Dom Manuel’s Enduring Sovereign Identity: A Legal-Historical Study of Post-Exile Royal Assertion in the Maldives
Summary
This study examines the persistent assertion of kingship by Sultan Hassan IX of the Maldives, later baptized as Dom Manuel, even after his deposition, exile, and conversion to Christianity. Through primary sources such as letters, official titles, and Portuguese recognition, the paper establishes that Dom Manuel continued to claim sovereignty over the Maldives and extended territories, including what is now known as the Chagos Archipelago.

His letter dated 21 February 1550 to the King of Portugal reveals his active resistance to Portuguese economic and naval interference. He outlined the burdens of the mandatory tribute of six bahars of coconut fiber and the disruptive presence of Portuguese fleets. This correspondence showcases his legitimate role as sovereign and his efforts to protect the economic interests of the Maldivian Sultanate (Rivara, 1857, pp. 455–456).

Despite his ousting in 1551 and subsequent conversion to Christianity in Cochin in 1552, Dom Manuel retained and publicly asserted an elaborate royal titulary. His title—“Dom Manuel by the grace of God King of the Maldive Islands and of the three patanas (atolls) of Cuaydu (Suvadiva), and of the seven islands of Pullobay, by conquest and navigation of the entire coast of Sumatra and the Strait of Manacuma”—provides clear evidence of continued self-identification with the Maldivian kingdom and its extended maritime domain (Pyrard de Laval, 1890, p. 496).

Portuguese recognition of his kingship persisted. In 1555, he was acknowledged by the Portuguese Viceroy as the legitimate King of the Maldives, despite only holding Malé island. His authority was further validated when, in 1560, he issued a royal charter granting Manoel da Silveira d’Araujo three voyages as Captain-Major to the Maldives, in recognition of loyal military service. This act of sovereign favor was confirmed by the Portuguese Viceroy in Goa in 1561 (Rivara, 1857, pp. 455–456).

Dom Manuel’s continued use of a regal seal, elaborate titulary with geographic detail, and issuing of grants affirms a sustained sovereign identity. Notably, the mention of “Pullobay” (or “Foalhavahi,” later known as Chagos) links his claim directly to the disputed Chagos Archipelago, reinforcing Maldivian historical ties. Furthermore, the phrase “conquest and navigation” over strategic areas like Sumatra and the Strait of Manacuma (possibly the Strait of Malacca) highlights his perceived maritime dominion and historical navigational routes through Huvadhoo and Folhavahi atolls.

The title itself functioned not only as an expression of symbolic legitimacy but also as a legal assertion with implications for Maldivian territorial sovereignty. It exemplifies a consistent and intentional claim to political authority that transcended his exile and religious transformation. Dom Manuel’s sovereignty persisted in both form and recognition, establishing a robust case for his—and by extension the Maldives’—historical claims over the territories listed, including Chagos.
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