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I think, the Maltese are European, and the Maltese are Arab!
Mmh.
And they are perfectly normal people!
Mmh.
Eh, they have the hospitality and the warmth of the Arab people.
The language is Arabic. - Ehm, - they=e::h are religious people as
well. On the other hand, e::h, they can be very:::: European, in
their ways. And sometimes they are very European indeed!

Interview with a Maltese and a Libyan (1997)

The European Union (EU) is a paradoxical project. On the one
hand, a European identity is supposed to overcome nationalisms and to
ensure solidarity among the members; on the other hand, as in any
This essay was written after completing six months of fieldwork in Malta between
1992 and 1997. A number of people have provided comments, suggestions and all
kinds of support, for which I am very grateful. Most of all, I am indebted to Prof.
Bernhard Giesen. However, I would also like to acknowledge Dr. Bastiaan
van Apeldoorn, Sabine Appt, Ahmed Bashir, Prof. Jorg R. Bergmann, Dr. Anita
Bestler, Prof. Jeremy Boissevain, Ray Debono Roberts, Wac I Dokhan, Prof. Klaus
Eder, Dawn Lyon, Prof. Michael MUlIer, Patrizia Nanz, Dr. Niraj Nathwani,
Mariella Prosperi, Prof. Helga Reimann, Prof. Horst Reimanni', Prof. Wolfgang
Ludwig Schneider, Lillian Sciberras, Prof Bo Strath, Prof. Arpad Szakolczai, Prof.
Hayden White, and Dr. Mette Z¢lner for their help. A special word of gratitude is
due to Prof. Reinhart Koselleck, who encouraged me to reconstruct the Maltese
foundation myth in a constructivist style. Finally, I wish to thank 'my' family in the
Thrce Cities, with whom I stayed for most of the time that I was in Malta.
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construction of collective identity, a definition of the Other(s) is
required. The authors of this volume clearly demonstrate this
mirroring. The inclusion of European "insiders" implies the exclusion,
by whatever criteria, of non-European or not-yet-European "outsiders".
Thus, humanistic ideals such as equality, freedom and pluralism have
come into contlict with the need to exclude. All this has been seen and
discussed, of course, and a solution does not seem to be in sight. The
present chapter plays on this general theme by emphasising the need to
accept ambivalences and paradoxes as a fundamental condition of
social life, rather than being a nuisance to be ordered awayl. The case
study of Malta suggests that politicians and intellectuals, far from
being avant-garde, may actually be behind actors in everyday lite3 ,
when it comes to coping with paradox. While political and economic
exigencies are likely to force Maltese otlicials into a choice between
Europe and the Arab world, Maltese people may happily embrace the
option of being both European and non-European in daily life. As long
as the social sciences comply with intellectual and political efforts to
construct coherence and order by classifying the social world into
categories, they will face the challenges of logocentrism. Yet, a
critique of Western metaphysics should not mean the end of science
and reason altogether. The following inquiry proposes to develop a
social science which takes "ordinary" actors that is all of us - and
their practical solutions to flux and paradox more seriously. Politicians,
intel1ectuals and scientists may be inspired by such expertise in how to
deal with ambivalence without being afraid.

Prelude: Malta "betwixt and between"?
Maltese relations with Europe have been ambivalent since independence in 1964. After centuries of having served as a fortress-colony
of Christian/European powers, it turned away from Western Europe
and the United Kingdom in the 1970s. The Malta Labour Party government under Dom Mintoff strengthened links with the Arab world
instead, in particular with Libya. Malta wanted to overcome its
colonial past by becoming a respected independent and neutral island
in the Mediterranean. After 1987, however, the Nationalist Party
Evidently, I follow the work of Max Weber here and. more recently, Zygmunt
Bauman; Bauman. 1991. Note that Neil Smelser defends ambivalence against
rational choice in his 1997 Presidential Address (ASA); Smelser, 1998.
Berger & Luckmann, 1991, pp. 33-61.
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government under Eddie Fenech Adami reversed Mintoff's antiEuropean policies and applied for full EU membership. Once more, it
was argued that Malta wanted to overcome its colonial past, this time
by becoming a respected equal and sovereign nation in Europe. In
1~96, the Malta Labour Party was re-elected and immediately
WIthdrew the EU application, again favouring a Mediterranean policy
of neutrality, only for the Nationalist Party to regain power two years
later in September 1998 and reactivate the application. The public
debates in Malta on the issue of the EU, besides economic and security
considerations, draw heavily on history and collective memory. The
Maltese people thereby seem to be trapped in black-and-white
depiction. The Malta Labour Party, pointing to Malta's Arab roots.
claims that EU membership would mean going back to "another for~
of colonialism"; the Nationalist Party, stressing Malta's Christian
roots, argues that the Maltese merit EU membership, as their ancestors
once "defended Europe against Islam". In order to make sense of this
game, we might first discuss the conditions, uses and effects of
foundation myths and their relationship to reality whatever that is _
in more general terms.

Problematising and Theorising Foundation Myths
The strict separation between myth and fiction on one side, and
history and reality on the other, has been problematised4 • For two
reasons it no longer seems to be possible to distinguish clearly myth
and reality. Firstly, in any myth there may always be an element of
reality, be it only the social actors' belief in the mvth and the
consequences of their actions on the basis of this belief;. S;condly, and
conversely, it has been argued that there is not one historical truth, but
4

Arguably, this is the widely shared understanding of recent scientific debates on
memories and myths and their role in constructing community and collective
identity. Cf. Strilth, 2000e.
The theoretical background to this argument is pragmatism and its critique of
representational theories of truth (e.g. Charles S. Peirce, William James, George
H. Mead) and ~henomenology (e.g. Edmund Husserl). As. for example, Mary
Douglas has pomted out: "Phenomenology, as I understand it, is concerned with
what it is we believe we know about reality and with how we come to believe it."
Similarly, Clifford Geertz aims at a "scientific phenomenoloay of culture". The
implications for sociology were developed by Georg Simmel. Max Weber and
Alfred Schutz. leading to symbolic interactionism's famous catch-phrase: "If
people define situations as real, they are real in their consequences." Douglas,
1975. p. 233; Geertz, 1993 [1973]. p. 364; Thomas, & Thomas, 1928, p. 572.
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that any attempt to represent the past will always entail an element of
myth and narrative(i. Thus, it appears to be more appropriate to allow
historical facts to be both invented and real, true and narrated,
contested and defended. Yet, to do so, with all that this implies, is not
unproblematic within the framework of Western common sense, with
its scientific ideal unable to accept the idea that something is and is not
at the same time 7 • However, if we agree with the critiques of realist
historical writers, this taken for granted style of thought, I would
argue, should to some extent be overcome. Consequently, this analysis
begins with the anti anti-relativistic premise R that history is not seen as
either invented or real, but that myth and reality are intertwined in a
complex manner, and that several perspectives on the past exist
simultaneously. In brief, I assume that there is never just one historical
truth to be found, but that the past has the potential to be believed,
narrated and distorted 9 •
Such an approach is, of course, merely the starting point for
subsequent issues that are raised for scientific analysis. Moreover, we
are quite right in our puzzlement. As much as we might appreciate the
critiques of metanarratives and objectivist attempts to represent history
wie es eigentlich gewesen, as Ranke says, we tend to hesitate in
subscribing to their most radical implications. Should we now fall into
the subjectivist trap and conclude that all historiographies, narratives
and myths are equally true? Most of us shy away from accepting this
Without going into detail, references are made to the "linguistic turn" in philosophy
(based on the later work of Ludwig Wittgenstein), the "interpretive turn" in the
social sciences - e.g. Geertz, 1993 [1973], pp. 3-30; Rabinow & Sullivan, 1987,the work of Peter Burke, Reinhart Koselleck, Quentin Skinner, and Hayden White
in the historical sciences, and various post-modern critiques; see, for instance,
Conrad & Kessel, 1994.
Western logic, following Aristotle's famous "principle of non-contradiction", does
not allow a sentence like "A is and A is not"; one could argue, however, that this
prevents historians from allowing that historical facts both are and are not, and
might explain the constant tendency to try to find out how it really was.
Geertz, 1984.
This understanding of myth is obviously close to Claude Levi-Strauss' definition of
the "mythomotoeur"; see Assmann, 1992, p. 78. Myths are seen as condensed ideas
about something which social actors believe to have really happened. Sometimes,
however, the reality status of the facts is questioned by outsiders or group members
themselves, which may lead to strong reactions on the part of those who believe the
myth. Phrased negatively, I do not restrict myths to fiction or invention: neither to
something like legend, fairy tale, saga, and so on, nor to the classical understanding
of creation myths, ritual myths, or Greek or Nordic myths.
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and insist on attempting to describe at least some piece of reality, as
only a few would agree to being located alongside novelists or priests.
Therefore, it is still valid to deliberate upon the question about how we
are to work scientifically under the condition that we allow for
paradox, i.e. that historical facts can be constructed and true at the
same time'o. Far from claiming to present the only possible answer to
this, I try in this chapter to follow the recent efforts to circumvent the
Cartesian subject/object divide which, up to some decades ago,
dominated Western science. I do so within the framework of my
current research on myths and memories and their role in producing
and maintaining symbolic boundaries, suggesting the construction of
an interpretive analysis around three major concepts: collective
memory and memory practices, collective identity and boundary
practices, and historical facts and truth practices II.
Bearing in mind what I have said thus far, the nexus between
foundation myths, historical truths and collective identities can be
tackled by addressing two questions. Firstly, in which contexts do the
myths become relevant, for instance in constructing community?
Secondly, under which conditions do the social actors believe in the
10

It is interesting to note that similar issues are discussed in anthropology and in the
social sciences in general. Firstly, we have the debates on Western versus nonWestern forms of rationality; see, for example, the debate between Ernest Gellner
and Peter Winch in Wilson, 1970; Hollis & Lukes, 1982; Geertz, 1984; Rabinow &
Sullivan, 1987 [1979]; and the collection of readings in Kippenberg & Luchesi,
1995 [1978]. Secondly, there is the interesting debate between Marshall Sahlins and
Gananath Obeyesekere on Captain James Cook, his death in Hawaii, and the
rationality or irrationality of the Hawaiians. Thirdly, there are the debates on
"writing culture", initiated by Geertz, 1983, pp. 19-35, and carried further by James
Clifford and others; see, for instance, Clifford & Marcus, 1986, and the readings in
Berg & Fuchs, 1993. As far as I know, no study exists which would systematically
compare these discussions with the ones in the historical sciences; both, after all,
deal with some sort of crisis in representing the reality, be it another time or another
"tribe".

I'

My argument would perhaps be somewhat different if I was interested, for instance,
in 16th century trading figures or the like, although even these are not simply given,
but have to be interpreted. On collective memory, see Halbwachs, J 950; Le Goff,
1977; Shils, 1981; Assmann & Holscher, 1988; Burke, 1989, pp. 97-113; Assmann
& Harth, 1991; Gillis, 1994; and Borchmeyer, 1996. On collective identity, see
Giesen, 1991 b; Lash & Friedman, 1992; Berding, 1994; Eisenstadt & Giesen, 1995;
Berding, 1996; Hall, & Du Gay, 1996; Sorensen & Strath, 1997 and Giesen, J 998.
On practice theory in anthropology, sociology and history, see the helpful overview
by Ortner, 1984; more specifically on memory practices, see the stimulating study
by Connerton, 1989.
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historical truth of the myth, and under which conditions do they
question it?12 The first question acknowledges that, even if a
foundation myth of a community exists, and even if it is known to
most, one cannot a priori assume its relevance in guiding people's
actions or creating national feelings. Thus, instead of taking for
granted the importance of a myth per se, we first have to analyse the
conditions under which it might acquire significance for the actors 13.
The second question implies that, as knowledge is locally produced
and socially transmitted, the inquiry needs to be contextual. Hence, if
the problem no longer is whether or not the myth corresponds to the
truth, we can ask under which conditions the social actors - including
scientists - believe this to be the case or not. Sociological theories in
the tradition of Simmel and Schlitz suggest that such constructions of
belief or doubt are always the common product of actors and
audiences, whereby the latter are able either to accept or refute the
actors' claim to truth, for instance intellectuals and their readers, or

elites and masses l4 • Hence, this approach, by being strictly intersubjective, tries to avoid the shortcomings of traditional subjective
hermeneutics 15.
The main theoretical argument of this paper can be summarised as
follows. I assume heuristically that the past is neither invented nor true
as such, but that it is factualised into "myths", "historical truths",
"narratives", "objects of inquiry", "inventions", "political arguments",
or whatever, and is thus the effect of people's shared beliefs and
interactions in specific contexts. Social scientists limit themselves to
reconstructing actors' own constructions of the past l6 • Even if we are
no longer interested in whether or how events around imagined
foundation myths really happened, we may still claim to work
scientifically by giving a thick description 17 of instances in which
people remember or forget them, believe or challenge them, or use
14

12 It would require a study of its own to trace this way of problematising, therefore I
limit myself to the following references: the approach of Peter Berger and Thomas
Luckmann to the social construction of reality, mainly based on the phenomenological sociology of Alfred Schlitz, expresses clearly the turn of perspective
which also characterises my argument. The authors suggest that, instead of
analysing what is real, "the sociology of knowledge must concern itself with
whatever passes for 'knowledge' in a society, regardless of the ultimate validity or
invalidity (by whatever criteria) of such 'knowledge"'; Berger & Luckmann, 1991,
p. IS. A similar idea is put forward by Erving Goffman in his study on frame
analysis, when referring to William James and Alfred Schlitz: "Instead of asking
what reality is, [William James] gave matters a subversive phenomenological twist,
italicising the following question: Under what circumstances do we think things are
real? The important thing about reality, he implied, is our sense of its realness in
contrast to our feeling that some things lack this quality. One can then ask under
what conditions such a feeling is generated, and this question speaks to a small,
manageable problem having to do with the camera and not what it is the camera
takes pictures of'; Goffman, 1974, p. 2. Likewise, Mary Douglas proposes that
"[w]e should be concerned to know how beliefs arise and how they gain support";
Douglas, 1975, p. 230. Finally, Michel Foucault suggests seeing "historically how
effects of truth are produced within discourses which in themselves are neither true
nor false"; see Rabinow, 1984, p. 60.
13

At present, the myth of the French Revolution is certainly more relevant to the
French nation than is, for example, the Battle of the Teutoburger Wald to the
German nation. The power of myths, however, lies in their "sleeping" quality, as
becomes apparent in the war in Kosovo, when Serbians fight against Muslims to
remedy the "traumatic defeat" their ancestors suffered against the Turks in 1389 in
the Battle of the Blackbirdfield. Cf. Kaschuba, 2000.

234

The audience could, in principle. endlessly question, disagree with, or develop
further any truth-claim; see Goffman, 1974; Garfinkel, 1984. Note, however, that
the acceptance of the claim by the audience is not only essential, but also sufficient,
for the feeling of "reality"; it is decisive that doubt is switched off at some point,
albeit just temporarily. It goes without saying that, more often than not, symbolic
power is involved in these processes, as we have learned, for instance, from Pierre
Bourdieu and Michel Foucault.

15 Apart from not knowing what really happened, we will - unfortunately or not - also
never know what another person really thinks or means. Subjective hermeneutics
(e.g. Friedrich Schleiermacher, Wilhelm Dilthey) has therefore been criticised by
intersubjective "objective" hermeneutics (e.g. Hans-Georg Gadamer) for its attempt
to understand emphatically an actor's/author's private thoughts. Instead, it suggests
uncoupling meaning, the object of analysis, from the actor's intention and
connecting it to the observer'slreader's perspective. Thus, still insisting on the
unavoidability of interpretation in both life and science, social reality and meaning
are seen as the outcome of communication between sender and receiver; see
Habermas, 1981; Oevermann, 1993; Schneider, 1994 and Luhmann, 1997. In this
sense, we may also understand Clifford Geertz's point that thinking is a public
activity, consisting of a traffic in symbols; Geertz, 1993 [1973J, pp.360-364.
Quentin Skinner follows a similar approach of dialogical hermeneutics, interpreting
political texts as responding to previous political texts, considering to a lesser
extent, however, the audiences for whom the texts are written; sec Tully, 1988.
16

17

Referring to Alfred N. Whitehead, William James, John Dewey, Henri Bergson,
and Edmund Husser1, Alfred Schutz distinguishes explicitly social aclors' firstorder constructs and social scientists' second-order constructs, ideally based upon
the first ones, arguing that all facts are interpreted facts. both for common sense
and for scientific thinking. Schlitz, 1962, pp. 3-7; see also Soeffner, 1989, pp. 7-50.
Geertz, 1993 [1973]. (The chapter "Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive
Theory of Culture").
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them to legitimise or to criticise col1ective identity and social order.
One has to concede, of course, that even such a reconstructive analysis
is unable to represent reality as such, as our acts of writing will always
construct reality (see Erik Tangerstad's reflections in this book).
Therefore, if we are, for example, interested in how the myth of the
Battle of Hastings has been used in 20th century politics, for instance
in the Suez crisis, we would not only have to refrain from analysing
the events of 1066, but we would also be unable to describe how it
really was in 1956. However, aware of the fact that it is doomed to fail,
I remain convinced that to give up even this in this sense positivist attempt demarcates the point where we start to blur the boundary
lR
between scientific narration and other forms of narration •
Before proceeding to the empirical analysis of some memory,
boundary and truth practices in the context of Malta, I suggest a
theoretical model which - if only implicitly structures this inquiry.
Social scientists, i.e. ethnographers, historians, or sociologists, can
make sense of social actors' constructions of time, identity and reality
by maintaining three analytical realms or levels at a distance from one
another 1'):

lR

19

In addition, there are more arguments which suggest the validity of at least
attempting to find out how it really was. We may still claim to be exclusively
necessarily - from a 20thinterested in medieval history itself, even if
21 st century perspective. Likewise, we might aim at the historical truth when
finding the guilty party in a murder trial or when having to deal with war crimes,
when sitting on a commission to rewrite school textbooks in order to come to terms
with the past or when mediating between people who were once at war with each
other.
This non-reductionist model, going beyond the Cartesian subject/object divide by
considering culture, i.e. "objective" or intersubjective mind, as a third analytical
level of its own, has a number of reference points. For instance, Georg Simmers
distinction between "objektives Sein", "subjektives Denken", and "ideelle Inhalte",
or Karl Popper's world I (the physical world), world 2 (the subjective mind), and
world 3 (the objective mind); Simmel, 1989 [1910]; Popper, ]973. A number of
scholars in symbolic anthropology and cultural sociology also used this distinction.
See, for instance. Clifford Geertz's social system, personality system and cultural
system; Wendy Griswold's "cultural diamond": social world, cultural
creators/receivers, and cultural objects; Shmuel Eisenstadt's social structure,
agency and culture; and, finally, Bernhard Giesen's distinction between situations,
processes and codes. Geertz, "Ritual and Social Change: A Javanese Example",
1993 [1973], pp. 142-146; Griswold, 1994, pp. 1-17; Eisenstadt, 1995, pp. 1-40;
Giesen. 1998.
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Analytical model.tor the analYSIS of the construction ofidentilY. time and reality

The first level consists of the various contexts of social interaction.
i.e. events, conditions and constraints under which people interact. Th~
second level comprises communicative practices, i.e. the "doings" and
order-producing activities 20, whereby certain historical facts are held to
be relevant and remembered as truth, others are forgotten or
downplayed as invention, and collective identities and boundaries are
constructed. The third level is the realm of cultural codes and symbols,
made up of the potential myths and memories, similarities and
differences, and beliefs and doubts themselves. Hence, the model
considers three analytical dimensions - culture, communication and
identity, time and
context21 - and three interpretive dimensions
reality - under which the contexts of social interaction can be seen.
It is important to stress two points. Firstly, the various levels do not
?enote.o: refer to things "out there", but, just as a prism refracts light
mto dIfferent rays, they heuristically split an all-encompassin a ,
eme:gent social reality into its constituent parts22. Secondly, the arro~
leadmg from culture back to context hints at the dynamic and reflexive
quality of social life: social interaction is both enabled and constricted
20

Garfinkel. 1984.

21

In contrast. Anthony Giddens' structuration theory, a similar attempt to overcome
the subject/object divide, considers only two levels, structure and agency. This,
however, does not allow the distinction to be drawn between cultural structures
(e.g. ideas, symbols, beliefs) and natural structures (e.g. the famous stone falling on
my head or the need to eat and drink), which both independently influence agency
and cannot be reduced to either dimension. For example, we have to eat when
hungry, as the mere imagination of a dish does not satisfy us; on the other hand, we
~end to ~at .together, not on our own, as we might want to ritually reproduce the
mtersubJectIvely shared idea of "our family", which obviously cannot be reduced to
blood ties only. Giddens, 1984.
I adopt this illustrative metaphor from Jorg R. Bergmann, who adopted it from
Georg C. Lichtenberg.

22

,f-
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by cultural codes and symbols, which, in turn, a:e reproduced .by b.eing
adhered to and used 23 • Such a model allows for the analysIs of the
question at the core of this inquiry, i.e. ,how certa~n memories ~nd
myths are used in order to construct certam boundarIes, and collectIve
identities as real, self-evident, or sacred. I thereby follow S~mllel
Eisenstadt and Bernhard Giesen 2\ who, first of all, refer to Emi Ie
Durkheim's conception of conscience collective and Max Weber's
notion of Gemeinschajtsglauben as the classical paradigms of
collective identity, and, secondly, argue that "like religion, collective
identity can also fulfil its 'function' only if the, social proce~ses
constructing it are kept latent", Social actors, therefore, usually reject
any attempt to question collective identity or to lift the ~eil of laten~y
by pointing to its naturalness, sacredness, or self-evIdence. It 15,
however, the task of sociological analysis "to reconstruct the process
by which latency is achieved and by which the fragile social order is
considered to be the self-evident order of things,,21.

Case Study of the Maltese Foundation Myth
It is now time to put into practice what has just been developed
theoretically. We should bear in mind that case studies are not simply
"out there" to be discovered or analysed, but are to a great extent
constructed by the social scientist. The selection of an individual case
is therefore the first act of remembering some part of history from an
infinitely complex pase 6 • This chapter chooses to study the "career" of
23

As, for instance, the grammar of a language is "unconsciously" reproduced through
its use in speech acts. Note that the possible is an important part of t1~e
intersubjectively shared cultural reality. As social actors tend to. ada~t theIr
utterances to their respective audiences ("recipient design"), they try to Imagme and
foresee the receivers' reactions or attempts to deceive, in order to construct in
advance possible responses to these, and so on (as in chess); see Bateson, 1972;
Goffman, 1974; Soeffner, 1989, p. 22 and Schneider, 1994, pp. 24, 191.
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Eisenstadt & Giesen, 1995, p. 73.

25

This proposed analysis of the actors' order-producing activities can be secn as parI
of the wider phenomenological project in social sciences, as summarised by Myro~
Orleans: "Phenomenology, as generally defined in sociology, refers to the study of
how the social world is constructed. [ ... ] Patterns of social life appear to exist
independently of ourselves, but phenomenology seeks to reveal how people
produce an apparently independent world in the course of their daily lives"
Orleans, 1991, p. 169.

26

See Ragin, 1992, pp. 9-11. Peter Burke even goes so far to equate history and social
memory; Burke, 1989. The classical reference is, of course, Max Weber's "Wirk-
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one particular myth, the foundation myth of Malta as a Christian!
European, rather than a Muslim/Arab, nation, In any society, at any
point in time, variolls ideas and beliefs circulate, connecting past,
present and future. It is therefore difficult to pin down a single myth,
and even harder to determine from where it originates. It seems to be
simply there, taken for granted by actors who transmit it from
generation to generation27 • For the observer who wants to study the
processes of its transmission and transformation, there is no alternative
to simply trying to pick up the common ideas which seem to
preoccupy people. In order to do so, we may analyse books, poetry,
memoirs, letters, newspapers, interviews, or hearsay, on the basis of
which we can then formulate the myth. There might, of course, not
always be a foundation myth at all.
My own research on Malta, however, has led me to the conclusion
that there is at least one, entailing three major narratives. Firstly, it is
believed that the Maltese owe their Christian faith to Saint Paul the
Apostle who, according to the Bible, was shipwrecked on "Melite" in
60 AD on his way to Rome and introduced Christianity to the
2X
inhabitants , Every year on 10 February this episode is commemorated
and St Paul has become the Principal Patron of Malta, sometimes
called the "Father of the Maltese"29. Secondly, it is widely taken for
granted that the Maltese have been uninterruptedly Christians over the
past 2,000 years. It was construed that they had never been Muslims,
not even when under direct Arab rule from 870 to 1090. Although the
Maltese language is up to the present day itself basically an Arabic
31J
dialect , it is deeply engraved in the collective memory that the Arabs
dominated the Maltese, the latter apparently remaining steadfast
a contemporary chronicler
Christians as slaves of the former
mentions "captivi christiani". Very widespread is the narrative that the
local popUlation was liberated from Arab rule in 1090 by the Norman
Count Roger I, who is supposed to have restored Christianity to the

27

lichkeitswissenschaft"
and
his
concepts
of
"Wertbeziehung", Weber, 1988 [1904], pp. 161-178.
Shils, 198 J.

"Kulturbedeutung"

and

2X

These events are narrated by Saint Luke in the Acts of the Apostles, CI1aplers 27
and 28.
29
30

Laferla, 1972 [J934], p. 24.
On the Maltese language, which has a number of Romance and English words, as
well as a Latin orthography since 1931. see, for instance, Kontzi, 1986, pp. 22-44
and Katzner, 1995, pp. 7, 172.
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island31 • Thirdly, the idea of a Christian and European Malta has been
fuelled by highlighting the historical period from 1530 to 1798, when
the island belonged to the Habsburg Empire, serving as a fortress,
mainly against the Ottoman Empire, under the Hospitaller Order of
St John of Jerusalem, known as the "Knights of Malta"32. Most
important seems to be the commemoration of the Great Siege oj J565
against the Turks of SUleyman II the Magnificent. Annually on
8 September, called "Victory Day" or "Our Lady of Victories", the
Maltese remember the day when the attacking Muslims were finally
defeated by the Knights and the Maltese, apparently with the divine
help of the Virgin Mary, thereby saving Europe and Christendom in its
entirety33. In 1921, still under British colonial rule, 8 September was
even declared Malta's national day, remaining so until 1979. Many
Maltese pay great attention to what they regard as the most glorious
period in Maltese history, which brought them into the European
orbit34 • Visitors to Malta are generally struck by the numerous
fortifications, churches and auberges of the Knights, which, as the
physical remains of this period, have shaped the outlook of the island.
Perhaps most far-reaching was the strengthening of the Catholic

31

The example of Albert Laferla may stand for many others, who assures the reader
that: "The arrival [of Roger] was certainly very welcome to the Maltese. Between
them and the Arabs there was the same estrangement as between Christians and
Saracenes in every other part of Europe", Laferla, 1972 [1934], p. 34. Also note
that the Maltese national colours - red and white - are commonly held to derive
from Count Roger I.

32 The Order of St. John was expelled from Rhodes in 1522 by the Turks but, in 1530,

33

34

after some eight homeless years, Emperor Charles V donated Malta to them,
together with Tripolis (lost by 1551), for the symbolic price of one falcon every
year. On the Order in general, see, for instance, Mallia-Milanes, 1993; Seward,
1995 [1972]; and the review by VOlkel, 1996.
Joseph Attard, for example, underlines that "[the] sober character [of the Maltese]
had come out in the open during the Great Siege of 1565 when they rallied to back
their rulers against the Infidel that invaded their land", Attard, 1964; and Braudel,
1976, pp. 319-325. Arnold Cassola deserves special mention, having recently
explored the Istanbul State Archives to reconstruct the Ottoman perspective on the
Great Siege, Cassola, 1995.
Assessing the period as a largely positive one, leaving aside the Order's activities
as pirates and slave traders (see Tenenti, 1967, pp. 32-55; Meyer, 1990, p. 19),
Victor Mallia-Milanes holds that: "To the native inhabitants the impact of the
Hospitallers' ideas and the influence of their completely new way of life and wide
economic networks were a powerful, innovative, Europeanising force which gently
eclipsed the dullness of their archaic way of life", Mallia-Milanes, 1993, p. 4l.
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Church, which has enjoyed a powerful position since then. The fact
that today there are more than 350 churches, around 80 parishes and
more than 30 religious orders for a population of about 370,000 people
is certainly remarkable 35 • The religious devotion of the Maltese is
perhaps most visible during one of the popular village feasts, of which
there are more than 100 per year. Whoever comes to observe the
competitive and colourful marching bands, the noisy and dangerous
fireworks, and the processions with a life-size statue of the patron
saint, will hardly question the importance of these events for many
villagers 36 • It is not unlikely that for many Maltese the emotional bonds
related to this local identity, together with strong family ties, exceed,
although they do not necessarily contradict, those connected to
national identity. Anthony T. Luttrell concludes that:
The strong attachment of the Maltese to their Catholic Christian faith may,
in some curiously undefinable way, have been conditioned by their
position on the frontier of Latin Christendom as a dimly felt response to
the threatening proximity of Islamic Africa, or even as an almost
unconscious form of compensation for that non-Christian past of which
their non-European language was a perpetual memorial?7

To sum up my argument, the commemoration of St Paul and the
Great Siege, and the downplaying of the Arab period form, in a
nutshell, the foundation myth of Malta as a Christian and European
community.

35

36

37

The Order introduced or revived a number of Catholic traditions on the island
including, for example, the carnival in 1535, the inquisition in 1561, the St Paul
cult, and with it, most likely, the myth of uninterrupted Maltese Christianity.
Apparently, the Church kept its power even, and especially, under British colonial
rule; on the co-operation between the British and the local Church authorities
sometimes to the detriment of the Maltese population, see the fascinatin~
descriptions by Bezzina, 1988, pp. 47-78. Although Maltese society has long been
cosmopolitan and has undoubtedly become secular in many ways - for example via
Italian TV, the Internet, the inflow of tourists, and people's own mobility and
travelling experiences - the Catholic Church appears to be quite influential lip to
the present day. Malta, for example, is the only country in Europe that has no legal
divorce; instead, it only has the possibility of separation.
On the village festa - something like the Maltese equivalent to the Balinese
cockfight ("Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight", in Geertz, 1993 [1973]) known allover Southern Europe and North Africa, see Boissevain, 1988;
Boissevain, 1991 and Boissevain, 1993.
Luttrell,1977,p.418.
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In accordance with my theoretical reflections it is not the purpose
of this chapter to find out what really happened, at least not in Ranke's
sense. Therefore, I will not analyse St Paul's shipwrecking, the
Arab/Muslim period, or the Knights of Malta as such, but I assume that
these events have the potential to be seen by the social actors as
relevant, negligible, invented, or true, depending on the context. I
suppose that for some historians, for instance those interested precisely
in these periods, it is here where the danger of relativism, if not heresy,
lurks. However, it is my aim to demonstrate that the phenomenological
reconstruction of how it really is, namely that people constantly
imagine and construct their own facts, truths and realities, might also
circumvent the trap of "anything goes", as Feyerabend says.

Relevance of the Maltese Foundation Myth
Perhaps we should reflect a bit more upon the significance of the
foundation myth presented, first of all for the Maltese themselves. As
another common assumption suggests, Malta has over the centuries
literally become part of the disputed boundary between Europe/
Christianity on one side of the Mediterranean Sea. and North Africa!
Islam on the other. Its geographical position and attractive harbours
seem to have made the island a target for merchants and military
powers from all sides, including the Phoenicians and the Romans, the
Arabs and the Normans, the Ottomans and the Habsburgs, the French,
and, finally, the British, who used Malta as a "fortress-colony" from
1800 to 196438 • This fact strongly shapes present-day interpretations,
leaving many Maltese puzzled and torn between the "space of
experience" of an Arab/African island, colonised by European powers,
and the "horizon of expectation" of a modern future as part of
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Almost every study on Malta starts with this observation; for many others, see
Koster, 1984, p. 17; Zammit, 1984, pp. 3, 7; Pirotta, 1986, pp. 18,28; Frendo,
1988, p. 198; Attard, 1988, p. 3; Blouet, 1993, p. 15 and Mallia-Milanes, 1993, p. 4.
For more information on Malta, consult, for instance, New Encyclopedia
Britannica, "Malta", Vo1.7, 15th ed., 1974 (1768-1771), pp. 744-745; and Vanhove,
1991, pp. 295-303. The first anthropological studies were carried out by Jeremy
Boissevain and Sibyl O'Reilly Mizzi: see Boissevain, 1974; O'Reilly Mizzi, 1981
For later works, see the contributions in Sant Cassia, 1991. Also, see sociological
studies, from a German perspective in Reimann, 1991 and 1980 and from a
Maltese perspective - in Sultana and Baldacchino, 1994. There are also two
bibliographies on Malta by Thackray, 1985, and Bestler, 1992.
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Europe39 • Any attempt to understand Malta's present sitLlation must
therefore bear in mind that Maltese communications and deaHngs with
the Arab world are as important as those with Europe and the West.
Thus, I would argue that the Maltese/Arab dimension should not be
left out, even though it may, at least for European scholars, be more
difficult to grasp40. Furthermore, an analysis of Maltese views related
to these issues ought to distinguish between the public and the private
spheres, even though this is not always clearly possible, because, for
instance, religion is both public and private.
The official Maltese stance vis-ii-vis Europe and the Arab world
became particularly relevant following independence in 1964, when
the new nation had to find its own path in international relations41 •
After an initial period of hesitation, the Malta Labour Party, elected in
1971, observed a policy of non-alignment and neutrality under Prime
Minister Dom Mintoff, who created the image of Malta as a
"Mediterranean society"42. The new nation's relations with Europe and
Great Britain cooled and it set up strong links with the Arab world,
especially with Libya43 • After 1987, however, the Nationalist Party
government under Prime Minister Eddie Fenech Adami, supported by
the Catholic Church and the university, sought to re-establish
39

40

41

42
43

On the "space of experience" and the "horizon of expectation", see Koselleck,
1985, pp. 267-288.
There are a number of difficulties in the study of Maltese-Arab relations, for
instance, unfamiliarity with the Arabic/Maltese language, suspicion resulting from
issues such as "Muslim fundamentalism" or the United Nations embargo against
Libya because of Lockerbie. In addition, the fact that most Maltese scholars at the
University of Malta seem to be orientated towards Europe and, especially, the
United Kingdom (UK), may explain why the European literature on Malta has so
far almost exclusively been from a European perspective. One should, however,
take into consideration the theoretical point on the intersubjective construction of
reality, suggesting that the memories, boundaries and truths constructed by Maltese
and Europeans probably differ from those constructed by Maltese and Arabs. As
Horst Reimann, an early exception to the rule, reminded us: "Maltas Identitat setzt
sich wie ein Kulturmosaik zusammen aus Elementen europaischer und arabischer
Tradition", Reimann, p. 213, 1981.
I restrict my analysis to the two main political parties the Nationalist Party and
the Malta Labour Party - which have together dominated the Maltese public sphere
since the Second World War, leaving Ollt, [or instance, the Alternattiva
Demokratika, the General Workers' Union, Malta Drydocks, and the Federation of
Industries.
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 1984.
Mintoff, 1974, pp. 641-644; Mattes, 1985.
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"traditional" links with the West. It underlined this by applying for full
EU membership, even though the Malta Labour Party held, and holds
up to this day, such membership to be incompatible with Malta's
neutrality, which in 1987 had even become part of the constitution. As
was previously mentioned, when the Labour Party was re-elected in
1996, the new government of Prime Minister Alfred Sant immediately
withdrew this application for EU membership44, an application which
the Nationalist Party again reactivated in 1998 having won early
elections. The Nationalist Party appears to need to present Malta as
European in order to be accepted as a member of the ED. In addition,
such membership is considered crucial so as to be acknowledged as
fully European, in order not to be grouped with the North Africans as
"extracomunitari". The Malta Labour Party's position is more
complex. Although neutrality between North and South is promoted,
the latter also now seems to perceive Malta as a European country45.
However, it is persistently argued that, firstly, Malta is also
Mediterranean and, secondly, that the Maltese can be European even
without membership of the EU, as the latter is not synonymous with
Europe as a whole.
As far as the Maltese people in general are concerned, insofar as we
can tell from their communications with Europe, the prevailing
understanding appears to be that Malta is a Catholic and a European
nation, whereas the Semitic/Arab/Muslim heritage, apart from being
rarely discussed, tends to be downplayed, sometimes even denied
outright. Recently, Joe Vella Gauci46 certainly broke a taboo by
dedicating a whole monograph to the investigation of Maltese perceptions of Muslims, Arabs and Turks. The main reasons for his study,
44

Dr. Sant's aim in turning the island into a "Switzerland of the Mediterranean", in
order to keep the balance between Europe and the Arab world, is widely interpreted
as an extension of Dom Mintoff's MeditelTanean policy. The 1996 elections
received some international attention. The Economist. in an article entitled "Malta
European?", observed: "When the Maltese vote in a general election on October 26th, they will be saying, among other things, whether or not they want their
island to be European", The Economist, 26 October 1996, p. 46. After the largely
unexpected Labour victory, The Financial Times, in its survey "Nation again at the
crossroads" stated that: "A change of government has left many people confused
about their country's future direction", The Financial Times, 17 September 1997.

45

Alfred Sant, for instance, writes that: "Being part of Europe, Malta must promote
close and friendly relations with all European countries in all relevant political,
economic, social and cultural areas", Sant, 1995. p. lOS.
Vella Gauci, 1996.

46
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apart from his aim "to heal the past and establish cordial relations"47,
are persisting ignorance and the ill feelings of most Maltese vis-a-vis
their southern neighbours48 • According to Vella Gauci these ill feelings
stem from Malta's Christian faith, as the Order of St John especially
has left deep-rooted prejudices against the Muslims, "a tradition of
hate and antipathy which has endured to this day"4Y, despite the efforts
of the Malta Labour Party. My assumption is that, among other things,
one major aspect in both the debates and silence about this subject
concerns the various collective memories of the colonial past and the
different perceptions of Europe and the Arab world. This, I would
argue, renders Malta also relevant for our concerns in this book. The
debates, uses and effects of Malta's national identity can be seen as
part of the construction of Europe's identity in the direct encounter
with Europe's oriental Other. The particularity of Malta's past thereby
seems to enable Maltese politicians and intellectuals to claim that the
Maltese have been both ffiends and foes of their colonisers, as, for
instance, the Knights of Malta fought against their common enemy, the
Turks, yet, at the same time, occupied their islands. Thus, frequent use
is made of both discourses, "Europe and the Other" and "Europe as the
Other".

47
4H

49

Ibid., p. 7.
Vella Gaud explains that: "The Maltese, for long colonised by Europeans, tcnded
to see eye-to-eye with these Christian powers in considering Muslims as aliens.
From childhood onwards. the Maltese have for long been bombarded by antiIslamic tenets which harden into mind-sets by the time they rcach adulthood".
Apparently, a number of Maltese hardly differentiate between Arabs, Turks, and
Muslims. The author lists some expressions, used in relation to "Arabs", "Turks"
and "Mohammedans", handed down through tradition; "the meaning these names
convey in Maltese [ ... J is both negative and disparaging". Examples include: "Alia
kbir - Mawmettu hanzir" ("God is great Muhammed is a pig"); "It-Torok!" ("By
the Turks"), spoken in amazement or disapproval during a conversation, or "Qattus
it-Torok!" ("To hell with the Turks!"); and, when a Maltese curses, "It-Torok
liehduk!" ("That the Turks may can)' you away!"), he/she can apparently wish
nothing worse. The fact that Mgr. Dr. Vella Gauci is the archpriest of Gozo's
cathedral, i.e. an influential member of the Maltese Catholic Church, who was
stimulated to read a Degree in Islamic Studies by the Bishop of Gozo himself, is
certainly an interesting point to note. Vella Gallci, 1996, pp. 6, 21-27.
Ibid., p. 27.

245

Reconstruction of Social Constructions of Identity,
Time and Reality
We have seen that both local and supranational identities in Malta
are linked to Christianity, thus constituting a major key in understanding Maltese society50. I argue that the foundation myth plays a central
role in linking the belief in Malta as a part of Europe to the Christian
faith. As this implies, however, that a boundary with the Muslim!Arab
world has to be drawn, with which the Maltese share a language, the
islands have come to be "betwixt and between" two neighbouring
world-religions or civilisations 51 • Malta therefore provides an idealtypical example for the use of the past in a highly ambiguous border
situation, comparable perhaps to Turkey, the Balkans or Israell
Palestine. In order to illustrate this, I wi II now reconstruct various
contexts of "doing Christianity and Europe", from 1964 up to the
present, in which the foundation myth has been involved. I proceed in
three steps. First of all, I give an account of the construction of doubt,
i.e. how the myth has been challenged from both inside and outside
Maltese society. Secondly, I describe some (re)constructions of belief,
in particular how the myth became the Nationalist Party's central
argument in support of Malta's application for EU membership and
how it emerged as the major narrative sold to the mainly European
tourists. Thirdly, I show how the myth is believed, questioned and
relativised in face-to-face encounters between Maltese and Arabs.

the British. Although Malta is one of the few former colonies which
and the West, unlike most
today is widely considered part of
others that have become part of the Third World, the Maltese
population was deemed "African" or. "Arab" by. these, two foreign
powers, ignoring the protests and self-understandmgs of the Maltese
e1ites as "European"52. The members of the Order were European
noblemen who persistently refused to allow the Maltese to join their
ranks and, under British rule, the Maltese were treated as "N onwhites" in areas, for instance, concerning their emigration to British
Dominions, such as Australia53, or their exclusion from membership of
the Union Club54 •
Malta's Europeanness was also attacked, however, from within the
Maltese population, particularly after independence. As was previously
indicated, during the turbulent years under Dom Mintoff's socialist
administration from 1971 to 1987 55, a period which witnessed a power

52

The Social Construction of Doubt
The narratives composing the foundation myth have not remained
undisputed. Malta's belonging to Europe was, of course, already
challenged in the colonial period, both by the Order of st. John and by

51}

51

National identity. on the other hand, has rarely been an issue for the Maltese people
at all, perhaps because the borders of the island are self-evident; however, where
one belongs to inside the island and, indeed, to where the island itself belongs,
remains an open question. Note that even the "Nationalist Party" (Partit
Nazzjonalista), formed in 1925 during the Italian fascist period, originally did not
refer to the ~aItese nation, but to the Italian nation; Koster, 1984. pp. 80-83. A
somewhat related observation concerning football may be permitted. When the
Maltese national team plays, the Maltese islanders pay little attention, in contrast to
when England or Italy play. Maltese supporters of the English team furiously
"fight" the Maltese supporters of the Italian team, and vice versa, as I experienced
first-hand when I was in Malta during the 1996 European Championships.
Turner, V., 1967.
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53

54

55

For instance, on the "language question", a debate between 1880 and J 940 on the
usc of Italian or English as the official language, Malta's intellectuals fiercely
denied any links with Africa, one part considering itself "Italian", the other
claiming to be "British"; Frendo, 1991; Hull, 1993. Dr. Enrico Mizzi, a pro-Italian,
considered the Maltese language, due to its Arab roots, "the monument of our
infamy and slavery [and] the curse of the country"; quoted in Frendo, 1988, pp.
206-207. Therefore, nobody favoured a Maltese identity, apart perhaps from
Manwel Dimech (1860-1921), a controversial figure only recently (re)discovered;
Chircop, 1991 .
Pirotta, 1994, pp. 103-104.
Carmel Cassar even holds that the "British [ ... J adapted a 'mild apartheid' in their
dealings with the Maltese", Cassar, 1988, p. 120. The British attitude towards t.he
Maltese, however, would require a study of its own; see Pirotta, 1986; MalhaMilanes, 1988. Surprisingly enough, Malta seems to have become officially part of
Europe, for economic reasons, at the beginning of British rule. According to a
reprinted edition of an atlas from 1851, "[Malta] was formerly placed by all
geographers in Africa, but declared by a British Act of Parliament to be in Europe
as regards the service of our soldiery", Martin, 1989, p. 73. Andrew Vella quotes
the relevant part of the "Malta Act" from 180 I: "the said island of Malta and
dependencies shall be deemed, taken and eonstrued to be part of Europe for all
purposes, and as to all matters and things whatever", Vella, 1977, p. 425.
Dom Mintoff, born in 1916, is arguably the outstanding politician of 20th century
Malta ("Malta is Mintoff, Mintoff is Malta"), certainly he has received the most
international attention, especially during the 1970s; known as "I1-Perit" ("the
architect"), sometimes also called "Saviour of Crippled Malta", he was the leader
of the Malta Labour Party from 1949 to 1984, Prime minister from 1955 to 1958
and 1971 to 1984, and has, in all the elections for the Maltese parliament from 1947
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struggle with the Catholic Church in which Labour supporters were
excommunicated56 , Malta turned her back on Europe and became a
member of the Non-aligned Movement, and thus part of the Third
World. Moreover, she "discovered" her Arab heritage. Far from
attempting to give an extensive picture of this barely studied period of
Maltese postcolonial history, I would merely like to deal with the
establishment of close links with Libya and some of the consequences
that this implied for the Maltese foundation myth.
Colonel Muammar AI-Gaddafi came to power in Libya in 1969,
two years before Mintoff did. The Libyan government, a self-declared
enemy of the West, gradually replaced the British and NATO as
Malta's financier, mainly through investment in the island and the
granting of cheap oi1 57 • Jeremy Boissevain understood that "[t]he
Labour government broke off relations with NATO and sought links
with the Arab world. After 900 years of being linked to Europe, Malta
began to look southward. Muslims, still remembered in folklore for
savage pirate attacks, were redefined as blood brothers"slI. Obviously,
Malta's policy of rapprochement with the Muslim "alien" also changed
the conditions under which the myth of Malta as a Christian nation
could be believed. It did not, however, become entirely irrelevant.
Mintoff and Gaddafi turned it on its head by constructing a collective
identity between Malta and Libya as two countries needing to be

50

to 1996, that is over a period of almost 50 years (!), received the highest number of
votes.
Koster, 1984.

57

Smith, A., 1986.

58

Boissevain, 1991, p. 88. The Western media called Malta the "Libyan trojan horse".
Some other links between the two countries are listed here: Libya offered a union
with Malta, for instance, a Libyan Cultural Institute, the Libyan Arab Maltese
Holding Company Ltd., and an Islamic Centre with a mosque were set lip in 1974,
1975 and 1978 respectively; Gaddafi became an honorary member of the Xirka in
1976; the Malta-Libya Friendship and Cooperation Treaty was signed in 1984;
Arabic became compulsory in secondary schools; workers' self-management in the
Malta Drydocks, the island's largest industry and the Labour Party's traditional
stronghold, also known as "Mintoff's baby", gradually replaced the old colonial
structures. Also see Mattes, 1985, pp. 88-126, 142-161. This utopian democracy,
widely interpreted as a symbol of the Maltese ability to govern themselves and
apart from being influenced by the Yugoslav self-management system, strongly
leaned on Gaddafi's Green Book, in which the Libyan state-stl'llctures
("mahsabiyya" or institutionalised clientelism) are described. Dom Mintoff always
stressed the importance of this experiment for Malta, even as a model for the whole
of Maltese society; Zammit, 1982, pp. 27-33.
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liberated from ChristianlEuropean aggression which had led to the
alienation and separation of two peoples sharing the same Semitic
roots. Consequently, Malta's Arab heritage and colonial past underwent a considerable reinterpretation59 •
It is, of course, open to debate whether this was a strategic move by
the Maltese government to please their Libyan sponsor or if it was the
expression of a sincere feeling. In any case, doubt was thrown upon the
formerly sacred truth of Malta as a defender of the West against its
various enemies and this was done in the name of those who seemingly
remembered the colonial past as a time of enslavement rather than with
prideoo• In a kind of cultural revolution, the established power
structures were challengedOl , Perhaps most striking was the study of
thus far unknown territories of the past, undertaken by asking new
questions about the island's Arab heritagefi2 • The traditional version of
Maltese medieval history was criticised and the origin of the
foundation myth came to be attributed to the time of the Order of St
John, particularly to Gian Francesco Abela's Della Descrittione di
Malta Isola nel Mare Siciliano (1647), one of the first books printed on

59

The Times of Malta, for instance, in its article "Libyan leader attacks Malta's
connexion with the West", reported on Gaddafi's speech during an official visit to
Malta, quoting him as saying that H[t]he Maltese and Libyan people had the same
origin. 'Malta's origin is oriental', asserted President Gaddafi. further claiming that
[... J the Western powers sale interest was to use it militarily". The Times of Malta,
22 May 1976, pp. 1, 20. Mintoff was reported as regarding Malta as part of the
Arab world and a bridge to Europe, Pollacco, 1992, p. 48.
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On several occasions, Mintoff, the "Mexxej tal-Moviment Malti ghall-Helsien"
(Leader of the Maltese Liberation Movement), accused the Order and the British of
having enslaved the Maltese people; for instance, in 1961, in his speech "Kol1tm
kull Jasar" ("Against all Slavery") or, in 1971, when he said at a mass meeting:
"[The colonisers] have destroyed Malta, polluted her, they've done the worst thing
they could do to her, for they've removed her backbone and every aspiration to
have a soul and be like other nations"; quoted in Zammit, 1984, p. 61.

(;1

Malta's contract with NATO, so that they could use it for their Mediterranean fleet,
was terminated and, in 1979, Freedom Day replaced Victory Day as Malta's
national day, commemorating the last British/NATO soldier who left the island on
31 March; in turn, the privileges of the Church were curtailed, religious feasts were
cancelled as public holidays, and new national symbols, such as money, emblems
and statues, marked the break with the past. Reimann, 1991.
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In 1971, for instance, a symposium called "Maltese History: What Future?" was
held; for his Ph.D., Godfrey Wettinger chose to inquire into the subject of slavery
in Malta and, one year later, the international "Congress on Mediterranean Studies
of Arabo-Berber Influence" took place in Malta. See Wettinger, 1971 and 1972.
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the island. It appears that the aim of the so-called "Father of Maltese
History" was to create the conditions for the equal treatment of
Maltese elites, in particular their access to the Ordef 3 • As the
medievalist Anthony T. Luttrell has stated, such clerical history writing
consciously misinterpreted documents "in order to sustain beliefs [ ... ]
according to which Malta was essentially European and Christian
rather than African and Muslim"M. In his account of the Norman
conquest of Malta in 1090, for example, Abela confused the "captivi
christiani" who were actually foreign slaves - with the indigenous
Maltese, thereby sustaining the belief in Malta's uninterrupted
Christianity(i5. New historical evidence has heavily undermined this
belief, suggesting that the Maltese were Muslims, at least up to the
13th century(i6. The opposition - the Nationalist Party, the Catholic
Church, the university, and the better-off - who had to suffer the
government's use of violence, remained perplexed and sceptical
however about Dom Mintoff's turn, insisting upon Malta's Christian
and European roots 67 •
63

In 1972. Nigel Dennis commented on Abela that, H[alt]hough [he] could be
described as a religious historian, he could never be described as an historian of the
Maltese. His true interest was in the people who were the least Maltese of all - the
upper class and the higher clergy"; quoted in Vella Gauci, 1996, p. 29.

Ii4

Luttrell, 1975, p. 2.

65

Ibid., p. 31.
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Moreover, it was now assumed that the Maltese are mainly of Arab (not Punic.
Greek or Roman) origin. Joseph Brincat has recently argued, on the basis of
previously unknown Arab sources, that there was an ethnic break in Malta after the
Arab conquest in 870, leaving the islands unpopulated until they were again
populated in 1048 by Arab settlers from Sicily; this also explained the fact that the
Maltese language has survived as a basically Arabic dialect. For Luttrell, tbe most
probable explanation for the Maltese Christians still llsing various terms derived
from Islamic religious practice, like HAlla" (HGod") or "Randan" ("Lent", the
period of fasting before Easter), "is simply that such phrases remained in the
language when the island's inhabitants abandoned Islam, but not their Semitic
tongue, in the thirteenth century". Brincat, 1995, p. 18; Luttrell, 1975, p. 25. On the
Arab period in Malta, also see Wettinger, 1986 and 1988.
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In 1979, the university's history department, which had rnatoly reproduced the
foundation myth and resisted new interpretations of the past, was even closed
down. According to Henry Frendo, Professor Andrew P. Vella, the former head of
the history department. suffered a stroke after a meeting with Dom Mintoff, the
content of which, however, remains unknown, Frendo, 1996, pp. 3-4. On 15 October 1979, the so-called "Black Monday", the headqunrters of The Times of Malta,
the unofficial organ of the Nationalist Party
which criticised, for instance,
Gaddafi's speech in 1976 (The Times (~fM(llta, 22 May 1976, p. 10) as nn act of
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Without going into the details, Mintoff and the Labour Party failed
in many of their policies and were not re-elected in 1987(i~. One major
element, apart from Maltese Catholicism, which meant that many were
reluctant to accept a rapprochement with the Muslim Libyans, was
certainly the resistance that this new reading of Malta's colonial past
had met with, not only from established local historians, but also from
the majority of the people. The negative image of "enslaved Malta,
opposing the West", even if it was felt to be true, obviously could not
compete with the collective memory of "glorious Malta, defender of
Europe"(il). Therefore, as Jeremy Boissevain rightly observes, "the
Christian Democratic Nationalist government has been working to
restore traditional relations with Europe [ever since 1987]"70. A
consequence of these efforts was the new government's application for
full EU membership in 199071 •
In another context of social interaction, the very cornerstone of
Malta's foundation myth was in danger of being dissolved in the name
of science. In 1987, somewhat untimely for the Nationalist government's efforts, the historian Heinz Warnecke claimed to have proven
in his study on St. Paul that the "Melite" mentioned in the Bible did
not in fact refer to Malta, but to Cephallenia in Greece, i.e. that St. Paul
the Apostle never came to Maltan . This must have further aggravated
the open wound of Malta's already questioned founding as a European
interference in Maltese internal nffairs, expressing the "concern by the peace-loving
democratic people of European Malta whose place is with Western Europe" was
set on fire by Mintoff supporters, mainly dmwn from the dockyards. For more
information on violence in Malta, see Nationalist Pm1y Information Office, 1981
and Frendo, 1996, pp. 18-33.
68

Internal reasons mentioned included Minton's "behaviour as a dictator", bringing
the country to the brink of communism, institutionalised clientelismlcorruption, the
nntilibera) bulk-buying system which allowed the import of one type of chocolate
or TV only and the violation of human rights. External factors perhaps included
the end of "Third Worldism", Gaddafi/Libya in crisis bombed by the U.S. Air
Force in 1986 - and the rise of Western conservative politics under Ronald Rengan,
Margaret Thatcher, Helmut Kohl. and Pope John Paul II. Moreover, by 1987,
Europe appeared to be on a successful path to stability and wealth through its
common market (" 1992").
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A fact to which the Mediterranean "code of honour and shame" may have
contributed, Peristiany, 1974.
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Boissevain,1991,p.88.
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Rizzo. 1994.

72

Scppelfricke, 1988.

251

and Christian nation. The ferocious reactions of some Maltese against
the study can be inferred from a collection of articles in which a
number of intellectuals 73 try to defend the myth:
Dr. Warnecke's thesis has provoked the present publication which purports
to prove that Dr. Warnecke's work is devoid of scientific proof and lacks
sound and convincing arguments. This publication is not a counter-thesis,
but a collection and a compendium of Pauline Studies as a reaction, so to
speak, to Warnecke's fallacious reasoning and misleading conclusions.
The centuries-old tradition of St. Paul in Malta cannot be put aside by
gratuitous statements and assertions.

This statement may serve as an illustration regarding how the truth
and untruth of a myth may be interwoven in a complex manner.
Although the authors assure the reader that the tradition of St. Paul is
not in need of a counter-thesis, because it is centuries-old and "cannot"
be put aside, they also aim to "prove" the lack of scientific proof in
Warnecke's thesis, thus themselves falling back on science74 • Within
the framework of a constrnctivist approach, it is of secondary
importance however about which of the proofs proves to be right
Instead, what seems to be more interesting is the question why it seems
to be relevant at all that St Paul happened to land in Malta and not
elsewhere, and why, for instance, it would hardly matter if someone
questioned whether Calypso kept Ulysses in some cave on Malta's
sister island Gozo, as another common narrative would have us
believe. The answer to this, I would argue, lies in the present, not in

73

74

the pases. Therefore, the "logic" is not that St. Paul w~s .shipwrecked
in Malta, and that the Maltese have thus become Chnstmns. Rather,
because the Maltese are Christians today, St. Paul must have. been
shipwrecked in Malta, and not, for example, in Cephallenia in
Greece76 •
.

The Social Construction of Belief
We have seen how the Maltese foundation myth was remembered,
challenged and defended by colonisers, politicians and intellectuals
from inside and outside Maltese society. This, following the
dramaturgical approach appropriately captured in Dolgin, Kemnitzer
and Schneider's formula "as people express their lives, so they are'>77,
has demonstrated some mechanisms of reproduction and transformation of myths. Let me now focus on two contexts of social intera~tion
in which the foundation myth came to be rehabilitated and used, fIrstly
as a political claim and then as a major narrative in tourism.
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Galea & Ciarlo, 1992, p.v.
The attempt by Warnecke and his critics to discover, establish and defend the truth
about a 2,000 year-old myth is a case where historians are likely to fall into
Ranke's realist trap of "wie es eigentlich gewesen". Without going into the details
of the debate, I would just like to mention, not without irony, a particularly
illustrative example. In Acts, Chapter 28, Verse 2, Saint Luke describes the
aftermath of the shipwrecking: "[The inhabitantsl made us welcome by lighting a
huge fire because it had started to rain and the weather was cold." Against
Warnecke's argument that this could not apply to Malta because it is an
exceptionally warm island with temperatures in October of not less than 22"C,
Carmela Sant "proves" that "anyone familiar with the Maltese weather in early
autumn knows that this is not correct. In October 1986, temperature was 16.9°C"
Seemingly, the taken for granted "knowledge" of the tradition and the claim to
universal validity of Christian faith, both need at least the support of statistical
measurement. There is also the contribution of another scholar, Jiirgen Wehnert,
who heavily criticises his fellow German colleague. Sant, 1992, p. 45; Wehnert,
1992.
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One may, of course, question the usefulness of trying to prove whether a
community's tradition is right or wrong, even more so considering the unlikeliness
that the actors will be prepared to change their attitudes anyway; Borchmeyer,
1996. As Maurice Natanson points out: "It is idle for the neutral observer to point
out to committed actors the 'objective' situation. As Sartre puts it: for the Romans,
Carthage was conquered, but for the Carthaginians, Carthage was enslaved";
Natanson, M., p. xxxvii, 1962. Joe Vella Gauci plays the same tune, when he
suggests that the strong reactions of the Maltese to Warnecke's study demonstrate
how meaningful the myth is for their present self-understanding: "The Pauline
tradition in Malta is an ancient one going baek hundreds of years. It is only partly a
religious tradition, having acquired ideological, political and cultural accretions
over the centuries. It has been challenged by Maltese and foreign iconoclasts and
anti-clericals but it has held on tenaciously and the vast majority of Maltese
Catholics still uphold it. It is a patriotic tradition more than anything else, affirming
Malta's Catholicity uninterruptedly since Apostolic times. Its holders tend to be
more Catholic than thc Pope and are adherents to a Catholic. European. Western
and Civilised view of Mal ta who abhor any break with this idealised vision of their
island-home." Vella Gauci, 1996, pp. 53-54.
I want to thank Hayden White who made me aware that this rhetorical trope is
called "metalepsis": cause and effect, i.e. past and present, change their positions;
perhaps one may read Reinhart Koselleek's book title Futures Past (Vergangel1e
Zukiin{te, in the German original) in a similar light?
Dolgin, Kemnitzer & Schneider, 1977, p. 3.
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Malta and the European Union
In 1987, the newly elected Nationalist government saw itself
confronted with the task of regaining Western confidence and trust,
both of which had been so severely shaken in previous years. In order
to restore more traditional order, the government tried to downplay the
Mintoff/Gaddafi-episode as not ref1ecting the truth about Malta. This
truth had, however, to be believed, if not by all of the Maltese
themselves, then at least by EU politicians and bureaucrats who were
being asked to accept Malta as a member. The following analysis
shows that the Nationalist Party's call to become a legitimate member
of the EU was mainly based upon two "facts": firstly, that Malta's
Christianity dates back to the very beginnings of Christianity and,
secondly, that the Maltese saved European Christendom from Muslim
aggression.
Before the Maltese government applied for EU membership, it
inquired into the conditions of such membership, which led to the
publication of a final repore x. Leaving the other conditions aside, I
focus solely on how the authors of this report interpreted the "[basic]
condition that the applicant State must be 'European"', i.e. that Malta
"should belong to the same culture" as the other twelve member states
of the EU (Austria, Finland and Sweden were not yet membersr'J. It
stated that:
[One] requirement entails that the applicant State should belong to the
same culture as that of the existing Member States. The connecting link in
the cultures of the twelve which serves to bring about what may be termed
as a 'common cultural heritage' is the Christian culture which predominates throughout the twelve, more than the Greco-Roman philosophy
which is more a heritage of the Southern European rather than the
Northern European States. Malta's culture is without doubt Christian and
Greco-Roman and so Malta should encounter no problems at this level.
Our Christian heritage dates back to the very beginnings of Christianity.
The fact that Malta has a Christian culture like the rest of the EC States
should be made known to all parts of the European Community ancl
especially where information about Malta is scarce or inaccurate.

The report constructs the identity of the EU around "the Christian
culture" shared by all member states. Such construction of cultural
coherence excludes, of course, the possibility of any Muslim applicantstate, such as Morocco or Turkey, ever joining the EU. It is obvious,
on the other hand, that the Maltese foundation myth acquires crucial
importance in order to sustain the belief that Malta partakes of this
European/Christian identity. The authors simply claim, without giving
further "proof", that Malta is European as its culture is "without doubt
Christian and Greco-Roman". However, they also express concern
about the scarce or inaccurate knowledge about this fact on the part of
Europeans, who thus ought to be informed about it. We might
therefore want to take a closer look at how this truth came to be
constructed and how it was made public.
In order to maintain that Malta's Christian heritage dates back to
the origins of Christianity, obviously valuable in itself, and to nip in
the bud any doubts concerning this belief in the aftermath of
Warnecke's analysis, the government invited Pope John Paul II to heal
the pastXo • On the first ever papal visit to the islands in May 1990,
many references were made to the Maltese foundation myth. This was,
of course, a ritual of the utmost importance, one in which the leader of
the Roman Catholic Church was himself in charge, that is of
reconstructing the sacred order of things. The Times of Malta covered
the visit extensivelyXI. Concerned about the weather conditions in the
days preceding this event, one reporter alluded to the Pauline myth:
The Metereological Office saicl it was expecting the winds to die out by
this morning [ ... ] But even if the wind does not die out after all, and the
clouds pour down torrents of rain, the Maltese are not likely to worry.
After all, Christianity arrived to the islands in 60 AD only because a
typically Maltese storm shipwrecked on Maltese shores the Roman vessel
taking St. Paul to Rome. x2

xu

81

]X

Department of Information, 1990.

79

The report also refers to the adherence to human rights, the issue of neutrality, the
internal agreement on the application, and a relatively high level of development;
much could, of course, be said on each of these criteria in the case of Malta.
Department of Information, 1990, pp. 146-156.

254

82

The 1989 Malta summit held between George Bush, President of the United States,
and Mikhail Gorbachev, President of the Soviet Union, on a cruise liner in the bay
where the Turks had landed in 1565, was another opportunity for the new
government to demonstrate to the Western world that Malta was once again a
country to be trusted.
On the day of the Pope's arrival, the The Times of Malta enthusiastically
announced: "A national dream comes true today when Pope John Paul II arrives in
Malta on a three-day pastoral visit this afternoon"; The Times of Malta, "Pope John
Paul II arrives today", 25 May 1990, p. I.
Ibid., p. 1.
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A similar link with the past was constructed the next day: "Paul of
Tarsos came to Malta 20 centuries ago, bringing the faith with him.
Pope John Paul II came yesterday, perhaps to initiate a renewal of it"x3.
The Pope first addressed the priests and religious of Malta in the
church of the Order of St. John. Making references to the history of
Malta under the Knights he emphasised that:
It is fitting that my first words on this visit to Malta should be spoken here

in the magnificent Saint John's Co-Cathedral, an eloquent witness to a part
of your history that has made your name known throughout the world. I
rejoice at the opportunity to visit this island of Malta, the island of Saint
Paul's preaching, an island of faith, an island of heroism and devotion

Surely the timing of Pope John Paul II's visit was not coincidental,
as it almost coincided with Malta's application for EU membership,
which was submitted only two months later; nor does it seem to be farfetched to interpret the whole ritual as one of the confinnation of
Malta's Europeanness.
The day of the application, 16 July ]990, The Times of Malta
observed that the apparent differences concerning full EU membership
between the Nationalist Party and the Malta Labour Party were:

[ ... J differences of degree with no divergence at allan the Europeanness of
Malta culturally, socially, economically and in every other sense of the
word. This fact of life sticks out a mile in the substantive parts of a lengthy
resolution passed at an extraordinary meeting of the Malta Labour Party's
general conference on March 22 last [ ... ].xc,

[ ... J.84
If we contrast this with Dom Mintoff's interpretation, that the
Maltese were actually the "slaves" of the Knights rather than wellknown "heroes", we may appreciate the symbolic power of the Pope's
visit. Later on, the Pope addressed the President of Malta, the Prime
Minister and the Members of Parliament, expressing his firm belief in
the Maltese foundation myth:
I am conscious of the significance of my visit not only for the members of
the Catholic Church but for the entire Maltese nation. At the dawn of the
Christian era, your ancestors received the Gospel of Jesus Christ through
the preaching of the Apostle Paul as he made his way to Rome. In the
centuries that fonowed, the faith taught and professed in communion with
the Successor of Peter took firm root in the life and culture of Malta's
people. It is my hope that the presence of the Bishop of Rome in your
midst will recall the unique and lasting contribution which the Christian
faith has made, and continues to make, in shaping your identity as a nation
and fostering its growth. H5

X3
1\4

liS

The Times (~f Malta, "Malta gives Holy Father grand welcome", 26 May 1990, p. I.
The Times (~f Malta. "Happy to visit the island of heroism and devotion", 26 May
1990,p.19.
The Times of Malta, "The Catholic Church for the service of Maltese society",
26 May 1990, p. 21. Indeed, I might briefly mention that the "Greco-Roman thesis"
was sustained by Henry Frendo in a complex intellectual effort while trying to
(re)construct Malta's identity as purely European. The author, continuing the work
of G. F. Abela and the "language question", offers two possible Maltese identities:
Latin Mediterranean or British Empire. First of all, the "Order consolidated Malta's
Catholic European identity and considerably Latinised the culture of the people";
later, during and after the British period: "It was Dante against Shakespeare, Pope
against Queen, the Southern against the Nordic". Interpreting "Southern" as Italian,
not Arab, Henry Frendo implicitly restricts the identity question in Malta to two
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The newspaper was pleased about the "rethinking within the
Labour Party"; it said that:
Although Labour stops short of supporting full membership for the time
being, it recognises, for the first time, in clear and unequivocal terms, that
Malta is as it has always been part of Europe. This statement is important
as prior to it, Labour spokesmen have always described Malta as being
'Mediterranean', part European and part Arab. TIle fact that we are all
agreed in Malta that this is a European country with a Mediterranean
vocation is important as it will avoid the sort of 'crisis of identity' which
Malta had in the seventies and early eighties [ ... ].

Obviously, this journalist tries to (re)construct Malta's identity as
purely European, "cleaning" from it the Mediterranean/Arab elements.
A closer look at the cited policy document
that of the Malta
Labour Party from 22 March ] 990 - shows, however, that the party
still upholds hoth the European and the Mediterranean identities: "It
would be out of place for anyone to proclaim that 'Malta should
become part of Europe'. Malta is and has always been part of Europe.
Much the same as it has always been part of the Mediterranean."x7 As
the document then goes on to elaborate 'upon the importance of
Maltese neutrality between both sets of neighbours, Europeans and
Arabs, in order "to safeguard the national identity"IIX, it is apparently
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~8

undisputedly European or Western identities, in this way managing to exclude Dam
Mintoff's Semitic option in particular. Frendo, 1988, p. 187.
The Times of Malta, 16 July 1990, pp. 7-8.
Malta Labour Party-Information Department, 1990, p. 3.
Ibid., p. 4.
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not the case that all Maltese are willing to forget about their Arab
heritage.
On several occasions, the Nationalist Party stressed that the Maltese
had defended Christianity against the Ottoman Turks in 1565, in order
to emphasise the legitimacy of Malta's aspirations to join the
"Christian Club", as the ED is widely known on the island. To give
one example of this memory/boundary/truth practice, I present parts of
a speech delivered on 9 February 1995 by the President of Malta, Dgo
Mifsud Bonniei, while addressing the President of the Republic of
Hungary, Arpad Goncz, at a State Dinner in Valletta:
Your Excellency [ ... ] in welcoming you and Mrs Goncz, we are also
pleased to greet in our country all that you represent: the Hungarian
Nation, with its glorious history, with its actuality pregnant with the hope
for a future better than the past. We salute your country and express our
admiration, whilst noting similarities with our history as well as with our
own expectations for the future. We know you are a nation surrounded by
others which speak languages of different origins: your language does not
belong either to the family of the slav languages or to that of the romance
or the germanic languages. Your land, however, has served all Europe as a
bulwark against the expansionist aims of the Ottoman Empire in the
sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth century. This service, which was for
the benefit of the rest of Europe nearer to the core, had it.s cost in sacrifice
and destruction, but you performed it because of your attachment to the
values common to all Europe with their roots in Christianity and the
Greco-Roman heritage. You resisted not out of any enthusiasm for the way
your country at that time was being governed, but you cherished the values
of this civilisation [ ... J We understand and appreciate all this because
likewise we have a language with a different origin even if heavily
influenced by other European languages, because in the same manner we
have shown an attachment to the culture which distinguishes our continent,
because we suffered similarly in the past from the aggression of the
Ottoman Empire, and because like you we suffered for the choice of being
loyal to our cultural and religious heritage. In this hall, Your Excellency,
we see depicted episodes from the Great Siege of 1565, when we remained
steadfast not because we were happy with the Government of the Order of
Sf. John, but because we understood what we would have lost in our
identity had we changed our European culture built throughout the
previous centuries [ ... ] Both our countries have evolved an appreciation of
the importance of democracy and the fundamental rights of man within the
rule of law. Today our two countries, which protected Europe in the past,
are projecting towards an appurtenance which is more fruitful in
economic, political and cultural exchanges. Today our two countries,
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already very active in the areas devolved to the competence of the Council
of Europe, are looking forward to more intensive collaboration in the fields
which fall within the compass of the European Union. The fact that we
were not in the inner core did not exempt us in the past from the
responsibility of defending our common civilisation; we now feel that our
distance from the centre should not exclude us from a more intimate
participation, with a more open economy which, however, treasures the
social guarantees. R9

Let me underline a few points by referring to this address.
As seems to be the usual practice on state visits, the Maltese
president highlights the similarities between the host and guest
countries. He constructs a collective identity between Malta and
Hungary as both having a glorious history and having made sacrifices
for the sake of being loyal to, and responsible for, their common
culture and religion. The fact that their ancestors had protected Europe
several hundred years ago now gives both countries the right to hope
for a better future inside the ED. We see, once again, how past, present
and future are linked. It is noteworthy, however, that the Maltese
president implicitly has to exclude their fellow-applicant Turkey, as
Europe's protection was needed against the Ottoman Empire.
According to this logic, why should the Turks have the right to join
this "Christian Club" as it was their ancestors who once threatened it?
The speaker thus adheres to a common practice in Maltese intellectual
life, namely to link Europe's identity with Christianity and the GrecoRoman heritage, both of which distinguish "our continent" from other
continents such as Africa or Asia. Furthermore, it is interesting how
the foundation myth is once more employed to construct Malta's
uninterrupted ChristianlEuropean identity because, according to the
speaker, its European culture had been built up during the centuries
preceding the Order's arrivall)(). Finally, although the President admits
that the Maltese were not happy with the way they were treated by the
Order, he emphasises that their support was nevertheless a voluntary
act of "responsibility" which safeguarded "our identity". This is
RlJ
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Department of fnformation, 1995.
Thereby, of course, he contradicts the otherwise taken for granted view that the
Maltese owe their Europeanness to the Knights. Keeping in mind how the myth of
Malta's uninterrupted Christianity had been challenged in historical research only
shortly before, and that the British atlas from 1851 suggested that Malta was in
Africa not only before, but even under, the Order of St John, we understand the
significance of the Maltese president" swords.
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precisely why Malta - as with Hungary should no longer be excluded
from the centre of Europe, as was the case under the Knights and the
British.

Malta and Tourism
Over the past thirty years or so, tourism has become the mainstay
of the Maltese economyYl. With the growing importance of cultural,
rather than sea/sun/fun, tourismn , it obviously became relevant to
reflect upon what could be told to all those visitors eager to learn about
the island's history and culture. Again, the myth of Malta as a
"glorious nation" acquired importance, constituting a narrative which
not only did not perturb, but possibly even impress, the mainly
European tourists')3. However, the myth of Malta as a Christian/
European nation has not solely come to figure prominently here, but,
going even further back to the Neolithic period, the image of nothing
less than Malta as "the cradle of European civilisation" was also
constructed94 •
In an original interpretation, Jon Mitchell related Maltese archaeology to Malta's EU application95, which was then in process.
Acknowledging the pivotal role of tourist guides as cultural brokers
who select and form a coherent narrative for many visitors, Mitchell
conducted fieldwork at the local Institute of Tourism Studies,
participating in the course on "Tourism Culture". According to the
author, the overall thrust of the course, which has become a requirement for any Maltese tourist guide, is - or at least was deliberately to
encourage the guides to promote the EU application amongst the many
European citizens who visit the islands. Apart from being urged to
point out Malta's more recent achievements - for instance, the new
airport and yacht marina, which would qualify the country as suffi')(
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In 1994, tourism accounted for 40% of the Gross Domestic Product, generating the
major portion of Malta's foreign exchange earnings; Economic Planning DivisionMinistry of Finance and Commerce, 1997, pp. 130-145.
Boissevain, 1996.
Of the by now more than one million tourists per year, the great majority come
from Europe, with around 50% of that total coming from the UK and around 15%
from Germany.
Not entirely without reason, as recent archaeological evidence suggests that the
Maltese Neolithic temples are the oldest stone buildings in the world, older than,
for instance, the Egyptian pyramids; Rcnfrew, 1973.
Mitchell, J., 1996.
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ciendy modern for EU membership the candidates are taught the
technique of the "discursive collapsing of time", i.e. how to present the
past as being continuous with the present. They are instructed in how
to create mental pictures in the tourists' minds by constantly making
comparisons between the past and the present, for instance, between
ancient temples and Maltese churches. By suggesting the continuity of
Malta's cultural identity over time, and constructing an explicit link
between Maltese origins and European origins in general, the tourist
guides are supposed to spread the idea that the EU would not be
complete without Malta, the place from where its civilisation springs.
The author also demonstrates how even the Stone Age can be used to
sustain goals for the future.
I argue that similar economic and political functions fulfil the St
Paul myth and almost too obvious to notice - that of the Knights of
St. John. Let us imagine an "ordinary" European planning a holiday in
the Mediterranean. Malta is one of the options, so he/she orders the
National Tourism Organisation's brochure for further information. It
sounds inviting:
Visitors to Malta are invariably struck by the rare sense of hospitality and
friendliness of the Maltese people. The Apostle Paul, who was shipwrecked off Malta in AD 60, was probably the first long-stay winter
visitor to the Island and the hospitality shown him by the locals is well
recorded in the Acts of the Apostles. Two thousand years later Maltese
hospitality remains as wann as it was then.

As it was for the Pope, St. Paul's shipwrecking stands for the "rare"
friendliness of the Maltese, this time in welcoming millions of tourists
who choose Malta as a destination96 • Furthermore, the fact that St Paul
was a "long-stay winter visitor" may contribute in convincing our
holidaymaker to opt for an out-of-season visit, an idea that the Ma1tese
authorities have long been trying to promote in order to spread visits
over the year. The hospitality, described as "warm", may thereby even
make up for the eventuality of wet and cold weather. The brochure
<)6

There is, however, a public debate in which the myth of Maltese friendliness has
come under fire. Jeremy Boissevain quotes a leading local newspaper columnist
who is fed up with the numerous tourists and furiously responds to some tOllristletters complaining about Maltese unfriendliness: "Tourism, once regarded as our
salvation and still our main mcans of sustenance, has become a necessary evil [ ... J
Perhaps the time has come to admit that the quality of life of Maltesc people is
sinking amid tourist arrival figures topping the one million mark." Boissevain,
1996, p. 233.
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then goes on to introduce the most significant moment in Maltese/
European history, the Great Siege. Moreover, the guest is being
prepared to interpret the numerous heavy fortifications and bastions on
the island as symbols of glory and pride, rather than as reminders of
war and shame. It reads:
[ ... ] Suleiman wanted to destroy the Order completely and use Malta as a
base from which to attack Southern Europe. In 1565 he set out with a
strong fleet to drive the Knights out of Malta. The siege which his navy
laid on Malta, referred to by the Maltese as the Great Siege of 1565, lasted
four months with fighting of almost unimaginable ferocity. Although
heavily outnumbered, the Knights stood firm and finally won, assisted by
the Maltese people and by last minute reinforcements from Sicily. The
Turks had no allernative but to beat retreat leaving behind them an
impressive number of dead amongst whom the feared corsair Dragut. The
Knights of St. John had successful1y protected Southern Europe and
Christendom. After their victory against the Turks, the Knights turned
enthusiastically to the further development of Malta and Gozo. A golden
era in culture, architecture and the arts followed. Many of Malta's most
attractive buildings were built during this period. A new fortress city,
Valletta, was buHt and named in honour of the Grand Master Jean Parisot
de la Valette, under whose inspired guidance the Knights and the Maltese
had defied the Turkish onslaught.

The information possibilities do not stop at the planning stages.
If the European tourist chooses to come to Malta, opting to fly with
Air Malta, he/she will also be supplied with more facts on Malta and
its history. This Month: The In-flight Magazine of Air Malta provides a
brief overview of "The Maltese Islands":
Malta is the place for sunworshippers wanting peaceful friendly surroundings. It is a treasure trove of arts, history and stark beauty out or all
proportion to its size. The Maltese Islands, situated in the Mediterranean
100 km from Sicily and 290 km from North Africa, consist of Malta (390
square km), Gozo (65) and Comino (2,5). The islanders (340,000 tracing
their origins to before 4,000 BC) owe their faith to the Apostle Paul who
was shipwrecked at Malta in AD 60, their language, basically Semitic with
a sprinkling of Romance, to the Arabs, who ruled them for 220 years, their
Culture to the Knights of St. John, who stayed for 268 years; and their
deep sense of democracy to 164 years of British connection. The island
became independent in 1964, and a republic in 1974,'17
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This Month:The In:flight Magazine (!f Air Malta, 1997. pp. 46-47.
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The image of "friendliness" and "beauty" is reiterated, creating
joyful anticipation. Again, suggesting an identity developed over
thousands of years, the magazine traces the origins of the Maltese
people back to 4,000 Be. Besides the mention of St Paul and the
Maltese "Culture", held to derive from the Knights, it is interesting to
note how a distinction is made between the Arab "rule" and the British
"connection", although it is also pointed out that the Maltese owe such
an essential feature as their language to the Arabs, and that they
became "independent" from the British. No reference is made here to
war or conflict the Great Siege, the many attacks by pirates, and the
Second World War go unmentioned, Perhaps this would contradict the
image of Malta as a "place for sun worshippers wanting peaceful
friendly surroundings"9:;.
After the tourist has landed, one of his/her first activities might be
to visit one of the available multi-media shows - such as The Malta
Experience, The Sacred Island, or Gozo Heritage - A Walk Through
7JOO~ Years of Living History - previously advertised at the airport.
The former, probably the most popular, condenses Maltese history into
a heroic 45 minutes, unavoidably leading to abstraction and selection.
It thus provides another fruitful source for the analysis of the
construction of coherence, meaning and identity'>'!. Although St Paul
and the Great Siege also figure prominently in this case, I find it more
rewarding to focus here on the representation of the Arab period
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This is in contrast to tl1e information presented under the Malta Labour Party in the
19705, which was provided by the then Malta Government Tourist Board, which
expressed the view that Malta's history was the outcome of domination and an
elit.ist his.toriography of foreigners, not of the Maltese people themselves. Jeremy
BOl~SeVaIn quot~s the 1976 brochure: "Malta's history is pre-historic history, is
ancl~nt hIstory. IS ~odern history. But most of all, Malta's history is a history of
foreIgn rulers and Invaders. They came from just about everywhere in Western
Europe and Northern Africa", Boissevain, 1996. p. 222.
In 1996, I bought a tapc with the commentary in English and transcribed most of it.
The text on the cover says: "This recording of the soundtrack of The Malta
Experience has been reproduced from the original made by Ron Bewley
Productions of London. It is a playback of the whole commentary, the music anll
sound effects of the Multivision Show." The spectacle can be seen at the
Mediterranean Confer.ence Centre, St Elmo, Valletta, six times a day from Monday
to ~rtday and three times a day on Saturdays and Sundays. The commentary is
aVUllable m the followmg eleven languages: Maltese. English, German, French.
Italian, Spanish, Dutch, Danish, Russian, Japanese. and Portuguese; note. however.
that it is not available in classical Arabic, Libyan or Turkish.
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between 870 and 1090. We join the show immediately after the story
of St. Paul's shipwrecking:
[Muslim music] Christianity, though, was not the only religion with a role
to play in the historical drama that was to enfold this small island. By the
year 800 the Arabic Muslim Empire had expanded to encompass Persia,
Syria, Korth Africa and most of Spain. - For the Maltese the 200 years of
Arab rule were a time of peace and stability. Agricultural methods were
revolutionised with new techniques of irrigation and the introduction of
many new crops, among them cotton, lemons, olives and figs. - - - [other
Muslim music]
The chief legacy of the Arab occupation, however,
must be its effect on the language, which in its roots is closely akin to
Arabic. Many of the names we see around us are of Arabic origin. The
Arab invasion was in many ways beneficial for Malta and Europe. They
brought new mathematics, art and sciences assimilated from all the
countries of their empire. Europe had barely recovered from the Dark
of the Goths and Vandals. The Arabs brought light into a world of
shadows.

These comments are certainly surprising compared to the otherwise
dominant narrative. Although the idea of Arab "rule", "occupation"
and "invasion" is still upheld, the period is also described as one of
"peace" and "stability", acknowledging the great achievements of the
Arab civilisation, which was "in many ways beneficial for Malta and
Europe". Does this reference to Arab culture merely serve to satisfy
the European tourists' ardent desire for the exotic? Or may we perhaps
interpret this remarkable passage in The Malta Experience as an
expression of the Maltese people's desire to come to terms with their
ambivalent past?

Reiativising the Foundation Myth in Everyday Life
In my theoretical reflections, I suggested analysing foundation
myths with respect to their relevance in guiding people's interactions
and inquiring into the conditions of belief and doubt. This examination
into the uses and effects of Malta's foundation myth revealed, in
several contexts, that an essential condition for belief, as well as for the
successful construction of collective identity, is approval by the
audience. We have seen, however, that none of the attempts to
construct a Maltese identity were agreed upon by all, or even by a
majority, but rather met with resistance from both inside and outside
the community. Dom Mintoff's endeavour to establish old/new bonds
with the Arab world excluded the Nationalist Party, the university and
the Church, and put a heavy strain on Malta's relations with Europe
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and the West. The Nationalist Party's effort to "firmly anchor" the
islands in Europe via EU-membership ignored the Labour Party's
belief in Malta's neutrality; by connecting Europe to Christianity, it
also had to exclude both Malta's Arab heritage and the Arab/Muslim
world in generaI HX ).
To sum up, at this point in my inquiry, the Maltese appear to be
deeply divided and confused about their past, present and future. Yet,
the various attempts to construct one coherent collective identity,
especially in the case of the Nationalist Party's attempt to join the
"Christian Club", seem to respond mainly to the pressures of the wider
political and economic context of Europe, the Mediterranean and the
Arab world. I may now refer to the beginning of this chapter where I
proposed considering an acceptance of ambivalence, not only in the
social sciences, but also as a fundamental condition of social life.
Politicians and intellectuals are, of course, not the only actors in Malta
and, although they are certainly int1uential and active in publishing
their opinions, they might not be the most intriguing ones when it
comes to managing paradox. \Vhile political and economic considerations appear to impose on Maltese officials the need to decide between
Europe and the Other, "normal" Maltese may well prefer ambivalence
HXI

This also seems to have displeased the EU. Even though the Commission's Avis on
Malta in 1993 officially acknowledged Malta's European identity, it also stressed,
in the framework of its new Mediterranean policy, that Malta would be important
as a member in its function as a bridge, not as a wall to the Arabs and Muslims in
North Africa. The Maltese now deliberated the question whether this role as a
bridge could be better fulfilled inside or outside the ED. The Nationalist Party's
Foreign Minister, Prof. Guido de Marco, maintained shortly before the debate in the
European Parliament on Malta's "exceptional relations with Arab states, especially
Libya", as reported in The Times of Malta, "that joining Europe provides thal
anchorage for Malta which stability and security require. Joining Europe will not
mean that Malta will turn its back to its southern Mediterranean neighbours. Indeed
we hope and we see our role as that of a bridge linking Europe to Mediterranean
states who, because of their non-belongingness to Europe, cannot aspire to joining,
but are envisaging a partnership for peace and stability in the Mediterranean
region." The Labour Party's position, on the other hand, was and is that Malta can
fulfil this role effectively only outside any union, European or Arab: "Too close an
identification with one or the other of the Mediterranean divide
with Italy or
Libya - with 'Europe' or 'North Africa' - will spell the end of Maltese neutrality
and non-alignment." Note, however, how both politicians - Prof. de Marco when
differentiating between "Europeans" and "non-Europeans", Dr. Sanl when talking
about the "Mediterranean divide'" draw a line through the Mediterranean. 711(:
Times of Malta, 20 May 1995, p. 18; The Times of Malta, 12 July 1995, p. 1, Sant,
1995, p. 21.
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(similarly in this book, see Patrizia Nanz in the next chapter on
migrants, interculturalism and everyday life). Maybe the boundaries
between Europe, Malta and the Arab world are not so sharply drawn in
daily life? Perhaps the Maltese are even happy with the plurality of
coexisting identities and truths lOl ?
To conclude my empirical study on "doing Christianity and
Europe" in Malta, I want to present some examples from my current
research on the ritual construction of collective identity in face-to-face
encounters between Maltese, Arabs and Europeans; in which I pursue
such questions, whereby, of course, I cannot provide all-encompassing
answers. By looking at these encounters as theatrical performances of
the actors' belief in the truth of history and the reality of the
boundaries which seem to separate them, using some of Victor
Turner's insights, I acknowledge the man-made quality of all identities
and d ifferences 102. "[T]he world is filled with things that exist only in
people's minds, which must constantly be enacted and reenacted to
maintain their presence. Society is, in very real and important ways, a
theatre, and performances in it - symbolic communications and
rituals - are critical to its survival."W3 During three fieldwork periods
in 1995, 1996 and 1997, twenty conversations in English were
recorded, whereby ten randomly chosen Maltese met, at an interval of
about one year, first an Arab and then a European, or vice versa,
without the Maltese being aware that this was being done on my
behalf. Currently, I reconstruct how in each context the actors - who of
course remain anonymous - negotiate and make sense of St Paul, the
Arabs, the Knights, colonialism, fundamentalism, Libya, and Malta's
EU-application. The aim thereby is to improve our understanding of
how actors situationally remember the past together, construct
similarities and differences, produce shared feelings of truth, doubt,

love, and hate, and, especially, how they are able to cope with
contradictions ]04.
For this chapter, I have chosen three fragments of cross-cultural
conversations between Maltese mayors and Arabs, in which the
foundation myth becomes an issue. By selecting encounters in which I
did not participate myself, I try to ret1ect my own role and influence as
ethnographer, and to bring other perspectives into the picture 105. The
first encounter, from 22 July 1996, is between Frank Farrugia (F), a
mayor from the Malta Labour Party, and Suleiman Said (S), a student
from Palestine 1O(i:
S

F

S

104

102

Browsing through the Internet, I found, for instance, Alexander Borg's article in
which he stressed the similarities between Malta and Turkey, pointing out that both
are "cosmopolitan countries", having "the same gay atmosphere" (Valletta being a
"a little Istanbul"), "very strong religious traditions", a "parasitic bureaucracy",
"countless contradictions", a "strategic position between West and East" and that
both are (were) applying to join the EU. Borg, 1999.
Hahn, 1994.

!OJ

Donath, 1995, p. 387.
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105

Would you please comment on the following events in
Malta's history? How important are they for the Maltese
people? I mean. In 60 AD, I mean, eh, Introduction of
Christianity by S1. Paul, I mean.
St. Paul. Ehh [sighs], if we have to believe history, ...
Aha! (smiles] He.

F

[laughs] Hehehehehe. I would say that, eh, [smiles] Saint
Paul was a different person. Because, eh, there are so many
countries saying that they have a hand of Saint Paul, that
[smiles] he must have been a (camerionter)!

S

Ye=actually, even we, the Palestinians, we say he is a
Palestinian!

F

[laughs] Hehe. [laughs] Hehe.

S

He is from Palestine! So ... [laughs] Hehe. HEHEHE.

F

[laughs] HEHEHE. HAHAHA. HEHE. Hhh, BUT, eh, if we
take, if we take, ehm,
[speaks seriously] history - being,
The coming of, of, of Saint, Saint Paul
eh, truth, - eh,

N
h
.
ote t e sometImes taken for granted importance of face-to-face encounters in
social life (e.g. Georg Simmel, Erving Goffman) and the significance of
conversations for "reality-maintenance" (Berger & Luckmann, 1991, p. 172), On
conversation analysis consult, for instance, Goodwin, & Heritage, 1990; and
Bergmann, 1994. Cross-cultural conversations, I argue, are of particular interest,
the actors assume that they belong to different groups. Fredrik Barth points out:
"Entailed in ethnic boundary maintenance are also situations of social contact
between persons of different cultures"; Barth, F., 1969, p. 15. See also Matthes,
1992, pp. 3-9.
Giesen, 1991.
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Note that the names of the actors on stage were all changed.
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F indicates that he might not believe in the myth of St. Paul, as he
hesitates ("Eeh"), sighs, and uses the conditional "if we [ ... ] believe
history". Responding with a smile, S also signals his possible disbelief:
"Aha!". He is able to do 80, without the risk of offending F, because of
F' 8 prior hesitation and use of the conditional. Thus, both actors seem
to agree that the myth might not correspond to the truth. Consequently,
both start to laugh. We see the importance of smiling, sighing, and
laughing in establishing an intersubjectively shared reality. F suggests
not taking the myth too seriously, because, given the fact that "so
many countries" claim that Paul was there, either the countries must be
wrong or Paul must have been "a different person", one with more than
two hands. S confirms that "even" the Palestinians claim that Paul is
from Palestine, the word "even" conveying that Palestine is special in
this context, perhaps because the Palestinians are Muslims, whereas
Paul was a Christian. S's repetition of "he is a Palestinian! [ ... J He is
from Palestinel" leaves open whether he claims to be taken seriously
or not. F's laughter, on the other hand, leaves no doubt that he
interprets S's words as ironic. Finally, both F and S laugh loudly,
displaying their common understanding in regarding the myth as a
joke, at the same time reducing the tension which might arise from the
fact that the two presumably differ in their religious faith. F then
suggests, seriously, taking history as "truth", i.e. no I anger as a joke.
"BUT", "ehm" and the pause of two seconds mark this break with the

jocular atmosphere. The rest of the conversation once again gives
ample evidence of the confusion surrounding Malta's past, if the truth
is sought. We have problems following F's reasoning. All three
narratives of the foundation myth, St. Paul, the Arabs and the Knights,
seem to be mixed together with 2,000 years collapsing into a few
seconds. According to F, the coming of St. Paul "must have changed
the history of Ma1ta altogether", because Christianity has flourished
since then. Stopping talking, however, he seems to have noticed that
something does not fit. If the character of the "then population" (i.e.
the people in 60 AD) has changed, why do the Maltese speak Arabic
today? F has to find a way out. The oft practised mere neglect of the
Maltese Arab heritage seems to be impossible in the presence of an
Arab who knows about the closeness of Maltese and Arabic, therefore
F's solution is simply to find it "amazing". He shows, however, that he
is well aware of the fact that "The Arabs have been here for two
hundred years", which is benev01ently noted by S: "Aha". This,
however, leads to even more confusion. F holds that "apart from the
language, and numbers ... ", only to stop talking again. Perhaps he
wanted to continue: " ... nothing changed under the Arabs",? The two
second pause suggests that he feels there is a contradiction. In his
following statement, "they have changed altogether, eh, the characters,
writings, the mentality ... ", it is no longer clear at all who has changed
(the Maltese?, the Arabs?), and when the change took place (in
60 AD?, under the Arabs?). Presumably, in talking about the Arab
script and numerals, we have good reason to assume that F refers to a
change in the Arab period, rather than in 60 AD. This assumption is
confirmed by F: "as if it was overnight, we changed from being an
Arab nation to a European nation!" Thus, it is clear that F no longer
refers to St. Paul, as the change from being "Arab" to being
"European" cannot have taken place before the Arabs even came to
Malta. What then did provoke this sudden transformation, if not
St. Paul's arrival? One possible answer to this is that F, perhaps
unconsciously, al1udes to the historical findings which put forward that
the Pauline tradition was an invention of the 17th century, that the
transformation of Malta from an Arab to a European nation thus
occurred under the Knights. The fact that the change was supposedly
"overnight", night being associated with darkness, dreams and secrecy,
indicates that the Maltese were, and are, not fully aware of what was
going on. F does not know what happened to the (physica1?) "remains"
of the Arab period. Also, S asks himself questions, "as an Arab, I
mean ... ". Yet, before we learn more about these questions, he is
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must have changed - the history of Malta altogether. The coming of, eh, Christianity, and, eh, the religion
flourishing as it did through all the years ... - Eh, I think
of the then - population has changed
that the character
altogether! Because it is amazing! - The Arabs have been
here for two hundred years.
S

F

Aha.
And apart from the language - , and numbers ... - I mean,
they have changed altogether, eh, the characters, writings,
the mentality...
And, eh, as if it was overnight, we
changed from being an Arab nation to a European nation! Now, why? - I wouldn't know. But it is amazing that very
few remains of the Arab presence in Malta remained!

S

Mmh. Actually sometimes I ask myself questions, I mean, as
an Arab, I mean ...

F

Were they here?

interrupted by F: "Were they here?" As F probably means the Arabs,
the confusion is complete, as he has already acknowledged the Arab
presence on the islands for two hundred years. In the end, only one
thing seems to be clear: St. Paul was responsible for a fundamental
change in the Maltese at some point in their history. It is, however,
unclear whether this change took place in 60 AD or at the time of the
Order of S1. John. To be sure, given the Maltese past, I do not hold the
view that the actors on stage actually contradicting themselves is the
noteworthy fact. What is more intriguing for the purpose of this
treatment here is the manner in which the actors manage to keep the
conversation flowing smoothly despite all of the contradictions,
paradoxes and untruths.
Let us now have a look at the second encounter, from 29 July 1996;
the same interviewer, Suleiman Said (S), asks Charles Cassola (C), a
mayor from the Nationalist Party, what the introduction of Christianity
by St Paul means to him:
S

Here I have some dates, and, eh, I just would like you to briefly
comment on that. I mean. 60 AD, the introduction of, eh,
Christianity by St. Paul to Malta. What does it mean to you? '

C

I am, I am, I, I am a, eh, practica1, ehm,
Well, ehm, eh, ...
Christian. I mean, eh ...

S

Aha.

C

I, I'm a, I practice Christianity.

S

Aha.

C

Eh, as all religions ... Because I believe in the liberty of all
religions, personally!

S

Mmh.

C

Ehm, eh, - each religion has its own, ehm, good thing! Because
they all be1ieve in one god, as far as I know! Ehm, eh, the thing
is this. Christianity has a, has a big, big bearing on the human,
human attitude! - - Because it's the, eh, - it's the value of
the Maltese, which has, eh, during the past 200, eh, 2,000 years,
ehm, created the Maltese nation, as it is nDl>v. - And, I think,
you can't separate, you can't separate Christianity from the
Maltese!

S

Mmh.
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C obviously feels a bit uncomfortable. The way he stammers out
first sentence "Well, ehm, eh"; "I am, I am, I, I am" - could mean
it he defines the situation as delicate. Perhaps he assumes that his
lestinian counterpart is a Muslim, whom he might offend or
allenge by saying that he is a practising Christian? Within a very
ort time, however, encouraged by S' s disarming "Aha", he takes
art and emphasises "I practice Christianity". As if to defend the
Dtimacy of this, C expresses his adherence to the religious freedom
the individual. He then employs both the "let's-accept-differences"
de - "each re1igion has its [ ... ] good thing" - and the "we-are-allual" code - "all believe in one god". Paradoxically enough, the latter
thereby supposed to explain the fonner: each religion is special,
ecause" all are equal. Of greater social impact than this contradicn, however, is what C in this way does: he reduces the difference
tween Christians and Muslims, and between C and S in particular.
:t, he holds, still in a defensive manner, that "you can't separate
lristianity from the Maltese!", because it has created the Maltese
tion over the past 2,000 or 200? years as it is "now". One may, of
use, ask who should want to do so? The Arabs? The Muslims? S?
The third encounter, from 13 March 1998, sees Moustafa Marouk
), a diplomat from Egypt, interview Emanuel Ellul (E), another
.yor from the Nationalist Party:
i

M

Eh, what do you think about two major events in Maltese
history, eh, Saint Paul's shipwrecking in AD 60 and the Great
Siege in 1565?

E

Of course, the corning of Saint Paul, eh, it is historically
documented in one of the, eh, eh, books in the, eh, the Acts of
the Apostles. Which is a historic book, apart from being a
religious book! Eh, that has obviously made a tremendous
impact on us.
And, eh, then, in 1565 ... - You know, in those
days, with the crusades and things ... The Lord must have
laughed! Or despaired! Here are two; two sides saying 'I fight
for god'. One side says' Allah u akbar', and the other side saying
'the cross'. And it's the same god, and we're, we're, sort of,
killing each other! We spent centuries killing each other, using
religion as an excuse for waging war and for conquest. - So,
eh, yes, I do believe that religion was used - as an excuse.
Whereas, eh, as you know more than I do, that the three great
monotheistic religions, eh, Islam, the Christian religion, and, eh,
[to another person] Alright, Roger? [to M again] - and, eh,
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M

and, eh, Judaic religions, stem from one, from Abraham, from
one religion. Eh, eh, even in the Quran it's stated that Christians,
Jews, and Muslims must live in peace. So, whatever problems
there have been over the centuries, the crusades, and so on, it
was just politics!
Mmh.

University Institute" (G), that is me, the emphasis was not on peace
and monotheism, but on Malta's Christian unity:
G

E
G
E

In 60 AD, the introduction of Christianity by St. Paul. Do you
think this was important? ...
Hh ... - Mind you, once you've got, eh, one religion in a
country, it's good.
Mmh.
Because, eh, you can see that in Malta, most of the people, we
are Catholic now. - So, there is no difference, e ... h, in
colour, or in religion. So, for the country, it's a good aspect.

Asked what he thinks about "two major events in Maltese history",
St. Paul's shipwrecking and the Great Siege, E expresses his sincere
belief in the historical truth of the events in 60 AD, as the Bible,
besides being a religious text, is a valid source as a "historic book".
Perhaps he feels the need to stress this, because the myth was
questioned on various previous occasions, although not by M? E then
argues that St. Paul "made a tremendous impact on us", the word "us"
constructing an identity between the Maltese today and those of 2,000
years ago. The fact that this impact is "obvious" seems to render it
superfluous for E to elaborate further upon what that impact was, thus
not mentioning Christianity at alL Both actors appear to assume that
this is common knowledge. In contrast to the immediacy of S1. Paul, E
tries to create some distance with the Great Siege of 1565, pausing for
one second and using words like: "You know", "in those days",
"crusades and things ... ". Linking the past to the present, also here,
would construct a boundary between E and M, as they would represent
the former enemies. Yet, E tries to avoid this - "The Lord mllst have
laughed! Or despaired!" - because both sides were fighting in the
name of the same god, using religion "as an excuse for [ ... ] politics".
Apart from blaming politicians "for waging war and for conquest", we
again see how a personal encounter between a Maltese and an Arab is
likely to relativise apparently insurmountable divisions. E highlights
the common roots of all monotheistic religions - Islam, Christianity
and Judaism - something M is supposed to know more about than he is
(why?). E finally calls for peace and M agrees ("Mmh") as, according
to
he should because peace is "even" part of the Quran, to which M
supposedly adheres.
We may now briefly contrast Charles Cassola's and Emanuel
Ellul's constructions of collective identity between Maltese and Arabs
when talking to a Palestinian and an Egyptian with two extracts drawn
from conversations between the same two mayors and European
interviewers. When Emanuel Ellul (E) expressed, on 1 August 1996,
his views on St. Paul to a "German researcher from the European

Considering what Charles Cassola, the other Nationalist Party
on
mayor, had said about interreligious matters when he talked
18 November] 997 to Fabrizio Fanti, an Italian musician, we get an
even better idea regarding how contextual constructions of identity and
reality may be. Having stressed in his encounter with Suleiman that
Christians and Muslims "all believe in one god", he drew a sharp
boundary between these faithful in his interview with Fabrizio: "If you
take religion with religion, like with like, no?, the Christian religion is
different from their religion! It's a different religion! You know. I can't
imagine being, being a Muslim! [laughs] Hehehe."
Summing up, these microscopic glimpses at how Maltese and
Arabs negotiate the Maltese foundation myth, especially in contrast to
how it is done with Europeans, suggest that the wall between Malta
and the Arab world is not as towering as it may appear when we only
limit ourselves to a European perspective or to political and intellectual
discourses. In everyday life, people are likely to engage in shifting the
boundaries that appear to divide the groups to which they belong.
Their practices in order to do so are manifold: conceding that all
religions should be respected, pointing out their commonalities, or
appealing to peace. Of course, this is. also abundantly done in
intellectual writings and political speeches. Yet, compared to the
dynamic and social quality of face-to-face interactions, written texts
and sermons emerge as somehow "one-way" and "dead". Social life is
inherently indeterminate and, thus, cannot be measured, predicted or
fully controlled. In every single moment, actors enjoy an ultimate
freedom regarding whether to stress or to relativise memories and
myths which insinuate differences and connict; they have an ultimate
choice of either "overlooking" or correcting contradictions and para-
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doxes. Such contingency is the predicament, but also the spice, of
human existence, and it is therefore that dialogue, reciprocal goodwill
and solidarity lO7 are the conditio sine qua non of society. A Christian
and a Muslim having a good laugh together about St. Paul, instead of
arguing about the truth or legitimating political action, may seem to be
a triviality. Yet, such practised cross-cultural competence lOX can at
times be more rational than abstract reflection on collective identity.

Postlude: On Events, Symbols, Magic, and Science
Let me briefly conclude. One could certainly look at Malta from a
normative viewpoint, discussing, for instance, the different approaches
in constructing Maltese identity, either as a European/Christian
community excluding the Arab/Muslim world or as a community
which tries to synthesise the different worlds. This could serve to point
out the danger for Europe as a whole, if she constructs a Christian
identity, and thereby excludes her own Arab heritage, Muslim
applicant-states or the Muslims already living in Europe. Malta could
also provide a case in point for a general discussion on the validity and
legitimacy of the construction of a collective identity over generations
and centuries, even going back as far as the Stone Age, from which
political claims are then derived. However, I prefer to keep politics and
science apart, and to remain within the discussion of the possibility of
science under the phenomenological assumption that ambivalence is
accepted as an inherent part of social reality.
The purpose of this chapter was to think this idea through in its
implications for both social life and social sciences. My proposal was
to carry out an interpretive analysis of the past, starting with the
premise that history has the potential to be constructed by social actors.
I illustrated this through the example of Malta, describing various
practices used for the construction of time, identity and reality, an
approach which might be applicable to other cases as well. Ambiguous
Malta is certainly interesting for an analysis of the construction of
coherence and truth, and seems to be, thanks to its border situation
between Europe, the nation-state and the Arab world, an almost
My main
paradigmatic case for the (post-) modern condition
theoretical argument was that, if it is impossible to represent the

reality, and if we are unable to tell whether ~ pe:s?n tells the truth. or
ot we may nevertheless claim to work sClentlfically by observmg
n ~municationsliO in which memories and myths are used to construct
f~entity and ambivalence. I dem~nstrated t~is, firstly, by reconstruc~in~
some of the codes and symbols mvolved, I.e. the three core nar~atlves
of the Maltese foundation myth (St. Paul, the Arabs and the ~mgh~s),
the boundaries and identities (Maltese, European: .Arab, NatIOnalIst,
Labour, Libyan, and so on), and the truths and realitIes t~o many t~ be
listed. Second1y, I analysed the relevance of t.he. found~tlOn myth.l~ a
number of contexts (colonialism, post-colomahsm,. SCIence, P?ittICS,
tourism, and everyday life), in which it was transmItted, transformed
and instrumentalised, maintaining a separation between the pnv~te and
the public, and considering both Europe and the Arab world. Thlrdl~, I
inquired into the various. pra,~tices, i.e. the. "~?i~~" of ~h~"m~mones,
boundaries and truths, lIke comrnemoratmg, applymg, excluding", "reasoning", "inventing", "appeasing", "sighing",. and "laughing". Thus, the past is continuously (re)constructed by SOCIal actors.
Instead of 1imiting myself to single speech acts, I tried, wherever
possible, to inquire into the com~uni~~tions betwe~n actors and
audiences: for example, between Mmtotr and The Times oj Malta,
Warnecke and his critics, the Pope and the faithful, the mayors and the
Arabs. What we have therefore are the immediate reaction.s of the
audiences in face-to-face encounters. In all other cases, actIons and
reactions are mediated, either through the actors' own writings or
through other writers' accounts, as in newspaper reports. In some
cases of course we do not have any reactions at aU. Whereas we
migh~, for instan~e, only guess at how the Hungarian president and his
wife responded to the Maltese president' S addres~ or whether the
visitors to The Malta Experience took the show senously or not, the
face-to-face encounters give us a privileged access to life as it really
happens 11 I. This, I would argue, renders such data highly r.elev~nt f~r
the analysis of the social construction of reality. Directmg In thIS
fashion "exceedingly extended acquaintances with extremely small
matters Hl12 , it is one way to analyse culture "as a 'tool kit' of symbols,
stories, rituals, and world-views"ll3. "Culture has to be seen as
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processual [... J, an endless series of negotiations among actors about
the assignment of meaning to the acts in which they jointly
participate" I 14. Therefore, extending historical analysis to the analysis
of talk-in-interaction consequently acknowledges that meaning has a
"fluid, dynamic, and situational character"li5, and that symbols,
identities and memories should be seen as events and interaction
rituals rather than as things, as was suggested by Emile Durkheim, or
as subjective thoughts inside individual heads. "Whatever, or wherever, symbol systems 'in their own terms' may be, we gain empirical
access to them by inspecting events, not by arranging abstracted
entities into unified patterns."116 In other words, we try "to catch
symbols in their movement" and "to play with their possibilities of
form and meaning [ ... J in the concrete, historical fields of their use by
'men alive' as they act, react, transact, and interact socially."117
Finally, I would like to anticipate three possible objections. First of
all, I am sure that I have not succeeded in doing justice to the
complexity of Maltese reality. However, it should have become clear
that it was not my aim to represent Malta and the Maltese in a realist,
but in a constructivist, style. And yet, I would argue that this histQrical
analysis contributes to an explanation of the political games around
Malta and the EU, which for many outsiders remain enigmatic, with
one political party applying for membership, the other withdrawing the
application, and so on. A second objection might refer to the somewhat
fuzzy "metaphysical" character of my approach, especially concerning
cultural codes and symbols. Talk about past events, possible boundaries, and partial truths, without clearly indicating their ontological
status, might be anathema to some readers. Indeed, the proposed
phenomenological style of inquiry seems to suggest in all earnestness
that these entities only exist in so far as the actors believe them to
exist. In this sense we are all "magicians", responsible for maintaining
latency and producing the illusions which are, however, necessary for
life 1I/!. Finally, as a third possible objection, there is still the point
whether a reconstructive analysis of the actors' constructions is able at
least to represent this reality as it really is. One could, of course, argue
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that the attempt to reconstruct how the Great Siege of ] 565 is
remembered in 1996 merely shifts the problem of representation from
then to now and, therefore, that nothing is gained. Responding
pessimistically, I would not know what to say, as it certainly tOllches
upon a critical point of my argument. My positive answer, however,
would be threefold. Firstly, we have to fry to give a description, as
accurately as possible, of the contexts in which people construct their
own views and truths. Secondly, it seems to me more accurate to face
the abyss of reality, like the brave 8th century annalist in S1. Gall
described by Hayden White l19 , and to see when, why and how people,
for instance in 1996, "forget" about the abyss, rather than to believe
that there is one fixed and unequivocal reality in 1565 waiting to be
represented. Thirdly, if we assume that reality is necessarily
constructed in the sense previously described, this chapter of course
makes no exception to the rule. However, as much as there are criteria
for whether, for instance, actions are in accordance with a religious
dogma or whether arguments are valid in politics, there are also criteria
as to whether a paper meets the requirements of science. I have
presented my own views on this. Now it is up to my audience to agree
or to disagree.
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