
language in the maldives
Language in the Maldives is an integral aspect of the country's cultural identity and social framework.
The archipelago, known for its stunning beaches and vibrant marine life, is not only a tourist haven
but also a melting pot of linguistic heritage. The primary language spoken in the Maldives is Dhivehi,
a language that embodies the unique history, traditions, and identity of the Maldivian people. In this
article, we will delve into the origins of Dhivehi, its linguistic features, the influence of other
languages, and the role of language in Maldivian society.

Origins and Historical Background of Dhivehi

The roots of Dhivehi can be traced back to the Indo-Aryan language family, which is a branch of the
larger Indo-European family. It is believed that Dhivehi evolved from the languages spoken by the
early settlers of the Maldives, which included influences from South India and Sri Lanka.

1. The Settlement of the Maldives

- Early Inhabitants: The Maldives was first settled around 2000 BCE, with various waves of migration
bringing different linguistic influences.
- Influence of Sinhala: The early settlers, primarily from Sri Lanka, contributed Sinhala words and
phonetics to Dhivehi.
- Trade and Cultural Exchange: The Maldives' strategic location in the Indian Ocean made it a hub for
trade, leading to exchanges with Arab, Persian, and later European traders, which influenced the
language further.

2. Language Evolution

Dhivehi has undergone significant changes over the centuries, influenced by various cultures and
languages. The language has three main dialects:

- Malé Dhivehi: The dialect spoken in the capital, Malé, which is the most widely understood form.
- Addu Dhivehi: Spoken in the southern atoll of Addu, this dialect has distinct phonetic variations.
- Fuvahmulah Dhivehi: This dialect, from the island of Fuvahmulah, has unique vocabulary and
pronunciation.

Linguistic Features of Dhivehi

Dhivehi is written in a script known as Thaana, which is unique to the Maldives. The script is written
from right to left and has its own set of characters.



1. Thaana Script

- Origins: Thaana was developed in the 18th century and is believed to have been influenced by
Arabic script and other writing systems.
- Alphabet: Thaana consists of 24 letters and includes both consonants and vowels. It also
incorporates diacritics to indicate various sounds.
- Literacy: The introduction of Thaana has significantly contributed to literacy rates in the Maldives,
allowing for the preservation of oral traditions and the promotion of literature.

2. Phonetics and Grammar

- Phonetics: Dhivehi has a rich phonetic inventory that includes both voiced and voiceless sounds,
which are essential for pronunciation.
- Nouns and Pronouns: The language has a complex system of noun classes and pronouns, which can
change depending on the social context.
- Verb Conjugation: Dhivehi verbs are conjugated based on tense and mood, creating a nuanced way
to express actions.

Influence of Other Languages

While Dhivehi remains the backbone of communication in the Maldives, other languages have had a
significant impact on its vocabulary and usage.

1. Arabic Influence

- Religious Context: Arabic has profoundly influenced Dhivehi, primarily due to the spread of Islam in
the Maldives in the 12th century.
- Loanwords: Many Arabic words related to religion, trade, and everyday life have been integrated into
Dhivehi, enriching its lexicon.

2. English Influence

- Colonial Legacy: During British colonial rule from the 19th to mid-20th century, English was
introduced as an administrative language.
- Modern Usage: Today, English is widely used in education, business, and tourism, making it a second
language for many Maldivians. English vocabulary has increasingly been adopted, especially in urban
areas.



Language and Identity in Maldivian Society

Language is a powerful tool for expressing cultural identity and social cohesion in the Maldives.
Dhivehi serves as a medium for storytelling, poetry, and traditional songs, which are vital components
of Maldivian heritage.

1. Literature and Oral Traditions

- Poetry: Dhivehi has a rich tradition of poetry, with forms such as "geythuge," which are often
performed during cultural events and celebrations.
- Folklore: Oral storytelling is an essential part of Maldivian culture, with tales passed down through
generations, reflecting the values and beliefs of the community.

2. Education and Language Preservation

- Educational Policies: The Maldivian government emphasizes the importance of teaching Dhivehi in
schools, ensuring that children learn their mother tongue alongside foreign languages.
- Cultural Programs: Various cultural initiatives aim to promote Dhivehi language and literature,
encouraging the younger generation to engage with their linguistic heritage.

3. Challenges to Language Maintenance

- Globalization: The influence of globalization and the dominance of English pose challenges to the
preservation of Dhivehi.
- Urbanization: As urban areas grow and more people interact with global cultures, there is a risk that
the use of Dhivehi may decline among younger populations.

The Future of Dhivehi and Language in the Maldives

The future of language in the Maldives will likely be shaped by a combination of factors, including
globalization, technological advancements, and the country's commitment to preserving its linguistic
heritage.

1. Technological Integration

- Digital Presence: The advent of technology and social media has opened new avenues for the use of
Dhivehi, with more content being created in the language online.
- Language Apps: The development of language learning apps and resources in Dhivehi can help
younger generations maintain their linguistic skills.



2. Cultural Resilience

- Community Engagement: Community efforts to promote Dhivehi through local festivals, workshops,
and literature can strengthen the cultural identity of the Maldivian people.
- Government Initiatives: Continued support from the government for the promotion of Dhivehi in
official settings, media, and education will be crucial for its survival.

Conclusion

Language in the Maldives is a vibrant tapestry that weaves together the historical, cultural, and social
threads of the nation. Dhivehi, with its unique script, phonetic richness, and deep connection to the
Maldivian identity, plays a vital role in uniting the people of this beautiful archipelago. As the Maldives
navigates the challenges of globalization and modernization, the preservation and promotion of
Dhivehi will be essential in maintaining the cultural heritage and linguistic diversity of this island
nation. Through education, community engagement, and technological advancements, the Maldivians
can ensure that their language not only survives but thrives for future generations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the official language of the Maldives?
The official language of the Maldives is Dhivehi.

Is English widely spoken in the Maldives?
Yes, English is widely spoken, especially in tourist areas and among younger generations.

What script is used to write the Dhivehi language?
Dhivehi is written in a script called Thaana, which is unique to the Maldives.

Are there any other languages spoken in the Maldives?
Yes, other languages such as Arabic and Hindi are also spoken, particularly among certain
communities.

How does the Maldivian language reflect its culture?
Dhivehi contains many words borrowed from Arabic, English, and Tamil, reflecting the Maldives'
historical trade and cultural interactions.

What challenges does the Dhivehi language face today?
The Dhivehi language faces challenges from globalization and the dominance of English, which may



affect its usage among younger generations.

Are there efforts to preserve the Dhivehi language?
Yes, various organizations and the government of the Maldives promote the teaching and use of
Dhivehi in schools and cultural programs.

How is Dhivehi taught to foreign visitors?
Language schools and cultural centers in the Maldives offer short courses in Dhivehi, focusing on
basic phrases and cultural context for tourists.
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