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Abstract      
Maldives, or the Maldive islands in the north-central Indian Ocean, is widely regarded 
as a paradise by holiday-seekers from across the world. Yet, its own people are beset by 
severe issues of insecurity. This brief investigates the various threats to security in the 
island nation, primary of which is the massive income inequality. It outlines a political 
and religious history of the nation, and explores their influence in the current state of 
insecurity. 
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On 29 September 2007, Maldives was rocked by a deadly bombing 
in Sultan Park in the capital city of Malé, which injured 12 
foreign tourists.1 It was the first reported terrorist attack in the 
country. More incidents would then follow, including stabbing of 
tourists, the disappearance of journalists, and bomb attacks on 

political figures.2 Today, too, Maldives has the unfortunate reputation of being 
the country of origin of the largest number—as percentage of the population—
of fighters in the world who have joined the ranks of the Islamic State (ISIS) in 
Syria and Iraq.3

This brief explores how Maldives, a nation marketed globally as a tourist 
paradise, has become a terrorist hub in South Asia. It attempts to provide 
a context to this growth in extremism, examining the state of the country’s 
economy and focusing on the unequal distribution of wealth. It looks at 
local religious practices and their correlation with the emergence of jihadist 
radicalisation. 

The brief argues that extremism is only one among a number of challenges 
that are heightening insecurity among the people of the island nation. The 
other issues are poverty, inequality, unemployment, and absence of law and 
order. These factors are interrelated: economic and social insecurities have left 
Maldivians vulnerable to external influences, including jihadist propaganda; in 
turn, radicalisation leads to even greater insecurity. 
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Following Maldives’ Independence in 1965, its political history has 
been largely dominated by a single figure—that of Maumoon Abdul 
Gayoom, president of the country from 1978 to 2008. During his 
30-year-long autocratic rule, Gayoom accumulated much wealth, 
mainly at the expense of the Maldivian people, leaving in his wake 

significant discontent.4

Part of Gayoom’s agenda while in office was to focus on developing the 
country’s tourism industry. Some of the elements of this strategy, like the 
building of ultra-luxurious resorts,5 have had their own consequences.  Primary 
among these was the influx of migrant workers from other parts of South Asia 
to help service the large number of visiting tourists—this changed the country’s 
demographic composition.6 While there were hardly any migrants in Maldives 
till 1985, about one-third of the country’s population of 540,000 today consists 
of migrant workers.7

To be sure, the growth of the tourism industry made significant contributions 
to Maldives’ economy, and the sector comprises close to one-third of the 
country’s gross domestic product (GDP).8 By 2010, Maldives had the highest 
per capita GDP in South Asia—close to USD 7,000 which was almost thrice 
the regional per capita GDP average.9 Maldives had transformed from a ‘least 
developed’ economy in the 1970s to a ‘middle-income nation’ by 2011.10

However, such economic growth was not accompanied by improvements in 
equity parameters, and wealth distribution has remained skewed.11 The benefits 
of a lucrative tourism industry have hardly reached the local population: For 
example, despite the island nation having multiple island resorts, locals are 
rarely seen on many of them. Most locals live in cramped conditions on a few 
islands such as Malé. Finding productive employment is a massive difficulty, as 
many among the working-age population require ‘connections’ to get a job.12

During Gayoom’s term, running parallel to the pervasive income inequality 
were extensive reports of corruption where even members of the judiciary and 
anti-corruption committees have been found to be conniving with the former 
president.13 The corruption did not end when he left office, and Maldives ranks 
85th out of 180 countries in Transparency International’s global corruption 
index.14 Another president, Abdullah Yameen (2013–2018) was accused of M
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laundering upto USD 1.5 billion during his term.15 Among the financial 
scandals was the USD 250-million scam involving the Maldives Marketing and 
Public Relations Corporation (MMPRC) in 2015 in which several businessmen, 
ministers, and public officials were implicated.16 

The excesses of the political elite in Maldives helped perpetuate poverty, 
income inequality, and unemployment in the country. Among the socio-cultural 
consequences of these economic hardships was a rise in criminal activity. Studies 
have found that unemployed young people who have had little choice in their 
lives end up joining criminal gangs and engaging in unlawful behaviour such 
as drug use.17 Media reports suggest that there are around 30 gangs in the 
country, each with membership of anywhere between 100 and 500.18 These 
gangs are reported to engage in activities such as illicit drug distribution.19 
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Maldives has been home to Islam for more than 10 centuries, 
ever since its locals, who used to be Buddhist, over time 
converted en masse. Most of the population  follow the Shafi’i 
school of jurisprudence—one of the four schools of Sunni 
Islam and also practised in Kerala and coastal Karnataka in 

India, as well as in countries like Yemen, Singapore, and Malaysia.20 In the 
1970s, Gayoom began strengthening cultural ties with other Muslim nations. 
He opened many Arabic language schools and also forged partnerships with 
madrassas and universities in Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Pakistan.21

This had two consequences. First, Saudi Arabia, which had become extremely 
wealthy following the sharp spike in oil prices in the 1970s, increased its global 
funding for the spread of Salafism, the literalist school of Sunni Islam followed 
there. Second, many Maldivians studying in Pakistan in the 1980s were 
exposed to the geopolitical tensions in neighbouring Afghanistan, which was 
then witnessing a massive anti-Russian consolidation of jihadists from the all 
over the world.22

These factors led to more exclusivist forms of Islam taking root in Maldives, 
dislodging the traditional Shafi’i teachings.23 After the 2004 tsunami which took 
a heavy toll on Maldives, these influences increased further. Some members 
of various Saudi Arabia and Pakistan-based groups—such as the Jama’at ud 
Dawah, the charitable arm of the Pakistani terrorist-designated group Lashkar 
e-Taiba—distributed aid only to those who agreed to follow their form of Islam.24

To be sure, the emergence of radical teachings predated the tsunami. There 
were preachers such as Ibrahim Fareed, for example, a Pakistan-educated 
cleric who came back to Maldives in 1983, who bitterly attacked certain local, 
traditional practises as “un-Islamic”. Fareed’s preaching was so extreme that 
the government took notice and banished him to one of the country’s southern 
atolls. This did not stop him, though, and in time, he succeeded in radicalising 
many. Some of the perpetrators of the 2007 Sultan Park bombings, for example, 
were found to be disciples of Fareed.25

Another factor was Abdullah Yameen’s closeness to Saudi Arabia during his 
tenure as president (2013-2018). Saudi companies acquired multimillion-dollar 
deals in Maldives which led to an influx of Saudi Arabian religious education. T
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Simultaneously, laws were passed which restored the death sentence for apostasy 
and banned preaching (especially of other religions) without government 
consent.26 Maldivians, already struggling with unemployment and crime, then 
became more overtly religious. As journalist Pravin Swami has noted, families 
were often relieved to see their children attend lectures in madrassas, even those 
being conducted by foreign preachers, since that meant they were likely to stay 
away from drugs and gangs.27 

Early Influences of Extremism

Many Maldivians were reported to have fought on the frontlines in 
Afghanistan.28 Others worked with the separatist movement in India’s Jammu 
and Kashmir too, as documented by Indian news magazines.29  It began after 
Maldivians developed strong links with the Jamiya Salafiya in Faisalabad, 
Pakistan, a Salafist madrassa which was also a recruitment pool for groups like 
Lashkar e-Taiba. (This became known in 2007, when a Maldivian, who had been 
in Pakistan, informed the families of two others who had also gone there, that 
the latter had died.30) Such links became untenable that then President Gayoom 
asked Pakistan to keep a closer watch on its Maldivian students. Though this 
hardly helped, the number of such students has declined over time.31

New Foreign Fighters

Another disturbing trend was that of Maldivians travelling to Iraq and Syria in 
2013-2018 to fight for ISIS. Reports say at least 300 Maldivians did so during 
that period. (Maldivian authorities have clarified that this number includes 
the wives and children of the Maldivian fighters.) Many Maldivians are still 
languishing in Syrian prisons, unable to return due to legal hurdles. Many 
recruits had criminal backgrounds, highlighting the nexus between terrorist 
groups and criminal gangs, and suggesting that the motives for joining both, 
such as social identity and brotherhood, may be overlapping.32

Maldives also has high internet penetration; and a significant proportion 
of its citizens speak English. The internet could well have facilitated their 
radicalisation, given that the Islamic State was churning out massive amounts of 
propaganda during its heyday in the mid-2010s. There was much propaganda 
in the local Dhivehi language as well.33
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The Maldivians who have gone to Syria and Iraq, or tried to, pose a threat to 
the government. There are at least 1,400 extremists in the country, according 
to one security official, some of whom have bomb-making expertise.34 The 
returning foreign fighters have also become battle-hardened, with their 
ideology intact, and they could well start new jihadi networks.35

Growing Xenophobia

The attacks in Maldives so far have often targeted foreign tourists. In 2007 
there was a massive standoff in a mosque between the police and the 70-
odd extremists believed to be harbouring the terrorist perpetrators; the 
confrontation injured 30 police officers.36

Various individuals who have either criticised the government, or called for 
more liberal (i.e., Western) norms such as accepting homosexuality, have also 
been targeted. They include journalist Ahmed Rilwan, who was murdered by 
an Al Qaeda-affiliated group in 2014, and Yameen Rasheed, a blogger critical 
of the government, stabbed to death in 2017.37 A government-appointed 
commission that studied the cases has said that groups like Al Qaeda kept an 
active hit list of government critics and liberal activists, claiming they were anti-
Islamic.38

It remains unclear, however, if these attacks were perpetrated only by the 
jihadists themselves, or with the covert encouragement by the government. 
Some commission members have hinted that there were individuals within law 
enforcement agencies and government who blocked further investigation of 
these killings. The probe continues to be active, with arrests being made as late 
as end-June 2022.39

At least two people were stabbed by extremists in 2020 and 2021.40 In addition, 
Sawt al Hind (Voice of India) magazine, an Islamic State organ targeted at 
Indian Muslims, has called for more attacks on Maldivian targets. Some analysts 
have pointed out that the channel ‘TouristwatchMV’ set up on Telegram by 
Islamic State sympathisers seems to target tourists.41 It is a massive challenge for 
tourism-dependent Maldives.42
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There have also been attacks on political figures such as Abdulla Yameen, when 
he was president in 2015,43 and Parliament Speaker Mohammed Nasheed in 
2021.44 However, no conclusive evidence have been found pointing to Islamic 
terrorists as the perpetrators, nor did any terrorist group claim responsibility.45 

Four different aspects can be isolated relating to terrorism in Maldives. The 
1980s stream of Maldivians fighting in Afghanistan and Jammu and Kashmir 
marked the first wave of terrorism. The second was marked by the 2007 
bombing and the subsequent standoff, followed by more attacks on tourists. 
The third was the targeting of liberal activists and government critics, who were 
dubbed anti-Islamic and deserving of death. Finally, political actors have also 
been attacked. The last two developments show how terrorism is also mixed 
up with political ambitions, making it difficult for outsiders and even security 
institutions to have a clear grasp of events, while at the same time confirming 
that extremist ideologies have penetrated the polity. 

Indeed, both Al Qaeda and the Islamic State have pockets of influence in 
Maldives. Al Qaeda-affiliated groups are believed to be targeting government 
critics and liberal activists, just as Al Qaeda affiliate Ansar al Islam did in 
Bangladesh, On the other hand, the trend of drawing fighters from Maldives 
for jihad and attacks on tourists have the imprint of the Islamic State, whose 
presence is even more entrenched than that of Al Qaeda. 

Factors Influencing Terrorism 

Social anthropologist Tore Bjorgo has proffered four sets of factors that 
influence terrorism: structural factors; facilitative factors; personal factors; 
and trigger factors.46 First, a country could have various structural issues such 
as poverty and poor governance that could alienate its people, making them 
vulnerable to ideologies that are not conducive to peace. 

Second, the media—and this would include news channels and social network 
platforms—are often a facilitative factor. Personal factors include both the socio-
economic conditions under which people live (which in turn are dependent on 
structural factors) and specific personal issues they may face, such as the death 
of a loved one, or instances of discrimination and mistreatment by government 
authorities. Lastly, a trigger factor is one watershed event that highlights the T
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grievances being nursed by citizens. The United States (US) invasion of Iraq, 
for instance, was a trigger event that pushed people to take up arms against the 
US.47

In Maldives, all four factors seem to have come together to reinforce the 
insecurity of the people, although the extent to which each one influenced the 
growth of terrorism is unknown. As described earlier, various structural factors 
have shaped the demography of Maldives to make many feel disenfranchised 
and powerless. 

The striking contrast between the spacious, opulent structures in which tourists 
live and the cramped housing conditions of most of the locals has provoked 
some degree of xenophobia towards tourists.48 It is fuelled by seeing tourists 
getting “privileges” such as the right to freely drink alcohol or wear clothes that 
the locals would not. The criminal gangs have been a rallying point for future 
extremists to gain experience and expertise in violence, which groups like the 
Islamic State have then exploited. Additionally, convicted gang members are 
stigmatised and fail to find employment even after being released from prison, 
making fighting in Syria an attractive economic option for them.49

Similarly, religious preachers and publishers have produced a huge corpus 
of literature, which formed the bulk of the facilitative factors that helped keep 
the message of this form of Islam alive in the pre-internet era (specifically 
about the non-Islamic nature of the tourism industry). In the 2010s, social 
media platforms have likely assumed this role, given the high proliferation of 
propaganda videos. Many foreign fighters, for example, according to a study 
by Ahmed Nazwan, have either been in personally vulnerable situations, or had 
failed personal relationships behind them.50

Lastly, there are the trigger factors, which are temporary and can be many. 
This author contends that a trigger was the tsunami of 2004, which affected 
one-third of the population, damaged more than a fourth of the 198 inhabited 
islands in the country, killed close to 100, and displaced some 10 percent of the 
population. It also destroyed infrastructure in about 20 different islands and 
led to the loss of electricity in about 80.51 The fallout of the tsunami resulted in 
a 62-percent loss in GDP that year.52  
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Journalist Naomi Klien has pointed out that apart from the natural disaster, 
some of the Maldivian government’s actions in its wake have also been triggers 
for disgruntled sentiments. The government used the tsunami as an excuse to 
evict residents from coastal areas, shifting them to cramped cities, claiming it 
was for their safety as coastal settlements remained susceptible to tsunamis.53 
However, these same areas would later be developed into tourism spots. 
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The fall of the Islamic State has led to a decline in the number 
of foreign fighters and terror attacks across the world, as 
documented by the Soufan Group’s reports.54 This is also true 
of Maldives, though the threat remains. The official statement 
that there are 1,400 extremists in the country remains a cause of 

alarm across South Asia.55 

The extremist attention could potentially be directed towards the looming 
presence of India in Maldivian politics. India has been investing in Maldives, 
has provided aid of around US$3 billion, and appointed itself as its net security 
provider. Many are resenting such footprint.56 A pointer is the attack on the 
Indian embassy on 22 June 2022, where about 150 politicians and diplomats 
were attending a yoga session. Calling yoga “un-Islamic”, the attackers 
dispersed the gathering forcibly.57 Hostility towards Indian citizens working as 
teachers and medical personnel in Maldives is also visible. Indian diplomats in 
Malé have received threats on social media.58

Numerous factors explain this hatred towards India. Politically, India has 
always inspired some level of acrimony among the other nations of South Asia 
because of its sheer size. That Indian visas are difficult to obtain for other South 
Asian residents is also resented. Most of all, Indian interventions in Maldives 
are seen as “imperialistic” and an affront to Maldivians.59 It is still remembered 
that the coup attempt to depose Gayoom in 1988 was—at Gayoom’s request—
foiled by India, which many believe amounted to interference in Maldives’ 
domestic politics. These tensions have always been simmering, waiting for the 
right opportunity to re-surface.60

They did, following ex-president Abdullah Yameen’s tenure. Yameen was 
jailed on corruption charges soon after he lost the 2018 election. He had largely 
allied with China and its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)-related investments 
during his term.61 His successor, Mohammed Solih, reversed this stance and 
took a more India-friendly approach, even declaring an ‘India First’ policy, 
welcoming investments from India.62
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Ever since Yameen was released in November 2021 after the Supreme Court 
overturned his conviction,63 he has been trying to regain power by criticising the 
pro-India stance of the current government. He has accused India of having 
military presence in Maldives—a particularly sensitive issue for Maldivians, who 
believe it compromises their sovereignty.64 Though this was denied by the Solih 
government, it has been repeated by Yameen ever since he lost power, leading 
to anti-India protests. The Solih government’s attempt in 2020 to ban protests 
in response was also seen as an autocratic move, fuelling further unrest.65

The Islamic State, through its media outlets like the magazine Sawt al Hind, 
has also been trying to exploit sentiments and events in India that seem to be 
directed against Muslims, to gain more recruits from Maldives. This has fuelled 
more Indophobia. In Pakistan and Bangladesh too, the experiences of India’s 
Muslim minority in recent years have become an issue for jihadists for similar 
localised reasons.66
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National security in Maldives is coming under threat from various 
fronts, among them, jihadist extremism. While the September 
2007 terrorist attack in the capital Malé highlighted the 
emerging challenge of extremism, conditions for its rise have 
been present since the 1980s. Poor governance has heightened 

this phenomenon, as seen from some of the attacks of the last 15 years which 
also had political motivations.

The underlying conditions which fostered extremism still exist in Maldives. 
Income inequality and corruption continue to be a hallmark of Maldivian 
governance. Given the resentment over India’s role in Maldives, it is only a 
matter of time before another watershed event leads to a deadly attack. 
Governments and political actors should learn from the experience of other 
South Asian nations and take immediate steps to combat the challenge.

Mohammed Sinan Siyech is a Non-Resident Associate Fellow with ORF’s Strategic Studies 
Programme. 
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