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0 INTRODUCTION

0.1 General

Dhivehi' (Maldivian) is the national language of the Republic of Maldives, a nation of islands
in the Indian Ocean to the west of Sri Lanka and to the southwest of the Indian subcontinent.
It consists of approximately 1200 coral islands grouped in atolls spread out over a 450 mile
long area from just below India to down below the Equator (Lat. 7° 6' N. to Lat. 0° 42' 8.)
(Bell 1940: 10). Dhivehi is an Indo-Aryan language closely related to Sinhala, and has the
distinction of being the only Indo-European language whose indigenous area extends into the
Southern Hemisphere. There are approximately 220,000 speakers of Dhivehi, about 5,000 of
whom live in Minicoy (India) where the language is known as Mahl (Statistical Yearbook of
the Maldives 1991).

When the Maldives were first peopled and by whom is still unclear. Some have
speculated that a group of Indo-Aryan speakers settled in the Maldives at the same time that
Sri Lanka was settled which could have been as early as the 6™ ¢. B.C. (De Silva 1970b), or
possibly earlier (Heyerdahl 1986). Others believe that a group of Indo-Aryan speakers came
first to Sri Lanka, and much later some settled in the Maldives, bringing their language with
them (Gray 1889, Geiger 1919, Bell 1940). It has also been proposed that Maldives was first
peopled by Dravidians, and that later Sinhalese came and gained prominence in the islands
(Maloney 1980). In physical appearance, Maldivians show physical traits typical of various
groups suggesting that people from various places settled there at one time or another.

While people from various places came to settle in the Maldives, at some point an
Indo-Aryan language closely related to Sinhala became the lingua franca of the archipelago.
The exact nature of the relationship between Dhivehi and Sinhala is a matter of dispute. De
Silva (1970b) argues that Dhivehi has a pre-Sinhala substratum suggesting that Sinhala later
came to dominate an already existing Indo-Aryan language in the archipelago. At the opposite
extreme, Vitharana suggests that Dhivehi did not evolve as a separate language until after the
12" ¢. A.D. at which time they converted to Islam (1997: 16). Geiger (1919: 99) holds that
aside from some peculiarities, Dhivehi is not unlike 10" ¢. A.D. Sinhala. Others have
suggested that Dhivehi started showing indications of divergence when umlaut began to be
operative in Sinhala in the 4" c. (Reynolds 1974: 197; Wijesundera et al. 1988: 178). The
reason for such divergence of opinion is that the data itself presents some ambiguities.
Dhivehi shares features with Sinhala that appear relatively late on the one hand, but it also
shows significant indications of early divergence on the other. Cain (2000) presents evidence
that Dhivehi began diverging from Old Sinhala by the 1* c. B.C., and he suggests that the
high degree of similarity that still exists between the two languages is the result of ongoing
contact between them, and Dravidian influence on both.

! The spelling of Dhivehi is in accordance with the official romanization scheme in which dh writes
dental [d], and not the aspirated dh found in other Indo-Aryan languages.






