begins in the south with the Chagos Archipelago, continuing

! See reports of Government of Maldives (1980; 1983a; 1983b); United Nations Development

Programme (1966); and World Bank (1980a;
1980b).

" See The World Bank’s (1980a:119) study, The Economy of the Maldives: An Introduction,
for tables showing the Distribution of the Population, 1967-1977.

3 The Maldivian government later expanded the area of Male’ and the neighboring airport

island of Hulule in the early 1980s, through reef-reclamation by filling in the surrounding reef with
sand and crushed coral.

4 See World Bank’s official report (1980a:1-2).
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through Maldives, the Indian island of Minicoy’, and India’s
Lakshadweep (formerly Laccadives) Archipelago.® The nearest land
mass to Maldives is Cape Comorin, India’s southern tip, three hundred
miles north, and then four hundred miles east to Colombo, the capital

of Sri Lanka.

Although always eased by sea breezes, the climate of Maldives is hot
and humid and governed by the Indian Ocean monsoons--the southwest
monsoon from the end of April until mid-August, and the northeast
from September to March. The mean daily temperature varies little
throughout the year in Male’ from the average of 86°F (30°C), with
diurnal variations seldom exceeding 10°F. The rainfall in Male’ from
1974-78 averaged 84 inches (World Bank 1980a:2).

There is no written record of the arrival of the first settlers in these
remote atolls,” but it was thought that there was an original Dravidian
population from South India as early as the fifth century B.C., and new
archaeological findings indicate that the Maldives archipelago was
possibly inhabited as early as 1500 B.C.® Perhaps two millenia ago,

another wave of settlers, Aryans believed to have come from India and

5 Historically, the island of Minicoy, in the north between the Maldives and Laccadives

archipelagos, was part of Maldives until the late nineteenth century when it was given to India by the
British. See Reynolds (1993:xiii-xiv,1).

6 The social organisation of Laccadives traditionally was considered similar to that in Maldives.
See Dube (1969) and Kutty (1972).

Much of the following paragraphs presenting a brief history of Maldives were written
originally in 1977 (see Colton 1978g:255) for The Asia Yearbook 1978, which continued to reprint my
short account in their annual editions over the years. See below, Appendix 1 for a Brief Chronology
of Maldivian History. See also Forbes (1980) for a list of primary Maldivian sources, accounts by
foreign travellers and library and museum holdings pertaining to Maldivian history. See Maloney
(1980:48-71) for more on the pre-history and early history of Maldives.

8 See Heyerdahl (1986) and Skjolsvold (1991).
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Ceylon, eventually dominated the islands. Fragments of Chinese pottery
found in Maldives clearly indicate settlements as early as the sixth and
ninth centuries A. D.° The first written records'® from the Maldive
Islands date back to the twelfth century A.D. at the time of the
conversion to Islam. The Maldivian language, Dhivehi, is Indo-
European and based on Elu, an offshoot of Sanskrit. The oldest written
form of the language, as well as portions in Sanskrit, are found
inscribed on copper plates called “Loamaafaanu”,'' which give an
account of life in Maldives from as early as the twelfth century A.D.
Although Hinduism is thought to have been the religion of the earliest
inhabitants of Maldives, Buddhism'?> had long been its state religion
until 1153 A.D. when, according to national legend, the king was
converted to Islam by a travelling Moroccan saint, Abul Baraakaath Al
Yoosuf Al-Barbary. The King, by fiat", then ordered the entire
country to adopt the Muslim religion. Today, the Republic of Maldives

boasts one hundred percent adherence to Islam.

The rajja, the ruling Buddhist king, Koimala, became the ruling Sultan,

according to Islamic practice.' The dynasties of all the subsequent

o See Skjolsvold (1991) and Allen (1983).

10 For accounts of the Tarikh chronicle and the Loamaafaanu copperplates, see Bell (1921),

Maniku & Wijayawardana (1986), and Reynolds (1991).

u See H.A. Maniku & G.D. Wijayawardhana (1986) and Reynolds (1991).

12 See Reynolds (1984).

* That the entire cbuhtry was ordered to convert to Islam almost 'ov-ern-igh't and that it
happened by fiat is not at all surprising given the way executive decrees from the President in the late
twentieth century also work. During my fieldwork, several events took place literally overnight that
were the result of Presidential decree, e.g., changing from the Thaana script to Roman script for

writing Dhivehi, or banishing political figures. Both Ibn Battuta (1343-46; 1929) and Pyrard (1602-07;
1887,1971) noted this style of ruling by fiat in Maldives.

u See Government of Maldives (1983a:27).
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sultans and sometimes ruling sultanas, including the names and
accomplishments of these Muslim rulers, are recorded in the Tarikh®

of Maldives.

The Maldives government, at that time, was always ruled from Male’
by rulers who did not succeed to that position by primogeniture, but
by political competition between the great houses. The government, as
far back as written records are available, which was the twelfth
century,(Loamaafaanu and the Tarikh--see above) was highly
centralised and had elaborate and precise systems of taxation, advisors,
national defence, treasury, trade, education, religion, land-grants,

justice, and other aspects of national administration.®

In 1558, the Portuguese seized control of the country, administering it
from Goa, but the Maldivians, under the leadership of Mohamed Bodu
Thakurufaan, drove them out in 1573.7 Even at the time of this
study, Maldivians still viewed with anger that fifteen-year period
(which, by then, was over four hundred years earlier) when they were
ruled by foreigners. The Maldivian leader who led the expulsion of the
Portuguese is still considered among the greatest national heroes. With
that one exception of true foreign occupation, Maldivians are proud
that “Maldives has remained an independent sovereign state throughout

its history” (Government of Maldives 1983a:22).

13 The Tarikh is the chronicle of the Maldive Sultans (and Sultanas) who ruled over the Maldive
- Islands from 1153 until 1821. It was written in Arabic and recorded in Male’. A chronology of these -
rulers is summarised in H.C.P. Bell (1921, 1940).

16 See Bell (1883; 1921; 1940); Ibn Battuta ([1343-46];1929); Maniku & Wijayawardana (1986);
and Pyrard ([1602-07];1887,1971).

o See R. M. Didi’s (1995) discussion of this period of “sixteenth century nationalism” in

Maldives.
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Malabari pirates from the nearby South Indian coast also succeeded for
a brief period in 1752 in seizing the Maldivian throne in the capital,
Male’, sending the Sultan into permanent exile, and destroying the
royal palace. Only four months later, however, Maldivians regained
control of their Sultanate. Again, to this day, Maldivians are proud of
the fact that their country has remained independent of their giant
neighbour, India. A Maldivian publication during the current
government of President Gayoom made this statement: “The Maldives
too has succeeded in remaining entirely Maldivian -- it is the only
country in or around the Indian Ocean where there is no distinct
Indian community, language or religion. That this small nation situated
so close to the subcontinent and at a very strategic position, was able
to maintain its own identity as an independent nation fully intact is a
magnificent tribute to the ingenuity and far-sightedness of its
forefathers” (Government of Maldives 1983a:25).

From 1645, Maldives paid symbolic tribute to the colonial governors
of Ceylon in exchange for protection, first to the Dutch and later to
the British until Ceylon became an independent nation in 1947. In
1887, Maldives became a British protectorate and remained so until
Maldivian independence in 1965. Maldivian ideology does not view the
previous status as a British protectorate as a negation of their national

sovereignty.

The Sultans (and Sultanas) of Maldives ruled as autocrats until a court
- rebellion in 1932 led to the adoption of a constitution restricting their
powers. A short-lived republican interim occurred in 1953 when Ameen
Didi became the first President of the country and set in motion the
movement for modernising Maldives. His rule lasted less than a year

before a coup returned Maldives to a Sultanate. The last Sultan,
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Mohamed Farhid Didi, became only a titular ruler from 1953-1968,
while his prime minister since 1957, Ibrahim Nasir, later the President,

gained increasing control as the architect of the modern Maldives.

From 1957 to 1965, Maldivians were locked in dispute with the British
over the terms for leasing Gan Island in Addu Atoll for a Royal Air
Force (RAF) staging base. During that time, the southern atolls, with
the suspected encouragement'® of the British military, seceded from
the Maldivian Government. The leader of that revolt was Afeef Didi,
whom the British later helped into exile in Seychelles. The dispute with
Britain over Gan and the southern atolls was finally resolved and
settlement reached on July 26, 1965 with the Maldives government
under Prime Minister Ibrahim Nasir. On that day Maldives became an
independent nation, and the British were granted leasing rights to Gan
Island. In the same year, Maldives joined the United Nations. Ibrahim
Nasir became President of the second Republic of Maldives on
November 11, 1968.

In mid-1978, President Nasir surprised his countrymen with the
announcement that he would retire after twenty-one years of rule (first
as Prime Minister for eleven years and then as President for ten
years). Maumoon Abdul Gayooom, then the scholarly young minister
of transport, was elected to succeed Nasir and was inaugurated as

President on November 11, 1978. President Gayoom has ruled the

Members of the Male’ elite believed that the British Government encouraged the southern
secession. When I met the leader of the secession, Afeef Didi, in Seychelles in 1978, he told me that
he also had believed he had the support of the British in the beginning. Later, he felt betrayed when
the British entered into an agreement with the Maldivian Government and took him out of the
country into exile,

19 In 1976, after giving one year’s notice, the British prematurely terminated their lease of Gan
and withdrew the Royal Air Force completely from Maldives.
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Maldives continuously since that time, until the submission of this

thesis in June 1995.

Maldives is a country whose geography has played a significant role in
defining the class system of its people and has contributed to the
perpetuation of its sociopolitical system. Maldives’ long isolation has
been the result of its dangerous reefs in the Indian Ocean, as well as
its lack of valuable resources. In the times of the great Indian Ocean
dhow trade, sailboats had to pass through the archipelago because of
the directions of the monsoons and the need by boats to make port
before the long crossing to Africa. The navigators of the dhows were
dependent upon the Maldivians to guide them safely through the
treacherous reefs of the Maldive Islands. With the decline of dhow
trade, Maldives began to be relatively isolated from the rest of the
world. When steamships with deeper draughts began replacing sailing
dhows in the Indian Ocean, few ships dared to make the voyage into
the area of Maldives reefs, narrow channels and shallow ports, as there

was seldom a need to go there.

In the late 1970s, Maldivians were still able to remember when their
only links with the outside world were sailing vessels. Although the
country opened its first tourist “resort” in late 1972, only small
propeller planes brought relatively few foreigners into Hulule Airport
Island (the national airport on an island adjacent to the capital) on
flights originating in nearby Colombo, Sri Lanka, and Trivandrum,
India. At that time, the only other modern means of communication
with the outside world was a radio connection with Bombay, India,

called “the Bombay link”. It was not until 1977, when the Maldives
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government opened its satellite-station in Male’, that the nation had
any modern telecommunications link with the outside world. In late
1981, with the opening of the newly modernised airport at Male’,
Maldives began to receive jumbo jets direct from Europe for the first

time.

In an effort to understand the internal political structure of Maldives,
it is important to note that the geophysical characteristics of this
archipelago have also apparently affected the pattern of behaviour
evidenced among Maldivians themselves. Not only has this country
been severed from much of the world by its reefs and lack of enviable
resources, but the islands are also widely separated from each other,
as are the atolls by deep, wide channels--one measuring fifty miles

across.?

Sailing between any atoll, one can spend a long time without seeing
any land. Sailing in one of the traditional boats from one Maldivian
island to another, and especially on a longer trip from one atoll to
another, gives one the sense of distance and time that Maldivians
always must have felt from other islanders. Even with a good wind, an
unmechanized Maldivian fishing boat requires at least six days to sail
from the capital island of Male’ to the northernmost atoll about two
hundred miles away, and sometimes ten days to the southernmost
atolls. The reefs are so treacherous, even for the Maldivian sailors who
know them, that they cannot be navigated at night. These distances

within the country (where historically and well into the 1980s, the

2 That is known as the “One and Half Degree Channel” (at one and a half degrees north of

the equator) between Laamu (Haddummati) Atoll and Suvadiva Atoll (administratively divided
between Suvadiva (Huvadu) North or Gaafu Alifu and Suvadiva (Huvadu) South or Gaafu Dhaalu.
The southernmost channel, called the “Equatorial Channel”, separating Suvadiva Atoll and Addu Atoll
(administratively labelled Seenu Atoll) is also nearly fifty miles wide with only the isolated Fua Mulaku
Island (administratively treated as an atoll, Gnyaviyani).
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greatest problems were those of communications and transportation
within the country), provide partial explanation of why, for instance,
the paramount form of punishment in Maldives is banishment,

aruvaalun, to a distant island far from one’s home-island.

The nation of Maldives is a highly centralised state in which the

national elite are resident on the capital island of Male’, situated in
the center of the archipelago. For members of the elite, there is Male’
where they believe the most important people of Maldives live, and
then there are the islands and the people of the islands. The elite of
Maldives is a politico-centered community within the country it
dominates. This national elite occupies the highest rank in the
Maldivian stratification system (daraaja or now commonly called

“hierarchy”).

The capital, Male’, which has always served as the ruler’s island, is
culturally distinct from all the other islands spread throughout the
country’s atolls. Male’ is the country’s one urban centre where the
elite (the highest-ranking “beefulun” and the newer middle rank of
“beekalun”) reside, and all cultural, commercial, social and politically
significant activities are centred. Probably not coincidentally, Male’ is
almost geographically the centre of the country. The “islands” and
“atolls”, as all the rest of the country is referred to by all Maldivians,
represent the rural region where most of the country’s so-called
“ordinary people” (miihun, the lowest class, the country’s fishermen)

live.
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The nation’s class system is interlocked with this dichotomy between
urban Male’ and the rural islands. Except on a couple of the southern
islands, where members of the ruling families historically were
banished, there are no full-fledged members of the elite or highest
class, residing on any island other than Male’. At the time of this
study, the status-claims of some people from those islands, such as Fua
Mulaku, where a few people boasted aristocratic status (beefulun)
because of their descent from former rulers banished there, were
disputed by most Male’ elite, usually behind their backs.?! It is from
this urban centre of Male’, that the Sultan and his officers (now the
President and his civil servants) have held the country under their rule
by controlling its external trade, internal commerce, supply of arms,

culture, land, religion, justice, little wealth, and favours.

Politics, not kinship, is the organising principle for the Maldivian elite,
in particular, and in a general sense for the rest of the country,
because of the rulers’ control over all the islands and the islanders’
need to maintain dependency relationships with members of the elite
in Male’. An elite, a political core, controls this tiny country from the
capital island of Male’. It is a small community that can be studied at

the national level.

Another important factor influencing Maldivian behaviour is the
scarcity of land (bing). There are only 115 square miles in a relatively
far-flung country that stretches more than five hundred miles from
north to south and is eighty-one miles wide. Only about 210 of
Maldives’ tiny islands (from an official total of 1196) were populated

with the nation’s population of approximately 130,000 in 1976 and

2 Members of the Male’ elite would say that someone “from Fuamulak or Addu may think they

”y

are beefulun, but they aren’t really since they are not from Male®”.
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nearly 150,000 in 1981. The capital, Male’, is only slightly more than
one-square-mile, following recent reef-reclamation programs, but
aproximately 35,000 people lived there representing about one quarter

of the nation’s population.

Given the dense population of the scarce habitable land (bing), coupled
with the isolation of each population cluster, the Maldivians have
developed an unusual degree of internal suspicion and distrust. In
creating tension and jealousy (hasadhaveri), this factor of land-scarcity
is exacerbated by the traditional method for distributing land-rights--
that is, by grace and favour of the Sultan (now the President). The
traditional method for distributing holding rights to the land, which
was thought to be owned by the “government”, or sarukaru (which was
always actually the Sultan, now the President and possibly his few
closest advisers), was to parcel it out to favourites for good behaviour,
i.e. loyalty (thedduveri) to the incumbent powers. This ancient system,
through which one person can easily lose his valuable landrights for
the slightest suspicion of his disloyalty (in reality, few of the old,
landed aristocrats lose their land), seems to breed distrust and fear
among one’s jealous neighbours and even among family members who

all are seeking rights to the vital resource of land.

What is an even greater threat is banishment (aruvaalun), especially
for the elite in Male’. Banishment cuts them off from the world of
Male’ where everything important happens and where members of the
elite can carefully watch over personal interests. Usually when someone
is banished, the family remains in the house on the land in Male’, thus
securing it until the return of the banished person. But the government

can take away islands formerly given to someone in the elite.
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In Maldivian society, controlled as it is by a politico-centered elite in
the central urban capital, the worst punishment would be banishment.
Everything about the Maldivian elite suggests from early childhood
training that the worst condition would be to be evicted from one’s
inner circle, beginning first with one’s house and family and radiating
out through the surrounding elite, and hurled to the fringes of
Maldives. Although children are not banished from Male’, often their
parents are; thus, they grow up with a dread of banishment. At the
same time, youngsters in the Male’ elite learn from childhood to
believe that the other islands of Maldives, where one might be
banished, are inferior to Male’. Elite ideology holds that nothing
interesting happens in the islands outside Male’; the people are not
cultured there; it is not very civilised in the other islands; the people
are only fishermen. Beyond banishment to another island, the worst
form of aruvaalun would be exile to another country, where people are
indeed strange and different, and where one would no longer be

involved in the daily political happenings and, therefore, forgotten.

In Maldives there is extreme centralisation. If one is playing the
political game in that society, then there is only one place to obtain
the prize, and that is in Male’. The most valuable rewards in Maldivian
society, which is dominated and controlled by the Male’ elite, are to
be found in the political system. The game is to get ever closer to the
centre. The use of gossip, spying, accusations and sexual one-
upmanship are all recognised means for moving towards the goal, or
at least, if used adroitly, for staying in the game. This supercentrism

derives from the political nature of Maldivian elite society.

It is essential that a powerholder maintain a solid core of political

bases--siblings and/or affines, parents if alive, and a few loyal friends.
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Members of this core group would help the leader on his/her rise to
the top, and once there, they would become essential, serving as
tentacles, eyes and ears in the various ministries and departments in
which they can be rewarded with good jobs. They operate “spy posts”
in the different ministries of the government, reporting back to the
leader what people are saying, especially watching for the slightest sign
of opposition. The leader’s dependence on this political base puts him

in an increasingly delicate situation as he strives to maintain the power

he has achieved.

In Maldives there is mostly seascape, and hardly any sense of
landscape. The sea in always in one’s vision. From anywhere one
stands, or is afloat sailing, the world appears to be one radiating circle
after another, concentric circles building out to the farthest point of
the sea horizon. Atolls themselves are large circles surrounding smaller
circles, or vice versa, small circles radiating out to larger circles,
beginning at any island--circles of lagoon, reef, deeper water, other
islands, atoll’s edge, deeper sea, all varying in colour and all radiating
out from one’s central point of being. (An aerial view of Maldives is
amazing, too, in showing this world of radiating circles). This
Maldivian seascape/landscape has affected the Male’ elite and actually
describes their view of the world. Their world-view can be said to
resemble their geophysical environment of radiating concentric circles

of increasing degrees of outsidedness, difference and danger.
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In Male’, when one is given a plot of land by the government, the first
thing to be built is a wall (faaru) demarcating the plot (goti).”> This
wall may stay up for years before house-construction begins. It is the
initial sign that separates this plot from the outside world. Someday
this plot (goti) will hold a house (ge), and whoever might eventually

occupy the inside will be separated from the outside world.

There is a basic word in the Maldivian language that means “outside”,
and that is beeru. The opposite is ethere for inside. Beginning with
one’s house, the world is classified according to those ethere and those
beeru. This kind of classification of inside/outside and insiders/outsiders
radiates from oneself and one’s house and one’s world in much the
same manner as the concentric circles radiating from the islands and
atolls of Maldives. Children are taught early that “outside the house”
is terrifying. The worst punishment for children is to put them “beeru
geng” (outside the house). Children of the elite are told that this is

what happens to slum children.

The term beeru is also used frequently to denote any kind of
“outsider”, even though formally, the word “miihun” (for ordinary
person) is supposed to be used with it. Thus, the word beeru can be
used to mean either the outside or outsider. Most Maldivians say that
for an “outsider”, the word “beeru” is used only to refer to foreigners;
but, in fact, in their daily conversations, they use the term often to
refer to various types of outsiders, beginning with anyone outside the
walled compound. In Male’, people of the house, gemiihun, include

those servants who sleep there, the members of the family who sleep

2 In contrast to the residential patterns of the Male’ elite, in the islands there were at the time

of this study few walls separating houses and plots of land. Only the few wealthy island-chiefs, who
had begun to imitate customs of the capital, had begun in the late 1970s to erect walls around their
compounds on the islands.
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there, and any siblings who come daily to visit those living in the
house, as well as someone special attached to the house (as I was to
Enderimaage). To be specific about the upper class people of the

house, one would say gebeefulun.

The full term beeru miihun, meaning “outside person” or “foreigner”,
is often simply used in the abbreviated form of beeru for various
outsiders. Examples of “outsiders” include: those in a ward of Male’
different from one’s own (the four wards of the capital have
traditionally been rivals); those non-elite in Male’; those members of
the elite who, at any one point in time, are “outside” (considered
dangerous opposition to the government); those persons living outside
Male’ on other islands; those outside the atoll; and those most beeru
miihun, foreigners, and sometimes those non-Muslims who are, of
course, “outside” the religion. In the Maldivian’s view, each level or
farther circle of beeru is considered worse, more different from the

norm (inside), and potentially more dangerous.

The basic group in Maldivian social organisation is the house, ge,
including the resident parents, children, sibling groups and current
spouses. The house includes the entire compound including courtyard,
garden, main physical house structure, any out buildings--all
surrounded by a wall (faaru). For most Maldivians, anyone outside
their basic group is viewed as probably not simply against them but
rather, as actively plotting against them. Yet people have to marry
beeru, dangerous outsiders, affines. Allowing beeru (outsiders) inside
in such an intimate way is the internal dilemma of any house. Thus, for
these affines, spouses and siblings of spouses, the illusion must be
created, at least for the duration of the marriage, that these beeru are

not really beeru and that, instead, they can be trusted. The attitude is
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then adopted that the members of the house expect loyalty from this
outsider who comes to live inside the house with the inside sibling
group. Therefore, that affine is addressed in kinship terminology, as
brother or sister--beebe, koko, or daatha. The woman who comes in
from the outside (beeru) as stepmother is often called daatha (older
sister) to overcome the distrust connotation of the term don maama
(meaning stepmother, actually “fair”, as in colour, mother, with sense

of the “wicked stepmother”, the worst type of “outsider”).

Members of the Male’ elite generally distrust everyone outside their
core group. They are wary of so-called friends, servants, and
neighbours. They feel they can never be certain that these people from
the beeru are not spies, infiltrators living in their own house, often in
the guise of loyal servants. In fact, servants are indeed the source of
a great amount of inside information used by political rivals against

each other.

Banishment (aruvaalun), the ultimate punishment for members of the
elite, fits logically into this scheme of beeru. The Maldivian elite’s
concept of the outside world can be characterised as ever-widening
concentric circles of ever increasing degrees of undesirability. The
elite’s view of the outside world, radiating farther and farther out from

the political centre of Male’, then serves to perpetuate the

effectiveness of banishment as a punishment.

The world-view of the Maldivian elite resembles the surrounding
geophysical world of concentric circles of land (bing) and sea (kandu)

radiating out from the centre (see Appendix 7 for Diagram Illustrating
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World-View of the Elite). The elite of Maldives divides its world and
the people in it into a variety of categories in addition to the basic
socioeconomic-political hierarchy. It also classifies the outside world
into categories that represent its cultural horizons, and its view of the
world is not unlike its geographical horizons. In Maldives, for the
Male’ elite, the center of the world is the elite society of Male’ and

from that point radiate out concentric circles.

Thus, for members of the Male’ elite, the world of places in Maldives
was traditionally divided into a minimum of six worlds of land: first,
one’s house (ge) with the wall (faaru) around the house compound;
then, the ward (avah) of the island in which one’s house is located;
then, the larger island, Male’, the capital; the atolls or rural areas
known as rajjethere (further divided into two worlds: inhabited islands
known as miihun ulhe rahrah, or islands with people; and uninhabited
islands known as miihun nulhe rahshe, or islands with no people; and
all foreign lands beyond Maldives. In the latter part of the twentieth
century, the Male’ elite’s world of land increased to eight divisions
with the addition of two other important Maldivian land-areas (the
tourist islands, called “resorts” in English, beginning in the mid-1970s;
and the southernmost Addu Atoll, with Gan Island, from the 1960s
through the 1980s).

The classification of sea, or water worlds numbers a minimum of six.
There are three areas of the lagoon around each island (rah) up to the
reef (faru) of that island: mudu (the clearest, shallowest water at the
beach); vilu (the slightly deeper, aquamarine water off the beach, clear
but light blue/green); and falhu (the deepest, bluest water within the
lagoon off the island inside its reef). These three concentric circles of

different types of water around an island are all bound by an outer
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circle of reef (faru). There are at least three classifications of the
deepest, bluest water kandu (sea): atolhu terege kandu (the deep, blue
sea between islands within an atoll); maa kandu (“huge sea”, the
deeper sea between the atolls outside the reefs, the channels between
atolls); and beeru kandu (the wide, open sea outside the atolls of
Maldives). Again, a reef (faru) encloses the sea within an atoll (atolhu
terege kandu), and other reefs surround the other atolls, separating
them from the maa kandu and the beeru kandu. The sea (kandu) is
thus divided into the sea inside atolls, where small boats go and where
certain kinds of fish live; and the huge, open sea, both between and
outside atolls-- the dangerous deep sea where other kinds of fish live
and where, if one dared venture, is the best fishing and the chance of

finding valuable ambergris (maawaharu) floating on the surface.

Beyond Maldives, the Maldivian world of beeru locations has depended
upon the trends of the times--in other words, the places with which
Maldivians have connections at any point in time, e.g. Colombo, Ceylon

(later Sri Lanka), India, Egypt, Singapore, Saudi Arabia, or London.

The first and most important world for the Maldivian elite is Male’,
the centre of culture, education, commerce, and government, where all
the elite live (except when they are punished by banishment to an
outer island or abroad). It is the country’s only urban island, and the
wealthiest place in Maldives. Traditionally, the national treasury was
located there, and now it is the site of the nation’s state bank. Because
of the power (military, political and economic) of the Male’ elite, this
island has historically been the entrepot for the entire archipelago; only
through this port could local, national and foreign trade pass, as well
as all modern transport and communications. As one recent Maldives

Government publication put it quite unabashedly: “Male’, the capital,
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is and always has been the seat of government in the Maldives and the
home of the intellectual elite. Economically, its structure is different
from the other islands -- for, if the islands depend on Male’ for all
their trading and administration, Male’ depends on the islands for ’its

livelihood’(sic)” (Government of Maldives 1983a:5).

Then there are the atolls and islands, the rural areas (rajjethere) which
are divided into inhabited and uninhabited worlds. The inhabited ones
(miihun ulhe rahrah), are where most Maldivians live and perform the
occupation of the majority of Maldivians--fishing. There is poverty on
the islands. The life is “simple” there in the view of the Male’ elite,
and the people (rajjethere miihun) are not considered as civilised like
their Male’ rulers. All produce, maritime and agricultural, from the
islands is fed into Male’, and whatever small luxuries islanders obtain,

they get from Male’.

Almost all agricultural produce comes from the uninhabited islands
(miihun nulhe rahshe). There are hundreds of uninhabited islands,
though Male’ people often maintained that there were not many left--at
least not many that were near enough to Male’ so that members of the
Male’ elite could use them for private excursions and picnics on
Fridays (the Muslim day of rest). In the late 1970s, they blamed this
loss on the tourists for occupying their former picnic islands, not
blaming the Maldivian tourist managers for converting some of the
once-uninhabited islands into foreign-currency-producing tourist
“resorts”. Some of the elite lost their uninhabited island-hideaways
when the tourist developers started their industry. Yet Male’ people
(students, office groups, families) still go for outings to find “escape”
and “freedom” from the tense, restricted Male’ life, on what they think

of as their only remaining, uninhabited islands.
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The southernmost atolls were traditionally classified among all the
other rural areas (rajjethere), referred to in English simply as the
“atolls” or “islands”. But when Gan was held by the British and when
Addu and the other southern atolls revolted from Male’ rule, that
region was considered to be a separate world from the other islands
and atolls. The people of that area still think of themselves as
different from other “islanders”. Yet throughout the 1960s and 1970s,
the Male’ government, through its newspapers and other means of
propaganda, continued to insist there was no difference between Addu
Atoll, where Gan is located, and the rest of Maldives, meaning they
should remain poor fishermen the way they were before the British
offered them other occupations and sources of outside income. Many
Male’ people were envious of the advantages that the Addu people had
when the British held Gan in terms of access to new forms of wealth,
employment, and material goods. When the British pulled out
completely from their base in 1976, the economy of that southern
region collapsed because it had become dependent upon the British for
their employment and had given up their traditional occupations. After
1978, the new government under President Gayoom began making every
effort to bring Addu people back into Maldives by creating new
industries in the south to replace what had been lost, yet at the same

time not encouraging their independence from the rest of the country.

At the time of this study, tourist resorts represented another world--
labelled “resorts”, and have been classified as such from the beginning
of Maldivian tourism in 1972. They are for foreigners (beeru miihun)
and for the new elite of the elite--those few Maldivians owning and
managing the resorts. Most resorts have rules stating that no
Maldivians, except workers and families (and very close friends) of the

managers can visit the tourist islands. This monopoly that the first
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tourist managers exercised over the world of resorts was a major cause
for the great envy (hasadhaveri) that was felt toward them and
ultimately destroyed some of them, leading to loss of control of their
tourist islands and typically banishment to an outer Maldivian island
or, in some cases, exile abroad.”? Male’ people suppose that a tourist

resort is a place of license and free-love. Historically, the sultans used

to have such islands for their pleasures away from the public eye in
Male’.

Beyond the Maldivian world, there have been other worlds inhabited
by Maldivians at different times. The general term “beeru” is used to
cover all the outside world where the elite study and travel, where
ministers go on matters of state, where tourist managers travel to
obtain business, and where sailors go on the fleet of Maldives Shipping

Company.

In that wide world of beeru, there are such recognised and important
places as Singapore, which used to be known mainly for shopping,
where Maldivian traders could buy cheap goods for smuggling into Sri
Lanka. Singapore is where the richest Maldivian lives--Ali Maniku--and
during the witch-hunt of 1980-1981, it was considered a dangerous
world because the former President Nasir was believed to live there.
If any member of the elite was heard to make contact with him, as did
Sikka in 1980, he/she could be banished.

B This occurred in the witch-hunt of 1980, discussed below in Chapter 8, “Patterns and Cycles

of Political Conflict”.
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Mecca--another point in the outside world--was once a place only a few
of the elite went on Haj (pilgrimage). With the infusion of foreign
currency into the Maldivian economy, beginning in the late 1970s,
however, many Maldivians, not just the elite, have been able to make
the Haj. By the early 1980s, with all the travel being done by the elite,
other places began taking on an importance in Maldives. Such newly
important places are New York, the site of the U.N. mission; London,
a connecting point for businessmen, government officials and exiles on
their way to many other places; Geneva with its offshore banking
facilities; Libya because of the great influence Libyan money had in
Maldives; Cairo (Egypt), as the center of Arab and Islamic culture;
Australia where many Maldivians go for higher education; and always

Colombo because it was Maldives’ chief neighbour.

Islanders have traditionally been referred to as beeru by Male’ people,
but islanders always referred to Male’ people as Male’ people and non-
Maldivians as beeru. My servant, Aziza, kept telling me that her
husband’s father was a Maldivian, meaning a man from Male’, but her
husband’s mother was beeru, meaning that she came from an island,

not a Male’ person.

To some Male’ elite, the word beeru does not mean foreigner--’it refers
to any non-Male’ person, especially islanders. Yet most Male’ people
use beeru for foreigners, as does the Maldivian media. There are
several words built on the beeru base: The word rajjenbeerun means
“from outside Maldives” or “foreigner”. The word beeru miihun is the
more precise word meaning “outside people”, “outsiders”, also

“foreigners”.
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A similar word, beerathehi, has a special history. First, it is considered
a somewhat obscene word, never to be used of the Male’ elite. Until
the rule of President Ameen Didi, the word was always used for non-
Male’ Maldivians. It also meant “foreigner(s)” or “stranger(s)”. Some
people, even at the time of this study, still used it for non-Male’
Maldivians--islanders. But the enlightened, first President Ameen Didi,
who wanted to develop his country, reportedly said that it was not
good to talk of one’s own countrymen as if they were foreigners or
strangers, especially with such ugly connotations. He attempted to
eradicate this use of the word. As Aminath Hussein, the former lover
and intellectual confidante of the first President often explained,
Ameen Didi felt that it was not right to classify other Maldivians as
foreigners just because they were not from Male’. He taught the Male’
elite to call islanders rajjetherage (miihun), meaning “inside Maldives”;
however, by the time of this study, the old usage still had not been
fully eradicated in the more than thirty years since Ameen Didi

attempted to change people’s prejudices.

The actual word for foreigner is rajjenbeeru miihe, meaning “person
outside the country”, but since, in the past, so few people had contact
with foreigners, the word was seldom used. It was against the law for
unofficial persons to converse with foreigners until the 1970s when the
tourist industry was established. As one beefulun woman told me, her
grandmother would have been quite surprised to find her chatting with
‘me--a foreigner. The word rajjenbeeru miihe was not used much at all
until tourists began arriving. Then the Maldivians generally used the

English word “foreigner”.

A combination of xenophobia, envy, proud independence, a national

superiority/inferiority complex, and an ethnocentrism characterise
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Maldivians’ interactions with all foreigners. To survive in this remote
environment, Maldivians have always practiced cunning, trickery, and
deception to keep foreigners away, while at the same time capturing
a few spoils from the ships of richer countries that sailed too near
Maldives. Foreigners who later came in the late twentieth century
hoping to cash in on what they envisioned as opportunities in
Maldivian tourism learned, one after another, that the Maldivians were

in charge and would never tolerate any foreign control in business or

politics.

Strongly nationalistic and proud of their independence, Maldivians still
point with horror to the few periods of foreign domination. The
Portuguese were the most hated of the interlopers because they
attempted to convert Maldivians to Christianity and came to these little
islands with armadas and soldiers clad in armour. In 1558, the
Portuguese seized control of the country, administering it from Goa,
but the Maldivians drove them out in 1573. Throughout history,
pirates, especially from the Malabar coast of southwestern India,
harassed the Maldive Islands, and once in 1752 seized the country by
invading the Sultan’s island, Male’. Only four months later, Maldivians
defeated the usurpers and regained control of their Sultanate. The
Maldivians themselves, again because of their own lack of resources
and distance from sources of such, have historically preyed on passing
ships. Besides their reputation as good navigators, Maldivians were
known as pirates, wreckers, and smugglers in the Indian Ocean trading
network. Even as late as 1979 and 1980, there were incidents of piracy

in Maldives by islanders attacking small foreign boats. Maldivians like
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to say that it’s a good thing to live next to rich people so you can

catch some of the overflow.

In 1887, through an exchange of letters between the Sultan of Maldives
and the British Governor in Ceylon, the Maldive Islands obtained
protectorate status from Britain, continuing to exercise internal control
while handing over administration of its foreign affairs to the British
colonial government resident in neighbouring Ceylon. Not until World
War II, and then again in the late 1950s when the British needed an
air base on Gan Island, did the British bother much about the poor
islands. What happened between Great Britain and Maldives over the
Maldivian island of Gan served to intensify Maldivian xenophobia and

certainly still colored Maldivian foreign policy at the time of this study.

Many Maldivians remarked to me how important it was to realise that
only in the past few years had any Maldivians, other than the highest
officials, had any contact with foreigners except when they went
abroad. Even then, those who were sent for studies in Ceylon and
India were kept together in Maldivian groups, in special lodging and
had Dhivehi teachers and chaperones with them (laws had actually
forbidden Maldivians to talk with foreigners). Only those government
officials directly involved with particular foreigners (diplomats or sea
captains) could talk with foreigners, and only certain official

Maldivians could meet people from ships.
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The Maldivian education system actually taught Maldivians (and their
elders instilled in them from early childhood) to hate and fear
foreigners because most were Kaffirs, the highly pejorative Muslim
term for infidels. While the entire country has long had mosque
schools, it was not until the 1960s that the government established
English-language primary and secondary schools for the elite on Male’.
Traditionally, only the wealthiest members of the elite sent their
children abroad for education in places like Ceylon, India and Egypt.
At home, Maldivians were taught to hate and fear even foreign
Muslims because they were foreign, and most were treated as if they

were Kaffirs, though they were not.

At the same time, there was a prestige factor for those few members
of the elite who travelled abroad for study, pilgrimage or business.
Traditionally, for them and for a very few respected foreigners like Ibn
Battuta, Maldivians used the Arabic word sayyah for travellers, or the
Dhivehi word dhaturu veriya, meaning “an authority on journeys”
(dhaturu meaning journey or trip, and veriya meaning authority). Travel
brought prestige because the traveller had survived the dangers of
going among foreign peoples in foreign lands. Some Male’ elite were
called dhaturu veriya even when they travelled to other distant islands

within Maldives, which, again, implied the foreignness of those

rajjethere outside Male’.

For centuries, the Maldivians participated in the Indian Ocean dhow
trade. Sailing boats had to pass by these dangerous reefs on their way
in search of the treasures of the East, but because of the Maldives’

relative isolation and their lack of valuable national resources,
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Maldives, historically (as discussed earlier), had little experience with
colonialism or any other form of foreign domination. Even their
conversion to Islam was legendarily peaceful and involved the arrival

of only one foreigner, not armies on jihad (“holy war” under Islam).

To be a Maldivian one must be a Muslim. The Republic of Maldives
is one of only two countries in the world (at the time of this study,
Saudi Arabia was the only other) that can claim its population is one
hundred percent Muslim. The ruler of Maldives is believed to be

chosen by God, and is the religious leader in the country.

It has long been Maldivian law (and is now a part of the modern
Constitution) that every Maldivian citizen must be of the Islamic
religion and that no non-Muslim can become a Maldivian citizen.
Similarly, any foreign man marrying a Maldivian woman must first
become a Muslim in order for their children to be Muslims according
to Islamic law. The same does not apply to a foreign woman marrying
a Maldivian man (since the woman’s religion does not matter in Islam
in determining the religion of the children), but if a foreign wife also
wanted to become a Maldivian citizen, she would have to adopt the
faith of Maldives. All children born to Maldivians, therefore, are

Muslim since at birth they inherit the religion of their father.

The only religious threat to the national Islamic faith, established since
1153 A.D., came from the Portuguese in the sixteenth century. In 1551,
Sultan Hassan IX announced that he wanted to renounce Islam for the
Christian faith of the Portuguese. This angered the Maldivians so much
that he was driven from the country, fleeing to Cochin in India. There
he was baptized into the Christian faith by Francis Xavier. In order to

force the Maldivians to convert to his new religion, he then went to
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Goa and obtained the support of Portuguese leaders. They gave him
two ships to invade Maldives so that he could seize all the high
officials and nobles and bring them to Cochin for baptism. Instead, the

Maldivians attacked the two ships, 'killing all the people on board.

Finally, in 1558, a large Portuguese armada conquered Maldives,
killing its ruler, Sultan Ali VI. Portuguese officers were dispatched to
many islands to secure the entire archipelago by preaching Christianity
to the islanders, according to Maldivian history. The Portuguese began
moving south and finally arrived in Male’, attempting to convert the
elite of the country. In 1573, a band of Maldivian guerrillas from the
north who knew the reefs, with armored assistance from Malabaris
from India, landed in Male’, killing the Portuguese leader, and drove
the Portuguese and their Christian religion away from the shores of
Maldives. This period of foreign domination is still viewed as the

lowest point in Maldivian history.

Since that time, there has been no major threat to Maldivian religion.
Early in the 1970s, when an American Bible-carrying ship arrived in
Maldives and started distributing a few Bibles, it was asked to leave
the country. Based on that experience, Maldivians said on occasion
that, if they had to be aligned with a superpower, they would choose
the Soviet Union because it did not try to impose its religion as the

United States had done by sending that Bible ship.

In 1976, when I arrived in Maldives, I was informed by a Sheikh, who
had made the Haj (Islamic pilgrimage to Mecca), that there were only

about twenty-three people in the country who had been on Haj.
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Beginning the next year, wealthy Maldivian businessmen began
chartering planes and arranging for large groups to go on Haj.
Previously, it had been an individual matter, only for the rulers and

the very rich.

Going on Haj, though very important for a ruler as the leader of the
faith in Maldives, was frequently a very dangerous venture, often
signaling the end of a reign. In the old days, going by sailboats moving
with the Indian Ocean monsoons, the entire pilgrimage would require
at least a year away from Maldives--a minimum of six months to Haj,
and a minimum of six returning to Male’. The trip followed this route:
by sailboat to Colombo; by sail to Madras or Bombay; by sail to
Jeddah on the Red Sea; and finally by caravan to Mecca, sometimes
returning by the east coast of Africa to collect slaves and other goods.
Sometimes a Sultan would go on Haj and never return, either because
he died (often of yellow fever) emroute, or because word reached him
that he had been overthrown. Often Haj presented an opportune time

for a brother or cousin of the Sultan to take over the throne.

For nearly a hundred years, lasting from the mid-nineteenth until the
mid-twentieth century, a group of Borah traders from Gujarat, India,
lived in Maldives and dominated Maldivian trade. The Borah
community was finally ousted from Male’ by Nasir (then Prime
Minister) in the 1950s. During their commercial occupation in the
capital, there was a Maldivian law that the Borahs were not allowed to
mix with the Maldivians except for business, and they could not be on
the streets of Male’ after 5:30 in the evening. The Borahs were

required to stay inside their shops and their houses (built above the
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shops) from 5:30 p.m. until sunrise. Thus royal women were safe to go
without their veils once it was dark and no foreign Indian Borahs were
on the streets. In fact, the entire time the Indian traders lived in
Maldives, they were not supposed to have any social intercourse with
Maldivians, other than buying and selling in the Borah shops. As one
Maldivian man, who later became personal secretary to the President,
explained, if a Borah had come to his house, he would have had to
keep him standing at the door. It was against the law to invite the
Borah, or any foreigner inside. Of all the Borahs, only one was

reported to have married a Maldivian beefulun woman and was allowed

to stay when all the others were ejected in the 1950s.

Before the arrival of tourists in the 1970s, Maldivians had few concepts
for groups of foreigners. If people happened to know that someone
came from a particular place, then they might be called by that name,

e.g. India miihe, Ceylon miihe, now America miihe, Gerumanu miihe,

Italy miihe, etc. After the British were in the Maldives during World
War II, when any foreigners wearing long trousers came to Male’, they
were called Ingresi miihun (English people), whether they were English
or not. The Portuguese, who had come in the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries, and later the Indian Borahs, were the only other foreigners
remembered as a group before various groups of foreigners began
coming as tourists in the late twentieth century. The Portuguesa miihun
were always remembered for their cruelty, just as they were on the

East African coast, even four hundred years later.
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In Maldives, Maldivian people are also classified by where they have

spent time abroad--for example, where they studied or according to
their occupation. For instance, the Maldivian people who studied in
various countries are sometimes called “the French”, “the Russians”,
“the Australians”, “the Egyptians”, or “the New Zealanders”, all places
where a number of Maldivians went for studies in the 1960s, 1970s and
early 1980s. Most elite who studied abroad spent at least some time in

schools in Ceylon, so that is not used as a designation, nor is India.

One reason for identifying people in this manner is that it explains why
they might behave differently than the Male’ norm. Overseas education
became both a symbol of prestige and a kind of stigma; therefore,
identifying people by where they had studied outside Maldives set them
apart in both a positive and a negative way. Also, in Maldives because
many people share the same name, many methods are employed to
identify a specific Mohamed or Aisha. People are identified not only
by where they studied, but also by occupation, or by which house they
are attached to, which island they come from, or which sport they play.
For instance, there are many Naeem’s, so the one who studied in
France is called French Naeem; the one who had pilot training is
always called Pilot Naeem; another is Army Naeem; while still another
is Newspaper Naeem. And everyone in the Male’ elite recognises the

difference among all the Naeems.
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By the time of this study, at the beginning of tourism in the late 1970s,

the power elite needed the tourists (just as they have always needed
their own Maldivian outsiders, the islanders) to produce capital to
maintain the elite of Male’. However, with the development of the
tourist industry, the Maldivians have had to accommodate somewhat to
foreigners--the tourists--people from the outside (beeru), the very group
of people they have always been taught to hate and fear. The problem
then became how to perpetuate distaste for and condescension of
tourists, as they have done in the past toward both islanders and other
foreigners without allowing people to show their fear and hatred of

foreign tourists.

Because there is so little land in Maldives, this country had no need
to assimilate foreigners. The foreigners assimilated in the past were
completely incorporated as Maldivians. Accordingly, the Maldivians
devised a system of putting tourists away on separate islands. The
method proved useful for perpetuating xenophobia--by preventing most
Maldivians from mixing with the foreign tourists who are said to be
immoral--wearing little if any clothes and drinking alcohol. In a way,
too, despite a law banning their entry, having the loathed “hippies” in
Maldives helped demonstrate how barbaric foreigners are. The fact that
one of these “hippie travellers” murdered another one in 1976 in
Maldives proved the point. But the murderer, who was banished to an
island, was converted to Islam, married a Maldivian woman, and was
thus civilized by Maldivian religion and life, very different from the
Germany where he grew up and which produced his murderous

instincts.
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Even among those Maldivians who spent years away from Maldives but
were back living in Male’, there was pervasive xenophobia. One very
high-ranking government official, who had spent years abroad studying
and working, constantly warned me that I should be careful not to
hang around with the foreigners living in Male’ (not the tourists but
the international development workers) because the ones the Maldivian
government had invited to work there, he said, “are all working against
us”. Another highly educated teacher, who had spent many years
studying abroad and even in Male’ mixed frequently with foreigners,
often said of the expatriates living in Male’, “They hate us. They are

all against us”.

Several Maldivian diplomats sent to the United Nations in the late
1970s (Maumoon Gayoom, Fathulla Jameel, and Hussain Haleen) all
studied at the ancient centre of Islamic learning, Al-Azhar University
in Cairo, where they became fluent in Arabic. This background stood
them and their country in good stead as they reached out to other
Islamic countries, especially the oil-producing ones. Islamic
brotherhood has been used by the Maldivians as a means of obtaining
aid from those wealthy Muslim countries. Indeed, Maldives before the
rise of OPEC had steered a more independent foreign policy,
maintaining friendly relations with any other country, including Israel,
which they finally severed in 1976 under pressure from Libya and

Islamic oil-producing countries.

In the 1970s, a commitment to national development and modernisation
became a necessity for any power-seekers in Maldives. While there
might have been conflicts within subgroupings of the elite (between the
commercially oriented and the more religiously oriented, or between

the older and younger civil servants, better and less educated, Western
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and Islamic educated, or between houses), everyone in the ruling elite
appeared set on the path of modernising their country. Yet, given the
long history of xenophobia, this new national approach to welcoming
anything foreign required a major change in the traditional attitude

towards foreigners.

To understand the Republic of Maldives, and especially its elite, in the
1970s and the early 1980s, it was this very contrast--between a long
history of relative isolation and increasing contact with the rest of the
world--that must be considered. It was especially important for
understanding the actions of the elite--the politicians who were trying
to develop and modernise their country, but at the same time remain
basically xenophobic and distrustful of the outside. They were proud
of the Maldivian way of life, their little civilisation that they developed
for millennia without external foreign influence. Yet they wanted to
have what they considered the best of the outside. Indicative of the
Maldivian attitudes at the time of this study was a statement in 1977
in an editorial in the English-language newspaper Moonlight Weekly
that revealed their dilemma: “Maldives has had many years of peaceful
isolation--but we were so isolated that we were almost left behind in
the global rush for progress. Who in the world likes to be left behind?
No one does”! Maldivians have always had a kind of love-hate
relationship with the outside world, with foreigners, with beeru. They
have always sought to remain strongly independent yet they have

wanted to take what they believe is the best from the foreign world.?*

2 This rather paradoxical relationship of the Male’ elite to the outside world was apparent to

me from the beginning of my work there. It was also noted in the much earlier accounts of Maldives
by Ibn Battuta in the 14th century and Pyrard in the 17th century.
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The elite beefulun dominated the country politically and economically
throughout history since the first Sultans in the twelfth century through
the establishing of constitutional government in 1932 and until the
establishment of the Second Republic of Maldives in 1968. The
beefulun rank itself was also divided into three groups: Manipulu (a
royal person or of royal descent); Saeed beefulun (descendant of the
Prophet Mohamed); and Didi (non-royal beefulun, traditionally a

mixture of royal family marrying into lower class).

The elite is generally referred to as bodung, or the “big ones”, the
“power-holders”, the “nobles”. The great majority of the Maldivian
population, the non-elite, those with no political power, mostly living
on all the outer islands and also many working on Male’, are called
simply the people, or miihun. The elite group both historically and in
the latter part of the twentieth century included the higher ranking
beefulun and a few “trusted”, usually entrepreneurially successful,
beekalun, former miihun who became accepted as special members of
the elite. Traditionally, the ideology held that only the beefulun could
be concerned with politics (siyassat). Members of the elite were the
only segment of the society to have access to higher education (above
the basic mosque schooling). The elite had the means to travel abroad
and obtain education and learn languages outside Maldives even before
the Maldivian government introduced English-language education into
the elementary and secondary schools on Male’; the elite were
educated in Male’ to prepare them to go abroad for their higher,

university education.
The bodung or bodethi beefulun (meaning “big high-ranking people” or

“the people in power”--an expression also used by children to speak of

the older people in the elite houses) was concentrated and organised
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around the politics in the capital and included loosely both those in
and out of power. Those in power are the sarukaru (the government)
and those out of power are kurige sarukaruge (the former government).
Another expression delineating the ruling core of the elite was
iizzaitheri beefulun, meaning the “distinguished beefulun” or
“dignitaries”, and ganuwaru beefulun (royals, people of the palace). For
example, when President Gayoom’s government came to power, the
government of his predecessor, President Nasir, was formally called
“Nasiruge sarukaruge beefalun” (the high-ranking people of Nasir’s
government). But when people wanted to disparage the people who had
been in Nasir’s government, they used the pejorative expressions
“Nasiruge gaayy miihun” (Nasir’s close ordinary, low-class people) or

“Nasiruge miihun tha” (Nasir’s crowd of ordinary people).

The political elite revolves about the central leader of the country, who
is the President today and was formerly the Sultan. The elite includes
those supporting the leader at any particular point in time, and those
who are in opposition, usually acknowledged as such by being banished
or under house arrest. Political opponents always face the strong
likelihood of banishment from Male’ to an outer island, far away from
the centre of political life in Maldives. Later this banishment becomes

a badge of honour, demonstrating that they were the elite opposition.

The inner power elite is made up of the President, his cabinet, his
personal advisers, senior civil servants (directors of departments which
are under the Office of the President, deputy ministers under cabinet
ministers) and rising young undersecretaries and their spouses (only as
appendages), except for the spouses of cabinet ministers. According to
the current Constitution of Maldives, the Citizens’ Majlis is nominally

the main legislative body of the government. It is comprised of forty-
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eight members--two elected from each of the nineteen administrative
atolls and Male’, plus eight Presidential appointees. The President is
nominated by the Majlis, and then the single nominee is voted on

nationally by referendum for a five-year term.

Historically, Maldivian society has been divided into two hierarchical
groups. First there is the beefulun (singular beefuleh), the nobles who
were said to be descendants of either royalty (Manipulu) or from the
Prophet Mohamed (Saeed beefulun) or from mixed royal blood (Didi).
Within the beefulun class, members are further distinguished as either
royalty (through grandchildren of Sultans) or plain nobility, those who
are farther removed from recent Sultans. Traditionally, there has been
only one other major group: the miihun (singular miiheh), meaning
“men” or “people”, called “the commoners”. This group includes
everyone who is not a member by birth (or in some cases, through
marriage) of the elite, or beefulun. Within the miihun class, there is a
higher class--the beekalun (singular beekaleh), which is a kind of middle
rank that is achieved, not ascribed, into which certain respected
miihun, the ruler’s favorites (such as trusted servants, now successful

businessmen or teachers) could rise.

The Maldivian hierarchial system was once a more rigid system of
stratification, according to members of the old elite. Traditionally,
there was a variety of basic expressions of what some Maldivians called
a “caste system” evidencing “caste” relations through an idiom of
ranking found in language, clothing, kinship terminology, terms of

address, deference behaviour, gift-giving and commensality. At the time
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of this study, language, feasts and ceremonies still provided clear
demonstration of rank relationships, as did marriage patterns,

residence patterns, and occupational relations.

The political elite of Maldives includes beefulurn and some beekalun,
but no miihun. If a miiheh should break into the elite, he would have
been classified automatically as beekalun. It is possible, though
extremely difficult, for an “islander”, a non-Male’ person to become a
member of the elite, but first he must have moved to the capital
island. Actually, at the time that a miiheh is considered a member of
the elite, that miiheh is considered beekalun and is then spoken to and
spoken about in beekalun language. When that same miiheh falls from
grace, people then revert to using miihun language to refer to that

same person.

Even under the traditional system, some people were political
powerholders who were not beefulun: they were the beekalun. The
historic role of the beekalun in the Sultanate was that of palace
servants. The old beekalun category was not inherited. Presumably, they

were the equivalent anthropologically of eunuchs.’

Beekalun, which is an achieved status, can sometimes be passed down
to children by virtue of its privileges, at least while the beekaleh parent
is alive. Before going to the field, my English teacher? of the Dhivehi
language, had said that foreigners, such as teachers, technicians, and

diplomats, are all placed in this beekalun category, but in the field I

1 As noted by Professor Maurice Bloch in discussion with me regarding the Maldivian

stratification system, in particular, the Maldivian beekalun in 1981.

2 Christopher Reynolds at the School of Oriental and African Studies in May 1976.

102



DEFINING THE ELITE: STRATIFICATION, POLITICS AND THE ECONOMIC Chapter @
BASIS OF POWER

learned that even foreigners in those special categories had to gain
Maldivian “respect” before they were considered beekalun. Most
foreigners are simply given the lowest, ordinary miihun status.
(According to Christopher Reynolds’, the only foreigners to be granted
the status of beefulun were royalty like Queen Elizabeth II of Britain.
Later, however, I learned that when the Maldivian beefulun were
staying in my house in London, they referred to me then as beefuleh
in their conversations with other Maldivians. When I asked them how
I had achieved this high status, they explained that it was because they

had accepted my generous hospitality and were staying in my house).*

Throughout Maldivian history, until the late 1960s, politics was
considered the exclusive sphere of the beefulun rank (members of the
Male elite use the English word “caste”). Although Sultans usually had
a few loyal miihun (promoted to beekalun) around them as guards, no
one ever thought that the rule (verikun), the power and control of
politics, could ever be held by anyone who was not beefulun. Probably,
in fact, the Sultans chose these loyal miihun to surround them because
ideologically they were safe, whereas they would always be suspicious
of any beefulun around them. For instance, the banderigemanikufaan,
who was always to be a beefulun, slowly gained more power, especially
when he was able to leave the country and obtain education, which he

then used upon return to draw more and more power to himself.

3 During my Dhivehi lessons with Christopher Reynolds at The School of Oriental and African

Studies in London, May 1976.
4 Moomina Haleem and Mohamed Nasir, both beefulun, said this when I had overheard them
speak of me, their hostess, as beefuleh, the person who was giving them sanctuary, in London, 1980-
1981.
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Eventually, the Prime Minister, a position which was the modern
successor of the Treasury-keeper, became the actual ruler of the
country, while the last Sultans sat as only titular heads of the symbolic

Sultancy.

The word used by Maldivians for politics is the Arabic siyassar, which
Maldivians say shows how the concept was thought to involve only a
small percentage of the people, thus they used Arabic as a sign that
ordinary people did not even understand the concept. Sultans had
power (baaru) to do what they wanted as long as they could hold onto
the rulership (verikun). As a former miihun, later a beekalun, who
became very powerful in President Gayoom’s government because he
was lianoo to the President, said: “I will do what I want now that we

have the rule (verikun)”.

Even at the time of this study, when there were very powerful
beekalun, both in the Gayoom government and those banished because
of their power in the previous Nasir government, the ideology
remained that only beefulun could actually rule. Often it was said by
members of the old elite and the non-elite--but not, of course, the new
beekalun who were desperately trying to take some of the power--that
the reason for the problems in this new government (and in the
previous one) was that non-beefulun (in other words, miihun who had
risen to the status of beekalun) had too much power and did not know
how to behave as rulers. This ideology was so strong that even though
they often would say “history repeats itself”, they overlooked the fact
that their history, when beefulun ruled entirely, had been one of
turmoil politically with constant coup-plots, suppression, banishment,

and witch-hunts.
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One miiheh, now beekaleh, who lived abroad and whose family was
increasingly involved in political activities, said she is not interested
(though she is, very much) in politics. She said she frequently wrote to
her family warning them, cryptically, to keep away from politics
because it is only for beefulun. She was the fahari (sister-in-law) to a
man who held a high position in government and who was becoming
involved in tourism, and she frequently advised him to forget about

politics and leave it to the beefulun.

Beefulun believed that no one who was not born a beefulun (neither
beekalun nor miihun) could ever rule. Many of my beefulun informants
believed this, as one beefuleh clearly stated regarding an aspiring
beekaleh: “He would never be accepted as President because he has no
history, no background. He is not beefulun”. Many beefulun said it was
“blood” and remarked that the “new people” (the miihun turned
beekalun) were trying to “use” the beefulun, but that the miihun would

never accept the new people because they did not have beefulun blood.

The Maldivian language, Dhivehi, is hierarchical.’
One of my Dhivehi teachers began his instruction with this statement:
“To understand Maldivian culture, you must learn first about the class

differences in the language. Though there have been many changes in

5 My first teacher of Dhivehi, Maumoon Gayoom, began his lessons by telling me that I had

first to learn about the class differences, the historic national hierarchy, before I could learn the
language.
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Maldives, these class differences in the language have remained”.®

The Maldivian language is divided into levels to match those
socioeconomic political classes operating in society. There are three
forms of language to distinguish a person’s hierarchical group. All
verbs have three forms. When speaking of someone else, the form of
the verb is used that applies to the class of that person. The third
person is used for the second and third person reference. When
speaking of oneself, the third form (miihun) of the verb is always used,
even by the ruler, since one must always sound humble when speaking
in the first person. There are also three forms of each pronoun, the
use of any one depending on the “class” of the person to whom one is
speaking for the first and second person, and of whom one is speaking
for the third person. Different termination words are added to
questions, again depending on whom one is addressing. There are also

different forms of greetings for each class of Maldivians.

In Dhivehi, there are certain idiomatic expressions that refer only to
the beefulun or imply some characteristic of the beefulun. For instance,
the word reethi, translated as “beautiful” in the sense of “refined”, is
used to describe only the kind of language, the honorific speech, of a
beefuleh. Maldivians say they were talking “beautifully”, meaning all of
them were beefulun and were speaking in that language. Beefulun say
that their own beefulun language, as distinct from the rest of the
Dhivehi language, is “beautiful”, and, likewise, they say it is they who
speak “beautifully”. Another example is the expression meaning “to

make gifts”, which actually means “to do presents to a beefuleh”.

6 Sheikh Mohamed Jameel made this statement in English when I began studying Dhivehi with

him when I arrived in Male’ in September 1976. He was a beefuleh and then considered one of the
most learned people in Maldives. He often repeated this injunction as did others in similar ways,
including Aminath Hussein.
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Some of the kinship terms distinguish between the two major ranks of
miihun and beefulun. Because the beekalun class is an achieved status,
there is no distinction for this group in most kinship terminology, and
the kinship language for them is the same as for miihun. According to
the traditional Male’ elite, the reason for these distinctions is that in
one “family”, because there is such a high divorce rate and persons
marry into other classes, there might be different classes represented.
The word for kinsman, thimaage, is always followed by the appropriate
distinction, either miiheh or beefuleh. The same is also done for the
word gaayy, meaning either a close relative or a close friend. The word
for “woman of the miihun” is different from that for “wife of a

beefuleh”.

The terms for mother and father are the same for both classes, while
the terms for both male child and female child are given class
distinctions. Any parent, whether beefulun or miihun, speaks of his own
child as dhari, but in speaking of another’s beefulun children one must
add the appropriate term, dharifulu. The same terms for younger
brother (or sister), uncle, aunt, grandfather, grandmother, grandchild,
elder brother, elder sister, younger relatives and older relatives are
used for both classes. The only distinctions in these terms, including
those for mother and father, occur when one is speaking of a prince,

princess, queen, or king.

Maldivians claim kinsmen in both classes, though even some old
beefulun still maintained that they did not “mix with” miihun. Both
hypergamy and sometimes hypogamy have been practiced by

Maldivians. There are still remnants of deference behaviour existing
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between the strata. One was expected to stand up for male beekalun

and any beefulun of either gender.

Among the elite of the Maldives, there was elite endogamy. There is
no rule of preferred marriage, except that no one wishing to remain in
the elite would marry outside it. A Male’ woman of either class may
marry into the other elite group, as long as the man is considered a
Male’ man. A Male’ woman would not normally marry an islander,
unless he had become accepted as a new member of the elite through
education and residence in Male’. A Male’ man, on the other hand,
who could also marry up or down within the elite, could also marry
ordinary island women. He may or may not bring her to Male’. Such
a marriage usually takes place when a Male’ man is banished to an
outer island. A child inherits his father’s rank unless his mother is also
influential or formerly a member of royalty. Children grow up in an

elite society, but once they become adults they must manage on their

own to remain true members of the elite.

In traditional Male’ elite society, which was not thought to have
changed much before the 1950s, there were clear symbols to distinguish
the elite. For example, only members of the elite could wear shoes,
carry torches (true fire-torches for lamps or later flashlights), and only
their women could remain in purdah. In houses, there were different

seats of different heights and sizes for different ranks.”

’ See Bell (1921:31). Here also Bell wrote that Pyrard’s (1887;1971) descriptions of social
customs from his 1602-07 stay in Maldives were very similar to and could apply to the times of Bell’s
visits in 1879 and 1920.
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In Male’ during the time of Sultan Shamsuddin, just before the court
rebellion occurred demanding the drafting of a constitution,
government was considered a relatively simple affair, Maldivians say,
under an autocratic Sultan who reportedly slept all day and stayed up
all night handling affairs of state and socialising. There was only one
government office before the Constitution, called the Bodubanderige,
where the national security guard office is today. The Bodubanderige
was the Treasury, where all the documents and money were stored.
The head of that office was the treasurer (banderi manikufaan,
Bodubanderi manikufan or Bodubanderi kilegefanu), always beefulun.
With him were a few government servants, such as the Hangubeekalun,
who escorted the Sultan, like modern national security guards, and the
Kudibeekalun, who lived in the palace and assisted the Sultan. Both
these groups were miihun who had been promoted to beekalun. They
received a bodu handu (rice allowance). Bodu handu was given to
people according to their status. Some people did little work to receive

it.

The Treasury Officer (bodubanderi manikufan or bodubanderi
kilegefanu) was very powerful, because he was in charge of collecting
customs from the islands. After the constitution was drafted in 1932,
the officials were the Sultan, or rais; the prime minister, or boduwazir;
the chief justice or fandiyaru manikufaan; the treasurer or banderige.
In the beginning, the Sultan was more powerful, but later the Prime
Ministers gained education and took more power. As Maldivians often
said in the late 1970s, “The last Sultans just sat and were Sultans”. |

People always believed that the leader was chosen by God.

There were also five titles which could be bestowed by the Sultan:

rannabaderi kilegefaan; fasshana kilegefan; doshimayna kilegefan,
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faamulaceridayri kilegefan; maafari kilegefan. The royal family (families)
ganduvaru beefulun were thought to maintain power by being related
by blood to the Sultan, who was believed to be chosen by God and,
therefore, had all the power. The Sultan’s greatest Strength, Maldivians
said, lay in being able to banish the opposition, by the power of family
position, and the members of the royal family clung to their power

through relentless plotting and cunning.

The hangubeekalun (servant-escorts of the Sultan) were predecessors
of the sifaing, modern-day security guards. Traditionally, and still
today, many security guards (sifaing) came from the island of
Kuludufushi in Haa Dhaal Atoll in the north, where people are noted
throughout Maldives for being the tallest and strongest. The security

guards appear to be unusually larger than the ordinary Maldivians.

Before modern times (which, according to Maldivians, began for
Maldives in the late 1950s and 1960s), the beefulun did not work but
got handsome allowances, down to the third generation descended from
a Sultan (i.e., through the Sultan’s grandchildren, and sometimes
further down through the fourth and fifth generation). They received
rice, sugar, housing and many other allowances. Many still do under

Presidential rule.

In the pre-Constitution days, the government was believed to be the
Sultan and sometimes the more powerful bodubanderi manikufan. Now
the government includes the President, or the rais, the vazirunge majlis
(the cabinet ministers, all appointed by the President), the raiyyathunge
majlis (elected parliament), and a few others, as people say, meaning
the lianoo (the brothers-in-law of the ruler, i.e., the brothers of the

President’s wife) or close friends or close lieutenants, trusted beekalun.
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Women have traditionally played a very influential role in Maldivian
political life.® In the past women were allowed to become ruling
queens, Sultanas. History records’ reigns of four different female
rulers, who ruled the entire country alone as Sultanas. Rehendi
Khadija, for instance, was perhaps the most famous because of her
tactics in seizing power. As one Maldivian woman, who was involved
in politics, described Rehendi Khadija: “She was queen. She took it
seven times. No one gave it (the power and the rule) to her. She would
murder husbands and brothers to get it. She ruled overall thirty years.

She was very scheming”.

But in recent years, as the Maldivians have attempted to bring their
religious practice into line with other Islamic states, it has become
constitutionally illegal for a woman to be elected President, though she
may hold any other office in the country. Some women were working
to change this law.'” In early 1978, for several weeks the English-
language weekly (Moonlight Weekly, Jan.-Feb.,1978) carried editorials
about why women should be allowed to run for President since they
were free to hold any other Maldivian office and, indeed, were said to
be equal to men in the Constitution. That newspaper was published by
the most powerful women in the country at that time, including the
wife of the President (then Nasir) and her friends (the Minister of

Health, the Director of Information, and the Director of Tourism)--all

8 See e.g. Ibn Battuta, writing in the fourteenth century, and Pyrard, making his observations

in the early seventeenth century.

o See the chronology of the Tarikh in Bell (1921; and 1940).

10 See Didi (1992) on “The legal status of women: the Maldivian experience” and (1993) on

“Written and unwritten laws”.
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of whom were later banished or went into exile or were generally
suppressed by jealous men of the later Gayoom regime. Through their
editorials, they urged in vain that the law be changed to open the
highest position in the country to both genders, as it had been in the
past, when there had been no laws to prevent a powerful woman from

seizing power."

In the Majlis election for the President in 1978, many believed that
had it not been for that law preventing women from being President,
the Health Minister, Moomina Haleem Ismail, would have received
many votes and perhaps would have won the election. Many people
considered her the most powerful person in Maldives at that time. She
herself later said she believed that these reports and the fact that she
was so popular (having been so generous with ordinary people through
her long years as Matron of the Hospital and then as Minister of
Health and a Member of the Majlis) were what frightened the new
President’s lianoo (brother-in-law), Ilyas, the other member of
Parliament from Male’, so much that he had become determined to

destroy her political career.

For years she and Ilyas were the two elected-members of Parliament
from Male’, and in every election she came first, receiving more votes
than Ilyas. Long before the current President was elected to this post,
he told me, in fact even before I went to Maldives, that Moomina was
the most powerful woman in the country and one of the most popular

politicians. It was also he who first told me that, though a Muslim

1 Those women also often privately noted how neighbouring South Asian nations (India, Sri

Lanka, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, the latter two of which are also Islamic) have had female rulers in
modern times.
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country, women had no trouble in Maldives. He said “We have always

been different about women”.!?

Traditionally, it is said by Maldivians, women were given much higher
status in the Muslim religion than is acknowledged in modern times.
The Koran gave women property rights and stated that men had to
shelter them. In Maldives, until very recently, there was no other form
of education except religious. Children were taught religion in their
houses by the women along with older men (grandfathers). Female
members of the Maldivian elite often quoted the Koran as saying that
“heaven is in the feet of the mother”. They say, and their history
demonstrates, that they have always believed women are important and

have rights just as men do.

Even the early Arab travelers who visited Maldives and wrote about
their experiences in that strange land always praised the women of
Maldives and talked about their uniqueness. Among the earliest of
these accounts was one written by Abu’l Hasan Ali, called El
Mas’udi,”® in the tenth century when Maldives was still Buddhist.
Mas’udi remarked on the peacefulness of the kingdom that was ruled
by a queen: “They are all very well peopled, and are subject to a
queen: for from the most ancient times the inhabitants have a rule
never to allow themselves to be governed by a man” (Pyrard, 1887,
1971, Vol.II, Part I1:429). |

The renowned world traveller, Ibn Battuta, came to Maldives in 1343

A.D. and ended up marrying several Maldivian women and staying four

12 From conversation with Maumoon Gayoom in New York in 1975.

B An excerpt of this early account can be found in Albert Gray's Hakluyt Society 1887

translation (reprint 1971) of The Voyage of Francois Pyrard (1602-1607), Vol.Il, Part II, pp.429-430.

113



DEFINING THE ELITE: STRATIFICATION, POLITICS AND THE ECONOMIC Chapter @
BASIS OF POWER

years. He wrote this: “Any newcomer who wishes to marry is at liberty
to do so. When the time comes for his departure, he divorces his wife,
for the women of the Maldives do not leave their country... The women
of these islands do not cover the head: the sovereign herself does not
so... I have not seen in the world any women whose society is more
agreeable. I had many wives in the Maldives” (Ibn Battuta, 1929;
Pyrard, 1887, 1971, Vol.Il, Part 11:442-446).

Another source was the French sailor, Francois Pyrard de Laval, who
was shipwrecked in Maldives in 1602 and remained in the country five
years. He also wrote about Maldivian women: “The King asked me
about the royal courts of France, and I narrated to him what was going
on in France. The queen and princesses and other ladies inquired much
of the queens and princesses of France and how many wives the king
had. But chiefly they desired to know how ladies conducted affairs of
love--for they cared to talk and hear of nothing but love” (Pyrard,
1887, 1971, Vol.1:243).

During the time of my fieldwork, several of the last princesses in
Maldives taught me about traditions for women and the changes that
had occurred in their lifetimes.'* For example, there was never purdah
as such in Maldives because it was not for religious reasons but only
for the women of the royal family. Even during the days of Ibn
Battuta, women did not have to be veiled. Traditionally, even into the
days when Aminath Hussein (born in 1916), Habeeba Hussein (born in
1932) and Habeeba’s mother Gomafulu (born 1912) were young women,
they (and all the women of the royal family) had to be carried around

in the covered box, the kimakolu. Royal men were also carried in it,

14 My chief informants were Habeeba Hussein and Aminath Hussein, whose mothers were

princesses during the last days of the Sultanate.
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but they could go out in public if they wanted. Also, when royal
women went out by day (and any other women who wanted to do the
same), they wore the boduburuga (big veil), covering their faces and
bodies. At the time of this study, there was one woman left in Male’
who could still be seen wearing this veil as she walked along the

streets amidst laughing children.

Habeeba boasted of being the first woman to go without the veil.
Aminath, her fahari (sister-in-law), said actually it was not exactly
Habeeba’s idea, though she liked to brag that she led the women’s
liberation movement in Maldives. Aminath said that when Habeeba was
a little girl, on the coronation day of Sultan Hassan Nooradin,
Habeeba’s father Hussain Habeeb, whose great friend the Prime
Minister Hassan Farhid Didi had suggested it, took his young daughter,
Habeeba, boldly through the streets of Male’, walking and not riding
in a kimakolu. (The elite’s exclusive use of automobiles in Male’ later
was similar to the traditional royal use of the kimakolu). People were
shocked, according to Habeeba and Aminath. They had never seen this
little girl. It also caused great embarrassment to Habeeba’s mother’s
family, from whom her father was divorced. Habeeba’s mother,
Gomafulu, was a daughter of Sultan Shamsuddin, against whom the

court rebellion of 1932 had occurred.

The first day royal women were allowed to go freely without wearing
a boduburuga or free to walk without a kimakolu, was on the first
Jamhuria (Freedom Day, Independence) when the first republic was
formed by President Ameen Didi in 1953. Aminath and Habeeba, who
had been brought back from their Colombo schooling for the occasion,
said they walked about freely and unveiled that day just like ordinary

women.
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According to Aminath Hussein, in the old days a few royal women
went abroad for medical treatment, usually to Colombo or India,
sometimes to Egypt. Some also went on Haj, pilgrimage to Mecca. But
women did not go abroad to study until the middle of this century, and
then only a few until the past decade. The first woman to study abroad
was Fatimath Ibrahim Didi, daughter of the former Prime Minister
Ibrahim Ali Didi and a princess Gulestan Imaddudin, who died in
Egypt. (Fatimath was the wife of Ahmed Zaki, the former Prime
Minister, who was banished by Nasir and later served as Ambassador
to the United Nations, while Fatimath remained at home). Fatimath
was born in Colombo and raised by her parents in Egypt where her
father was in a kind of exile at the time. She studied in Egypt until her
mother died and her father brought her home to Male’, stopping
enroute one year in Colombo, where she also studied. Fatimath (born
in 1919) left Egypt when she was about thirteen. Therefore, it was said
that Fatimath was not really the first woman to have been sent abroad

for studies because she was born abroad and happened to study there.

Habeeba Hussein, granddaughter of one of the last Sultans, was really
considered the first woman to be taken abroad for study. Her father
took her when she was about eleven years old for six years to

Hyderabad, India, where she studied English and Urdu.

Most people said that it was Ameen Didi, the first President, who was
personally so fond of women and believed in their potential as citizens-
-not omnly as lovers--and wanted to modernise his country, who

introduced education for women in Male’.

It was frequently said among the Maldivian elite that there is always

a woman behind any political trouble, meaning that one man envies
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another for having a certain woman whom he wanted or whom perhaps
he once had, but lost. The first President, Mohamed Ameen Didi, was
reported to have alienated most men in his elite circle because he took
everyone’s wives and daughters, surrounding himself with women. It
was said that the problem between President Nasir and his cousin,
Abdul Majeed Mahir, whom he banished on several occasions, was
caused by Mahir’s wife, Ameena, the beautiful, only-daughter of the
first President. She worked very closely with Nasir as his personal
secretary until her husband was brought back from banishment, and

then the two of them were accused of plotting against Nasir.

Women were always believed to be behind many of the political
problems in the late 1970s and early 1980s because the men then
holding power were said to have been jealous of the men in the former
regime who had certain women. The former President’s personal
secretary, Ilyas, was thought to be jealous first of the President’s wife,
Naseema, for stealing the President’s attention but also envious of the
President Nasir, an older man, for having this young woman, Naseema,

whom Ilyas always adored.

Women are very important in the sibling-groups and houses that
dominate Madlivian political life. Female siblings often remain together
in their parents’ house, whether mother’s or father’s house or both, if
no divorce. And their husbands move in to their houses, if their house
is powerful politically or has more space, and then may form the basic
core of affines for a political aspirant’s power base. In such cases, the
women would hold great controlling power over the directions their

husbands’ political careers might take.
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Historically, Islam has been used by the government' to preserve the
status quo, especially in the islands. There is a law against discussing
religion in any way that would appear to be questioning the religion.
According to the current Constitution, the President of Maldives is not
only the Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces but also “the
supreme authority to protect and propagate the religion of Islam in the

country” (Government of Maldives 1983a:29).

Danabeekalun are learned men, the intelligentsia, originally meaning
those learned in religious matters. The status allowed them
membership within the elite, but it could not be inherited. Children of
danabeekalun had to achieve that status also through education,
originally in religious affairs. In the late 1970s, the danabeekalun of
Male’ included Maumoon Gayoom, Zahir Hussain, and Fathulla Jameel
(all of whom studied at Al-Azhar University in Cairo), as well as the
fathers of Maumoon and Fathulla, Ahmed Shathir (also former
students at Al-Azhar), and Mr. Shihab’s father. Habeeba, who was
considered a leading female cultural and intellectual leader at the time
of this study, was not considered danabeekalun because she was a
woman and thus not learned in religion. Women learned to read the
Koran and practice the religion, but they were not traditionally trained

as scholars.

15 Maloney (1980:211-41) devotes an entire chapter of his ethnography to the role of Islam in

social control, especially over the islands. A subsequent chapter (Maloney 1980:242-73) concerns the
role of magic, what he calls “the old religion”.
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Maldives is a maritime nation, and its economy is completely
dependent upon the sea, both traditionally with fishing and trading and
now in modern times, beginning in the 1970s, with the nation’s three
vital industries: fishing, shipping, and tourism. The Maldivian elite has
controlled both the traditional and modern economic systems because
the elite (traditionally the beefulun) of Male’ held the positions of
political power that perpetuate its maintenance of control over the
economic resources of the archipelago nation. Members of the elite
were given and inherited government allowances of funds and rice, and
they maintained attachments to islanders who brought them produce
from the rural areas and to rich traders who contributed to their

support.

At the same time, traditionally a very few miihun who were originally
trusted servants of the ruler became beekalun and allowed to go into
trade as long as they supported the ruler politically and financially.
(Beefulun considered trade beneath their rank). This was how certain
beekalun, who became traders (which beefulun traditionally would not
do) in the twentieth century began to amass fortunes and survived by
giving both political and financial support to the ruler in return for

political protection and trading rights.

Such relationships between the politicélly powerful beefulun rulers and
a few rich beekalun traders (originally trusted servants, later advisers)
were mutually advantageous. Loyal attachment to the ruler was the
only way the trader could do business, and the ruler needed the wealth
of the traders to hold on to power. Through such relationships, wealthy

and trusted beekalun could begin building up their own houses and
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continue to exercise power through marriages and business enterprises
of their children. For example, among the chief beekalun traders and
advisers for the first President Mohamed Ameen were the following:
Mohamed Kaleyfan, founder of Hikifinifenmaage House and father of
President Nasir’s wife, Naseema; Ibrahim Abbas, founder of
Enderimaage House and father of President Gayoom’s wife, Nasreena,
and father of Ilyas Ibrahim, who served both President Nasir and
President Gayoom; and Umar Maniku, founder of Kolige House and
father of Ali Maniku (who became shipping magnate and chief
financial supporter of the next two Presidencies) and daughter Nasira,

who married Ilyas Ibrahim (see diagram, Appendix 6).

Maldives is a nation distinctly divided economically between the one
urban/commercial centre, which is the capital island of Male’, and all
the outlying rural areas (rajjethere), which include all the other islands
in the archipelago.'® There were always great differences between
these two sections of this nation-state (Male’, the capital, and “the
islands” [rahrah], the rest of the country), but in the 1970s and early
1980s at the beginning of major modernisation, the differential rates

of socio-economic change were dramatic.!

In this extremely centralised country, Male’ was always the seat of
government, the home of the political elite, which controlled most

international and internal trade as well as all island administration.

16 During the British occupation of Gan Island in Addu Atoll, where a major Royal Air Force

base was built after World War II and maintained until 1976, that atoll and Gan Island in particular
were together considered another distinct area. Once the British abandoned the base, however, that
southernmost region returned to being just another of “the islands”, as all the islands, atolls, outside
Male’ are always called.

7 See the World Bank (1980a; 1980b) studies in comparison with the 1966 report of the United
Nations Development Programme.
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The Maldivian government, formerly the Sultanate, has always
appointed administrators (atoll chiefs, island chiefs and any other

administrative post) in all inhabited islands.

Male’ was always dependent on the islands for all its produce for both
domestic consumption and export, including the following: food (fish,
fruits, vegetables, millets), commercial dried fish called “Maldive fish”
(skipjack tuna traditionally supplied to the Indian Ocean dhows and
still exported throughout the Indian Ocean region, especially to Sri
Lanka), coconut palms (for timber for boat-building and construction
of houses, for thatching, for food, oil and coir), coral for making
building-lime, weaving (mats and cotton cloths traditionally worn by
the elite), the cowry shells, which the government for centuries
supplied to the Indian Ocean dhow trade as its money, and other rarer
sea “treasures” (including ambergris and tortoiseshell) sold to the

foreign dhow-traders.

Different islands specialized in different occupations, crops and crafts,
and all were primarily dependent on fishing. The islands were also the
only source of the labourers for domestic work in Male’, for sailing the
Maldivian boats and for fishing. At the same time, the islanders were
dependent on the elite of Male’ to buy their goods, to give them room
and board when they came to sell their goods or to work in Male’, and
to grant them a variety of favors, including appointing them to

positions of power on their home-islands.

Traditionally, islanders have worked to attach themselves to the
important houses of Male’, and the elite of the houses have worked to
maintain generations-long ties to different islands in order that the

islanders then bring food and fish to them and work for months,
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sometimes years, in their houses while waiting to return to their
islands. One of the main ways these links have been established,
between members of the Male’ elite and particular islands, has been

through banishment.

When a member of the Male’ elite was banished to a particular island,
he/she would then be cared for by the islanders, sometimes for years.
When that banished member of the elite was allowed to return to
Male’, his house would become a center for any of those islanders
when they would come to Male’. Historically, islanders were not
allowed to stay on the capital island without having a member of the
elite as his/her sponsor. Thus, in exchange for that vital favor,
islanders brought food and supplies and became servants in the houses

of Male’s elite.

The rulers of Maldives--the Male’-based government, formerly Kings
and Sultans, now Presidents and the surrounding elite-- through an
intricate system of spies and informers not only in Male’ but also on
all the islands throughout the archipelago, have assured the
perpetuation throughout history of the commercial, economic and
political pre-eminence of Male’ as the main trading center and point
of contact with the outside world. The national arms supply and
treasury were traditionally under the direct control of the Sultan and
remained so under the modern President. There was no way any one,
an islander or even any member of the elite, could carry out business
of any kind without the ruler’s approval and immediate knowledge. All
goods, including the small amount of gold brought by foreigners to
purchase Maldives goods, passed under the direct control of the ruler

and his top advisors.
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Islanders have had no way to accumulate much capital. Even n the case
of boat-building for their fishing, islanders have been almost
completely dependent upon members of the elite to provide the capital
to build seafaring vessels. In providing the capital, the members of the
elite then maintained ownership of the boats and thereby controlled all

the profits from fishing and trading.

Similarly, because the traditional system of land-ownership placed all
rights and control in the hands of the rulers, members of the elite
struggled for favor with the ruler, hoping to be granted leasing rights
to plots on Male’ and, as importantly, to uninhabited islands for
cultivation. Awards of leasing rights on islands throughout the country
provided additional means for capital formation because of the value

of the coconut palm and other crops.

This traditional method of distributing land-rights, both on Male’ and
in bestowing uninhabited islands on important families that were
allowed to keep them for generations, also created another way
(besides through banishment to outer islands), in which particular
members of the elite have been able to establish long-term
relationships with islanders on the adjacent inhabited islands. Not only
can those members of the elite finance the local boat-building, profit
from the harvest of coconut palms and other crops, and from the
making of building-lime, but also they maintain free “vacation” islands
for their families over generations. They can go for picnics on the
uninhabited islands and they can always be welcomed “like royalty” on
the nearby inhabited islands and stay for weeks of rest, relaxation and
even special therapy at the hands of the island-masseuses, herbalists

and magic-workers. This became another reason that members of the
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elite did not like to risk losing their leasing-rights to outer islands by

crossing the rulers.

Later, at the time of this study, families who had rights to uninhabited
islands could obtain permission to convert them into tourist resorts.
Islanders, who do not have such rights, obviously do not have that

option.

Only recently did a few, lower rank people living in Male’ begin to
build up capital through new means, including shipping, tourism and
other trade, which at first the many of my informants among the old,
high-ranking beefulun scorned as trade beneath them. An example is
Maldives’ first and only “millionaire” at the time of this study, Ali
Maniku, who founded Maldives Shipping. He started with capital his
father Umar Maniku began amassing as a trader and loyal adviser
under the first President Ameen Didi. With that base, Ali Maniku
financed the development of the tourist industry working directly with
the ruler (first President Ibrahim Nasir and later President Maumoon
Gayoom), essentially bankrolling the little country with his shipping

fortune.

Interestingly, Ali Maniku, while actually the (financial) power behind
the Presidencies of Nasir and Gayoom, managed to steer relatively
clear of the political scene in Male’, not only because his financial
capital has been so critical to financing modern Maldives, but also
because he has stayed abroad, residing in Singapore. From there he
has run his company that was registered and officially “headquartered”
in Maldives and purported to be the Maldivian government shipping
line. Both Presidents Nasir and Gayoom have been completely

dependent upon him for major contributions (along with, of course,
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now foreign aid) in financing their governments, the country, and all

the modernisation projects.

The launching of the tourist industry in Maldives, with the late 1972
opening of the first two resorts, was probably the most important
factor in catapulting Maldives towards modernisation. As early as 1976,
tourism already appeared to be the most important agent for change
in Male’. To the casual observer, this would not have seemed to be the
case at first because the tourist resorts had been built on uninhabited
islands and, thus, it appeared superficially that tourism was not
affecting the local population. Many other Maldivians acknowledged
that tourism was the greatest force for change: the arrival of tourists
from all over the world for the first time had brought not only a local
demand for a basic infrastructure to handle the business, but also new

ideas and new consumer needs.!®

Initially, the founders of the tourist business in Maldives were Ali
Maniku and his brothers, along with the brothers-in-law and sisters-in-
law of President Nasir. Thus, starting in 1972, and continuing into 1980
(when the abortive coup-attempt occurred and the then former
President’s in-laws and wife’s friends were blamed), that small group,
mostly beekalun, got richer and aroused more and more envy among

other members of the elite.

Before retiring from the Presidency in 1978, Ibrahim Nasir had several
important Presidential bills passed by the Majlis that would affect the
future of the tourist industry. One required that by July 1, 1980, all

tourist resorts having more than twenty beds must be state-controlled

18 See Asia Yearbook 1978 (Colton 1978g:255).
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with a minimum fifty-one percent government share. At the same time,
he legislated that any “privately” owned land on which a tourist resort
had been built would become government property and the current
owners compensated.’ Concurrently, Nasir created a new Department
of Tourism and Foreign Investments under the direct control of the

President’s Office.

Very recently another means of achieving power has opened up in
Maldives: bringing in foreign aid, as the current President Maumoon
Gayoom and his Foreign Minister, Fathulla Jameel, were doing under
former President Nasir. The persons managing this, essentially those
with better education and knowledge of the important languages
(English and Arabic) in the aid-donor-nations, gain power not by
personal wealth formation but because they become invaluable to the
country by virtue of their ability to attract such newly vital foreign

assistance.

When Maumoon Gayoom became President of Maldives in 1978, one
of his first promises was to begin work to develop the outer islands,
the atolls, all the areas outside Male’. He called it his top priority, but
the economic differences between the capital island and all the other
islands have only multiplied with the advent of modernisation and the
accumulation of foreign currency and the resultant expanded capital
formation by the elite with the development of new industries and

foreign aid.

19 See Asia Yearbook 1979 (Colton 1979a).
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What seemed to be happening by the late 1970s was that the old
beefulun were coming under stress®® from the new class of people,
beekalun, the entrepreneurial miihun who had achieved status through
wealth in Male’. The reason for the emergence of this new class was
the changing resources (including tourism, education, foreign aid,
trade, and other changing resources), which the traditional beefulun
had not managed to monopolise because of their original ideology that
beefulun did not become personally involved in trade. Thus, beginning
in the early 1970s, changes in the Maldivian stratification system began
to take place in that more and more beekalun began to be “accepted”
into the elite. This occurred at the same time that, as with many other
aspects of the elite society, there was apparent continuity through the
use of language® and other traditional signs of the old hierarchical

order of Maldives.

2 Interestingly, President Gayoom even felt a need to distance himself from his beefulun status

and in the Maldives Government publication (1983a:26) was written in English: “Mr.Gayoom, born
to a middle class family...” despite his birth as a beefuleh.

a Beginning in the 1970s, the educated young beekalun started the practice of speaking only

in English with each other and with members of the beefulun class to avoid having to speak in either
the inferior language of the miihun or to be spoken to in inferior language. My informants said
outright that they spoke English because they “did not want to be spoken to in an inferior language.”
This practice continued and was becoming commonplace among most of the young people going
abroad for education.
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In Male’ kinship and affinity, the building blocks are the child-parent
and sometimes the grandparent relationships; the sibling group; the
current husband-wife relationship; the affines (brother-in-law, or
lianoo; sister-in-law, or fahari; the spouses of one’s spouse’s siblings,
or delianoo; and sometimes th_e parents of one’s spouse); and close
friends. The kinship and affinity system of the Maldivian elite is
centered around its houses,' its sibling groups,? and its affinal
alliances, or connections (gulhumeh), created through marriage. All
these, along with close friendships, are the basic political tools of the
Male’ elite. Kinship, marital alliances, and friendships provide the

means through which political power and elite status are achieved and

maintained.

For the Maldivian elite, simplicity is the best word to describe the
elite’s approach to kinship, and situational is the simplest way to
describe the functioning of the system of kinship, marriage, residence,
divorce, inheritance. In Maldives, the kinship system of the elite works
differently from that operating among the other levels of society and

especially outside Male’.?

1 See Chapter 5 (“Houses: The Basic Political Unit of the
Maldivian Elite”) for a more elaborate discussion of houses.

2 See Appendix 4 for a Chart of Some of the Prominent Houses and Sibling Groups of the
Male’ elite during the time of this study.

3 See Maloney (1980:309-51) for an excellent, detailed account of Maldivian kinship in general
and especially for an analysis of the several historic kinship and linguistic influences evident in
contemporary Maldives. But he does not distinguish much between the elite and the non-elite in his
categorisations of the system; thus, often what he describes as the kinship system of Maldives does not
apply to the practice of the Maldivian elite.
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The kinship* of the elite is characterised by these traits: essentially a
bilateral reckoning of consanguinity; an ideal of elite endogamy
(preferably only beefulun, but more and more including also beekalun),
consideration of the family (aila) as those members of one’s house
(ge), hence, house exogamy, marriage prescribed outside one’s own
house; prohibition against marrying anyone called by a kinship term for
either a sibling or a parent (see Appendix 3); creation of the fiction
of kinship for affines through the use of kinship terminology (see
Appendix 3); an Islamic patrilineal ideology over strong matrilineal
(see below) tendencies with status derived from mother if higher
ranking; ideology of patrilocality but in fact residence based entirely
on ideally perceived circumstances over time; Islamic rules of
inheritance but with flexibility built in for circumstances, especially for
the women of the family (aila) and house (ge); Islamic laws of
marriage’ (a man may have four wives at once if he can afford them;
and the man is the only partner who can actually declare a divorce);
and an extremely high divorce rate.® In contrast to other groups within
the society (see Maloney 1980:331), where there is little lineage depth,
among the Maldivian elite, especially the old beefulun and especially
the ganduvaru beefulun (royal families), there is often a stron'g sense
of bilateral descent evidenced in mental, oral and written storage of

knowledge about one’s antecedents, both kin and affine.”

4 See Appendix 3 for a List of Maldivian Elite Kinship Terminology.

3 See Didi (1992;1993) and Maloney (1980:334-43) for more detailed discussions of marriage
laws and customs.

8 See Maloney (1980:343-48) for figures and discussion of this Maldivian phenomenon. Maloney
suggests that the high divorce serves an adaptive purpose in releasing tension in a generally non-
violent society.

7 Among the Male’ elite, there is usually at least one member of each house/ family per
generation who is the keeper of the genealogical knowledge.
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The kinship system of the Maldivian elite with its base in Male’ was
built upon and represents an adaptive re-combination of several earlier
systems:® most recently Arab, North Indian and Dravidian.” Maloney
(1980:309-51), who is talking about the kinship system as generally
found throughout Maldives, describes what is practiced as a
“resolution” (Maloney 1980:309) of the confluence of the three sharply

distinct systems.

The distinctive elements from the three systems evident in the
Maldivian system are: an ideology of patriliny from the millenium-long
Arab/Islamic overlay as well as from the older North Indian/Aryan
influence; similarly from the Arab influence, a practice of marrying any
cousins, particularly parallel cousins; from the North Indian influence
through Sri Lanka, the use of both Indo-Aryan and Dravidian words in
the kinship terminology (Maloney 1980:310); and, finally, what appears
to have been a Dravidian foundation with basic terminology for kin
and affine and an original classification of kin into marriageable and
not-marriageable categories through preferential cross-cousin marriage
rules. Likewise, a strong and ancient tradition of matriliny'® appears
throughout Maldives and among the Male’s elite, although,
ideologically, the Male’ elite say they trace descent patrilineally, as in

both the Arab and North Indian kinship systems. But in practice, the

8 See Maloney (1980:309-51) for a detailed discussion of the inferred historical development
of the various kinship systems in Maldives. He cites linguistic evidence as well as the practical working
of the contemporary system to demonstrate the historic antecedents.

’ On the Dravidian system in neighbouring Sri Lanka, see the classic works by Leach (1961)
and Yalman (1967), and also Leach (1979).

10 Many of the earlier reports (see appendix of “early notices” in Pyrard 1887, 1971, Vol .Il, Part
11:423-68) about Maldives cited the evidence of what was described as a matrilineal society. Also,
recent translations (Maniku & Wijayawardhana 1986:iii) of the ancient text found on the twelfth
century copperplates (loamaafaanu) indicate a purely matrilineal mode of descent, which is significant
because the extant Joamaafaanu (dated 1191 A.D.) were from the period when the Islamisation of
Maldives had only just begun.
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maternal line is often as important if not more so than the paternal

line in Maldives.!!

Even among the Male’ elite with its strong Islamic ideology,'? there
is evidence both in kinship and residence patterns of a strong
matrilineal”® foundation. At the time of this study, while the ideology
was that status was paternally conferred, it was clearly the case that
children of high-ranking (beefulun) and lower-ranking (beekalun, or
rarely, miihun) inherited the status of the mother and were spoken to

in the language of the beefulun.

The entire kinship system of the Maldivian elite works to take full
advantage of whatever is the best opportunity for success in the
sociopolitical system. In other words, a couple in which the woman was
a beefulun by birth and the father a beekalun (achieved status or
possibly second generation whose father had become a beekalun) might
move into the bigger, wealthier house on the paternal side yet raise the
children as beefulun from the maternal line. This is common practice

and appears to be the mechanism by which a beekalun man or woman

u See Maloney (1980:311-15). Pyrard (1887,1971,Vol.I) made many references to the strong
matrilineal influence in Maldives. This aspect of Pyrard’s seventeenth-century account (stating that the
mother’s status was as critical as the father’s) was later disputed by Bell (1921:31) who stated
emphatically that all status came from the paternal side, which was, obviously what he was told by the
male rulers with whom he met during his month-long return visit to Male’in 1920. Maloney (1980:318-
19) pointed out that Pyrard lived in Maldives for several years and clearly had evidence for what he
described. The same was true during the time of this study in spite of the fact that ideologically strict
members of the elite denied the matrilineal influence.

12 For discussions of other non-Arab Islamic kinship systems in the region, see Brown (1970)
on the Sultanate of Brunei, Miller (1976) on Kerala (Southern India) Muslims, and Mines (1972) on
Indian Muslims.

B For ethnographic accounts of the matrilineal system in the neighbouring Laccadives, sce Dube

(1969) and Kutty (1972). Also, sce Schneider & Gough’s (1961) comprehensive work on Matrilineal
Kinship as well as Schneider’s (1984) later A Critique of the Study of Kinship, which helps in looking
at a society such as that of the Maldivian elite in which there is evidence of a variety of systems re-
combined into the workable system of that society.
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can, through marriage to either beefulun man or woman, ensure that

the children will become high-ranking beefulun.

In the Maldivian elite society of Male’, the term for kinsperson
(thimaage) is used for blood relations. Thimaage applies to anyone
related consanguineally, bilaterally reckoned. But the word when used
in reference to a particular person is always followed by a term
denoting the particular kinsperson’s rank (beefuleh, beekaleh, or
miiheh). Who one refers to as thimaage at any single point in time
depends, however, on the individual situation--in other words, whether
one dares to or even wants to claim kin to a particular person. An
understanding of the Dhivehi kinship terms used by the Male’ elite is
necessary for understanding the political system, as well as the kinship

and affinity relations.!

To distinguish relations in reference, not in address, people use the
name of the house (see below Chapter. 5) to which the person belongs
if that is sufficient for pinpointing the person, or simply describe the
relationship (my father’s sister or the son of my sister Fatimath).
There is no special term of reference for any such nephews or nieces.
The reference is “she (he) calls me aunt” (alhugandut bodu dhaitha
marshatt kiakuje). The address is koko, the same for a younger sibling,
or the person’s name or often nicknames in families. In the islands,
people refer to and address anyone older in the society (that island)
by name plus dhaiitha (sister) or for men the name plus beebe

(brother). That is not practiced by the elite in the capital Male’.

1 See Appendix 3 for a List of Maldivian Elite Kinship Terminology.
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A basic building block of the kinship system is the cognative, sibling
group.’” The kinship terms for siblings (daatha for older sister; beebe
for older brother; and koko for both younger sister and younger
brother) are used to address not only one’s own cognative group but
also to address one’s spouse’s siblings as well as cousins in any
direction. Thus, the brother-in-law (lianoo) or sister-in-law (fahari) in

address become sister (daatha or koko) or brother (beebe or koko).

Members of the Male’ elite said that it was their siblings whom they
could most trust and from whom they expected the more constant
loyalty. During the period of a marriage, a spouse expects to obtain
the loyalty also of the spouse’s siblings (/ianoo and fahari). Thus, the
sibling group of one’s spouse can become a critical core of support for
a political leader. Also, the spouse of one’s spouse’s sibling, or one’s

delianoo, is also considered a potential loyal ally during one’s marriage

to that spouse.

For the purposes of this thesis, the term affinity means alliance
through marriage (kaivani). In the Maldivian elite, the basic form of
political alliance is established through marriage. The affines are those
in-laws attached to a person through marriage. In the Maldivian elite,
those usually include the spouse’s siblings and parents as well as
sometimes the spouse’s in-laws (those married to the spouse’s siblings).

Because of the existence of legal polygyny, with the Islamic allowance

15 See Appendix 4 for a chart of some of the important sibling groups of the leading elite houses

in Male’ at the time of this study.
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of possibly four wives for one husband, and also the prevalence of
multiple marriages for both genders in Maldives, one can have many
affines at once and over time. The affinity matrix in Maldivian society
can become complex due to the high rates of divorce (wari) and re-

marriage.

Both marriage and divorce are considered fairly easy procedures, both
legally under Maldivian law and customarily.'® The male suitor must
obtain permission'’ from the father (or legal guardian, nearest male
kinsman) of the bride-to-be. Once the father, or guardian, has granted
that consent, then the bride states her rang (gold), the brideprice
(rangkiun), the amount of bride-money (mehir), required of the groom-
to-be.'"® That rangkiun (bride-price) is considered only a symbolic
token, usually only a nominal amount of money, ranging anywhere from
five to seldom over one hundred rupiahs. As several of my female
beefulun informants said, the rangkiun (brideprice), or rang (gold), was
“only a token because no one can pay what a woman is worth”. One
such high-ranking beefulun woman who “married down”, marrying a
beekalun, asked for only five rupiahs in rang. Also, by tradition, the
groom also gives the bride three pieces of cloth, enough to complete
a full national dress--a large piece of fabric for the dress, a small piece

for the head veil, and a third piece to make an under-skirt.

16 See R.M. Didi’s recent discussions (1992; 1993) of legal and customary procedures for

marriage and divorce and their implications for the status of women in Maldivian society.
7 Many of my informants said that in the old days, the suitor would send someone or write a
letter to the father of the woman he wished to marry.

18 Once he had obtained permission from the father or the male guardian, the suitor had to
send two witnesses to the woman asking for her rangkiun, for her_rang (gold), how much she was
asking in gold, money now. Once she named her rang, she could not marry someone else until the
suitor let her go. Then the witnesses would ask if she was then pregnant, and, if yes, then the marriage
would be off.
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Weddings are usually prepared very quickly on short notice for elite
marriages in Male’.’ The Justice Minister appoints a preacher, who
is considered a special person but can be any man who is known to be
knowledgeable in religion.”” The ceremony consists of the following:

The bride and her female friends and family stay inside an interior
room of the house. The groom and his male friends and family stay in
a large exterior room (outside from the women’s inside room). The
men recite prayers (solawat) for some time. Then the preacher states
that the a particular man’s son is now married to another man’s
daughter. At this point, the preacher offers advice to the groom, who
is then confirmed as the husband. Afterwards, the original two male
witnesses (the ones who asked the bride’s rang initially) escort the
husband to be presented to his wife waiting in the interior room. The
witnesses say to him, “This is your wife.” They then instruct the woman
in how to behave as a good wife and admonish her to be good and
obedient to her husband. The witnesses finally advise the husband and
the wife not to hit each other. Afterwards, tea is served first to all the
solawat (prayers-reciting) men, and then lots of food is served to other
guests. In the meantime, female friends of the bride help pack her
suitcases and have them delivered by servants to the groom’s house. If
one of the married couple is very high-ranking and at all close to the
President, they then ask permission to make a courtesy call at the
Presidential Residence after the wedding reception. Later, other
friends of the bride often prepare a smaller party that night at the

groom’s house to celebrate the arrival of the newlyweds there.

1 Several of my informants said they would decide on one day finally to get married to someone

and then the next day the wedding would take place.
% For example, Maumoon Gayoom, before he became President, was appointed by the Justice
Minister to perform some marriages because of his religious knowledge and because of a special
relationship he might have had to the bride or groom.
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According to Maldivian law, based on Islamic law, divorce can occur
easily if the husband says to the wife, “You are divorced”, or “You are
not my wife”, three times. Women can apply to a court to obtain
divorce, or, more commonly, as many of my female informants said,
wives who want divorces learn to manipulate the situation to push their
husbands to divorce them. There is even a saying describing the latter
technique: “Ambiwarikura ishtashi kolu” (“The wife doing the divorcing
by pulling the little hairs (of the husband”). By law, after divorce,
women cannot remarry for three months. In addition to the political
factors involved, the ease with which one can either marry or divorce
contributes to the traditionally high rates of serial marriage and

divorce among the Maldivian elite.

Affinal relations involve behaviour and obligations that are expected,
though not named by any single term. There are terms for male and
female affines, all the wife-givers who gave their sister in marriage to
a man, the husband. Lianoo is the term for brother-in-law, male affine-
-the brother of the wife. Fahari is sister-in-law, female affine--the sister
of the wife. All the people related by marriage are also either lianoo
(males) or fahari (females), and sometimes the word lianoo is used in
general for all affines. Delianoo are two men who share the same
lianoo, in other words they have married sisters and thus they have the
same lianoo, the brother of their wives. But often when one man gains
power, he and his delianoo will become known as lianoo. The term is
then used in a negative sense, often out of envy, towards people in
power. It is assumed that the lianoo or delianoo do not deserve the
favours and advancement they are receiving and only receive them

because of their lianoo relationship.

In the political system, the lianoo is the most critical relationship. Thus

the significance appears to be linked to the instability of marriage.
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Examples of the uses of the terms by the President and his affines can
be shown in the two recent Presidencies (see Appendix 5 for a list
describing key Presidential relations for all three Presidents of
Maldives, and see Appendix 6 for a diagram of the same). President
Ibrahim Nasir married Naseema Mohamed. Her brothers, Naseem and
Saleem, became lianoo to Nasir. Naseema’s sister, Saleema, became
fahari to Nasir. Saleema’s husband, Razak, and Naseema’s husband,
Nasir, the President, were delianoo, because they married sisters and
had the same lianoo. As the affines gained more and more power from
their sister’s husband, people began referring to the delianoo, Nasir
and Razak, as a negative status. The male term, lianoo, also began to
include all Nasir’s affines, all his wife’s siblings, siblings’ spouses, and
parents, again in a negative sense, implying that all of them had
acquired undeserved positions and power because of their sister’s

position as First Lady of Maldives.

A similar pattern can be seen with the succeeding President’s affines.
Maumoon Gayoom married Nasreena Ibrahim. Her brothers, Abbas and
Ilyas, became lianoo to Maumoon. Her sister, Farisha, became fahari
to Maumoon. Farisha’s husband, Ibrahim Manik, and Maumoon became
delianoo because they shared lianoo as they had married sisters. In
fact, before Maumoon became President, the two of them talked
sometimes about how they had to protect themselves from their lianoo,
the brothers of their wives, who appeared to be trying to control them.
Once Maumoon became President, he and Ibrahim Maniku were

usually referred to as lianoo, again as a pejorative term.

The lianoo and fahari relationships imply reciprocal support, allegiance,
and a kind of truce against political competition and slandering one
another. It is here where the best politician can play the Maldivian

political game most adroitly. The stronger one in the relationship can
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demand loyalty, but he is then expected to give favours to his
supportive lianoo and fahari once he achieves high office. If one or the
other fails to provide the proper kind of support base, which is
expected to be reciprocal, then the relationship might be broken. It is
here where one might begin to observe who in the Maldivian political
game is truly strong--the leader who can use his lianoo or fahari
relations until they begin to drag him down with their expected

demands for favours, and then sever that tie, usually by divorce (wari).

The same kind of affinal relations and obligations of loyalty are also
expected, though never depended on, from a child’s spouse and a
spouse’s parents. A son’s wife is simply called koko or her name plus
the term koko, and the same term is used for the daughter’s husband,
thus giving children-in-law, kinship terms. A spouse’s mother is
addressed as maii, meaning maternal or main or head. Sometimes the
term for elder sister (daatha) is added, and in more recent times, some
also call this person mama (the same term for mother). She is referred
to as maydaitha (spouse’s mother). A spouse’s father is addressed as
beebe (elder brother), and again in recent times sometimes as baappa

(father). He is referred to as bafakalegee. Kalege means “respectable”.

A successful political leader in Maldives can build on three bases,
preferably all, for the foundation of his support--blood family of
siblings and parents; affines, especially brother-in-law and sister-in-law;
and close friends. In building this base of supporters, this third group,
of friends (gaayy), is an important source from which to draw “outside”
support. A gaayy is someone very close, who does not fit into any of
the cognative or affinal categories. The relationship is very similar to

that expected of one’s lianoo or fahari, but it is probably slightly more
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tilted in favour of the politically strong man. A gaayy is usually a close

friend, often cultivated since school days.

Another example of a gaayy relationship is one described earlier as
being originally delianoo (though now referred to negatively as lianoo),
and that is the relationship between the current President Maumoon
Gayoom and his wife’s sister’s husband, Samari. Before Maumoon
became President, he and Samari lived in the same house and a strong
bond developed between them, but one in which there was never any
question that Maumoon, the older and politically stronger one, had the
greater influence. When referring to someone as gaayy, the class-
denoting term (such as miiheh or beefuleh, or rahtehi meaning friend)
is used to show there is no kind of consanguineal or affinal tie. From

these terms, denoting hierarchy and friendship, the hierarchical nature

of the relationship can be determined.

For the political elite who dominate Maldivian culture in every way,
there is one apex, formerly the position of Sultan and now the
President, the attainment of which, either actually or through close
linkage, is the singular goal. To achieve this position, it is essential to
have the support of affines. However, because of the very high divorce
rate in Maldivian society, it is extremely difficult for a person to
maintain strong affinal links over any sustained period of time. Also,
upon reaching the apex, the very affines who helped establish and
maintain a person as President ultimately are viewed as destructive to
the President’s hold on the very position he has worked so hard to

attain.
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Both ideologically and in practice, affines are critical to the rise of a
political leader and thus can contribute greatly to the downfall of the
national leader. Affinal dependence, then, is a paradox. The ideology
is that people believe that affines ultimately pull a leader down. For
example, the general view of the former President Nasir, before he left
office was: “Nasir was a good man until he married Naseema (his
third wife) and got under the bad influence of all her family. They
dragged him down”.

Later, of the next President, Gayoom, it was generally said: “Maumoon
is a good, man, but his advisershis wife’s brothers Ilyas and Abbas (and
to a lesser extent, his wife’s sister’s husband Ibrahim Samari Maniku)
are a bad influence. They will drag him down”. Also, in practice,
affines first assist with their loyal support, while later, once their
affine, is seated at the helmthey take advantage of their proximity.
They often act, using his name, without his knowledge and outside the
leader’s orders. Subsequently, the leader defends his affines against
criticism by saying that his brother-in-law, his closest affine, is the
country’s best administrator and deserves his position. Such was the

case with President Gayoom in the early years of his Presidency.

The paradox of affinal dependence in Maldivian politics lies basically
in the following: the person achieving the rank of President, formerly
Sultan, is dependent on the strong support of affines (who have no
other allegiances) to reach that goal and to remain there. It is quite
possible that the members of a set of affines might change with
divorce. At any time, the leader (or at lower levels, the members of
the elite striving to attain the position later), depend on a set of loyal
affines for core support. Yet, affinality itself is always viewed as a
temporary state, inherently prone to friction and likely rupture.

Ultimately, a ruler knows he cannot depend on loyalty from affines, yet
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that is the very demand that is put on the relationship by
powerholders; thus, the ruler’s own position is always tenuous, based

on an extremely fragile base.

Maintaining a core of loyal, supportive affines, is very difficult because
of the prevalence of divorce, the disloyalty that pervades the elite
society, and the consequent distrust of all others, including their
affines and ultimately their siblings. But for the person who can
maintain a set of loyal affines in spite of all the social factors working
against this achievement, reaching the apical position of President of
Maldives, there remains the inherent danger that the same group that
brought and maintained him in power, will, in the end, bring his
downfall. This appears true not only on the ideological level (at which
other members of the elite always blame a ruler’s downfall on affines),

but can be demonstrated empirically.

As affines begin to take advantage of their special relationship to the
ruler, because he is dependent on maintaining their support, especially
in the early period of his reign, he cannot reprimand or banish them,
as he might others who appeared to be undermining his position.
However, as the affines assume more and more power, other members
of the elite become increasingly resentful and jealous. Tension builds--
and, finally, the leader can be ousted by groups who have rallied
against the increasing power of his affines. It can then be said that
although the top man himself was once good, his affines destroyed him

by taking advantage of him and bringing him down.

In examining this aspect of Maldivian sociopolitical organisation, it is
important to show how the manipulation of affines is the logical
strategy pursued by aspirants to the highest political position in their

society. The system itself leads to a high divorce rate, because the
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lianoo often put the leader (or any politically ambitious member of the
elite) under such pressure that he blames his spouse, the sister--always
the person in the middle on whom it might even be argued that the
most pressure is placed. It also logically can lead to the downfall of
the very person who has used the system to his advantage. The nature
of the obligations (the behaviour expected between affines) logically
forces the strong player in the end to break the alliance or risk failure

in the one important political arena.

To build a political career, it is essential to have a core of affines,
including also those gaayy (close friends), from whom affinal
obligations may be expected--who give full support until the
relationship is broken. If one’s affine is also the affine fo another
powerful person or is sibling to another, then one cannot expect

indefinite success. Split affinal loyalties can defeat a potential leader.

An example of split loyalties arose from the position of President
Gayoom’s lianoo, Ilyas, whose lianoo (brother of his wife) was Ali
Maniku, the richest man of Maldives. Once Gayoom became President,
there appeared at the beginning to be a resolution of his split affinal

loyalties by the clever way Ilyas played all sides.

Ilyas, an elder brother of President Gayoom’s wife, Nasreena, had also
been the closest adviser to the former President Nasir. Later, it was his
support in the Majlis for his affine, Gayoom, after Nasir’s
announcement of retirement that brought the former to the Presidency.
Ilyas then became the closest adviser to the new President, because the
President was most indebted to him. Not only was Ilyas the wife-giver,
but also previously had been economically supportive when Ilyas was
in favour with the former President Nasir and Gayoom was “outside”,

sometimes banished or imprisoned. It was Ilyas who many critics said
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would drag down this new President. (When Ilyas was chief secretary
to the former President, it was never said that Ilyas would bring down
Nasir. Of Nasir, it was said that his lianoo, his wife’s brother, would

be his downfall).

This adviser to both Presidents was married to the sister of the
wealthiest Maldivian, whose shipping fortune has reportedly kept the
government afloat for years. In this marriage between Ilyas and Nasira
(sister of Ali Maniku) there were never any children, but Ilyas, the
lianoo to both the richest man and the current President, never
divorced her. It was doubtful that he would want to sever a marriage
that gave him Ali Maniku as lianoo. The two of them were the only
two who were very close to former President Nasir who survived well

into the new regime of President Gayoom.

Marriage-alliances also reveal the changing needs of a political leader.
For instance, in the case of the first President Mohamed Ameen Didi
(who established the first republic in 1953, lasting less than a year), his
interest essentially was in establishing alliances with important royals--
not the immediate Sultan’s family, but those with close royal lines.
Maldivian political organisation at that time was still close to its royal
roots, the dynasties. It had been a relatively short time since the court
rebellion of 1932 when Sultan Shamsuddin was forced to give up some
of his powers to the nobility (bodung), meaning only beefulun. Ameen
Didi had wielded power in the country for some years as prime
minister before 1953, when he said he wanted to establish a modern

republic and be its President, not a Sultan.

This first President (a beefuleh, but not royal), from an important
shipping family (meaning they controlled the shipping), first married

Fatimath Saeed of a royal line with two influential brothers and a
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