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Introduction

The Maldives, an archipelago of unrivaled beauty set in the cerulean expanse of the
Indian Ocean, is far more than the sum of its sun-kissed beaches and turquoise
lagoons. Behind the picturesque scenery lies a dynamic history shaped by millennia of
settlement, religious transformation, imperial conquest, and the resilience of a
seafaring people. From its earliest days as a crossroads for ancient mariners to its
present role as both a coveted travel destination and a nation on the frontline of
climate change, the Maldives’ story is the product of both isolation and the constant
flow of outside influence.

This book aims to chronicle the remarkable journey of the Maldivian islands, tracing its
origins through archaeology and oral tradition, and delving into the ways in which
geography shaped both early society and ongoing vulnerabilities. The first inhabitants
of these coral islands established roots that would give rise to unique customs,
language, and governance—distinct, yet intrinsically connected to the broader
narratives of South Asia and the Indian Ocean.

A defining feature of Maldivian history is its continual openness to exchange, as
evidenced by the references to the islands in the writings of Indian, Roman, Arabic,
Persian, and Chinese travelers. Such exposure introduced new beliefs, commodities,
and innovations, but also attracted those who desired control over the islands’
strategic position and valuable resources. The transition from a Buddhist civilization to
an Islamic sultanate marked one of the most significant cultural shifts in Maldivian
history, setting the stage for over eight centuries of monarchical rule punctuated by
intervals of foreign dominance and internal upheaval.

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries brought new challenges as colonial ambitions
reached the shores of the Maldives. Through Portuguese, Dutch, and eventually British
overlordship, Maldivians balanced external pressures with local traditions, ultimately
achieving independence in 1965. The subsequent years saw the abolition of the
ancient sultanate, the birth of a republic, and sweeping political reforms that continue
to shape national identity.

Today, the Maldives stands at a crossroads. Its remarkable transformation from
isolated settlements to a global tourist haven is now shadowed by existential threats
such as rising sea levels and complex political realities. But its past—diverse, resilient,
and interwoven with the greater tides of history—offers essential insights for
understanding the present and navigating the uncertain future.

This book, A History of Maldives, endeavors to provide a comprehensive yet accessible
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account of the islands’ multifaceted past. Whether you are a student, traveler, or
simply curious about this extraordinary corner of the globe, the story that follows
reveals a nation shaped by the sea and tempered by time.
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CHAPTER ONE: Islands Forged by Coral: The
Geography and Ecology of the Maldives

Imagine a scattering of emerald jewels on a canvas of sapphire, a delicate filigree of
land and reef stretched across the equator in the vast embrace of the Indian Ocean.
This is the Republic of Maldives, a nation whose very existence is inextricably linked to
its unique geography and the vibrant, fragile ecosystems that sustain it. Comprising a
chain of approximately 1,200 small coral islands and sandbanks, the Maldives is
essentially the exposed tips of a submerged ancient volcanic mountain range, part of
the larger Chagos-Laccadive Ridge. This geological history, stretching back millions of
years, set the stage for the formation of the iconic Maldivian atolls.

The formation of these atolls is a story of geological time and persistent coral growth.
It began with volcanic islands rising from the ocean floor. As these volcanic peaks
began to subside, coral polyps started to colonize the shallow, warm waters around
the edges, forming fringing reefs. Over immense periods, the central volcanic islands
sank entirely beneath the waves, but the coral continued to grow upwards, building
upon the remains of their ancestors. This continuous growth, keeping pace with the
sinking land, resulted in the characteristic ring shape of the atolls, encircling a central
lagoon. The Maldives boasts 26 natural atolls, varying in structure from open rings
dotted with numerous smaller reefs and islands to more enclosed formations. These
atolls are separated by deep channels, vital passages for ocean currents and
historically for navigation.

The sheer scale of the Maldivian archipelago is impressive, stretching over 820
kilometers from north to south and 130 kilometers from east to west. Yet, the total
land area is remarkably small, a mere 298 square kilometers spread across the
multitude of islands. This makes the Maldives one of the world's most geographically
dispersed countries and the smallest in Asia by land size. The islands themselves are
typically very low-lying, rarely exceeding 2 meters above sea level, a critical
vulnerability in the face of rising ocean levels. They are primarily composed of
coralline sand, giving them their dazzling white beaches.

Life on these coral outposts is dictated by a tropical climate, heavily influenced by the
monsoon seasons. There are two main monsoons: the northeast monsoon, generally
bringing drier and calmer conditions from December to March, and the southwest
monsoon, which ushers in more rainfall and occasionally rougher seas from May to
November. Temperatures remain consistently warm throughout the year, typically
ranging between 25°C and 32°C, with little variation. Humidity levels are often high.
While the islands enjoy abundant sunshine, particularly during the northeast monsoon,
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rainfall patterns can vary, with southern atolls often receiving more precipitation and
experiencing less distinct dry seasons compared to the north.

The ecosystems of the Maldives are overwhelmingly marine, with the coral reefs being
the cornerstone of this vibrant underwater world. These reefs are not just
breathtakingly beautiful; they are biological powerhouses, supporting an incredible
diversity of life. The Maldivian coral reef systems are among the largest in the world
and are considered to have high biodiversity, hosting a vast array of species. Over
1,100 species of fish, including sharks, rays, and a multitude of reef fish, call these
waters home. There are also numerous species of corals, mollusks, crustaceans, and
marine turtles. The health of these coral reefs is paramount, not only for the marine
creatures that inhabit them but also for the protection they offer to the low-lying
islands from wave erosion and storms.

While the marine environment steals the show, the terrestrial ecology of the Maldives,
though limited by the small land area, is also noteworthy. The vegetation is adapted to
the tropical climate, alkaline soil, and high water table. Coconut palms are ubiquitous,
alongside salt-resistant plants and some mangrove areas, particularly in certain
islands. The islands support a modest range of terrestrial fauna, including some
endemic species like fruit bats and shrews, as well as geckos and snakes. Birdlife is
more diverse, with many species of seabirds and some migratory visitors.

The interplay between the islands and the surrounding ocean has shaped not only the
environment but also the history and way of life in the Maldives. The strategic location
of the archipelago in the Indian Ocean, straddling major trade routes, has historically
made it a significant point of contact and interaction with the outside world. Its
position between East Asia, the Middle East, and Africa has meant that ships carrying
goods and people have passed through or stopped in the Maldives for centuries. This
geographical advantage facilitated trade and cultural exchange but also exposed the
islands to foreign interests and influences.

However, the very geography that has defined the Maldives for millennia also presents
significant challenges, particularly in the modern era. The low elevation of the islands
makes the nation acutely vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, most notably
rising sea levels and increased intensity of storms. Soil erosion, the loss of beaches,
and saltwater intrusion into limited freshwater sources are ongoing concerns. The
delicate coral reef ecosystems are also under threat from warming ocean
temperatures, which can lead to coral bleaching and degradation. These
environmental vulnerabilities are not just ecological issues; they have profound
implications for the economy, which relies heavily on tourism and fisheries, and for the
very habitability of the islands.

The unique geography and ecology of the Maldives have thus played a foundational
role in its history. They provided the setting for early human settlement, influenced
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the development of distinct cultural practices, and determined the islands' strategic
importance in the wider world. They also present an ongoing narrative of vulnerability
and the critical need for adaptation in the face of global environmental changes. The
story of the Maldives is, in many ways, a testament to the power and influence of the
natural world on human civilization, a story that continues to unfold against a
backdrop of breathtaking beauty and growing environmental concern.
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