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INTRODUCTION 

As far back in Maltese history as one can go, men are 

found eager to establish a religion which would furnish some 

sort of security to the nation. No records have been left 

about the religious practices of the very first settlers 

that occupied Malta; yet they left so many Neolithic monu

ments behind them that one can visualize the strength and 

the power of these first Maltese. Celia Topp, in her Pre-

Historic Malta, wrote, 

"You will leap the centuries and visit the world-
famous Neolithic Temples of Tarxien, Mnajdra, 
Hagiar-Qim. Still in the Same period you will 
descend the spiral stairway of the wonderful under
ground temple and necropolis, the Hypogeum. All 
the time you have been wandering in the twilight 
realm of prehistory, where you can let your fancy 
freely roam,..Close your eyes in these temples 
and imagine you are praying to the gods they 
worshipped, those gods might vouchsafe you a vision 
that would be infinitely superior to all guesses,"! 

When the Apostle Paul was shipwrecked on the shores of 

Malta, he found a religious people, but a people whose mind 

was pregnant with religious superstitions. It was not very 

difficult for him to get a hearing and then present the 

natives with a new religion to which they could adhere 

freely. The new religion found support among the poor, the 

sick and even among the rulers of the island. Publius, thei 

governor of Malta, became one of the first followers of 

Paul, Acts XXVIII. Before the prisoner Paul left the islan( 



Christianity became defacto the established, officially 

blessed, and officially encouraged religion of the Maltese 

people. It became so popular and mighty that its history 

for the next nineteen hundred years was one in which an 

uneasy balance prevailed between the temporal and spiritual 

powers. The church became so strong that throughout the 

history of Malta, it not only threatened politics but in 

most cases exercised the ultimate control. 

The conflict between the power of the church and the 

secular state persisted up to 1970, with each of the earthly 

powers trying to control the affairs of the other and each 

claiming the divine right to rule. It was a long and bitter 

struggle, so strong at times that Sir Harry Luke, who was 

Lieutenant-Governor of Malta from 1930-38, wrote in his in

troduction to his book Malta, 

"Maltese politics are not of mere local parish-
pomp range. Even in Homeric times Malta was 
looked upon as 'the navel of the island seas': 
and the winds that blow upon it from every quart
er, the corss currents that buffet its rocky 
shores, are composed of more than physical ele
ments of air and water. The implications and 
repercussions of Maltese politics when I had the 
experience of them were unfortunately often in
ternational and sometimes politico-ecclesiatical 
(these can be very prickly); not infrequently 
they impinge upon the most fundamental constitu
tional principles. For the relations between 
church and state have given rise to controversies 
that have troubled Christiandom since the dark 
ages; other Maltese problems were rooted in a 
long and complicated past."2 

The social circumstances surrounding the rise of 

Maltese Nationalism appear to rise from the deep desire to 



survive on an island of only 90 square miles but with a 

population of over 300,000. Various manifestations of this 

urge have been analyzed and emphasized by those who have 

made studies about Malta. The Maltese archipelago formed 

a port of call between Europe and North Africa, between the 

Christian and the Moslem worlds. The Maltese have been in 

contact with both for centuries, and the cultures of both 

have contributed many traits which the islanders have 

adopted as their own. Moreover, throughout history, Malta 

has been subject to many different rulers who sought to 

control her strategic position and fine natural harbors. 

Carthaginians, Greeks, Romans, Arabs, Castilians, Angevins, 

Aragonese, The Knights of St. John, the French and the 

British all have left their mark on the island fortress. 

The frustrations caused by the various occupation nations 

have helped build up such a degree of tension that the 

Maltese have sought a political system that can provide 

certainity in an uncertain world. In all their religious-

political activities one can see a definite desire to search 

for security-the only real hope for a successful solution 

to their island's problems. 

From time immemorial the Maltese have been classified 

as "a peace loving people", abstemious, loyal, thrifty, 

hot-headed and excitable, hard working, and hospitable to 

the point of embarrassment. To such people, whose island 

has been bartered and sold without any regard to the wishes 



and feelings of the inhabitants, revolution was the only 

way left open to any form of independence. For hundreds of 

years the Maltese were subjected to imprisonment; their 

property confiscated; they were exiled and even put to death. 

For years they lay at the mercy of cruel and rapacious rep

resentatives of various sovereign. To the Maltese this 

period of Maltese history was appropriately called "The 

Times of the Tyrants". 

When the Maltese protested vigorously, kings made 

promises to them not to grant the island to fief. But no 

sooner did a change of policy occur than Malta was again 

handed over to feudal lords. The people, tired of this form 

of slavery, and having no other alternative, resorted to 

violent revolutions. The revolutions took the form of coups, 

rebellion, and popular insurrection. More often than not, 

the church was called upon to take the initiative in the 

political struggle. In Malta, many priests adopted a radi

cal position; the best known was Canon Caruana, who was pro

claimed leader of the 1798 insurrection against the French 

occupation. 

After the Second World War, Malta was faced with a 

severe crises. England was no longer the powerful and 

wealthy nation that ruled the seas. Unemployment and hunger 

were threatening the "George Cross" island. On April 24th 

of 1957, Sir Robert Laycock, the governor of Malta, assured 

the people that the British Government had nothing but good 



will for the peoplf of Malta and that the British Government 

would do everything it could to see that the Maltese would 

have a happy and secure future. The Maltese leaders knew 

that the British Government was in no position to honor its 

commitments to guarahtee financial help to Malta, and as a 

result, they sought other political alternatives. Because 

good will was not enough to feed the people, in August of 

1962, Dr. George Borg-Olivier, Prime Minister of Malta, wrote 

to the British Secretary of State for the colonies request

ing that Malta should be granted independence in accordance 

with his party's avowed declaration in its electoral mani

festo to seek independence for Malta within the British 

Commonwealth. The British Government unable to support 

financially any of its former colonies and unable to make 

any commitments for the defense of those countries was more 

than willing to comply v/ith the wishes of the people of 

Malta. The road which led to Malta's independence was 

bitter and long, but finally the dream became a reality, as 

this thesis will seek to demonstrate. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

PHASE ONE 

THE LONG ROAD TO INDEPENDENCE 

In 1964, England granted independence to the island of 

Malta. Previous to 1964, the British Government had pro

vided strong opposition to the idea of independence on the 

grounds that it would bring serious danger to the Roman 

Catholic Religion. For years the British tried to persuade 

the Maltese political leaders to agree on a constitution 

suitable for an independent Malta. As the only alternative 

England imposed a compromise constitution providing from 

independence within the commonwealth and a curb on the power 

and influence of the individual priests in Maltese politics. 

In the struggle that followed, the basic question was not 

the form of government that Malta should have but the posi

tion of the church in political matters. 

The conflict was bitter, yet it was nothing out of the 

ordinary. After all the fight for independence did not start 

in recent years. Perhaps it began hundreds of years ago, 

possibly as early as 218 B.C., when in the Second Punic War 

against the Carthaginians, the Maltese islands were deliver

ed to Consul T. Sempronius Longus. As a result of this 

action of delivering Malta to Sempronius on the part of the 

Maltese, Rome granted Malta the privileges of a foederata 

civitas. Under the Romans, the Maltese could still retain 
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their laws, coin their own money and enjoy independence as 

free citizens, friends and allies, within the Roman Empire. 

The island of Malta is absurdly small in proportion to 

the complexity of its topographical, historical and popula

tion, a small country with a great history. So great is the 

history of the "navel of the Mediterranean", that small 

children are indoctrinated in the glories of their native 

land at a very early age. 

"They learn how great men did great deeds in the 
island in times long ago and not so long ago. 
They learn how to be proud of those great men and 
women who made Malta famous."1 

They are urged to study the bravery of their ancestors so 

that they also will uphold the great traditions and the 

name of Malta. 

As the nerve center, Malta has been called the magnet 

of the Mediterranean, and for centuries all the powerful 

nations have cast longing eyes of conquest on the tiny 

island. What many of the nations did not realize was the 

fact that, though Malta has strategic value as a piece of 

property, the inhabitants view themselves as a people of 

faith. Their forefathers knelt at Paul's feet and embraced 

the cross of Christ, and promised Christ and his church 

love, obedience and loyalty. The Maltese consider the day 

Paul was shipwrecked on their shores as the greatest day 

in the annals of the history of Malta. They are so proud 

of that occasion that they still refer to Paul as their 

father. 



What religion was practiced by the Phoenicians and the 

Carthaginians who inhabited Malta prior to Paul's arrival, 

no one knows. One thing is certain: after Paul's shipwreck, 

Malta became a nation united by the bonds of Christianity. 

The new religion together with the quasi-deification of 

Paul as a spiritual ruler knitted the people togetherin a 

common worship. In the Maltese national culture, religion 

became "a system of ideas by which individuals represented 

to themselves the society to which they belonged and their 
2 

relations with it." Catholicism became a symbol of unity 

obligatory for all. The present constitution of Malta 

states that all religious denominations are equally free 

before the law. Theoretically it was always so, but in 

practice it was different. As a result of the strong be

lief in the Catholic religion, Malta, 
"became a closed society, the natives had no option, 
but to accept what everybody else gave assent to, 
because in reality no one had a choice in this mat
ter any more than speaking Maltese. Even were they 
to be skeptics, they could express their doubts 
only in term.s of the belief held by all others 
around them."3 

Sir Harry Luke describes the Maltese as "among the 

most devoted sons and daughters of the Roman Catholic church 

and there is no sacrifice they would not do for the greater 

dignity of their church." The bastions that surround the 

cities testify to the blood that was shed in defense of the 

faith. In fact at Fort St. Angelo there is an immortal 

epigraph as a living testimonial of why the people of Malta 
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had to offer the supreme sacrifice. "It is the will of God 

and mine (Malta) that the light of the Catholic faith 

given to me by Paul should never go out of the country." 

Though the early Maltese had no knowledge of sociology, 

they always recognized the importance for administrative 

and legalistic purposes the distinction between state and 

government. It was their belief that both state and govern

ment were inseparable if the political stability of the 

country was to be maintained. Throughout history, Malta has 

been subjected to the tyrannical power of many different 

rulers who sought to control her strategic position and her 

fine harbors. All the important powerful nations occupied 

the island at one time or another. Taking a stand as 

liberators, the conquerors, all made promises to provide the 

best government for the people and not to restrain the free

dom of the natives. No sooner did a change of policy occur, 

however, than Malta and the Maltese were again mistreated. 

This is why the people of Malta could never prosper and be 

happy. 

Because of its geographical location, Malta has been 

such a target for the armies of powerful nations that the 

island seldom has been blessed with a form of government 

suited to the needs of the Maltese at any particular time. 

Everything valuable and important in Malta social order, 

security and the rights of the people, depended upon the 

laws of other countries. Wise and upright Maltese might be 
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able to fill the judicial office, but most of the time, such 

men were more concerned with protecting the liberty of the 

inhabitants and avoiding tyranny. The Maltese were a peace-

loving nation but the conquerors were more interested in 

territorial rights which have been the traditional fran

chises for exploitation, and exploitation was always the 

principal motive for conquest and domination. When condi

tions were extraordinary, the leaders of the people met the 

stress by resorting to revolution. The Maltese resented 

being bought and sold to the highest bidder and spared no 

pain to gain some form of independence. To cite an example 

from the annals of Maltese history, the years 1283-1410 

would be most appropriate. These are the times referred to 

in the introduction as the "Times of the Tyrants". During 

these years, Malta was under the Aragonese. 

"After the death of Charles of Anjou and his rival 
Peter of Aragon, Malta became a fief of Donna 
Lucina, the daughter of Nicola Pistore. Later it 
was assigned as an appanage to the princess of the 
Royal Family. Then again it was granted as a re
muneration to prominent citizens for services 
rendered to the crown."5 

During this black stage of Maltese history many leaders of 

the people were unceremoniously punished, some were im

prisoned, others had their property confiscated and a few 

more were publicly hanged. 

The Maltese suffered not only from the powerful rulers 

of Europe but also, despite their deep loyalty, from the 

Catholic Church, In the sixteenth century, Rome was a 
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worldly power and the prestige and power of the popes were 

at their highest. The church patterned her organization 

after the great Empire, when Rome was the seat of the govern

ment for the Empire, To accomplish this purpose the Roman 

Church used worldly methods. Military and civil power were 

recruited to help the church achieve its aim. Countries 

like Malta where church law is also state law had no other 

choice except to submit to the dictates of Rome. In 1530, 

Pope Clement the VII gave the island of Malta to the knights 

of St. John Hospitaller after the knights have been defeated 

in a battle at Rhodes. 

"In consideration of the peculiar affection which 
is felt towards the order, and in consideration 
of the important services which it had rendered 
for ages past to the Christian Republic, I grant 
to the Most Reverend Grand Master L'Isle Adam, 
and to the Order of St, John as a noble, free, 
and unencumbered fief, the islands of Malta and 
Gozo, with their entire jurisdiction and authori
ty, civil as well as military, subject to no other 
condition, than that they would annually, on the 
day of All Saints, present a falcon to the Viceroy 
of Sicily."6 

The Maltese did not fail to protest the pope's action to 

King Charles the V but in obedience to the wishes of the 

Holy Father, they gave the keys of the Capital City to the 

Grand Master L'Isle Adam. 

When the Knights accepted Malta as their home, they saw 

a chance of educating the inhabitants for public life and 

duty. The Maltese hailed the good intentions of the Knights 

because they saw in those intentions ideas that would promote 
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friendly sentiments, good opinions and sound principles, 

which at the time were considered necessary to sooth and 

harmonize the naturally conflicting ebulitions of Maltese 

social life. L'Isle Adam was well aware that the oath he 

took to observe the privileges of the Maltese was just a 

matter of formality. Being an experienced politican the 

Grand Master believed strongly 

"that social forces, expressing group approval 
or disapproval, were much more vital than formal 
legal enactments. In other words, custom, edu
cation and class interests and ambitions had 
far more influence upon the chief phases of 
Maltese conduct than the formal commands and 
prohibitions issued from the Grand Master's 
Palace,"7 

The Maltese clergy were apprehensive of the new rulers 

even though they were under the immediate supervision of 

the Holy See. The clergy's motto was not to "place Malta's 

trust in the hands of soldier princes". The Knights might 

have been experts in the rules of chivalry, but the Maltese 

considered their civilization, together with the rights of 

the individual as something sacred. To the Maltese leaders, 

the individual rights 

"were concrete lines and types of sanction 
action essential to the orderly and efficient 
functioning of the social organism as a whole; 
and as such they were originated, determined, 
defined and limited by social interests and 
necessity."8 

This is why two and a half centuries after L'Isle Adam set 

foot on Malta, Heinemann wrote: 
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"To the educated and aristocratic Maltese, 
well informed on local history, the memory 
of the imperious Order that took away their 
parliament and free institutions, interfered 
with the sacred privileges of their bishopric, 
snobbishly refused membership to the sons of 
families whose titles of nobility ante-dated 
the occupation of Rhodes, and after boasting 
that its standard had never been lowered to 
any foe, surrendered the island to French 
warships without a struggle."9 

For thirty five years tension and animosity had built 

up between the Knights of St. John and the Maltese people. 

The Maltese, mistreated by the Knights as their forefathers 

had been mistreated by others, considered the barren rock 

called Malta as a temporary home. The Knights resented the 

populace which was mostly miserable, ignorant and poor. Yet 

the Maltese had to learn how to live with the fact that 

Malta's destiny was in the hands of those who offered its 

sheltered harbors as a noble fief to the favorite of the 

moment. The Maltese nobles could retire into the seclusion 

of their Mdina Palaces, and stop their ears to insults from 

the Knightly Court which did not even consider them eligible 

for membership of the Order. For the peasants, life under 

any regime probably changed but little, though they feared 

the loss of their freedom. 

The Grand Masters of the Order were on equal terms with 

the monarchs of other countries, but their omnipotence in 

Malta did not go unchallenged. The Knights could never be 

sure of the natives' loyalty although the Maltese were in 

fact loyal to a certain extend. They had the backing of the 
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pope but not of the Maltese clergy. In fact they were 

afraid of the pastors who taught the people to accept the 

structure of the Order's government and to honor the Grand 

Master not out of love but because a revolt in the name of 

freedom would be met with strong opposition from the Knights 

who were well trained in the art of the sword. 

Rome was very conscious of the fact that the Knights 

and the people of Malta were at opposite poles. Rome was 

also aware of the international situation. Many lands had 

witnessed the great events of primitive Christianity, which 

produced the church's scholars and martyrs, but now many of 

those same lands had been lost between the years of 636-641 

to Islam. Malta was the last stronghold of Christianity and 

was strategically situated to justify the burning militancy 

of the Knights of St. John and satisfy their mania for titles 

and proofs of military conquest. To defend her action of 

assigning Malta to the Knights, "whence they might renew 

their activities in defense of the Christian faith," Rome 

sent foreign monks to the island with the intention of keep

ing alive the cause of the Knights. 

The Church of Rome, which in Malta, has been the chief 

molder of ideas, opinions and sentiments of the lower 

classes, conveyed the impression to the Maltese that sub

jection to the will of the church was better than revolution. 

These foreign monks tried to convince the local clergy that 

there was a moral sanction for the existing domination and 
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economic exploitation by the Knights, thus the monks helped 

to offset the weaknesses of the regime of the Knights Hos

pitallers. 

A primary reason why the Knights did not succeed in 

gaining the confidence of the people was their lack of 

interest in the native population as a whole. They were 

more preoccupied with subjecting the Maltese to the plight 

of a conquered nation and to gain internal strength rather 

than unity. They were not interested in the function of 

culture as a whole; whose aim was to unite all human beings 

into a more or less stable social structure; i.e., 

"stable systems of groups regulating the re
lation of all people in the island, and provide 
such adaptation to the physical environment, 
and such internal adaptation between the compo
nent groups, as to make possible an ordered 
social life."10 

While the Order and the Maltese political structure 

were struggling for political power, each seeking to secure 

and use the law-making authority in its own interest, a new 

situation presented itself to help the two factions come 

together. The two groups had one thing in common; their deep 

loyalty to the Catholic Church. The conflict between the 

Knights and the Maltese continued with varying degree but 

generally with decreasing intensity. The general trend was 

for the Order to accept the Maltese and make peace with them. 

With riamors reaching the island that the Ottoman armada was 

ready to strike again, this time at Malta, peace between the 
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Order and the populace became relatively complete. The 

power of the Order was to be used to protect the Holy 

Catholic Religion against a common enegy: the Turks. In 

turn the Maltese would support the Knights of St. John in 

their fight against the enemies of the Holy Catholic Re

ligion. 

Many of the Maltese believed, however, that this was 

the Order's battle and they remained detached and indiffer

ent bystanders, they thought perhaps that the enemy would 

do as they had done in the past when they attacked Malta. 

The enemy always left after capturing a number of inhabitants 

and stole some of their livestock. The Knights had done 

everything that they could to prepare the island for battle 

but they were still uneasy about which side the Maltese were 

going to take when the Moslems attacked. It did not take 

long for the majority of the people to catch the spirit of 

excitement and to become more willing to get involved in 

the fight that was to follow. When the Ottoman armada, 

carrying forty thousand troops was sighted making its way to 

the shores of Malta, all resistance on the part of the 

Maltese disappeared. They realized that they had much to 

lose by letting Malta fall under the hands of the Turks. 

When the forts started capitulating one after the other, 

the Maltese responded with a wave of patriotic hysteria. 

For days they fought bravely under the assumption that death 

was better than slavery under the Turkish rulers. 
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The Maltese did not fight to please the Knights but to 

defend their heritage. They fought for a common interest, 

to save their religion, as in the past, they showed them

selves to be steady and resolute if not professional 

soldiers. The price they paid to withstand the siege of 

1565, was high, hundreds of them died in the "greatest 

struggle ever engaged between the Crescent and the Cross, 

in which the Cross proved superior." This epic victory 

was celebrated all over Europe. Malta became famous, and it 

seemed that austerity was near to an end. By 1852, every 

Maltese derived his living, directly or indirectly, from 

the Order. The poor people were quite happy as long as 

work and employment were available and food prices were 

reasonable. With the nobility it was a different story. 

As a traditional ruling class, their authority was dis

placed by the Knights and their prestige was threatened by 

a new class* which rose under the Knights. The Order never 

became popular with the nobility, mainly because the council 

of the Order recognizing the talents of some individual 

Maltese did not hesitate to recruit from the latter, men, to 

*The new class mentioned above is not a class structure as 
we know it today. Maltese historians make no class distinc
tion. Dr. V. A. Laferla in his Story of Man in Malta, men
tions only the ignorant and the poor. V. I, p, 54, Miss 
Elizabeth Scherm.erhorn in her Sketches on Malta, refers to 
the educated and the aristocratic. Sir Harry Luke in his 
book Malta, mentions the Gatts, Inguanez, Manducas, Sciberras 
and the Murinas, all nobles, because they either originated 
from or had intermarried with the Siculo-Aragonese aristoc
racy. - p. 48. 
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The new alliance between the Order and the mass of the 

Maltese people was consolidated by several new developments. 

The Grand Masters became wealthy Lords on equal terms with 

the European Princes. The image of the Order improved in 

foreign circles. The Grand Masters surrounded themselves to 

some degree with worldly comforts so that they would be able 

to promote the ends of political progression. The Order was 

no longer an order of fighting monks, but became corsairs 

than their enemies the Moslems, To assure themselves of 

monarchical powers, the Grand Masters acquired three West 

Indian Islands and their authority in Malta became so great 

as to be unchallenged. 

While a small portion of the peopleof Malta was enjoy

ing its longed-for prosperity, and the nobility was waiting 

for the right time to start an insurrection against the Order, 

the clergy were becoming dissatisfied with the local situa

tion. They tried to impress upon all the citizens of Malta 

that the old practices of despotism were surfacing once 

again. The clergy did not dare support an open rebellion 

because the Order had the approval of the Holy See, whose 

primary objective was to secure an armed army to keep the 

Turks at bay. The Council of the Order knew that the clergy 

were becoming nervous. The Grand Masters sought, in several 

ways to make the bishop's and the representative of the Holy 

See the Inquistor's life a burden and very often they 

succeeded. 
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The cessation of sea warfare in the Mediterranean 

coupled with the unity, which, for a moment, it looked as if 

the Order could bring about was lost. By this time, dis

content was rife among the people as well as among the 

brethren of the Order. Prices of food were high; work and 

money were scarce; and it became obvious to the Council of 

the Order that, if open rebellion was to be avoided, a more 

liberal policy was essential. In 1775, a new reform was 

introduced in the island covering all areas of life: from 

the condoning of debts to the abolishment of torture. 

Skillful diplomacy was required on the part of the Order to 

keep the nobility from leading the nation in insurrection. 

Under Grand Master Pinto (1740-73), who declared him

self absolute master of his realm and ruled like a despot, 

the Maltese got tired of the abuse of authority. The con

flict between the Church and the Order was in the open and 

neither the Bishop nor the Grand Master had a very clear 

idea what ought to be the practical character of the 

Maltese Christian society of which both the Bishop and the 

Grand Master knew themselves to be the twin heads. The role 

of the Grand Master was viewed by the church as essentially 

a military role, to defend the church against enemies from 

within and without. The Grand Master might have jurisdic

tion over the brethren of the Order, over the mercenaries 

•who fought his battles, and over his vassals in the-hier

archy of overlordship, while the church would have its ov/n 
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jurisdiction over all m.atters pertaining to the spiritual 

needs of the people. According to this theory, the church 

was actually telling the Order that all men, whether in Holy 

Orders or not, were equally the subjects of the lawful re

ligious rulers. 

Antagonism between church authority and the members of 

the Order became unbearable. The struggle for power implied 

not merely a disagreement as to what was to be done for the 

betterment of the island but also a dissatisfaction for the 

way things were developing. The common people were caught 

in the middle of the feud, and when it became obvious that 

neither the Order nor the Church was interested in the rights 

of the people, the people sought a way out of their misery. 

The clergy openly siding with the common people* preached 

that the church did not require men to sacrifice their 

individual liberty or to submit without qxiestion to every 

demand made by either the Order of the Bishop. Fundamentally 

only the clergy and a handful of educated people new what 

the quarrel was all about. It was the death agony of an 

*The action taken by the priests in Malta is not different 
from the action taken by father Hidalgo of Mexico. Fr. 
Hidalgo once said, "I find myself in the sad necessity of 
satisfying the people on a point which I never thought I 
could be accused of or even be under suspicion by my compa
triots. I speak of the most interesting, most sacred, and 
for me the most loved thing: Holy Religion. Hidalgo re
fused to be intimidated by either his bishop or any army. 
Men of Mexico by James A. Magner. p. 207. 
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attempted political and religious structure which was 

falling apart,and the violence of the quarrel expressed the 

conviction of both the Grand Master and the Bishop that 

either one or the other was being denied his rightful posi

tion at the apex of Maltese Christian community. 

The clergy were well aware of certain divine laws, es

pecially those proclaimed and explained by the church as 

well as by natural law, according to which the ruler had 

both duties and obligations. The obedience promised to the 

ruler was not absolute but conditioned by the ends for which 

he held his power; and the clergy were always on the alert 

to make sure that the ruling authority never overstepped 

the limits within which a Christian ruler could demand 

obedience and respect. This is why Don Gaetano Mannarino 

rose in defense of the Maltese cause which had been violated 

by the Order. The action by Fr. Mannarino was authorized by 

the Castilian Kings when they wrote into the Charter that the 

people had an obligation to vindicate their rights "even with 

the force of arms" if necessary. The priests' insurrection, 

in the interest of the national cause proved to be a failure 

but the revolt of 1775, impressed the Order. In fact, the 

new Grand Master Ximenes showed a change of heart and with 

it a change in policy. 

As soon as the political situation returned to normal, 

the Grand Master once again started the progressive exalta

tion of his position as a political king and thus sowed the 
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seeds of his own corruption, Rome, on the other hand, was 

hoping for a revival of the Order, and also that friendly 

relations between the Order and the Maltese would be resumed 

But the Maltese were adapting their thinking to a new level 

of political consciousness, which they could see forming 

before their eyes. It was not in the power of any man to 

keep back the tide that threatened the Order and, indeed, 

all the European Governments, Even the church was becoming 

the subject of scrutiny by the common people. The import

ance of the pastoral office of the church was seldom ques

tioned, but its power in temporal matters was becoming a 

matter for debate. 

To the Officials in Rome it seemed incredible that a 

Catholic nation like Malta would take up arms against its 

privileged Knights. But the Maltese have had enough. 

Rumors were all over the island that a new revolt was under

way and that victory was possible, and that it was the task 

of every Christian to assist the revolutionary leaders to 

bring about a rapid change to the abuse of power by the 

Knights of the Order. Many Maltese hesitated at first to 

join the revolution, fearing that if they did they may be 

hurting the feelings of the pope, but they were assured by 

the priests that traditional Catholic teaching condoned 

revolutionary action as an ultimate possibility of just 

self defense in case of extreme necessity. 
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Ironically the Maltese chose to surrender to Napoleon, 

whose ambitions brought him into conflict with the Catholic 

Church in two principal areas: (1) within France and the 

conquered territories, where he attempted to rule the 

church as a department of state; (2) in the Rapal States, 

which he attempted to govern as an integral part of his 

far-flung empire. The Maltese did not care one way or 

another. Their request for help could be understood as a 

challenge to anyone who tried to interfere with their 

freedom. No one ever expected Malta to surrender to the 

French without a struggle, yet the well organized Maltese 

under the leadership of their clergy welcomed Napoleon on 

the shores of Malta, and not a drop of blood was shed. 

The French were very pleased with the occupation of 

13 
Malta. "We have the strongest place in all of Europe," 

said Napoleon. But the joy that filled the hearts of the 

Maltese with the fall of the Order of St. John soon wore 

off. The people of Malta had yet to learn that the devil 

you know is better than the one you do not know. There was 

little doubt that the events and the outcome of the French 

occupation disillusioned many of the inhabitants. Liberal 

Maltese leaders, looking to the French alliance to furnish 

the foundation of a trustworthy and durable political policy 

for the island of Malta were disappointed. Some of the 

optimistic politicians were hopeful that a government pro

vided by the French would bring about a lasting peace that 
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would allow the island and its people to recover from the 

losses sustained during the four hundred years of occupation 

by the Knights of St. John of Jerusalem. Instead it soon 

became obvious that the French were no better landlords than 

any of the previous rulers, they made the promises like all 

the other nations but were not willing to grant any privileges 

as soon as they have established themselves as conquerors. 

The basic needs of the people of Malta were not met by the 

French. Rather, they erected their "Pole of Liberty" in the 

main square at Valletta and decorated the streets with in

scriptions of the revolution. They proudly carried placards 

around the villages with their French ideology of "liberty, 

egality and fraternity", but this idology was only for the 

French and their collaborators the, some French Knights of 

St. John and a few Maltese noblemen, who imbued with revolu

tionary ideas, promoted French interest in Malta. The 

general public was ignored, priests were put to death, among 

them Fr. Mikiel Xerri; the churches were pillaged and the 

treasures found within were conveyed to Napoleon's ships. 

The Bishop of Malta was placed under virtual house arrest, 

and the people were generally treated as a conquered nation. 

Under the French (1798-1800), the political history of 

Malta entered upon a period of flux and uncertainty. The 

French proved to the nation that, 

"every state in history was a state of classes, 
a polity of superior and inferior social groups. 
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based upon distinction either of rank or 
property. Such a phenomenon must, then, be 
called the state...The state, completely in 
its genesis, essentially and almost complete
ly during the first stages of its existence, 
is a social institution, forced by a victor
ious people on a defeated group, with the 
sole purpose of regulating the dominion of 
the victorious group over the vanquished, and 
securing itself against revolt from within 
and attacks from abroad."14 

This was the philosophy of the French who conquered Malta 

but when their theories of development and political 

stability tottered and collapsed in the face of the angered 

Maltese, who had nothing left except promises of love and 

prosperity, they (the French) did not know how to handle a 

mob which was willing to sacrifice its life to get rid of 

tyranny. 

The French did not fool around when their pride was 

at stake. They were not ready to let a vanquished nation 

like Malta revolt against the French soldiers. The French 

commander, Masson was not going to be humiliated by an 

unarmed mob. He tried to disperse a crowd of Maltese 

gathered in the Main Square of Valletta. Sword in hand, 

he bullied the Maltese and ordered them in the name of the 

Republic to go home or else...A few minutes later he was 

dead on the spot. The news of Masson's death spread fast 

and the people armed themselves. Some of the insurgents 

climbed church steeples to announce to the whole island that 

war was on. The people on receipt of the news, tore down 

the French flags and hurried to the capital en masse. 
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Maltese flags were hoisted on houses, on bastions, every

where. Canon Caruana, who a few years later was made bishop 

of Malta, was proclaimed the leader of the insurrection. 

General Vaubois related this incident in a report to 

Napoleon: 

"The whole island rose in an instant. In two hours 
every man was in arms, and they fell upon our troops 
and cut them off at every part of the island. We 
were all in perfect security, no symptom of dis
content having appeared. The garrison of Valletta 
was shut, and on every side we had to combat en
raged lions, no trace of their former docile 
character appeared."15 

Soon after this incident, the French troops capitulated. 

After their departure from Malta, the future of the island 

remained very cloudy. The Czar of Russia, being the Grand 

Master in exile of the Knights of St. John, laid claim to 

the island. Napoleon still pretended that the revolt was 

not permanent, the king of Naples proclaimed that by right 

of inheritance Malta belonged to him, and the British de

manded the use of the island because they have helped the 

Maltese conquer it from the French. While the powers argued 

about the future of Malta, the people on the island made their 

own decision. "We affirm that we were the principals in the 

war against the French, that we are the conquerors, that 

every species of public property is ours...Placing a bound

less confidence in the sincerity of the British Government, 

and the faith of the British nation, we rather wish to 

16 
become subjects of the king of England." 



28 

The long historical bitter road to independence which 

started in 218B.C. neared its final stages in 1815 V7hen the 

Congress of Vienna set its seal upon the treaty of Paris, 

The Maltese on their part have already set theirs as far as 

they were concerned. The treaty of Paris bowing to the desire 

of the Maltese nation confirmed and approved the pact between 

London and Malta, By this pact, Malta became a protectorate 

of the British, This occasion was solemnly celebrated in 

Malta, To commeorate the treaty of Parish which made Malta 

free once again, the people engraved in stone, below the 

Royal Coat of Arms on the Main Guard, formerly the chancery 

of the Order of the Knights, the following inscription: 

'To Great and unconquered Britain 
The love of the Maltese and the voice of Europe 
Confirms these islands, A.D. 1814. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LEADERSHIP AND THE MALTESE CHARACTER 

In Malta, the good of the individual person and that of 

the village community are intimately bound up with the sta

bility of the village community itself. Basic to the well-

being of the Maltese community is freedom from external 

coercion in order that the village community may determine 

its own destiny. This is why, for centuries, the Maltese 

have had to face war, starvation and tyranny. Because Malta 

is so small, the people had to become aware of the realities 

of life in Malta, where the subordination of the individual 

to the welfare of the group is taken for granted, while the 

aggrandizement of the individual at the expense of his 

fellow men is considered to be simply a crime. 

Though the perennial growth of the population in Malta 

presented many problems in view of the small area of culti

vable land the slender resources of fuel, water and miner

als, yet the people lived and died in the stable neighbour

hood of a village*. For the individual, it was always a 

* In Malta there are two towns, the old Capitol of Medina, 
the new Capitol, Va-leta, three cities, Birgu, Bormia and 
Senglea. There are also 30 other villages. Today the only 
things that separate one village from another are the ab
stract boundary lines set by the church. 

30 
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pleasure to be a part of the community. In such communities 

everyone worked, prayed and played together without having 

to submit to any leader. Village leadership was not sharply 

differentiated. One could ask any villager about the 

government of the village, and receive a polite smile and a 

definite answer that in Malta there are no leaders. In 

fact, the Maltese word mexxej in the strictest sense of the 

word is rarely used, and then it refers only to the leaders 

of a political party. 

One of the most important objectives in a crowded coun

try is the search for privacy. Perhaps, this is why the 

people in Malta never felt the need to seek any permanent 

leadership from among its native sons. There was never a 

need for exchanging or sharing of ides, nothing could be 

kept secret for any length of time, and there was no place 

to hide to avoid detection in case of crime. Often encoun

ters with other fellow men, unless it was for seeking help, 

was considered to be a nuisance. The Maltese are quite 

enamoured of the individualistic fantasy that everyone has 

to be different, that every man can somehow build his 

entire life around some single and unique eccentricity with

out boring himself and everyone else to death. 

Since contact with others has made life too competitive 

and abrasive, the Maltese have sought to "build among the 

villagers a friendship, independent of kinship and 

neighbourhood, such a friendship has been conditioned by and 
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resulting from similarity of work and intellectual atti

tude." Though each village is composed of many families, 

yet the church situated in the middle of each village unites 

all families in one big family. In the church, people wor

ship together under one protecting roof, in their church, 

the people share the riches they have donated to it, within 

the church's sanctuary the community shares its joys and its 

sorrows. Each and every village is both secular and re

ligious in its formation, thus, each village become one big 

family, united by the bonds of parish boundaries. Though 

villages have no mayor or councilmen, yet each one of them 

has a spiritual father or mother-the Titular Saint of the 

parish. The Saint becomes a "sort of a worshipped deity, 

chosen out of a common mentality. He or she has an 

immediate significance for the preservation of the bond in 

the village, since only, or at least mainly, this deity (the 

Saint) is able to give the village living and lasting 

2 
form. " 

The Maltese village gives far more leeway to the 

individual to pursue his own ends, but, since it defines 

what is worthy and desirable, everyone tends, independently 

but monotonously, to pursue the same objectives in the same 

way. The first pattern combines cooperation, conformity as 

well as variety; the second competition, individualism and 

uniformity. The people living in a particular community knew 

that it is up to the local police to establish law and order. 
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and up to the church leaders to curb moral abuses. Such a 

pattern of living does not stop them from using public 

opinion to enforce their own codes of behavior, however, 

people who have lived in a community or moved in a community 

for some reason, must conform to accepted forms of conduct. 

Public opinion can and does exert great pressure for conform

ity, and anyone who flouts the mores of a particular communi

ty becomes the object of vicious gossip, and, depending on the 

nature or the gravity of the offense, he can be made the ob

ject of hostile action. Some of those who accidentally break 

the community code wake up in the morning to find their doors 

splashed with paint or in some cases receive derogatory 

letters in the mail. This latter action has become so 

common and widespread that the Bishop of Malta has made the 

sending of "anonymous letters" one of the sins of sufficient 

importance to be reserved to the local ordinary. 

The Maltese have always been satisfied with electing a 

leader in times of emergency. When things were quiet they 

prefered not to have any formal m>exxeja, they were satisfied 

with the kind of leadership that the church imposed upon 

them. They could trust such a leader because such a leader 

was more interested in their spiritual welfare than in 

telling them how to run their lives and their villages. 

Not by choice, but by appointment, every parish priest 

found himself the leader in the community. He had to 

assume the highest degree of command and responsibility for 
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deciding what the community ought to do, how it should be 

done and when. He had to be a very able man, for as soon as 

he showed any dictatorial powers, the people lost trust in 

him. He had many parts to play. He had to be a legislator, 

using his influence and power disguised in the form of ad

vice. He had to be a guiding force not an authoritarian 

boss. 

The parish priest had emerged as a leader because of 

necessity. In the past, the Maltese have had to siabmit to 

foreign leaders, some of these leaders were docile, others 

have been wolves. It was up to the parish priest to guide 

the people and make decisions for them. The priests, on 

their part, have proved themselves capable to assume leader

ship without any ambition of controlling the people. In 

actual life the priest, although the representative of God, 

was human in his actions and able to do little more than 

accelerate or hold steady or decelerate the rate of social 

movement throughhistory. 

The majority of the prople of Malta have always been 

suspicious of anyone who tried to attempt to lead or start 

something new in the community. They considered all the 

members of the village as equals, and if anyone tried to 

rise above the majority, they started asking questions. To 

gain any strength, any new leader had to venture out of the 

community, buth such a courageous move brought out the hidden 

envy of the citizens. The overly assertive individual was 
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derided, and his actions were considered to be more of an 

act of self aggrandizement than a charitable act for the good 

of the community. Such an individual would have been classi

fied as a rebel "unwilling to accept the decision of the 

village priest. His actions appeared to be contrary to all 

those conditions that formed the embryo of consciousness 

which matures into something beyond a mere feeling of be-

longing together." More often than not, such a rebel was 

suspected of being a heretic. 

The village in Malta could be compared to a clan, which 

had a sacred relationship to a saint. "Clansmen or villa

gers were convinced that they had some unique characteristic 

that united them together, and that their patron saint had the 

same characteristic. The saint was thought to be the in

visible father or founder of the clan. The clan periodical

ly expressed the unity of its members and of themselves with 

the saint, and revitalized itself by celebrating a yearly 

feast in honor of the saint. A solemn communion service was 

celebrated in the morning, in which the god, the maker of 

the saint, was eaten. In that communion, each member of the 

village incorporated sacramentally a particle of the divine 
4 

life into his own individual life." The parish priest was 

the one that called on the name of the saint and in the 

saint's honor distributed to the people the communion which 

made them one v/ith their founder-saint. 
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Such an important ritual performed by the priest made 

him the most important man in the village, if not the most 

trusted man. The people looked up to the priest as being 

"above human", yet he was human, and because he was human 

like the rest of the members of the village, he needed the 

assurance which none of his parishioners could have given 

him. He was aware of the authority given to him by his 

church, which assigned him to his job, yet he also knew that 

the confidence he looked for could not be derived from any 

power, but only from the loyalty of a people who loved their 

religion. He was the only outsider in the village, which 

did not make things any easier for him. But the people in 

Malta have been accustomed to accepting an outsider as a 

pastor. Usually the priest had no way to find out if his 

leadership had been accepted or ignored. The villagers were 

too embarassed to oppose the parish priest, lest their 

opposition to him would be interpreted as opposition to the 

will of God. 

"Familiarity breeds contempt", say the Maltese and in 

the case of the parish priest this dictum was strictly im

posed. He could not befriend anyone in particular and at 

the same time he could not separate himself from the people, 

lest they get any ideas that he did not wish to mix with 

those whose role and social status was different from his 

own. The priest had to be available at all times. The 

people of the community were not free from fear, love or anger 
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and when such emotions got out of hand among the members of 

his congregation, the priest had to make his appearance as 

a leader to serve the various needs of his flock. 

As the official representative of the church, the priest 

occupied a position of great importance. He had full author

ity in all religious matters affecting his congregation; he 

was obliged to administer to their spiritual and often 

temporal needs. He alone could arrange for the important 

stages which marked the stepping stones of their lives. The 

rites "de passag" including baptism, confirmation, marriage, 

death and burial. He controlled the many ritual activities 

of the village; daily services of worship, processions, 

blessings of homes and fields, and the feast of the patron 

saint by which all Maltese, but especially the countrymen, 

regulated their lives and days and marked the division of 

the year. Through his preachings and admonitions, he 

defined, interpreted and enforced the moral code of the 

church. He was also the official custodian of the riches and 

belongings of the parish. 

The priest in Malta had to play the part of mediator 

between man and his deity. He had to act like the medicine 

man:of the primitive people, to be a sort of a professional 

magician. Until a few years ago he was the only literate 

person in the village. Because of this he was frequently 

called upon to read and write letters, to give advice in all 

matters, to mediate individual disputes, to dispense charity 
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and to represent the members of the village to the outside 

world. In his capacity as a priest he served the people as 

a lawyer, banker and businessman . 

Perhaps one of the most delicate duties a priest had to 

perform, was the exercise of power. He was an agent of God, 

yet he was also the agent of the group and had the obliga

tion to educate the people as much as he could. His pulpit 

was not only used to preach the word of God but also to 

advise about elections, immunizations, campaigns, agricul

tural lectures, and so forth. Sometimes he had to be very 

authoritarian, he had to determine certain policies and lay 

down the law and make sure that it was obeyed. The church 

supplied him with the power to achieve this, he could refuse 

to forgive sins, and thus cut the errant sheep from the 

functions of the community; he could refuse to baptize a 

baby, or to attend a funeral. In other cases he could use 

his position as a leader by being objective and fact-minded 

in his praise and criticism. In Malta, the priest had many 

opportunities available to him to establish himself as a 

leader. He could recommend people for jobs, or appoint 

some individuals from his community to offices which con

ferred prestige and honor. In short, the way the individual 

pastor v/ielded his authority either reinforced his position . 

as a leader or destroyed him forever. 

Every village in Malta has interrelated and unrelated 

groups. No matter how large or small, simple or complex. 
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these groups influence the needs, beliefs and actions of 

the community in which they exist. All groups in Malta have 

separate male and female branches, with the exception of the 

social groups. Orgnaizations such as: the Catholic Action, 

the M.U.S.E.U.M. , Legion of Mary, Sodality, Young Christian 

Workers and several other confraternities form the different 

cells in the body of the parish. The leader of each group 

became an important and respected member of the community. 

Though such leaders had ex officio authority in the village 

as a whole. The leaders of the orgnaizations usually 

worked hand in hand with the priest. They knew their 

pastor's way of thinking and were aware of the policy the 

pastor wanted to be followed in his parish. Actually the 

presidents of the groups served as intermediaries between the 

parish priest and the members of the organization. 

The social groups were a bit different. Among the social 

groups that originated in the last one hundred years and are 

still in existence today are the band clubs, the Boy Scouts, 

the football clubs and the political parties. These clubs 

are not under the jurisdiction of the church, but they are 

not in opposition to it, in fact, many of them have a 

chaplain to serve as a link between the club and the parish 

community. Often they take active part in the official 

festivities of the parish. 

It was these clubs which gave birth to a new kind of 

leadership in Malta. With the increase in the population. 
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privatization of the rural community has become impossible. 

With the growing of the community and the disappearance of 

the definite boundry lines set up by the church to designate 

the different parishes, new needs were created. The new 

leaders found out that the religious organizations which in 

the past have been fulfilling the need of belonging for the 

individual became impractical. A new philosophy was slowly 

emerging. 

"All power comes from the people, so that those 
who exercise it in the community do so, not on 
their own, but as delegated to them by the people, 
and that, in accordance with this view, it can be 
revoked by the very people by whom it was dele
gated. "5 

The church did not oppose this view, but it still maintained 

that the right to rule is from God as from a natural and 

necessary principle. This is why Dom Mintoff in 1971, sent 

a letter of protest to the United Nations, "accusing Britain 

of handing Malta to a priest-infested government." 

The band clubs were the first of the social-secular 

groups to make their appearance in the villages. The band 

clubs were in a way collaborators of the church. Their main 

purpose was to help the pastor organize the yearly parish 

feast. Their job was to provide the financial support to 

embellish the church and also to make sure that the feast 

would be celebrated with the greatest of pomp. The band 

clubs were secular in nature but a part of the parish as 

much as the priest himself. .To provide the necessary funds 
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the band clubs organized dances and other kinds of social 

activities. Each club had two names; the first name 

usually was not different from the name of the patron saint 

of the village, the second is a title used for legal pur

poses. For example in Zurrieq there are two band clubs, one 

dedicated to the Titular Saint, St. Catherine, the other to 

the secondary feast. Our Lady of Mount Carmel. Both clubs 

are registered with the police, the former as the King's 

Own Club, the latter as Queen Victoria Band Club, 

Once a year the clubs give themselves whole heartedly 

to the service of their parish. They also help the pastor 

anytime they are called on for assistance. During the rest 

of the year the clubs serve to realize those temporary 

human needs which in the church's judgment harmonize with 

men's destiny. They provide the dues-paying members 

activities which the church does not. They provide the 

members with a drinking place, games, such as pool tables, 

ping pong, etc., picnics and other worldly activities. 

The band clubs changed in a way the whole outlook of 

the village community. They helped to destroy the belief 

that every member in the village is equal. Those who 

joined the band clubs were given an opportunity to seek 

status and social position. In fact, the members of each 

club could be classified into four segments, (a) the 

"entrepreneurs, those absorbed in some version of what they 
7 

often called the game." These were the elected officers of 
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the club who made all the decisions pertaining to the 

club. Because most of the decisions dealt with the organi

zation of the titular feast, their decisions affected the 

whole community. This action, in turn, gave them a measure 

of authority over the members of the club and also over the 

whole community in general. The game they played often took 

the form of a dispute. A typical dispute began when the 

leaders of the secondary feast in the village petitioned the 

parish priest for some new privilege, for example to 

decorate more streets or to embellish the statue of their 

saint. At first the parish priest normally refused and 

told the club officers that too much money would be wasted. 

In the meantime the officers of the opposing club would 

have learned of their rival's move and rush to the parish 

priest to make sure that the request has not been granted. 

They would threaten to cancel all support if the priest 

ever gave in to their rival's request. The priest was now 

caught in a vice. Having no other alternative, the priest 

would refer the whole matter to the chancery office, and 

then it became the bishop's headache. Sometimes such 

situations were resolved, but more often than not they be

came the cause of division in the parish. In one case at 

Qrendi, the feast of Our Lady of Lourdes has been eliminated 

and for a time the members of the club were under church 

interdict. (b) The second segment was that of the Bureau-
7 

crats, "those absorbed in affairs related to the club." 
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Each and every band club had several officers, most of them 

figure heads. These were the rich members and the profes

sionals, such as the doctors, lawyers, etc. Such individuals 

handled no formal business but served as honorary presidents 

and patrons of the club. They were usually called upon to 

use their influence to assist, protect and help financially 

the club. In Malta there was a strong ideological basis 

for the system of patronage, for there was great similarity 

between the function of the saints as patrons and the in

fluential patrons of the clubs. The special duties of the 

Patrons consisted in welcoming distinguished visitors and 

handle the ceremonial and business relations of the club 

with the other members of the community. (c) The third 

segment was of those who "were artisans and technicians, 

those absorbed in the merchandizing and utilizing of their 
7 

techniques, skills, reputation and related wisdom." These 

were the dues-paying members of the club. Some played in 

the band, others offered the skills free to the club. These 

were the ones that decorated the streets, built the bandstands 

illuminated the church and the streets, and did all kinds of 

jobs for the honor and glory of their saint. (d) The last 

segment consisted of those who were "the innovators, those 

absorbed in the search for novelty under whatever condition 

it was available." This was the group of the dissatisfied 

because they could not make their voice heard, they were 

young and immature and in most cases mistrusted by the 
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other members. They wanted to belong but no one was willing 

to listen to their ideas. No one even knew what their ideas 

were because they were never given a chance to express them. 

This last group slowly developed a grudge against the church, 

They remained members of the clubs but had no relationship 

with it whatsoever. 

The politicians who found it very difficult to compete 

for power at the national level because of the supreme 

power of the church, tried to infiltrate among the group of 

the discontented citizens. Here and there some signs of 

agitation against the established authority of the church 

especially in so far as it touched secular matters began to 

appear. More often than not these signs of anticlericalism 

began to show in the clubs of the secondary partiti. The 

secondary partiti were not given as much importance by the 

church, and the members of the secondary clubs have for 

some years been conditioned to opposing church authority 

in connection dealing with the celebration of the secondary 

feast. This was a fertile area for those who for years 

have tried to curb the authority of the church and spread 

hate against the clergy. In one of the clubs at Zurrieq 

the following slogan appeared on the bulletin board. 

"We (the Labour Party) v/ant a chance in court 
about the $60,000 lie. At one of the meetings 
held in Pawla, the Labour Party cupporters, 

\ 
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papal flags in hand, shouted insults to the 
Bishop, 'A fish begins to stink from its 
head.'"* 

The fight, by the Maltese, for independence has been 

going on for hundreds of years. But it was the politicians 

who fought the bitter fight for complete independence. 

Edith Dobie accuses the politicians of unfair play in her 

book, Malta's Road to Independence. 

"Seizure of power, rather than the purposes for 
which it could be used, was the dominant motif 
woven into the pattern of Malta's political life. 
This precluded entirely the spirit of compromise, 
the sine qua non of the type of government within 
the British realm to which they aspired. Politi
cal leaders unable or unwilling to recognize that 
forward steps in government could be achieved 
through consultation, made their appeal to the 
people by representing Britain as a tyrant who 
must be forced to make concessions."8 

This arouse the mass of the Maltese people to momentary hos

tility to the British. This statement by Dobie may be 

debateable, one thing is certain that Malta is an island 

with a great past and a tricky future, a superb naval base 

in a world that does not need bases any longer. 

*This refers to a charge made by the Archbishop that Mintoff 
has received $60,000 from the Communist Party. 

The quoted passage about the fish is a Maltese proverb. This 
was presumably directed against the Archbishop. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE BIRTH OF REBELS 

By 1961, a spectre was haunting the island of Malta — 

the spectre of Communism. The Labour Party joined the 

Communist dominated Afro-Asian Peoples Solidarity Organiza

tion (A-A PSO). The opening words of the Labour Party 

manifesto were pointed and directed. "Gonzi, the Archbishop 

of Malta, is interfering in politics". The attacks on the 

church became so viscious that the Archbishop threatened 

to interdict the Malta Labour Party (M.L.P.). A rapid in

terchange of blows followed and reach a climax on the feast 

of St. Paul's shipwreck (Feb. 10th). Archbishop Gonzi in 

the company of the Papal Delegate visited the Dockyard. 

When the Archbishop attempted to speak, his voice was 

drowned out by boos and the singing of the M.L.P. anthem. 

Next day the M.L.P. was interdicted. Immediately the M.L.P. 

reacted by proclaiming August 6th as M.L.P. day. August 6th 

is the feast of the Transfiguration, better known in Malta 

as the feast of "Is Salvatur", the Saviour. 

This was a critical time in the annals of Maltese 

politics. Ancient customs, traditional modes of thought 

and even the systems of values were being reevaluated and 

reexamined. A new political philosophy was emerging. The 

M.L.P- was of the opinion that 
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"the traditional attitude of the older politi
cians had some justification for the past, but 
had little place in the economic and social 
conditions of the present. All politicians had 
to be free from any checks and balances of both 
the church and otherwise. Such checks have 
rendered the politicians altogether too impotent 
to do any good for anyone. Politicians had to 
serve the growing needs of the collective and 
constructive enterprises."1 

The other parties opposed this philosophy on the grounds 

that it was poisoned with Fabian socialist ideology and 

that the proponents of this ideology were duped with sudden 

acquired power. Archbishop Gonzi in his Pastoral letter 

of 1958 made this accusation. 

"The enemies of the church are working secretly 
as well as openly to poison the minds and the 
hearts of our youth and to rob them of the faith 
of Paul and to separate us from Christ's church... 
Certain exagerated social, and, in some cases. 
Communist, ideas are corrupting intellectually 
and morally some of our young minds."2 

In the last few decades, spontaneous forces have been 

at work trying to change the appearance of solidarity in 

the village community. These forces were brought to the 

surface, in the form of political revolutions, all the errors 

and the follies of the past. The first fight started within 

the church itself as a pious tradition in honor of the saints 

In most villages nev/ secondary parties were instituted, and 

these new feasts provided competition to the main and most 

important feast in the village, the titular feast. The 

competition between the rival partiti (parties) became so 

strong that the two rival partiti were filled with ill 

feelings and animosity. The result was the disruption of 
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harmony in many villages, even though open hatred was not 

shown in day to day transactions. 

Usually every large village has two band clubs; one 

dedicated to the patron saint, the other to a minor saint. 

These partiti came around the year 1850. Most arose out of 

disputes between persons concerned with the celebration of 

the titular feast and those in the cult of some lesser 

saint.* 

When it comes to arousing people's prejudices, loyal

ties, animosities, and fear, none is equal to the rival band 

clubs. The oldest known sign of division in any village has 

always been linked with the rival partiti. Because the 

church never welcomed the secondary partiti but only 

tollerated them and assigned them an inferior position, 

tension was born out of the pressure for improved status. 

As there was little or no opportunity to establish status 

or provide mobility within the old clubs, new clubs and 

parties were required. The two partiti compete over every 

aspect of the feast, including the decorating of the church. 

*It has been suggested that the partiti developed out of 
disputes between persons who wanted to play sacred music by 
the Maltese composer V. Bugeja and those who preferred his 
rival, Paolo Nani. No other study has been made so far to 
establish the reason for the birth of the parties. When the 
parties appeared they chose symbols as nicknames for their 
parties. In Zebbug the two clubs are called tal-Istilla 
(The Star) and tal-Ajkla (The Eagle). Both clubs are still 
known by those nicknames to this day. R. Mifsud, Grajjal 
tal Muzika f'Malta u Ghawdex, 1954. 
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altars, statues and streets, the number of bands to be in

vited, the number and the size of candles to be used, the 

quantity of light bulbs used for decorating the facade of 

the church, but above all, the size and the extreme of the 

barbaric noise of the fire works. 

The strength of the village community can be largely 

measured by the soundness or the validity of its integrat

ing force, the parish priest. The new parties were posing 

a challenge to the supreme power of the priest, and village 

unity was disintegrating and collapsing because of the 

competition from the minor partiti. For good or bad the 

new ideas were challenging the position of the church as 

the ultimate authority for all men. One of the chief 

factors that held the villages together was what Brunner* 

calls "the culture transcendent presupposition". One of 

those presuppositions was the existence of a holy, and 

sovereign God, who claimed for himself authority over the 

affairs of men and whose will was the final determinant of 

right and wrong for men. The partiti tended to usurp for 

themselves the position that belonged to God and to God 

alone."^ Noinnan Pittinger* suggests that someone has re

marked (in this case the parties) that "while the heavens 

used to declare the glory of God, the partiti proclaim the 

*Both Brunner and Norman Pittinger were quoted by Barnes in 
his book. Sociological Political Theory, 1924. Both quota
tions in these passages are quoted verbatim from the men
tioned book. 
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cleverness of men," by providing a permanent basis for 

rivalry in the name of God and his saints. 

The pressure, brought upon by the parties, became so 

strong that it affected all paths of life. To give one 

illustration as a proof of this pressure one has to ex

amine a typical conversation between teenagers. When a boy 

and a girl met for the first time, the first question 

they asked was, "To which party do you belong?" If they 

happened to belong to different parties, either one had to 

drop membership in his or her own party and join the other, 

or they shook hands, said good bye and never saw each other 

again. 

This alarming situation was brought about by loss of 

faith in the basic principles upon which the village com

munity was founded. The church has helped to bring about 

this serious social disease. In 1935, the church tried to 

put a stop to the competition between the parties. The 

measures that the church took were aimed mostly at the 

secondary parties, trying to reduce the scale of the pomp 

by which the secondary feast was celetrated. Unfortunately 

the regulations issued by the Bishop's Curia did not 

achieve their purpose. On the contrary the suppression 

of the secondary feast led to a quite and dormant rebellion 

which was to emerge later as an anti-clerical revolt. The 

supporters of the secondary partiti were usually men of 

liberal attitude and younger in age than their rivals. Men 
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who have been indoctrinated in the traditional individual

istic philosophy, which by now, was reenforced by enlarged 

economic opportunities under the Knights, the equalitarian 

ideas of the French, and a consolidation of these under 

the British, repression of the "upstarts" by the church was 

bound to fail. 

In some villages, the church reacted strongly by 

suppressing the feast of the secondary party, hoping that 

the followers of the secondary feast would loose interest 

and the village would become united once again. The clubs 

which lost their saints did not close down. They only for

mulated new goals. The goals became anti-clerical in 

nature. A young man by the name of Dom Mintoff, who for some 

time studied in the seminary in Malta and was later dis

missed, took advantage of the mistakes that the church was 

doing. He was still a student at the Royal University when 

he wrote a series of letters, "Malta is in desperate need 

of new members with new ideas who will group progressive 

elements together and change Malta's medieval social system 

to something for all the world to envy."^ After graduating 

from the Royal University of Malta as an architect, Mintoff 

went to London and studied Socialism, upon his return to 

Malta, Mintoff joined the M.L.P. and soon became a deputy 

leader. His ability to undermine all kinds of leadership, 

except his own, made him a sort of a hero. 

r\ 
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"the first to succumb to Mintoff»s power was Dr. 
Paul Boffa, the founder and leader of the M,L,P, 
and the first Labour Prime Minister even to win 
an election (1947-1950), Many other Labour Party 
members were to follow Dr. Boffa into oblivion as 
a result of the visciousness of Dom Mintoff. Only 
Archbishop Gonzi and the church did not give in 
to Mintoff's ambitious power. But the church had 
to pay a high price for holding back against this 
rebel."5 

Among the supporters of the secondary clubs, Mintoff 

found his great support. He taught the people, who were 

already disgusted with the church, to laugh at the institu

tion held sacred for centuries, which, however, did not 

provide for them an opportunity to participate in the social 

order. Laughter became an important weapon. Mintoff has an 

uncanny faculty for finding weak spots in the enemy's 

armour. His arguments could not be refuted because they 

were assertions, even though at times a bit far fetched, 

rather than logical arguments. To prove this point here is 

an example. On May Day of 1959, the American Sixth fleet 

had some ships stationed at Hal Far. At a meeting of the 

M.L.P., Mintoff told his listeners that letters have been 

sent to the British Prime Minister, General DeGaulle, Presi

dent Eisenhower, and Khrushchev, asking them to intercede 

for Malta and to help abolish British colonial dictatorial 

rule in Malta. His speech contained inaccuracies. For 

example, he told the people that the United States had 

launched a fifty million dollar project to build a guided-

missile base at Hal Far. Although, as a politician, he is 
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not considered to be of the best, he reached a large class 

of excluded people for whom he seemed to demonstrate that 

the claims of the Catholic church were too absurd for 

rational people to take seriously. He was very careful not 

to attack the fundamental religious, moral and philosophical 

system held by the official church and its government. In 

his attacks against church leadership, he carefully dis

tinguished between Gonzi the man and politician and Gonzi 

as the Archbishop of Malta. 

Despite the interdictions and the excommunications, 

many of the M.L.P. supporters still shouted at rallies, 

"With Mintoff always, against the church never". In Malta 

the unity and effectiveness of the village, as an ideal 

type, had its source in common understanding and common 

enthusiasm. The members of the village community worked 

for the same purpose, the dignity and beauty of their 

church. The people had an identity of interest and that 

helped group solidarity and interest. The church was their 

life, and their life belonged to it. Everywhere there was 

a reminder of the church. 

"At street corners statues of saints, sometimes 
also of souls enveloped in purgatorial blaze, 
afford the Maltese ever present reminders, en
couraging or miniatory as the case may be, of 
the next v/orld, in this one they love the ec-
clesiatical processions which areone of the 
features of Maltese life. These assume on Good 
Friday something of the character of the passion 
play, with members of the lay confraternities 
staggering along the streets of the village, 
beneath the weight of the life-size groups of 
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the Passion carved with gruesome realism. The 
people play their part in these functions with 
profound and solemn devoutedness. Indeed, some 
of them may be bearing their burden, whatever g 
it is, in fulfillment of a self imposed penance." 

The Maltese have been described as a strange mixture 

even as their favorite dish, the kawlata is, a soup con

taining a strange mixture of macaroni and every kind of 

vegetable imaginable. They have also been described as 

abstemious, loyal, thrifty, hot-headed, excitable, hard

working and hospitable to the point of embarrassment. When 

a group of these Maltese get together with one purpose in 

mind and an understanding that they are going to accomplish 

some great feat for the church, there results a mutual 

enhancement which makes for the greater power of each and 

all. In Durkheim's terms, in exhalting the church, they 

are exhalting and creating a social unit. The annual "feast" 

is a case in point. 

"The churches are hung with red damask and strewn 
with flowers the altars are embellished, often 
with priceless golden and silver ornaments, and 
the facades, brilliant with thousands of colored 
electric bulbs, combine with the garlanded il-
l\iminated streets to turn each village into a 
fairyland. In the shadow of the church, stalls 
and booths do a roaring trade in all kinds of 
sweetmeats - especially nougat, honey and almond 
cheese cakes, fruits, ieces, etc. On a raised 
platform nearby, the village band club, when not 
parading the street, plays operatic and other 
popular arias, while the world and his wife and 
all the children crowd the trafficless streets. 
Church bells clung with no attempt at rythm; 
rockets and roman candles go off in rapid suc
cession in all directions, the noise is almost 
as varied and as barbaric as at the Holy Fire m 
Jerusalem. During the pauses between the bangs 
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of the explosives and the splutterings of the 
pyrothecnical diversions, one is just able to 
catch the sound of the chanting of an ecclesiasti
cal procession, faintly audible reminder that the 
excuse for all this sound is a religious anni
versary. "7 

With the appearance of the secondary feast the feasts 

took a new character. The supporters of a particular saint 

usually boycotted all the activities sponsored by the other 

party including the solemn church celebrations. More often 

than not when a band club supporting one particular saint 

approached the premises of the rival club, insults were 

exchanged, and on occasion insults turned to fist-fights 

and the throwing of empty beer cans. These actions on the 

part of the partiti have put a lot of pressureon church 

authority. Those who belonged to the partiti that supported 

the titular saint had nothing to fear. They were the 

established partiti. They could negotiate with the chancery 

office from a strong position. Secondary partiti, on the 

other hand, opposed the church in matters of "feast" policy; 

yet they did not dare cancel their feast for fear that the 

church would accuse them of making trouble and suppress 

their feast, as it did to the feast of St. Michael at Zabbar 

The secondary partit's position in opposition to church 

policy have given the secondary parties a certain espirit de 

corps and unity of purpose that their rivals often lacked. 

This had made them better able to withstand the divisive 

effect of the political functions which has recently 

weakened many of their rivals. It has also generally 

: \ 
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resulted in the emergence of stronger leadership. 

Secondary partiti are often united around a single profes

sional class leader who can not only hold the partit together 

in the face of the attacks from its opponents, but can also 

argue intricate points of Canon Law with the monsignori at 

the Bishop's curia and, at times, with the Archbishop him

self. The secondary parties are not blessed with many pro

fessional class people, consequently, competition for the 

role of the leader does not occur so often, and there is no 

tenure of office.* 

By 1850, the British already have ruled over Malta for 

nearly half a century. During those years, the Maltese 

have enjoyed the happiness, security and prosperity enjoyed 

by other inhabitants of the British Empire. Malta also 

gained a new importance as a result of wars won by the 

British. Maitland (appointed Governor of Malta in 1813) 

tried to bring order out of chaos and provided a better life 

for the Maltese. Perhaps, the Maltese who have lived with 

hostility for centuries founded a bit difficult to live in 

a community with nothing or no one to hate. Nothing excit

ing was taking place, except for the annual feast, but this 

*This information com.es from my father's personal files,. He 
was involved with the Secondary party at Zurrieq and had to 
deal with the bishop's curia several times. Once he was 
asked by the bishop never to appear before him again. 

http://com.es
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did not seem enough. It is possible to surmise that the 

secondary paty caught the fancy and aroused the interest of 

some people. 

"In becoming preoccupied with the secondary party 
and stirred by its excitory character, some mem
bers of the community were ready to give up some 
of their ordinary self control and to let them
selves be dominated by the partit as being the 
exciting object they have been searching for. 
Further, this kind of experience, by arousing 
impulses and feelings, established a condition 
of tension; similar to the hate-tension of the 
past; which pressured some of the individuals of 
the community to action. Thus a large number of 
the villagers stimulated by the same exciting 
event, the partit, became disposed by that very 
fact to behave like a small organized group with
in the community."8 

The form and the structure of the secondary party are 

not traced to any body of culture or set of rules. The mem

bers of the secondary party focused their tension on an ob

jective, a new feast, in honor of another saint, besides the 

patron saint; and around that idea, organized a plan of 

action. The secondary partit presented and offered the 

village community an alternative for the development of a 

new kind of aggressive behavior in the direction of purposive 

social change. That the secondary partiti were organized to 

release some sort of inner tension of conduct can be proved 

by the fact that, when World War II broke out, the rivalry 

between the partiti lay doinnant, as all the people united to 

fight for survival. 

After World War II, the band clubs were reorganized 

once again. But the rivalry between the clubs never 
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regained the strength that it had previous to the war. This 

decline was brought about by many factors. During the war, 

many people from the three cities, and from the villages 

surrounding the Grand Harbour and Luqa Airfield sought re

fuge in other villages. This mixture of city people with 

village people has brought with it a change in attitudes, 

customs and beliefs. The city people loved the rivalry 

that existed in the villages, but they themselves were never 

exposed to it. Other factors responsible for the decline 

were brought about by the effects of emigration, improve

ment in local transportation and the increased activities 

of the political parties. With the breakdown of the in

fluence of both the titular and the secondary partiti, the 

village community found itself in a position to develop new 

forms of conduct and to establish new organizations along 

new and different lines. The band clubs became more and 

more political in nature. The natureof hostility was no 

longer derived from the number of electric bulbs and the 

amount of decorations to be used in the feasts, but rather 

from different political ideologies. The involvement of 

the band clubs in the national politics created a new set 

of conflicting loyalties that cut deeply across many older 

ones. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE LAST FEW BITTER MILES TO INDEPENDENCE 

1798-1887 

Up to the year 1798, Malta had to submit to a form of 

government founded on the theory of conquest and oppression. 

Most of the despot rulers inspired enough hatred among the 

Maltese population that the word "resistance" became 

synonymous with love of country. Resistance took many dif

ferent forms; revolution, simple refusal to acquiesce in the 

actions or demands of the ruling power. Many of the tyrants 

who included Malta among their precious possessions, have 

had their authority challenged and brought to shame; but 

the Maltese rebels were never able to set up an effective 

form of government without the help of foreign powers. The 

Maltese challenged or supported their rulers according to 

circumstances; they defended foreign power when they thought 

they could use it for their own good, and challenged it when 

they feared that they were being enslaved. For centuries 

the Maltese struggle appeared to be a "religious and a holy 

war", but actually the natives were fighting for power and 

influence. In 1565, the Maltese fought side by side with 

the Knights in the battle of the Cross against the Koran. 

They killed the enemies of the Holy Faith, proving themselves 

to be the chosen soldiers of Christ. The descendants of 

those who died in 1565 killed the French when they tried to 

61 
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rob their churches. A few months later, when they sent a 

letter to the king of England, the reason why they fought 

and died became obvious. "We affirm that we are the princi

pals in the war against the French...we are the conquerors. "•"• 

Britain not yet aware of the strategic importance of Malta, 

accepted to include Malta among its protectorates, and the 

fundamental policies were worked out. A treaty was signed 

and, one of the terms to which England had to submit, was 

the recognition of the importance of the Catholic Church in 

the life of the Maltese people and the need for unhampered 

authority for the bishop in matters of leadership dealing 

with religious matters and ecclesiastical affairs. 

"High tension and deep malaise pervade a mature 
society about to give birth to a new one. 
Anguished participants in the portended parturi
tion need neither be sympathetic nor hostile to 
what will emerge. The new will inevitably come." 

The Maltese who were expecting the birth of British rule 

were hoping for an offspring that would be both acknowledged 

and loved by the people. When in 1812, the British authori

ties decided to give Malta the form of a crown colony which 

was being worked out for newly conquered countries, the 

Maltese politicians were infuriated. The idea of crown 

colony was objected to on the grounds that Malta was never 

conquered by the British, and, that the British had no right 

to consider themselves superior to the Maltese, vzhen Malta 

had some form of government hundreds of years before England 

was born as a nation. 
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According to the British this colonial form of govern

ment was chosen, not with the idea of humiliating the 

people of Malta but because, practically, there was no one 

in Malta capable of either directing or participating in 

representative government. The Maltese, on the other hand, 

reminded the British that it was their able leaders who 

stopped the French and invited the British to rule Malta. 

As a result of the unhappiness caused by this matter a 

Royal Commission was sent to Malta to investigate the situa

tion. The Royal Commission added injury to insult by 

reporting that 

"the great majority of the people in Malta are 
illiterate, fanatic and superstitious and are 
singularly unfit to enjoy any part of political 
power. The small turbulent group clamoring for 
the rights are ignorant of their duties and 
jurisdiction of legislative body, and elections 
to such a representative body would be a source 
of continual tumult in the villages,"3 

The church was the first to accept the challenge of 

the British Royal Commission. An appeal was read from the 

pulpits urging the people to resist the oppressive powers 

of British rule. In essence the church was urging the 

people to civil disobedience and not to offer violent 

resistance. After all, the church wanted the Maltese to be 

law-abiding citizens, but not to the point of obeying laws 

harmful to them. The church wanted the politicians to 

fight for their rights, using every means available to them 

without having to be uncourteous to those who enforce the 

law or to try to embarrass the British. 
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The Maltese Politicians answered the British by a series 

of propaganda speeches throughout the island. Although no 

positive oppression was being practiced by the British of

ficers, yet the collective interests of the people of Malta 

were being managed for them by England. All the thinking 

that has relation to collective interests was done for them 

in the house of Parliament in London; and that the minds of 

the Maltese people were being formed for them by the Colon

ial Office. The politicians emphasized the fact that when 

the Maltese asked for British protection they did not in

tend to seek to obtain a change in government that would 

make them worse than before. Colonial Rule for Malta would 

mean that the people of Malta had actually been overrun by 

the British Naval forces, that the island had been conquered 

and reduced to domestic slavery. 

Because by now, the British had learned about the im

portance of the strategic position of Malta, they chose to 

ignore the demands of the politicians. But they also wanted 

to appease the people so as not to have a revolution on 

their hands. Governor Maitland promised the Maltese 

politicians that he would do everything in his power to pro

mote their happiness and the well being of the population. 

His first action, to prove his good will, was to invite a 

commission of British officials to make a study of the 

educational situation in Malta. As a result of the investi

gation some facts became obvious. First, it was discovered 
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that the schools were disorderly and the teaching ineffec

tive; second, that English was not yet an accepted language 

among the people. 

The proposals set forth called for positive action in 

the sphere of education (a) in correcting distorted think

ing and in improving personality adjustment within the 

existing patterns; and, (b) in teaching social values basic 

to democracy, implanting attitudes which would facilitate 

the adoption of the economic, political and social reforms 

which would aim towards the goal of mature personalities 

in a free society. Though the report was hailed by the 

Archbishop as laudible, the members of the clergy labeled 

the report as another insult to Catholic Malta. The clergy 

were in a position to do a lot of hainii through their connec

tion with education, all education being still in their 

hands. The priests objected to a system of education 

patterned on the same system that was being used in Great 

Britain, and with the help of the Maltese politicians 

fought this new British policy on the grounds of "placing 

the protestant religion above the Catholic Religion", 

Once again the British chose to ignore the power of 

the priests. In collaboration with the politicians, the 

priests started using religion as a weapon against the 

British action. Articles started appearing in the news

paper Organo del Partito anti-Reformista criticizing the 

British educational reforms. 
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"Slow and covert attempts of the English Govern
ment to introduce the Protestant religion and 
ban the Catholic Church and its faith has been 
remvigorated.. .We shall defend to the very ut
most the sacred deposit of faith left to us by 
St. Paul."4 ^ 

This was a definite attempt by the anti-Reformista Party 

and the clergy to stop the British from introducing English 

in the schools. The members of the clergy and some of the 

politicians considered the English language as a threat, 

possibly to religion, but moreso as a threat to them as 

educators. The educated people of Malta at the time were 

more familiar with Italian which was a second language for 

them and was also the language of the church in Malta. 

1887-1921 

In his essay. Property and Party, Hume states: 

"religious factions are factions of interest as 
they concern the clergy, whose power and good 
living depend on other people believing what 
they tell them..."5 

Hume's philosophy was well known to the British and they did 

not waste too much time in putting Hume's philosophy to 

work in Malta. Her Majesty's Government sent a special 

envoy to the Vatican on a special mission trying to find a 

solution for the religious problem in Malta. Agreement was 

reached between the Vatican and Her Majesty's Government, 

but when the agreement was made public in Malta, the priests 

became so furious that they vowed to get Britain out of 

Malta, This time the British had to give in the priests' 

power and in fact the agreement reached between Rome and 
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London was never put into effect. 

The religious question became very tricky. No one knew 

what it was all about, England was not telling and the church 

officials were not willing to jeopardize their position. 

The priests were left in the dark. Once again the clergy 

requested the help of the politicians, this time (1916) 

they chose one of the most outspoken politicans, Dr. Enrico 

Mizzi. He made several charges against Sir Lantrom Simmons 

who represented England with the Vatican, he accused the 

Vatican of being responsible for selling Malta to the devil. 

Immediately after these accusations the Archbishop, Maurus 

Caruana, took drastic action against Dr. Mizzi, by banning 

the sale of his party's paper and accused the politician 

of encroaching upon his ecclesiastical authority. 

At this particular time in the history of Malta, many 

of the politicians have been educated under a system with 

Italian overtones. Not a few believed in the Machiavellan 

philosophy that; 

"the purpose of all civil institutions of govern
ment, law and property, was to preserve man from 
the consequences of the evil in him; man needed 
to be restrained, to be saved from his own and 
other people's unbridled passions. To restrain 
him was the function of the temporal power. The 
function of the spiritual power, the church, was 
to bring God's word to him, offering him the 
sacraments and so putting him in the way of sal
vation. "6 

The Maltese politicians had to face the obvious; they knew 

that habits changed slowly. They did not try to deplore the 
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Maltese customs which gave to the bishops of Malta supreme 

authority. They did not deplore the fact that the church 

still held power over men. They were very aware of the 

many obstacles in the way of anyone who wanted to introduce 

great and sudden political changes. 

The religious question did not work for the politicians 

as a scapegoat for their dissatisfaction. They had to find 

topic for propaganda purposes which was more exciting than 

religion. An opportunity was offered them when the British 

decided to make English compulsory in all schools, from 

the Primary schools to the University. The British made such 

a move presuming that the young were very eager to learn 

English, even though they had no say so in political matters. 

They also hoped that the older generation would not be 

willing to bring a division between themselves and their 

children. The politicians, determined to incite the people 

for the cause of justice, voiced their objection to the 

English language in voilent speeches. Said Dr. Mizzi, 

"The Maltese will always use the Italian language, 
the language of mother nature, in spite of 
England's power, in spite of the rifles and the 
bayonets until they had not a drop of blood left 
in their veins."7 

The British, knowing that the people of Malta would 

submit without any question only to church authority, and 

realizing that the church in Malta was the one power strong 

enough to demand and obtain the obedience of the people, 

tried to work hand-in-hand with the authorities of the 

'X 
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church. As a result of the cooperation between church and 

state, a new form of government was developing. But the 

British, however, had to rely on the ability of the 

appointed governors to bring about peace and serenity to 

the people of Malta, 

Some of the governors of Malta had no training in 

diplomacy, as a result some of their decisions were a cause 

for embarrassment both to the people of Malta and to the 

British Government. One such governor granted permission to 

a Protestant minister to hold a meeting in the Royal Opera 

House. This was an unfortunate mistake, an action against 

the customs and the beliefs of the people. An action for 

which the politicians were hoping in order that they would 

be given a chance to blast the British. 

In their speeches, the politicians, accused the British 

of trying to undermine everything that was sacred to Maltese 

society. They urged the people to take action and put a 

stop to British power, lest they (the people) would have to 

suffer the consequences of evil and error. By error the 

politicians meant subjection to protestant beliefs. England 

was now caught in a vice, the suspicion of all things 

British on the part of the lower clergy was being deepened 

and widened, even though good feeling between church 

authority and the British Government was at a satisfactory 

level. 

In the last few months of the 1920's the bitterness 
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against the British rule was heightened. The climax was 

reached on the day of the second meeting of the National 

Assembly. Mobs of young men broke into the University 

buildings and destroyed books, furniture and equipment. 

Later they did a great deal of damage to the homes of the 

editor of the Chronicle and gutted a flour mill belonging 

to one of the leading millers. The police refused to 

intervene and the military, when called in, were met by a 

volley of stones and bottles. They responded by firing 

into the crowd, killing three young men. The troops were 

still in charge when the new Governor, Lord Plummer, arrived 

in Malta. Although he took stern measures to deal with the 

situation, he listened sympathetically to all responsible 
Q 

statements of grievances, and gradually restored order. 

1921-1933 

The letters patent of April 14, 1921, granted to 

Malta a constitution based on the idea of self government. 

The new Assembly was to be composed of two houses, the 

Senate and the Legislative Assembly. The Senate would con

sist of 17 members - eight special members and seven general. 

The eight members to be chosen from among the clergy, the 

nobility and the University graduates, the Chamber of Com

merce and the Trade Union Councils; the members of the clergy 

to be nominated by the Bishop. The General members were to 

be elected. For the purpose of election, Malta was divided 
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into two districts, one district electing four, the other, 

three. The supreme authority of this self government was 

invested in the Governor, who was subject to the British 

Government. The job of the council was to assist the 

governor in policy matters affecting the people and the 

island of Malta. 

The new parliamentary system gave birth to a few 

parties which were not in existence in Malta previous to 

1921. The first parties to appear were the following: 

The Unione Politica, under the leadership of Monsignor 

Panzavecchia, which proposed union with Italy as a natural 

result of Malta's geographical location. 

The Partito Nazionalista Democratico, under the leader

ship of Dr. Mizzi, which used the language question as its 

electoral program. The Society of Workers, led by Dr. 

Savona, which was considered to be anti-clerical in nature. 

The program based on class distinction was considered by 

the church to be dangerous for Malta as it would introduce 

class hatred. 

The Constitutional Party, led by Gerald Strickland, 

which preached closer union with Britain. 

The Labour Party, under the leadership of Dr. Boffa, 

V7hich was interested in bringing in Malta all kinds of social 

reforms, from better wages to free hospitalization. 

The electoral campaign of 1927, consisted of many heated 

debates. The Partito Nazionalista identified itself with 
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Italy and the Holy Roman Religion. This antagonized the 

workers as being a camouflage to shield the professionals 

and the clerical classes in order to keep control of Malta's 

affairs. The Mizzians on their part tried to persuade the 

people that Maltese was just an Arabic dialect. All kinds 

of abuses were hurled at each other by the members of the 

different parties. When the elections were over the Con

stitutionalists carried fifteen seats, the Labour Party 

three, the Nationalist party twelve and one seat went to 

an independent. Strickland and the leader of the Constitu

tionalists and the Prime Minister made many blunder while in 

office, and tried to cover his mistakes by accusing the 

clergy of interference. It did not take Lord Strickland 

too much time to declare war on the church. 

One of his biggest blunders took place on one of the 

major feast, the feast of St. Peter and Paul. On that day 

Strickland tried to move the police calvary into St, John 

Co-Cathedral to arrest the bishop. Immediately he was ex

communicated and so were all his followers and sympathizers, 

England had no choice except to intervene. Too many issues 

were not at stake. The Vatican upon request by the bishop, 

sent the Aposolic Delegate to investigate. After the in

vestigation, the Vatican informed London that, "there could 
9 

be no harmony in Malta as long as Strickland was m power." 

To make sure that Strickland would not be reelected to 

office a joint statement was issued by the Bishops of Malta 
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and Gozo in 1930: 

"You may not, without commiting a mortal sin, vote 
for Lord Strickland or any of his candidates, or 
for any party supporting him. For even stronger 
reasons you may not present yourselves as candi
dates in the electoral list of the Constitutional 
party. You are also deeply bound in conscience 
to take part in the forthcoming elections and 
vote for those persons who, by their attitude in 
the past, offered greater guarantee both for the 
religious welfare and for social welfare."10 

The bishops' action was condemned by the British, the 

Vatican was accused by England of not taking measures to 

prevent such a catastrophe. They abrogated the new consti

tution and once again appointed the Governor as the supreme 

and only authority in Malta. 

By 1932, peace was reestablished in Malta and the 

British once again restored self government for the people. 

It did not take too much time to count the ballots, in 

which 95.53% of the people had voted. This was a test for 

Lord Strickland who had apologized for all the confusion 

he had created previously, but his apology did not help. 

In this last election he suffered a terrible defeat from 

which the party never recovered. As a matter of history, 

the Constitutional Party never again won an election, not 

even after he died. Many years later the Constitutional 

Party tried many times under the leadership of Mabel 

Strickland, daughter of Lord Strickland, yet never did the 

party manage to elect more than one candidate. 

These were the years when Mussolini was building an 

Empire for Italy. Knowing that he had sympathizers among 
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the elected members of the Maltese Legislative assembly, 

he tried to keep a watchful eye on the tiny island of Malta. 

Italian propaganda was pouring in Malta, and pro-Italianism 

was spreading like wildfire. The Italian Government spon

sored cultural institutes for Malta, opened schools and 

Balilli clubs, a fascist organization for boys, and sponsored 

an exchange program between the local University and those 

of Italy. The British Government was still hesistant to 

face the Mussolini Government, but soon things got out of 

hand on the island of Malta. With a clergy and a government 

very pro-Italian, the British did not want to take any more 

chances. Once again they suspended the constitution, and 

assumed control of the local government. 

1933-1947 

World War II was not very far off. The British had no 

way of knowing which way the Maltese would go in case of 

hostilities. They tried to keep the feelings and the emo

tions of the Maltese under control and to conserve their 

political energy for future use. Precautionary measures 

were taken to keep the populace in line with British policy. 

Public meetings and assemblies were forbidden so that dis

order would not ensue. They also introduced a remarkable 

program of public welfare, health programs, agricultural, 

educational and even religious programs were given such a 

new vigor that the ordinary people did not care too much to 
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have any self-governments. The rumors about the war were 

getting stronger, and the people got more interested in 

prayers than in politics. In 1939, a new government run by 

the Governor, William Dobbie, was inaugurated. The National

ist Party boycotted the inauguration; the other parties 

attended under protest. In July of 1940, the rumors became 

a reality, and Malta was at war again. The British not 

trusting the pro-Italian politicians, had them arrested, and 

shipped them to Africa, One of the arrested members, Dr, 

Enrico Mizzi, was to become later a Prime Minister of Malta, 

in which capacity he died. He was given a hero's funeral, 

because the people of Malta had strong feelings, that no 

matter what or where the inclinations of any individual 

happens to be, no Maltese would every betray his country. 

During the war the politicians were forming new ideolo

gies, so that after the war was over, they would be ready 

to challenge British colonial rule. Not the M,L.P. were an 

exception because they were building a political structure 

that could overcome the economic failure that would result 

after the war. They wooed the General Workers Union and 

offered the Union their program as the only one with a 

national philosophy that could save Malta. Between the 

years 1944-47, the M.L.P. and the General Workers Union 

(G.W.U.) joined their forces. Their motto became a guide 

for the working class: "A better life materially and 

morally". 
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The parties that saw a threat in the union of the M.L.P, 

and the G,W,U., lambasted the two organizations as being 

Communist, Dr. P. Boffa, the leader of the M.L.P., took 

childish delight in the accusations, believing that such 

accusations could help his party rather than hurt it. Dr. 

Boffa was a sincere man, an able politician, and not a very 

fervent church goer. Many of the attacks against his 

political philosophy lacked proof. Though he was surrounded 

by people, they were very indifferent to the religion in 

which they were baptized, he knew from experience* that those 

who claim that they have the power to destroy religious 

belief in Malta, would merely be destroying themselves. 

1947-1950 

In 1947, the M.L.P. won the greatest victory in Maltese 

national elections. In the face of indirect opposition 

from the church, the Boffa Government won 24 seats out of 

fifty. The opposition consisting of Nationalists, Gozitans, 

Democrats, and the Jones party did not waste time in label

ing the new government as communistic. Dr. Boffa ignored 

all accusations and started working on the promises he made 

to the people, to bring reform in all areas of life. 

The M.L.P., under Boffa's leadership was doing fine, 

the people were happy, the church was satisfied, and 

*Dr. Boffa was one of those interdicted for supporting 
Strickland. 
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progress was taking its course. This seemed to be too good 

to be true, taking into consideration the fact that the 

M.L.P., reeked with the ambition of acquired power, a charge 

true only to a limited extent. Dom Mintoff, the minister of 

reconstruction in the Boffa Government, who was making a 

fortune rebuilding the war torn houses, took advantages of 

Boffa's anxiety to preserve party unity. Without consulta

tion with Dr. Boffa, the Prime Minister, he adopted a demand

ing attitude towards Britain, and this aggressiveness made 

him appear more capable and more energetic than his party's 

leader. 

Shrewdly, Mintoff started playing dirty politics. He 

courted accusations of communistic leanings so as to make 

himself the victim of persecution. He openly supported 

celebrations which were communistic in nature, such as 

attending May Day celebrations in which the red flag hymn 

was sung. He even gave an ultimatum to England without 

even having the courtesy of telling any of the M.L.P. mem

bers. The ultimatum read in part: 

"Before the end of August the British Government 
should consent to let Malta receive Marshall Aid. 
Failing to do so the people should decide to throw 
their lot with the United States or any other major 
power that offered economic aid in return for the 
use of the island, "H 

During the war years, the Maltese people have learned 

that British would not give up Malta. As a military post, 

a naval arsenal, a place of depot for British merchants. 
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Malta was essential to Britain. In fact, during the war, 

Malta played an important part for the Allied case. Many 

damaged shijps were being sent to Malta for repairs, and, 

because of the separate need for fast and efficient work, 

the Maltese tried their best not to let the Allies down. 

When it became quite clear that the time was opportune to 

put pressure on Britain for better wages and better living 

conditions, the G.W.U. was organized, at first having a very 

simple structure. Soon they started calling mass meetings 

which proved to be a success. The British immediately 

labeled the G.W.U. as a group of opportunists struggling for 

immediate and quick advantages. The G.W.U. answered with 

an ultimatum: "Either more money or work will stop". The 

war was still one, England had no choice except to surrender 

to the wishes of the Union. The workers were exilarated and 

gave their whole-hearted support to the leaders of the G.W.U. 

In four years the war was over, after the war things 

changed drastically. The cost of living kept rising, the 

morale of the people inspired by the war was lowered, a 

new breed of politicians was born. The new politicians 

have received their indoctrination during the violent war 

years, and as a result some of that violence rubbed on them. 

The new breed was impatient and could not sit at conference 

tables, waiting for Great Britain to make her decision. 

Strikes became routine methods of protest, and violence was 

to follow. 
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The times have changed, in the past, Britain had only 

the clergy to worry about and good diplomacy could keep the 

clergy in line. The politicians were not too much of a 

problem for England, who believed that the Maltese politician 

was of average ability, and found it easy to exaggerate his 

lack of freedom and therefore his inability to use his power 

as a politician. Now with the changing times they had the 

majority of the workers, who have tasted prosperity, and 

were not willing to go back to the "good old days". It did 

not take the British long to find out that the Maltese poli

tician was not just of average ability anymore. He too, 

became a professional, and that the people were looking up 

to him for help and guidance. 

1950-1955 

The fifties brought with them a change in the political 

situation. Politics became the game people played. Two 

strong parties emerged. The Nationalist Party (N.P.) and the 

Malta Labour Party (M.L.P,), The N.P, was under the leader

ship of Dr. George Borg Olivier, a man whose father and 

grandfather were involved in national politics. The M.L.P. 

was led by Dom Mintoff, the ex-cleric with political ambi

tions who took over the leadership from its architect and 

founder. Dr. Paul Boffa. Both parties felt that it was 

imperative to lead the nation towards a different kind of 

political system. 
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The N.P, evinced chiefly by aristocracy was in opposi

tion to being a part of a political system subject to the 

dictates of Britain, an opposition that was often shared by 

the common people and sometimes by other groups that were 

interested only in maintaining' their own limited local 

autonomy and their immediate economic interests. The M.L,P,'s 

attitude consisted of basic identification with the political 

philosophy of the imperial system combined with a willingness 

to fight for one's own interests not within the framework of 

the existing political ideology, but rather in a new politi

cal environment which would make Malta virtually a part of 

Britain in political matters. The N.P, was seeking Dominion 

Statues within the Commonwealth, the M,L,P, integration 

with England, 

One advantage that Britain had over the political tur

moil that developed in Malta, was the disagreement that 

existed between the political parties. Both parties were 

promising the Maltese people freedom and liberty from 

British oppression. The term "liberty" used by the parties 

was a 

"vague and metaphysical idea of liberty, which if 
taken as a basis of political power, it would tend 
pre-eminently to hamper the action of the mass on 
the individual. From this point of view it would 
be contrary to the development of civilization and 
to the organization of an ordered system which 
demands that parties should be firmly bound to 
the whole and dependent on it,"12 
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While the N.P, was working with Britain for a solution 

to the political problem, Mintoff was trying to establish 

himself as the only true leader and spokesman for the people 

of Malta. He attempted to show the people that he was the 

only politician actively working for the good of Malta, and 

that if he could get the backing of the people, Mintoff and 

the Maltese together would be able to present Britain with 

such demands that the British nation would have to give in 

to the people of Malta. In one of his speeches, he told 

his listeners, 

"The time has come when our party must not only 
preach the national gospel but also throw out 
martyrs as other nations have done. We must, if 
necessary, die for our ideas. Our fight is no 
longer an article to be written on a piece of 
paper, but it is an event which may have to be 
written in blood and punctuated with tears,"13 

Mintoff, the leader made the propositons, but the public 

ultimately made the dispositions. He had his ideas of how 

to deal with England and what to demand. The public was to 

decide if Mintoff should be permitted to do so or not. 

Great numbers listened to his impassioned speeches and many 

were emotionally tied to his idea of power, but twice the 

people refused to trust him with the office of Prime 

Minister, On both occasions, Mintoff blamed the church for 

his failure. This he did on purpose to keep alive in the 

minds of the people the mighty power that the church had in 

Malta, and to prove to the nation, that, the church would 

not hesitate to sacrifice a political leader if her interests 

were at stake. 
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1955-1958 

"The existence of social disorder, the ubiquity of 

internal conflicts, and the demise of sociopolitical sys

tems have long been recognized as constituting a basic facet 

ot any society." Social disorganization may become a 

starting point for change of the social order in a particu

lar community. The M.L.P. used the political social dis

organization to their advantage, and as a result, in 1955, 

they were elected to office. The people gave the M.L.P. 

twenty three seats in parliament, three more than they 

actually needed to have a majority. Soon after the election, 

the M.L.P. began a campaign to educate the people in the 

advantages that Malta would get, should the island be inte

grated with Britain. The N.P, and the Progressive Constitu

tional Party (P.C.P.) opposed the proposal. Even the church 

could not hold its silence any longer. The opposition of 

the church made shambles of Mintoff's plans for integration. 

Church leaders thought that the integration plan was 

preposterous. Integration with a Protestant country would 

never be agreeable to the church because of the temperament 

of the Maltese who as a nation are Catholic. Integration 

would introduce abuses not acceptable to a Catholic men

tality such as divorce. In its action the church knowingly, 

or not was following the ideas of Montesquieu. 

"All governments should tollerate religions firmly 
rooted within their borders, but should discourage 
new religions on the grounds that their adherents 
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are usually intollerant. It would be wront to use 
penal laws to force men to believe and accept 
the political rulers (M.L.P. leaders) decide they 
ought to accept,"15 

This time Mintoff took the matter to the Vatican. 

The Papal Secretary of State and the leader of the 

M.L.P., Dom Mintoff, exchanged secret correspondence on 

the agreement that the whole matter would be kept confiden

tial. Mintoff, ignoring the advice of the Vatican, broke 

his promise to the Papal Secretary of State and published 

some excerpts from the letters. Immediately the Vatican 

cut off all relations with Mintoff and his party. Having 

lost their last hope, the M,L,P, decided to test the 

strength of the church or what was left of it. The M.L,P. 

felt positive that by now the Labour supporters have been 

indoctrinated enough, and that the people would ignore the 

voice of their spiritual leaders. The M,L,P, undiplomati

cally pushed for a referendum trying to test the loyalty of 

the people to the M,L,P. They were helped in this bold 

move by the British Labour Party and also by unexpected 

support from other nations. The American Government in

directly helped Mintoff in his ambitious move. Previous 

to this turmoil, the American Government has shipped to 

Malta a large quantity of butter, corn and other foodstuffs. 

Mintoff distributed to the Maltese people the American 

food, two days before the referendum, free of charge. 
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The church opposed the referendum, and in a broadcast 

to the people of Malta, Archbishop Gonzi, accused the M.L.P 

of a breach of peace between the church and the state. The 

Archbishop added, that since he had no assurance or guaran

tees about the position of the church in Malta should inte

gration become the political system of the future, he could 

not in conscience approve or condemn the voting. The N.P. 

not only condemned the referendum, but asked its supporters 

to stay away from the polls. 

The results of the referendum were announced on the 

radio or as it is commonly called in Malta, the Rediffusion: 

In Favor of Integration 67,607 or 42,24% 
Against 20,177 or 13,20% 
Invalid votes 2,559 or 1,69% 
Abstained 62,480 or 40,87% 

The M,L,P, claimed victory, England decided differently. 

A total of 55.76% was not a clear and unmistakable majority. 

The reason behind the fiasco can be summerized in the 

following paragraph. 

"This referendum did not reveal the thoughts of 
the people, because the people were divided by 
inequality of fortunes into classes subordinate 
one to the other and voted through servility or 
through hate; at any rate the groups were re
strained by conflicting powers."16 

Mintoff's integration plans shelved for good, the 

M.L.P. was now in a position not only to wage war against 

the church but also against Britain. Previous to the slap 

in the face, Mintoff did not have any qualms against 

London. He did his doctoral work there, was encouraged by 
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the British to seek political office, married one of England's 

daughters, who later divorced him, but returned to him a 

year after he got elected Prime Minister of Malta in 1971. 

Having no other channels open, the M.L.P. resorted to 

violence. The M.L.P, considered both the Catholic Church 

and the British Nation as their enemies. They could not 

accept the fact that the people of Malta still listened 

to their spiritual leaders, Mintoff would not concede to 

the truth that his party had failed the test. His analysis 

of the fiasco was that conflicting ideas were at work and 

the only natural means to stop them had to be the offering 

of resistance, Mintoff called this resistance "political 

resistance", because in his opinion political resistance is 

opposition to and the use of some forces against the policy, 

laws, or practices of a political order and the men (church 

leaders and British politicians) who, in their public 

capacities, execute them. To a man such as Mintoff violence 

is as natural as propaganda speeches. The Christian Workers 

Party in their proposal to the Malta Independence Conference 

of 1963, described Mintoff in the following words, 

"Such a nation would find very willingly collab
orators in minority reactionary elements compactly 
organized and led with ruthlessness by some Maltese 
megalomaniac. We are deeply convinced that this 
minority will not feel any scruples at launching ^ 
•fratricidal strife to seize the reins of government," 

Many were the workers who loved Mintoff because they 

could identify with him, yet many of them would not trust 

him with the highest office of the country. During this 
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time, Mintoff was Prime Minister, not because he was elected, 

but because he forced Dr. Boffa out of office. He could not 

afford to call for general elections for fear that the 

people would not give his party a majority of votes, so he 

used his office as Prime Minister to force the people into 

making a choice. Everytime that things did not go his way, 

Mintoff threatened to resign. On April 24, 1958, Mintoff 

planned a show of strength for the benefit of the church and 

the British Government. 

Besides being Prime Minister, Dom Mintoff was also 

minister of Justice. He was responsible for the police and 

the land force in Malta. To make sure that his show of 

force would not be a fiasco, he instructed the chief of the 

Police, De Gray, not to interfere with any parades that the 

M.L.P. Youth Club was going to organize. The Chief of po

lice was also instructed not to take any action against the 

M.L.P. Youth Club if violence errupted. The chief of 

police refused to endanger the public security and informed 

the Prime Minister that he (De Gray) would ignore the Prime 

Minister's instruction and that anyone disobeying the law 

would be prosecuted. De Gray defended his actions on the 

assumption that no one, not even the M.L.P. Youth Club, had 

the right to revolt, or to support the dictates of an 

irrational Prime Minister, 

Mintoff, who never liked the idea of being stopped by 

anyone, was not going to be stopped by a man (De Gray) who 
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was made chief of police by Mintoff himself. He took his 

case to the people, in his broadcast, he demanded the 

resignation of the chief of police within twenty four hours, 

or else, he would tender his resignation as Prime Minister 

of Malta. The speech was intended to incite the people to 

action. The Governor, Robert Laycock, did not even wait 

for the twenty four hours to pass. Within an hour he 

accepted Mintoff's resignation. Laycock did not have the 

slightest inclination of letting Malta become another Cyprus. 

He even told the people that the reason he had to take such 

an action was not because he (Laycock) was against the 

Labour Party but because Mintoff, a good and able politician, 

was not able to maintain law and order in the face of a 

crises, 

1958-1961 

Anyone inclined to dismiss the power of the M.L.P. as 

just another phase in the Maltese political history would 

be making a big mistake. Soon after resigning from office 

the Labour Party lodged a war of harassment against the 

British. 

"Like Cypriots we stood facing the commandoes 
and the whole might of the British Government 
(none of this was true), we are now at the mercy 
of the Colonial Office who had closed its avenues 
of public expression. Our Leader, the beloved 
and saviour of Malta, Dom Mintoff, had been 
deprived of office so as not to be able to con
tinue his struggle for the poor and the under
privileged Maltese. We need a revolirfcion. We 
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need to learn how to hate everything that is 
British and start our own war."18 

This was not a war of words, but of action. In April 28, 

1958, the M.L.P. called a twenty four hour strike. In the 

course of the day a small Navy tugboat, two army trucks, 

four police stations and other things were set on fire. 

Rediffusion and telephone wires were cut, soldiers and 

police were stoned. The police took drastic measures 

against the hoodlums, most of whom were under twenty years 

of age. Some were arrested and jailed. This is exactly 

what the M.L.P. was hoping for. Now they could assure the 

people of what would happen to Malta should the champions of 

the workers disappear. 

"The country would fall under the heels of soldiers, 
their young men, their husbands or lovers would be 
thrown in prison, because with their bare hands 
they dared to make a stand against the police, and 
set fire to their stations,"^9 

1961-1962 

Both the Governor and the chief of police tried their 

best to offset Mintoff's propaganda. More than once they 

made statements defending their action telling the people 

of Malta 

"that it would be unfair to let dissidents go 
unpunished, because then the Maltese society 
would not be able to function if everyone dis
obeyed the law when they found things disadvan
tageous. If the government had to tollerate 
those few who refused to 'play the game' it 
would be allowing them to secure the benefits 
of everyone else's deference to law, without 
shouldering the burden."20 
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The Governor did not stop the court proceedings, but he did 

not let anyone go to jail. He was of the opinion that 

political martyrs would help the Labour Party cause. 

Not given the opportunity of martyrdom, the M,L,P, 

leaders changed their methods of incitement, September the 

8th is special day for Malta, Two victories are commem-

orated, the victory over the Turks and the surrender of Italy 

To the M.L.P,, September the eighth was not a glorious day 

but was changed into a day of mouring. On this day,the 

Leaders of the M,L,P, and their supporters organize pilgri

mages to the Addolorate centery where the three young men 

shot by the British in 1918 are buried. In front of the 

monument, each club of the M,L,P, lay wreaths with the in

scription: "Enslaved Malta pays homage". They do this to 

make sure that the Labour supporters will never forget their 

heroes and all the suffering they had to undergo for their 

mother land. 

In politics decisions are called for in conditions of 

uncertainty: when no rule can be found to guide action or 

when there are several possible rules and a choice to be 

made between them. The only course open to the Labour Party 

was to force the church into an open war. Mintoff was still 

Prime Minister when he deliberately removed from St. John 

Co-Cathedral some paintings and placed them in the museum, 

hoping that the Archbishop would apply the sanctions of 

Canon Law for stealing church property. The Archbishop 
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never did apply the excommunication but only protested 

vigorously. Later on, though, when the M.L,P, tried to 

interfere with the internal affairs of the church. Arch

bishop Gonzi declared the party interdicted once again and 

declared it a mortal sin to print, write, sell, buy, dis

tribute or even read any material published by the Labour 

Party. All confessors were instructed to refuse absolution 

to anyone disobeying the bishop's order. As a result of 

these sanctions, a few hard-headed Mintoffians have turned 

their backs on the church, but many more stopped supporting 

the Labour Party. 

These were days of confusion for many Maltese. Sunday 

after Sunday, they had to listen to the political advertise

ments telling them how the church was working hand-in-hand 

with the British to keep the Maltese in oppression, Sunday 

mornings when they went to church, they had to listen to 

long letters issued by the Archbishop or the Diocesan Curia 

condemning Mintoff and his irresponsible behavior. The 

attacks went on and on, and even in the families the pressure 

of politics could be felt. Husbands and wives were divided; 

children and their parents did not speak to each other to 

avoid heated political disagreements. The M.L.P, Youth 

Clubs and the Young Christian Workers clashed several times 

and on many occasions the police had to be called in. 

Matters were getting out of hand and people were getting 

tired of the whole political situation. It was not just the 
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M.L.P. who was to blame for all this, the N.P. was also 

guilty. The N.P. did not do anything to alleviate the 

situation. Actually they could not care less about the 

confusion because they knew that if and when an election 

would be called they would be the victors, the church was 

doing all the dirty work for them. 

The elections were held in 1962. Ninety-eight percent 

of the registered voters went to the polls. The results 

ended the battle for at least the next two years. The 

results: 

Nationalist Party 25 elected members 
Malta Labour Party 16 elected members 
Christian Workers Party 4 elected members 
Democratic National Party 4 elected members 
Progressive Constitutional 1 elected member 

The M,L.P. lost the election, as usual the church was 

blamed but Dr. Borg Olivier, the Nationalist Prime Minister 

insisted that 

"the victory was not a church victory, but a 
Nationalist Party victory, which, although it 
provided the church with a great success, has 
vindicated his party's policy for independence 
within the Commonwealth,"21 

1962-1963 

The Labour Party lost its battle and many of its 

supporters with it. Many people turned against Mintoff, 

Even the British Government tried to restrict some of the 

activities of the M,L,P. His own friends, in the British 

House of Commons, considered all of Mintoff's allegations 

with regards to the election procedure to be unfounded and 

\ 
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not supported by sufficient evidence to justify an investi

gate. 

Since the N.P. was elected on the promises they made 

to the people, a few days after they were sworn in, they 

started discussions with the British Government on the 

matter of independence. Mr. Sandys, the representative of 

Britain, summed up the attitude of the British Government 

in the following terms: 

''We, in England, have no desire to hustle Malta 
into independence or to lay our obligations so 
long as you need us. On the other hand, once 
you are ready and willing to take over full 
management of your own affairs, we have no wish 
to hold you back."22 

The political parties involved expressed their own opinions 

in the following terms: 

The Nationalist Party envisaged Malta as a monarchy 

within the family of nations of the Commonwealth. 

The Malta Labour Party wanted a government without 

church interference backed financially by Britain in com

pensation for the 160 years that Britain occupied Malta. 

The Christian Workers' Party were against independence 

for fear that some megalomaniac would sell Malta to some 

unfriendly nation. 

The Democratic Nationalist Party opposed independence 

on the grounds that it was not the people but the politi

cians who v/ere asking for it. The Constitutional Party, 

which was very pro British, requested dominion status. 
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A referendum was held to make sure of the desires of 

the Maltese people. There were 162,743 registered voters in 

Malta at the time, when the final tabulations were counted 

the people expressed themselves this way: 

Voting in favor of independence 65,741 
Voting against 54,919 
Blank or spoiled 9,016 
Failing to take part 33.094 

The London Times in a lengthy article tried to prove that 

60% did not show a clear sign that the Maltese people wanted 

independence. The Malta Times called the referendum a 

negative answer to the politicians who were striving for 

independence. The British Parliament, which considered 

Malta too expensive since it was not essential as a military 

base anymore, decided to grant independence to Malta, The 

road to independence which started in 218 B,C, became a 

reality in September of 1964, Malta became an independent 

nation. 

For hundreds of years Malta has been crying "Freedom", 

Freedom was now a reality, but was that all, that Malta 

was asking for? Church leaders, political leaders and all 

other leaders have been urging the people to understand 

that gaining freedom was not enough. They had to prove to 

the world that they deserved the freedom granted them. 

Malta had to face one more crises-survival. Survival could 

not be achieved by gaining freedom from another country, but 

by a people willing and able to work in cooperation with 
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other nations to the requirements of peace, justice and the 

common welfare, and a community capable of assuring equal 

opportunity under law in a world community of United 

Nations. 

\ 
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CONCLUSION 

This study has been concerned with Malta's bitter 

struggle for independence. It has looked at a society in 

which the individual and the church as two entities con

fronting each other, in a nation, which lacked any form of 

civil government, the church represented the people before 

secular authority. Because of the involvement of the church 

in all matters both civil and religious, one gets the 

erroneous impression of masses of Maltese, surrendering to 

the controlling church authorities, constantly driven to 

obedience by fear of what may happen to them otherwise. 

In spite of the bitter conflicts that existed and still 

exist between church and state, for most of the Maltese 

people the yoke of church power seems easy to bear. The 

Maltese people are a unified people with an ancient civiliza

tion, a people with strong national feelings and a deep 

sense of attachment to freedom, but they are also a people 

deeply in love with their religion. They are a peace-

loving people and willing to obey rules, God's and his 

church. They want to play the part that the church has 

assigned to them. The church in Malta, not only determines 

what people do but also what they are. 

It can be deduced from what has been written that in 

Malta, it was the church which bestowed identity to indi

viduals, sustained it and socially transformed it, 
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Identity was not something that came to individuals auto

matically, but it was bestowed by the church in acts of 

social recognition. The cases of radical withdrawal of 

recognition by the church can tell much about the social 

character of identity in Malta. The cases of Mizzi, Lord 

Strickland and Mintoff who lost the church's favor and 

its support prove this point. 

Though the church plays such an important role in the 

lives of the Maltese, the inhabitants of Malta are located 

in a society not in space but in time. Maltese society, 

like any other society, is a historical entity that extends 

temporally beyond any individual biography. People who 

lived in the past, were but episodes in society's majestic 

march through time, but they left behind them a love for 

freedom so great, that the present generation had no other 

choice except to follow in the footsteps of their forefather, 

For anyone to understand the enormous driving power of 

the Maltese, it must be remembered that the island had just 

recovered from a long period of tyrannical power and a war 

that nearly destroyed it from the face of the earth. Malta 

today is an independent nation. It is small, unwarlike, 

unarmed and undefended, but because of the courage of its 

people it will never be prey to any unscrupulous nation 

eager to attain it as a commercial or military foothold in 

the Mediterranean. 
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What of the future? Will the politicians find it hard 

to build an economy which for many years has been unfor

tunately shattered? Will some party ever sell Malta to the 

highest bidder? Not as long as the church will continue to 

be one of the central actors in the drama of Maltese village 

politics. This fear existed when Mintoff in 1971 was 

elected Prime Minister. For many world politicians it was 

just a matter of time and Malta would become the "Cuba of 

the Mediterranean". Most of these politicians were building 

their arguments on unfounded fears. The Labour Party agreed 

to independence on the grounds that the new constitution 

would avoid the setting up of dictatorship in Malta and 

that freedom of conscience would be guaranteed to all in 

the light of the most modern teachings, especially on the 

teachings of the Late Pope (Pope John XXIII), 

For better or for worse, the island fortress has to 

move with the times. In a world where her strategic posi

tion can no longer earn her keep, Malta must prosper or 

perish by her own efforts. Malta has to keep marching on, 

as one of the many nations that form the big brotherhood 

of the United Nations. In the past, Malta has shown itself 

capable of accomplishing the impossible. It stopped the 

Turks and thus saved European Christiandom, later it turned 

back the mighty Axis powers for which, Malta was awarded 

the George Cross. Again with the same help from almighty 

God and with zeal inspired by its independence, it can 
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overcome the obstacles in its path and develop an economy 

which will insure maintenance of a way of life expressing 

its heritage of religious ideals. 

For this purpose every child prays daily when, at the 

beginning of the day, he sings the National Anthem: 

Keep watch, Oh Lord, as thou hast watched forever. 
O'er this sweet motherland whose name we bear. 
Arrayed by you in beauty most fair: 
Grant to her rulers wisdom, just endeavour. 
To master-man, to worker health's increase. 
Give to Malta truest unity and peace. 
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