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Each meaning faded into the next and on the walls the rain was soaking 

the elections posters, suddenly aged, as if their aggressiveness had died with the last 

evening of the political battle among meetings and bill posters, the night before last, 

and as if these posters were already reduced to a patina of paste and cheap paper, 

where layer upon layer, the symbols of the opposing parties, could be read, 

transparently. At times the world’s complexity seemed to Amerigo a superimposition  

of clearly distinct strata, like the leaves of an artichoke; at other times, it seemed a 

clump of meanings, a gluey dough1. 

 

 

 

The study of the strategies implied in the transmission of the past and the public use of history2 

through its contents, structures, knots of reconstruction and selection, silences and removals, stands 

as one of the most relevant clues not just as to what concerns the loci of politics3 , their past and 

present symbolical and practical strategies, but is also a crucial key towards understanding the 

individual and collective representation and management of a political heritage; namely that potential 

which is achieved through its members, by dint of to the influence of their relationships and a memory 

of positions and ideologies which cannot escape the gaze of the others4, and, consequently, their moral 

judgement.   

Within the Maltese context, this memory of positions and ideologies is conveyed along a party 

polarisation between Labourites and Nationalists. A polarised organisation of society which brings to 

mind the Corsican partitu and contropartitu described by Lenclud5, and which, though derived from 

a specific social and historical conjunction in the aftermath of the Second World War, is nonetheless 

treated as an essentialised and intimate national object6, prescriptive and performative structure of 

conjuncture7 shaping most of the processional and relational aspects which define groups and 

individuals and their interactions; their narrative and functional positioning in time; the subjective 

distribution both in the spaces and in the interstices of a fluid and lively collective memory, and in 

 
1 Calvino, I., ‘The watcher’, in I. Calvino, The watcher and other stories, New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1971,  

7.  
2 Habermas, J., Écrits politiques: culture, droit, histoire, Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf., 1990.  
3 Abélès M., Le Lieu du politique, Paris: Société d’Ethnographie, 1983.  
4 Abélès M., Jours Tranquilles en 1989. Ethnologie politique d’un département français. Paris: Éditions Odile Jacob, 

1989.  
5 Lenclud, G.,  Des idées et des hommes: patronage électoral et culture politique en Corse. Revue française de science 

politiques, 38(5), 1988, 770-782.  
6 Herzfeld, M., Cultural intimacy: Social Poetics in the Nation-State. New York: Routledge, 1997.  
7 Sahlin, M.D., Islands of History. Chicago: University Press, 1985. By this expression the author refers to a set of 

historical relationships that both reproduce the traditional cultural categories and give them new values out of a pragmatic 

context.   
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those of a more authorised historical memory of events and happenings which have yet to become 

events8.    

Whether memory - a difficult and suspicious meeting ground, ultimately fruitful as it may be, 

between historians and anthropologists9 - can always be assumed to be social, or whether in a group 

one could find elements of individual memory in disagreement with a collective feeling about the 

past, especially when it comes to tragic and violent episodes10, has been extensively discussed11. 

Certainly the relation among the different elaborations and transmissions of the past is such a 

complicated issue and the memory languages so polysemic and superimposable that any attempt to 

classify and distinguish them end up being artificial. The same illusory divide which often lies 

between history and anthropology12.     

The division between collective and historical memory would be questionable even were it to 

be applied to a division between written and historical sources, since the latter may also coincide with 

the first, in the absence of written sources13. The same kind of historiography can be taken on as a 

particular type of social memory, a cold souvenir14 and consequently be studied as the product of a 

specific culture. And in effect,  memory itself is not merely a source, but a historical object worthy of 

historical enquiry15. 

Halbwachs argued how collective memory and history occupy complementary spaces and  are 

linked by a relation of succession, where history begins after memory decomposes. What history 

would do is establish pauses, differences and divisions in the continuous flux of memory so that, far 

from being the past, or all that remains of it, what it gives us is an abstract and artificial tableau16. 

That is why, in the analysis of the practices linked to the past, we should not just pay attention to the 

sites of memory17 (topographical, symbolicals, commemoratives and so on) but also to the sites of 

history. In other words, to whom and in which contexts such a memory stands dominant, memory 

being not just a conquest but also a tool and objective of power18.  

Each historical work would in fact distinguish itself by being the product of an institutional 

space which defines it in relation to a distinct social body19. History, as memory and social practice, 

might occur as equivocal, intermediate, a continuous confrontation between a past situation and a 

contemporary language. The word itself is already ambivalent: in many modern languages the word 

 
8 Sahlins, 1985.  
9 Clemente, P., Temps, Mémoire Et Récits: Anthropologie Et Histoire. Ethnologie Française, 24(3), 1994, 566–586.  
10 Contini, G., La memoria divisa, Milano: Rizzoli, 1997.  
11 See Bloch, M., Mémoire collective, tradition et coutume. A propos d’un livre récent. Revue de synthèse historique, 

tome 40, 1925, . 73-83; Bastide R., Mémoire collective et sociologie du bricolage, L’année sociologique, 21, 1970, 65-

108; Halbwachs, M., Les cadres sociaux de la Mémoire. Paris: Éditions Albin, 1925; Michel and Halbwachs, La mémoire 

collective, Paris: Éditions Albin Michel; Green, A., ‘Individual Remembering and 'Collective Memory’: Theoretical 

Presuppositions and Contemporary Debates’, Oral History, 32(2), 2004, 35–44; Sutton, J., ‘Between Individual and 

Collective Memory: Coordination, Interaction, Distribution’, Social Research, 75(1), 2008, 23–48; Haegel, F. and 

Lavabre, M.C.,  Destins ordinaires. Identités singulière et mémoire partagé. Paris: Presses de Science Po., 2010. 
12 See Evans-Pritchard, E.E., Social Anthropology: Past and present (The Marett Lecture), Man, 50(198), 1950, 118-24; 

Lévi-Strauss, C.,  Anthropologie Structurale 2. Paris: Plon, 1972; Comaroff, J.L., ‘Dialectical systems, History, 

Anthropology: Unity of Study and Questions of Theory’,  Journal of Southern African Studies, 1982, 8, 143-172. 
13 Assmann J.,La mémoire culturelle. Écriture, souvenir et imaginaire politique dans les civilisations antique,. Paris: 

Éditions Flammarion, 2010. 
14 ibid.  
15 Carrier P., Historical Traces of the Present: The Uses of Commemoration. Historical Reflections / Réflexions 

Historiques, 22(2),1996, 431-445.  
16 Halbwachs, 1950.  
17 Nora P.,  Les lieux de mémoire, Paris: Gallimard, 1984-1992.  
18 Le Goff J.,  Histoire et mémoire. Paris: Gallimard, 1988.  
19 de Certeau M.,  L’écriture de l’histoire. Paris: Gallimard, 1975.  
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history (as in the case of the Italian storia), refers both to the facts and their narration, what has 

happened and what is said to have happened20. But history is also a judgmental practice, even if the 

historians’ judgement is always an unsettled one21, their truth being partial and never at rest: 

“l’historien ne pronounce jamais des jugements juridiques; on peut presque dire qu’il ne prononce 

pas même des jugement historiques; il en en perpétuel travail.22”  

Placed under this perspective, the work of the historian would result in incomplete and 

ambivalent works, not only as a result of present exigencies, but also because of its intertwining with 

the subjectivity and the intentions of its authors, whose palpable intervention emerges in their 

selection of what is more or less important, by assigning cause and effect relations, by relating with 

the other in a particular way while translating it into a contemporary language23. What one could 

grasp from many historical texts is, consequently, the mentality of their author24, a more involuntary 

and deep-seated core25; that is, the articulation of the past through present-inflected schemes, the 

relevance of a contemporary urgency which renders the past into an always-current affair26.  

To that one should add the contingent and particular presence of conflictual institutional and 

academic spaces where the management of the past is put into practice and discussed; the authority 

of the voices which deal with the past; the dispersion of its fragments between explicitly partisan 

writings and those which are less so (that is, more contextually authorised); without forgetting the 

moral relevance and the political heritage whose various memories have altered themselves across 

the decades.  

If in many cases, collective memory acts as a social selection of remembrance, then history 

acts as a political and functional selection of that memory, played often on an ambiguity of spaces of 

competence and an alternate mechanism of oblivion and abuse27, of planned confiscations and 

destructions28 where the sources and the documents overstep their role of merely serving as ‘proofs’ 

by becoming inoppugnabilità, incontestable items, vividly reported, which distract our attention from 

the presence of the subject in the text.   

It is in this tension between documentary evidence and its subjective arrangement in a specific 

historiographic scheme where, thanks to the magic of nationalism, the chance is transmuted in 

destiny29, that in Malta an ambivalent, explicit or between-the-lines30 production of a national icon31 

emerges in terms of a naturalised polarisation through historical mechanisms which are, 

paradoxically, at the bottom of de-historicising and eternicising processes32.    

During his research in Corsica, the anthropologist Matei Candea retraced through literary, 

historical and geographical documents, the production of durable structures aiming at building the 

 
20 Trouillot M.R.,  Silencing the past, power and the production of history. Boston: Beacon Press, 1995.  
21 Péguy, C.,  Le jugement historique, in F. Hartog., J. Revel (eds.), Les usages politique du passé, Paris: Éditions de 

l’École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales, 2011,  177-184; Ginzburg C.,  Il giudice e lo storico. Considerazioni in 

margine al processo Sofri. Torino: Einaudi, 1991.  
22 Péguy, 2001, 184. Trans: The historian does not pronounce juridical judgments. One could also say that he does not 

pronounce historical judgments either. He is perpetually at work.  
23 Ricœur, P. Histoire et verité, Paris: Seui, 195l.  
24 Bloch, M., Apologie pour l’histoire ou Métier d’historien, Paris: A. Colin, 1941.  
25 Ginzburg, C., Il filo e le tracce. Vero Falso Finto, Milano: Feltrinelli, 2006.  
26 Croce, B., Teoria e storia della storiografia, Milano: Adelphi, 1989.  
27 Todorov, T., Les abus de la mémoire, Paris, Arléa, 1995.  
28 Veyne, P., Le pain et le cirque, Paris: Seuil, 1973.  
29 Anderson, B., Imagined Communities. Reflections on the origins and spread of nationalism, London: Verso, 1991.  
30 Billig, M.,  Banal Nationalism. London: Sage, 1995.  
31 Herzfeld, 2003. 
32 Bourdieu, P., La domination masculine, Paris: Seuil, 2002.  
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island as a necessary mystery, a place endowed with an ineffable essence, a reality difficult to grasp 

- ironically through a conspicuous number of works and publications33. Which is not so dissimilar to 

what happened in Malta. Whereas Corsica was inscribed as being ineffably elusive, Malta was 

inscribed as a place in which agreement was rendered impossible, be it political, social or 

historiographic, through an identitarian and monumental34 mise en discours which has produced the 

polarisation which is seen as being at once an example of an intrinsic Maltese essence35, at once as 

an obstacle to modernity, at once as a national illness to be healed by invoking a superior and unifying 

identity of patria, dating back centuries and culminating in the island achieving Independence in 

196436, “the most memorable and historic event that any well-meaning Maltese citizens could have 

experienced37”, treating it as a useful event to forge a usable and controllable past38 but also to shape 

the directions of a particular and shared vision both of the present and of the future39, to diminish 

preventively the historical value of every consequential political and institutional conquest (by the 

opposite party).  

But among the pivotal subjects of Maltese post-colonial history, and consequently worthwhile 

as a historical subject, there is also the fact that there is no agreement or reconciliation about it, that 

there are privileged facts and secondary ones, memories which remain collective and others which 

are authorised as historical and cultural; that the issue often concerns a ground of unbalanced 

sufferings and emotions; spaces of one’s own honour and the shame of others; sites of memory which 

are more traceable than others, and remembrances which can be recognised and reproduced more 

easily in public rituals. All these things are inherent to Maltese history too. But history is often 

mutilated knowledge, where the documents are not just barring us access to the facts, but also to make 

us ignore that we are ignoring them40.      

 Misplaced and fragmented memoryscapes in the making of the main Maltese historical, public 

and nationwide shared maps, are at the present one of the main corollaries of the above-mentioned 

mise en discourse of a divided Malta. Among them, the episode this paper is going to take into 

account, known as Black Monday41, a succession of dramatic facts which took place on 15th October 

1979, persists in the present as one of the many impediments to a critical reconciliation with the 

past42, especially in light of what happened on that same day in 2009.  

On that day, then opposition leader Joseph Muscat attempt at apology for the events of Black 

 
33 Candea, M., Corsican Fragments. Difference, Knowledge and Fieldwork. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2010.  
34 Foucault, M., L’archéologie du savoir, Paris: Gallimard, 1969.  
35 See Friggieri O.,  Fil-parlament ma jikbrux fjuri. Valletta: Pubblikazzjoni Bugelli, 1986; and Friggieri O., 2007. The 

essence of the Maltese soul, Times of Malta, 14 November; 2007b. A nation built on dear memory, Sunday Times, 15 

November; 2007c. The distinctive identity of islanders, Times of Malta, 16 novembre; 2007d. Malta’s future residing in 

the past, Times of Malta, 17 November.  
36 Frendo, H., Maltese political development, 1798-1964. A documentary history. Malta: Ministry of Education and 

Human Resources, 1993; and Frendo, H., 1999. The origin of Maltese statehood: a case study of decolonization in the 

Mediterranean, Valletta:  Peg. . 
37 Frendo, H. (Marengo), The popular movement for a new beginning, Valletta, 1981.  
38 Rendle M. and Lively A., ‘Inspiring a ‘fourth revolution’? The modern revolutionary tradition and the problems 

surrounding the commemoration of 1917 in 2017 in Russia’, Historical Research, 90(247), 2017, 230-249 
39 Trnka, S., ‘Forgotten pasts and fearful futures in czechs' remembrances of communism’, Focaal, 66, 2013, 36-46.  
40 Veyne, P., Comment on écrit l’histoire (augmenté de Foucault révolutionne l’histoire), Paris: Seuil, 1971. 
41 The name Black Monday derives from the edition of the Times, printed a day after the incident at the Nationalist Party 

press in Pietà. Despite the destruction of their headquarters in Valletta, the newspaper was printed and distributed all the 

same; one of the columnists employed this expression, which then became part of the common language and which was 

then also echoed in 2019, with anti-corruption protesters adopting ‘Black Friday’ in public actions reacting to the alleged 

involvement of members of the Labour cabinet in the murderer of the journalist and blogger Daphne Caruana Galizia.  
42 Benjamin,W. Sul concetto di storia, Torino: Einaudi, 1997.  
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Monday, and other seemingly associated episodes of violence throughout the ‘70s and ‘80s could 

very easily have continued to nourish an entrenched local political dialectic of accusations, counter-

accusation and judgments between the two parties, with a certain reinforcement of the already 

consistent historical and moral weight owned by Muscat’s - and by extension the Labour Party’s - 

Nationalist opponents.  

However, at the same time, one could have also glimpsed between the lines of the words of 

the Labour leader, a logic that went beyond a simple apology, and that called into question the ways 

according to which the past could be handled and used for present day, concrete purposes as well as 

an initial laying of foundations for a new historical project, as he himself would have confirmed later 

on. 

Now, the political, economic and demographic asset would have incurred in several changes 

since 2009, with the victory of the Labour Party in 2013 and then again in 2017 (when the party called 

for a snap election following the involvement of two cabinet members in serious accusations of 

corruption) with this happening without any possibility for other parties (such as the green 

Alternattiva Democratika or later on the Democratic Party) to tap into this game of complementary 

positions. However, even though some facts and protagonist of the political scene might have 

changed, the same cannot be said of the reiteration - a nearly structural one - of a series of dynamics 

of exchange and communication between Nationalists and Labourites, at least in the matter of 

handling past issues and present expectations.  

‘79 Black Monday recalls in the collective memory a shocking succession of facts that went 

from a failed attempt on Dom Mintoff’s life, to the invasion and pillage of the house of Eddie Fenech 

Adami, by then the head of the opposition. Although existing outside the blue/red conflict (as 

reported), the attempt to Mintoff’s life unleashed a consecutive  series of absurd and violent reactions, 

from the moment the news began to spread through the streets of the capital where on the same day, 

a group of Labour supporters had gathered to celebrate the thirtieth anniversary of Mintoff’s political 

career. Though the events appeared to be unplanned, employees had been warned against going to 

work that day; they also stressed how the Times was the victim of a continuous barrage of threats, 

which had already led many employees to ask the police for an increased protection, just in those 

days. “The incident gave Socialist supporters another opportunity to vent their anger in violence and 

they did so in a manner that exceed all limits43” stressed Guido De Marco in his biography, while 

according to another autobiographical report44 Labour supporters also vandalised a bust of Enrico 

Mizzi, the co-founder of the Nationalist party; before proceeding to cause damage to the headquarters 

of Il-Hajja, official organ of the Church; they burnt the headquarters of the Times of Malta, whose 

editorial direction was perceived to be anti-Mintoffian; while the publishing house Klabb Kotba 

Maltin also reported damages, along with Nationalist clubs all around the island45. The people 

involved in these acts were never identified, not even those responsible for the break-in and 

ransacking of Eddie Fenech Adami’s residence. Yet his house, situated in Birkirkara, was suspiciously 

close to a police station. It also appears as though the radio station Xandir Malta failed to report on 

the incident; opting to run a report on an attack on a Labour Party club in the same village46.  

In the press, the emotional landscape paving the way towards the Black Monday 

commemoration of 2009 had already been laid down before the fateful day, via striking images, 

 
43 De Marco. G., The politics of Persuasion, an autobiography, Malta: Allied publications, 2007, 125.  
44 Mizzi, E., Malta in the making 1962-1987. An eyewitness account, Malta: Mizzi E., 1995. 
45 Ibid.  
46 De Marco, 2007.  
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articles, comments, letters to the editor, TV programmes and interviews. A healthy amount of readers’ 

letters and comments began to appear on the on-line version of the newspapers, while journalists, 

direct witnesses and politicians contributed their own commentary. The common trait among all of 

these was, as expected, the condemnation of the mistakes of that particular historic moment, the fear 

for a potential recrudescence of the political dualistic violence, all culminating in an ominous warning 

against the risk of a slide back into that very same familiar abyss.  

Black Monday is in fact a date that evokes not just the dramatic facts of that day but also the 

confluence of tensions, and a political conflict whose traits became, at that point, increasingly more 

defined and sharp. One can argue that if since the beginning of the ‘70s the presence of the Labour 

government was related with a series of destabilising accidents, it is only with Black Monday that the 

political contrast acquired more clearly marked and necessary outlines. So, if on the one hand the 

Labour Party grew more resolute in the pursuit of its aims, on the other hand the opposition, promptly 

galvanised, found the legitimacy it needed to fight for a freedom perceived (and transmitted) not just 

as the freedom afforded to an opposition party, but that of an entire country, depicted, both in oral and 

written sources, as being under a sort of dictatorship47, or on the edge of the abyss48.  

“The terror regime which started in the eighties was connected with corruption, above all the 

one involving police and the perpetuating of a lot of violence. Nationalist politicians reported a lot of 

violent episodes. We recurred to violence too, because it was the only way to defend ourselves49”, 

admitted an informant involved in anti-Labour actions, while another stressed the role of inequality 

and division, which directly affected the day-to-day life of the population, particularly when it came 

to the distribution of goods and services: “Labourites engaged themselves in immoral acts, by 

introducing a system of patronage into Maltese politics50”, also evoking the Mediterranean amoral 

familism51 which was extended to an entire nation, a category which finds a relevant correspondence 

both in the idea of Dom Mintoff, as father of the nation52 and in the one of family as being among the 

most recurrent metaphors, also in other contexts, which serves to call into being political, territorial 

and professional collectivities53.   

 Indignation is a peculiar feeling, one that is likely to result in unattended consequences; a 

feeling that, though originating from a sense of impotence, nevertheless can become the driving force 

for powerful reactions, all the more so if it is encouraged by a public and political context, where it 

can assume the traits of a tactic - that is, of a powerful rhetorical weapon out of which memorable 

episodes might originate54, the activation of the political mechanism of shame which is not just linked 

to certain behaviours by the hegemonic power structure, but also to the externalisation of shame that 

an individual and a collectivity would feel if they would passively accept what follows. Therefore it 

is both a moral and political gesture55.   

 In this regard, if we turn our attention to the facts of the 15th October 1979, we can observe 

 
47 Frendo, H., ‘Messages from Mintoff’s Malta. The Granada of the Mediterranean’, Quadrant, 30(12),1986, 18-33. 
48 Pirotta, J.M., L-historja kostituzzjonali u l-isfondu storiku, 1942-2004, Kollana Kulturali, 65, Malta: PIN, 2005.  
49 T.Z., 2009. Pers. comm. 11th March.  
50 I.M., 2008. Pers. comm. 16th December.  
51 Banfield, E.C., The Moral Basis of a Backward Society, Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1958.  
52 Boissevain, J., ‘Rhetoric as a Resource: Malta's Dom Mintoff’, in M.A.Van Bake, et al. (eds), Private Politics. A Multi-

Disciplinary Approach to ‘Big-Man’ Systems, Leiden: Brill, 1986, 198-208. 
53 Abélès, M., Anthropologie de l’état. Paris: Payot, 2005.  
54 Prochasson, C.,  ‘Le socialisme des indignés. Contribution à l’histoire des émotions politiques’, in A.C Ambroise-

Rendu, C. Delporte (eds), L’indignation. Histoire d’une émotion politique et morale, XIXe-XXe siècles, Paris: Nouveau 

Monde éditions,2008, 173-190. 
55 Galli, C.,  ‘Indignation today’, Cultural Critique, 87,2014, 203-212.  
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how this emotion plays a key role in that case: after the invasion and the damages caused to the house 

of Fenech Adami, people expressed their solidarity and gathered around him in greater numbers, 

showing active support to both his family as well as his declared political struggle, which increasingly 

began to take on the cadence of a mission. So it is thanks to this episode and to the worked up and 

indignant crowd that the figure of the Nationalist leader emerged morally strengthened and dignified, 

in addition to being symbolically appointed as the leader of a liberation movement of sorts. 

The culmination of that collective mood would certainly be felt two years later, when a general 

election allowed the Labour government to remain in power, though it did not in fact secure the 

majority of votes56. The reaction of Fenech Adami and his group took the form of a long parliamentary 

boycott57, which, though being anti-constitutional and an expression of civil disobedience, could not 

in any case be treated as condemnable infraction. And that’s because a sort of a superior and more 

universal order, a moral one, was gradually making its way at the expense of the contextual 

constitutional one, refocusing as its priority the firm refusal of a violent status quo linked to a 

government judged too authoritarian and oppressive; in any case far from the values of a democratic 

and peaceful spirit that was supposed to hold sway in a European country. No matter that this 

government was elected, again, within the full remit of the law.  Many informants pointed out in fact 

that if Labourites were perfectly in line with national and electoral laws, the Nationalists were 

portrayed as responding to a superior moral law - namely the one of universal democracy, the respect 

for which was presented as a categorical imperative - that is, a necessary action whose validity is 

universal: “I took sides with the Nationalist party because it represented a hope, an alternative to all 

of this, a way to return to that democracy which Labour people had alterated58”. 

The situation was ultimately seen to have reached a critical mass, with opposition becoming 

a necessity among many. In 1987, many Labourite voters tellingly admitted to having turned their 

backs on their traditional voting patterns and pledged their allegiance to the Nationalists for the very 

first time, with the aim of putting an end to a situation that had suddenly swerved from the dramatic 

to the tragic.  

The violence invoked by so many, presaged by the death of sixteen-year-old Karin Grech via  

letter bomb in 1977, reached its peak at the end of ’86, first with the Tal-Barrani episode and then 

with the murder of Raymond Caruana, a young Nationalist supporter in a club in Gudja.  

The photo which portrays the body of the victim in a lake of blood with three Nationalist 

politicians observing him (among them the same Fenech Adami) would stand as one of the most 

reiterated and re-published images ever, becoming since then a strong and highly symbolic 

component in the local imagery59 and collective memory, also due to its explicit nature60. At the same 

 
56 Uncredited, 1981. NP’s leader calls on Mr Mintoff to respect majority of voters decision, Times of Malta, 21st 

December. 
57 Uncredited, 1982. NP not to attend Parliament while Constitutional crisis lasts, Times of Malta, 16th February. 
58 R.M., 2009. Pers. comm. 1st April. 
59 So that when that image, though stylized, was among the subjects of an artistic collective exhibition (Strati, Auberge 

de France, Birgu, 17th-31st October), nobody has doubt about the historical episode that it was making reference to.  
60 The image fixed forever Raymond Caruana in the Caruana episode, according to a similar process to the one which in 

the anni di piombo (years of lead) in Italy had as protagonist Aldo Moro, kidnapped by Brigate Rosse, so that what remains 

of him, of the man, is the case Moro (Santomassimo P., 2004. Antifascismo e dintorni, Roma: Manifesto Libri), that is the 

symbolic value and the periodicing function of the days which separated the kidnapping from the discovery of the corpse, 

the lacerations inside his party and those between his family and the State, accused to be the only real culprit (Foot, J., 

Memorie e rivendicazioni fra Piazza Fontana e il caso Moro, Milano: Rizzoli, 2009). Also all the discussions related to 

the case Caruana, with whom the case Grech is strictly linked, caused a guilt shift from the effective culprits to the 

incurable division which had rent the country apart for many years.  
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time, it became a pivotal element for the local poetic of the victims - now as as martyrs, now as heroes 

- of the incurable political and social division, and the political strategy which would have proceed 

from it. A strategy where the narrative of disappearance of daily objects and commodities would also 

have had a central position, together with a particular way to portray and utilise the body of the 

victims, both through their absence (as for Karin Grech and later on for Daphne Caruana Galizia61) 

or their reiterate presence. This is certainly the case for Raymond Caruana, whose blood reminds us 

how this element is always a matter of universal identity and hierarchical difference at the same time 

in the way it is shed62, something judged inevitable, “there would have been blood, me myself was in 

that kind of mood63”; a necessary sacrifice, “one of those days blood would have spread, because of 

tension, and eventually it happened, a young man was shot while he was in a nationalist club, and just 

because of that things started to change in the cabinet. That morning I was stopped by a priest who 

appealed to my conscience, my responsibility as a man. He told me I had to change the rules before 

it happened again. And one after the other members of the cabinet changed their opinion, we had a 

discussion in the Parliament and so on. We solved the situation because of the violent turn the situation 

had taken. The death of that young man served to bring changes in Parliament, whereas I couldn’t, 

this fact changed everything.64”  

  Blood recalls not just death but also life, given its pivotal role in many rituals where it evokes 

also power, with whom it has a direct and strong link65. But blood is also a language strictly linked to 

memory: no memory is as solid as the memory related to blood; memory and blood are equivalent in 

the symbolic horizon because they fulfil the same function: “ambedue sostengono la vita, sono pegno 

di immortalità; ambedue sconfiggono, per ciò stesso, la morte; ambedue in quanto territori 

culturalmente contigui tra vita e morte costituiscono canali privilegiati di comunicazione tra vivi e 

morti”66.  

Blood is also an incontentable element, whose drops convey words, as we learn from literature 

and from popular belief: in any place and time blood murmurs, recalling vengeance67. A vengeance 

that, however, in the wake of the Gudja episode, was not pursued at all. At its place Fenech Adami 

would have instead opted for an act of forgiveness, a national reconciliation, namely an altruistic 

gesture toward his opponents68, which was also part of his political programme69.  

Now, every moral situation put the individual and the collective interest in opposition, so that, 

every choice leading to a collective good is automatically morally superior. Forgiveness, in particular, 

allows renewal and rebirth70; moreover to link a political message to “political forgiveness, apology, 

and reconciliation is to anchor politics in the lifeblood of social existence constituted in and by 

 
61 Daphne Caruana Galizia was a journalist and blogger killed on 16th October 2017 by a car bomb, a few minutes after 

leaving her house, which had involved members of the Labour Cabinet and business people. The indignation and the 

reaction for her murder was on a global scale. The arrest of the alleged mastermind behind the assassination, the Tumas 

group head Yorgen Fenech on 20th November 2019 and the following accusation addressed to members of the Prime 

Minister cabinet, marked the beginning of a string of well-attended protests and occupations which were immediately 

documented online: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maltese_protests_(2019%E2%80%93present) 
62 Valeri, V.,  Uno spazio tra sé e sé. L’antropologia come ricerca del soggetto, Roma: Donzelli, 1999.  
63 E.P., 2008. Pers. comm. 23rd November.  
64 Lino Spiteri (former Labour minister), 2009. Pers. comm. 20th May.   
65 Lombardi Satriani, L.M. and Meligrana, M.,  Il ponte di San Giacomo. Palermo: Sellerio Editore, 1996.  
66 Ibid. 467. Trans: Both uphold life, they are pledge of immortality: both defeat, therefore, death; both, as contiguous 

territories between life and death, are privileged channels of communication between the living and the dead.  
67 Lombardi Satriani and Meligrana, 1996.  
68 Briguglio, M., ‘Malta Labour Party and the politics of hegemony’, Socialism and Democracy, 24 (2), 2010, 213-226.  
69 Partit Nazzjonalista, Programmi Elettorali, III,1987, 4-14.  
70 Kristeva, J. & Rice, A.,  ‘Forgiveness: An Interview’, PMLA, 117(2), 2002, 278-295. 
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congenital human vulnerability to violence.71” 

 Specifically speaking, it paved the way for a context where the Nationalist party embodied 

the language of national mourning, by making its moral aura and its historical and political heritage 

even stronger; not to mention that it gave the party long-term ‘moral credit’ - such as the one which 

healed the political and violent fracture - against their opponents. A moral credit which, among other 

things, would have accompanied concrete positions of power and access to resources, and utilised as 

one of the main strategies in electoral campaigns, as what happened in 2008. Quite often during my 

research I was made to witness the strongly emotional excavation of past issues, together with a 

punctual re-launching of reciprocal accusations and missed responsibilities related to the post-

colonial period; reminders of past bad governance and accusations of political immorality.  

 Morality and feelings are highly relevant aspects within the act of remembering, apart from 

being inextricably intertwined in and of themselves. This very entanglement could help shed some 

light on one among the various reasons which lie at the heart of the tendency towards choosing one 

way of transmitting the past over another.  

Emotions play a pivotal role in the way moral norms are imposed on us and our societies. We 

can think of moral norms as mental representations whose durability and reproducibility are directly 

proportional to the intensity of the emotion that they evoke72. In other words, the higher the intensity 

of an emotion brought about by a real or potential infraction of a norm, the higher the possibility for 

this norm to be interiorised and transmitted.   

Unlike the case of philosophy, where a focus on morality and ethics has sustained the 

discipline since the days of Ancient Greece,  in anthropology the moral is an elusive concept, almost 

invisible in se, but at the same time always omnipresent and always melded, inevitably, with other 

topics. While there is no consensus over what it constitutes, the moral, like the aesthetic, is something 

deeply rooted and common to all societies, since each moral value concerns the means with which 

we represent ourselves and judge other people’s actions73. Values are also elements of negotiation of 

these representations and these same judgments, so that one should always distinguish between the 

moral values in se, and the public (and so contextual, historic) expression of such values. And this 

because every moral issue, or immoral one, doesn’t not happen in abstract but implicates a strict 

conjunction between subject, context and action and a continuous communication between the 

individuals and their own groups. Concerning historical enquiry, moral values and judgements seem 

to be an uncomfortable issue: defined irrelevant and alien74 in the name of objectivity, nevertheless 

they do not disappear but are conveyed in what looks like an implicit morality, something 

anachronistic and no longer good enough in a post-modern historical practice75.  

Apart from moral values, commemorations are also problematic objects for historical analysis, 

“for their meaning derives from elements of both the original event and the new content within which 

the commemorative ‘event’ takes place76.” 

 
71 Weisband, E., ‘On the Aporetic Borderlines of Forgiveness: Bereavement as a Political Form’, Alternatives: Global, 

Local, Political, 34(4),2009, 359-381, 364. Available at www.jstor.org/stable/40645282.   
72 Shaun, N., ‘Un fragment de la généalogie des normes’, Terrain, 48, 2007, 73-88. Available at 

https://journals.openedition.org/terrain/5020  
73 Sperber, D. & Baumard, N., ‘Moral Reputation: An Evolutionary and Cognitive Perspective’, Mind & Language, 27 

(5, 2012, 495–518. 
74 Butterfield, H., 1951. History and Human Relations. London: Collins.  
75 Cracraft, J., ‘Implicit Morality’, History and Theory, 43(4),2004, 31-42. 
76 Carrier, P., ‘Historical Traces of the Present: The Uses of Commemoration’,  Historical Reflections / Réflexions 

Historiques, 22(2), 1996, 431-445, (435).  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/40645282
https://journals.openedition.org/terrain/5020
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 They also are likely to entail a cruel unbalance of power, especially in the presence of political 

victims, whose mute words are utilised for specific purposes, and inasmuch as they put aside a free 

and pluralistic knowledge of the past77. What is at stake is in many cases the perpetuating of a given 

regime of historicity, a particular way to handle the past78, which in many cases exploits the 

restatement of a strong emotional field related to specific episodes.  

And it is precisely in the name of an implicit and shared morality in the treatment of a specific 

past and the crystallisation of a predefined set feelings attached to it, related both to the object 

transmitted and to the subjects of its transmission, that the words of the Labour leader to 

commemorate Black Monday ended up in increasing an already extant burden of immorality that the 

Labour Party had already been charged with to begin with79.  

On 15th October of 2009 in fact, Joseph Muscat charged into what he may have assumed to 

be an historical apology but which, ultimately came across to many as an ambiguous statement, if 

not an offensive one, due to the vagueness of its true intentions and a certain detachment from the 

public feeling: “When I was elected Labour leader I made an historic apology to all those who may 

have been hurt by the actions of those who used the Labour Party and then threw it away, leaving it 

stained with their misdeeds. [...] I repeat this today, 30 years after Black Monday, because I honestly 

believe that all people of goodwill agree with me that these were acts that should have never happened 

and much more could have been done to avoid them.80” More than one year earlier, just after his 

election as new Labour leader, in April 2008, he had also stated that: “Parties need to take a step back 

and assess their contribution in our history, [...] People were hurt by the PN in the ‘60s, and an apology 

is in order. In the same way, the MLP, besides the good it accomplished, also did the bad things in the 

‘70s and ‘80s. Wherever we’ve hurt people, we have to apologise. This historical chapter has to be 

closed once and for all.81”  

By echoing the ’60s, Muscat called into question the period known as the Interdett, when the 

political conflict culminated in an open contrast between Dom Mintoff and the Archbishop Gonzi 

(among the co-founder of the same Labour Party), until the latter declared in a pastoral letter the 

excommunication for the Labour Party, its members and all those who would have voted for it, whose 

identification would have also followed controversial trajectories, as Boissevain reminds us82Also 

writing, printing, selling and buying Labour press fell under the same mortal sin.  

This started from 1961, or more precisely, on 8th April 1961, as many sources don’t specify 

and as many informants couldn’t recall,  making of the absence of a precise date from the collective 

memory a pivotal point. During that period, the Nationalists could exploit the situation to their 

advantage, while remaining behind the façade of the explicit fight between Mintoff and Gonzi. So 

 
77 Vidal, C., ‘La Commémoration du Génocide au Rwanda: Violence Symbolique, Mémorisation Forcée et Histoire 

Officielle’ (The Commemoration of the Genocide in Rwanda: Symbolic Violence, Compulsory Memorization and Official 

History), Cahiers D'Études Africaines, 44(175),2004, 575–592. Available at:  www.jstor.org/stable/4393407. 
78 Hartog, F.,  Régimes d’historicité. Présentisme et expérience du temps, Paris: Le Seuil, 2003.  
79 As already mentioned, the sixteen years of Labour government (from ‘71 to ‘87) are usually depicted as the acme of 

political violence and hints of dictatorship, a controversial political heritage which lies at the bottom of a not pastness of 

that past (Ricœur, P., Temps et récits, Tome 1: l’intrigue et le récit historique, Paris, Seuil, 1983) reproduced as dangerous 

present and future possibility and that paved the way to a reinforced feeling of indignation as poignant as the event it 

recalled. 
80 Sansone, K., ‘Muscat’s apology generic-Fenech Adami’, Times of Malta, 17th October 2009, Available at 

timesofmalta.com/articles/view/muscats-apology-generic-efa.277794   
81 Schembri, C., ‘Muscat promises divorce laws, historical apology’, Malta Today, 9th April 2008, Available at 

archive.maltatoday.com.mt/2008/04/09/t1.html  
82 Boissevain, J., Saints and fireworks. Religion and politics in rural Malta. London: Athlone press, 1965.  
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that that to this day they can easily walk away and claim that they had no responsibility or position 

(at least not in terms of a frontal dispute) in the ’60s.  

In any case, the missed aligning with a media and hegemonic historical feeling about Black 

Monday stands as the transgression of a code, an offence83, and, at first glance, takes the shape of a 

distorted mechanism of reciprocity, in what concerns its basic modus operandi, with the 

announcement of a gift that is about to be given – namely an apology, and, as specified, an historical 

one – a gift that, nevertheless is then kept in the hand and not conceded, at least not in the terms the 

opponent expects; and, immediately after the request of an equivalent counter-gift (an apology for 

what happened in the ’60s).  

However one cannot forget the paradox which often lies behind a gift, how its supposed 

gratuity is an illusion84 and also whose negativity starts with people’s attitudes toward the process85. 

In the evolution of some languages, the term related would keep a strong relation with the one of 

poison: both donor and receiver are potentially intertwined in a magical, religious, moral and juridical 

engagement of reciprocity, with the donor maintaining a certain power on the individual who accepts 

the gift, and the rendition of a gift following precise and contextual rules86. A gift is also a provocation, 

and a provocation to reply87.     

In this perspective the ambiguous and depersonalised apology stands not just as an offense 

because of an incomplete emotional involvement with a historical sufferance historically built as a 

national one (though one can argue that every discourse about Black Monday by a Labour politician 

would have gotten a similar reaction, because of historical/territorial issues), but also as a recall into 

the dialogical performance of a polarised country, and consequently into the continuation of the 

political competitive game, through the display of one of the components of one’s own political 

heritage, according to specific and autochtone rules88: “keeping this polarisation is in the parties 

interest, whatever they say they get support by leveraging how much the others are bad, and on the 

contrary how much they suffered, but each of them suffered. When a party wins and governs is like 

being at war, the others are war prisoners.89”   

As it happens, the opponents replied immediately and with an equally strong reaction, namely 

one of indignation, as a response to an act judged, again, as immoral and not respectful of that 

emotional-scape90. Moreover, among them, someone pointed out that the apology was yet another 

attempt to rewrite the history, by evoking in this way one of the pivotal elements of the nationalistic 

heritage, that is an hegemonical presence in the historiography.  

 
83 Paperman, P.,  ‘L’absence d’émotion comme offense’, in P. Paperman and R. Ogien (eds), La couleur des pensées. 

Sentiments, émotions, intentions, Paris: EHESS, 2005, 175-194. 
84 Mauss, M., ‘Gift, Gift’, in  Granet M. & Mauss M., Il linguaggio dei sentimenti, Milano: Adelphi, 1994.  
85 Sinardet, D. and Mortelmans, D., ‘Preserving the front stage: causes, consequences and the symbolic meaning of failed 

gift exchanges’, International Review of Modern Sociology, 31(2),2005, 251-75. Available at:  

www.jstor.org/stable/41421646. 
86 Mauss 1994.  
87 Bourdieu, P.  Esquisse d’une théorie de la pratique, Paris: Seuil, 2000.  
88  Bourdieu, 2000.    
89 Godfrey Pirrotta, 2009. Pers. comm. 30th November.  
90 The same mechanism occurred at the end of March 2010, when following a long blackout the labour maltastar.com 

mentioned a Blackout Monday in an article about the increase of electricity bills and the financial problems linked to 

Nationalist government. Also in this case the indignation was prompt and calls into question the lack of compassion and 

the inability by Labour to understand the suffering of the victims of Black Monday, with a punctual reminder of all the 

facts of that day. See Caruana Galizia D., 2010. BLACKOUT MONDAY. I guess they burned down The Times again, 

then. Running Commentaries. Daphne Caruana Galizia’s notebook. 24th March.  

Available at daphnecaruanagalizia.com/2010/03/24/blackout-monday-i-guess-they-burned-down-the-times-again-then)   
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But which history were Labourites supposed to want to re-write? 

One of the starting points of my research was the topos of a relative silence or complete 

factionalism in matter of the post-colonial historiography in Malta. The effectiveness of all this was 

of secondary interest to me. What I found interesting was investigating how, among other things, this 

motif influenced the narrations of the past and why, according to my informants, each attempt to write 

the recent history was an attempt at utopian thinking; if the extreme proximity of facts, the 

involvement of living people and the factionalisms which contaminates all the relevant questions 

were in fact the only reasons behind this missing history.  

Effectively, an exhaustive written history of Malta in 20th century was hard to find, unless in 

a very fragmented, partial and monographic form, when it wasn’t completely partisan or tackled from 

subjective perspectives. Many limits concerned the same periodisation too, so that most of the 

documents and the most detailed texts didn’t go further, as already mentioned, than the ’64 

independence91. When more recent events were addressed, they were mainly through specific 

subjects92, political almanacs93, publications from one or the other partisan house of publishing94, 

SKS (Sensiela Kotba Socjalisti)  or PIN (Pubblikazzjoni Indipendenza), or documents from other 

branches, such as anthropology, sociology, economy95. There were also newspapers articles and 

 
91 Frendo 1999; Pirotta, J.M., ‘The strategy of unruffled persistence: Borg Olivier's 1952 negotiations with the British 

government’, Melita Historica, 9(2), 1985, 171-184; Pirotta J.M., Fortress Colony: the final Act 1945-1954, 1° vol. Malta: 

Studio Editions,1987 and Pirotta, J.M., Fortress Colony: the final Act 1945-1954, 3° vol., Malta: Studio Editions, 2001;  

Mallia Milanes V. (ed) The British Colonial experience 1800-1964: The impact on Maltese Society, Msida: Mireva, 1988.  
92 See Koster, A., Prelates and politicians in Malta, Assen: Van Gorcum, 1984; Chircop, J. The left within the Maltese 

Labour movement, Msida: Mireva 1991.; Frendo, H. , Party politics in a fortress colony: the Maltese experience, Sta 

Venera: Midsea, 1990; Scerri D., The Saga of the Church schools in Malta (1970-1986). A historical portrayal of events, 

Malta: Mut publications Ltd., 2000; Fenech, D.,  ‘Malta's external security’, GeoJournal, 41(2), 1997,  153-163. Available 

at: www.jstor.org/stable/41147039 and Fenech, D.,  Responsibility and power in inter-war Malta, Endemic democracy 

(1919-1930,  Valletta: Peg Publications, 2005.  
93 Marmarà Zammit, D., L-almanakk tal-Partit Laburista, Hamrun: SKS, 2005.  
94 Cremona, M. C., Mintoff. Il-bidu tal-Glieda ghall-Ħelsien, Hamrun: SKS, 1984.; Cutajar, M., Storja tal-Partit 

Laburista, Hamrun: SKS, 2011; Monseigneur, R., Iz-Zghazagh fil-Partit Laburista, Hamrun: SKS, 2011; Camilleri, M., 

Il-Ħelsien. Il mixia lejn il-31 Marzu tal-1979, Hamrun: SKS, 2014; Friggieri, O.,  Malta teħtieġ politika moderna (Malta 

demands a modern politic). Pietà: Pubblikazzjoni Stamperija Indipendenza, 1981; Pirotta, J.M., 2005  Borg, D., Libertà 

meddha, Pietà: PIN, 2004; Schiavone, M. J. and  Callus, L. (eds.),  Inservi. Ħidma Politika, Pietà: PIN, 2009.  
95 See Boissevain 1965, and Boissevain, Friends of friends. Networks, manipulations and coalition,. Oxford: Blackwell, 

1974;  When the Saints go marching out: Reflections on the decline of patronage in Malta. In E. Gellner and J. Waterbury 

(eds.), Patrons and clients in Mediterranean Society, London: Duckworth, 81-96; also J. Boissevain 1986; Baldacchino, 

G., ‘Nationless State? Malta, National Identity and the EU. West European Politics, 25( 4), London: Frank Cass, 2002, 

191-206; Mitchell, J.,  Ambivalent Europeans, Ritual, Memory and the Public Sphere in Malta. London: Routledge, 2002 

and Mitchell J., ‘Looking forward to the past. National Identity and History in Malta’, Identities, Global Studies in Culture 

and Power, 10(3), 2003, 377-398; Briguglio L., (ed.), L-Elementi Kriminali u Vjolenti fi Hdan il-Partit Laburista, Malta, 

1986.;  Briguglio M. 2010; Pirotta, G., ‘Malta’s foreign policy after Mintoff’, Political Quarterly, 56(2), 1984, 184-186; 

Pirotta G., ‘Maltese political parties and political modernization’, in R. G.Sultana and G. Baldacchino (eds), Maltese 

Society. A Sociological Inquiry, Msida: Mireva, 1994, 95-112; Pirotta G. , ‘A new creation or an image and Likeness? The 

Maltese experience of Establishing Local Government in a Centralised Micro-State’,  In Public Organization Review: A 

Global Journal, 1, 2001,  245-269; Pirotta, G., Malta’s Parliament. An Official History, Malta, Office of the Speaker of 

the House of Representatives & Department of Information, 2006; Bonnici, J. & Cassar, M. (eds),  A Chronicle of 

Twentieth Century Malta, San Gwann: Bdl., 2004.  

About the last one it is interesting to note how on the BDL website the synopsis of the book enlightens that “[t]he narrative 

looks back without anger, bias or hindsight at Maltese achievements and setbacks” ( bdlbooks.com/product/a-chronicle-

of-twentieth-century-malta/).   

http://www.jstor.org/stable/41147039
https://bdlbooks.com/product/a-chronicle-of-twentieth-century-malta/
https://bdlbooks.com/product/a-chronicle-of-twentieth-century-malta/


Journal of Maltese History, volume 6, number 1 (2019/20) 
 

13 

 

special enquiries96; some biographical accounts97 and memoirs98 that, as one can expect, were hardly 

innocent reports99. Though important sources, biographies and auto-biographical writings are in fact 

ambiguous genres within the sphere of historical research, both instruments of historical research and 

ways to avoid it100.  

In this sense, the preface of Censu Tabone’s biography is quite telling: “these sixteen years101 

were highly agitated ones when much was achieved but even more imperiled. They deserve a few 

meticulously documented, tightly argued volumes of a comprehensive history to themselves, when it 

becomes possible to write in a more detached, better instructed manner. In this chapter I shall try to 

limit myself to what Censu himself was mainly up to during this time, with enough context and 

analysis to make it intelligible, insightful and, I hope, engaging. This should help future historians 

who will have the temerity, I trust, to tackle this very recent, vitally consequential period more 

organically and from different angles102.”   

As Propp said, any adversity is the fundamental shape of a plot: the subject emerges from an 

adversity and the reaction to it 103. The narrative topos of something difficult and painful to convey, 

dangerous to unveil in the fragmented storytelling of the post-colonial period, is consequentially a 

narrative template and a powerful co-author104, a common trait of the written and above all oral 

transmission related to the same period, a key element in the put into the intrigue of the past105; a 

mandatory proem whose verses reproduce the expected emotional language to talk about it in the 

present. Especially within a politically and narratively polarised country, where polarisation turns out 

to be a sort of identitary illness, a problem to solve:  back to 1987, we notice that one of the first 

initiatives of the newly elected Nationalist government was in effect the effort for a veritable identity 

industry106 through academic and semi-academic paths, cultural and political institutes, conferences 

and publications about the identità maltjia107. As already pointed out, the main historical research of 

that period rooted its raison d’etre in ’64 independence and Nationalist Party outcomes, neglecting 

other important self-determination steps108 and histories109, trapping the other independence, the 1979 

Helsien - by far more factual and effective - in the cage of a revisionist history110.  

What the after ‘87 regime d’historicité produced was ultimately a fortress historiography 

against the menace of other potential reconstructions and the radical transformation of the same 

 
96 In September 2005, Malta Today dedicated to Interdett a few articles (including a list of important dates of the main 

event). The collection of those articles can be retrieved here: 

http://archive.maltatoday.com.mt/2005/10/09/pix/interdett.pdf.   
97 Frendo, H.,  Censu Tabone, the man and his century, Malta: Henry Frendo, 2001.  
98 De Marco 1976; Mizzi 1995; Ganado, H., My century. Rajt Malta Tinbidel, vol. 1. Sliema: Be Communication Ltd, 

2004; O. Friggieri, O., Fjuri li ma jinxfux. Tifkiriet 1955-1990. Sta Venera: Klabb Kotba Maltin, 2008;  Muscat, R., Għandi 

Missjoni Għalik, Pietà: PIN, 1996.  
99 Gusdorf, G.,  ‘Conditions and limits of autobiography’, in Olney J. (ed.), Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and 

Critical, Princeton: University Press, 1980, 28-48. 
100 Momigliano, A.,  Lo sviluppo della biografia greca, Torino: Einaudi, 1974.  
101 1971-1987. 
102 Frendo, 2001, 196.  
103 Propp, V.,  Le radici storiche dei racconti di fate, Torino: Bollati Boringhieri, 2001.  
104 Wertsch, J., ‘Collective Memory and Narrative Templates’, Social Research, 75(1), 2008, 133-156, Avalable at 

www.jstor.org/stable/40972055.  
105 Ricœur, 1983.  
106 Mitchell, 2003.  
107 Frendo, H. and Friggieri, O. (eds.), Malta: culture and identity, Valletta:  Ministry of Youth and the Arts, 1994.  
108 See Fenech, 2005. 
109 See Chircop, J. (ed.), Revisiting Labour History, Malta: Horizons, 2012.  
110 Frendo, 2001.  

http://archive.maltatoday.com.mt/2005/10/09/pix/interdett.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40972055
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paradigm of historical analysis.  

The act of defense of an historical paradigm looks perfectly understandable if we think that in 

a nation state, every intervention on the past is a long term investment111, and a political, power and 

identity one. An investment where both memories and the reproductions of the ambivalent rhetoric 

of the nation state, far from being just the reiteration of symbolic and abstract elements, implies both 

the reproduction of concrete resources and the possibility of present and real actions112. In this regard 

history, or rather, a certain way to make history, plays a pivotal role.   

This state of things might explain why, when in October 2010 a new historiographical project 

took place in the occasion of the ninetieth anniversary of the Labour movement, a multidisciplinary 

conference, then resulting in a publication two years later, with the emblematic title of “Revisiting 

Labour history113”, which marked the distances from a pre-produced historiography by addressing a 

specific and still almost officially and academically unexplored path. Around the same time, other 

Labour history focused publications, collections of articles and biographies started to come out, 

especially after Mintoff death in 2012114.  

From this perspective, one can argue that among the main reasons behind Joseph Muscat’s 

vague apology there might have also been the prevention of a dangerous apologia of the historical 

and political reasons of his opponents, by acknowledging, and thus legitimizing on the edge of his 

political career as Labour leader, a deeply rooted historicity regime, as well the emotional and moral 

order attached to it. At the same time, his words might have anticipated an intellectual agenda which 

the conference and the publication would have placed at the centre (and where he himself would have 

been one of the authors). Effectively, a few weeks later, when I met him for  an interview and after 

the expected introduction I am ashamed of what happened, but so should the Nationalists be, he 

mentioned something about an incipient historical project for the 90th anniversary of the Labour Party 

foundation, with historians and experts of different fields involved, where they wouldn’t embark 

themselves in a text “as a reaction to another book by their opponents, that was already a reaction to 

an opponent’s book and so on115”. According to him, Labourites made the mistake of letting the 

opponent write the history in their place, so that while the Nationalists ended up stressing certain 

things about them, they remained silent on the important results accomplished in the social and 

economic field, those important results in education, industrialisation and civil rights. He also added 

that this new history wouldn’t have been just a succession of dates.  

Now, if the idea of a history événementielle, which proceeds by way of finalising and 

functional dates and events, has been largely overcome thanks to anti-hegemonic analyses by 

Gramsci116 and the historiographic revolution of the Ecole des Annales - to complicate the historical 

vision with the social dynamic117- , one has to admit that one of the main issues in the absence of a 

Labour-leaning historical memory are indeed publically known days, especially in the pursuit of the 

establishment of a territorialised and institutional memory and use of the interdett as a potential tool 

to make up for the moral debt with the opponent.  

 
111 Irwin-Zarecka, I.,  Frames of Remembrance, New Brosnick, New York: Transaction, 2008.  
112 Billig, 1995. 
113 Chircop, 2012, my emphasis.  
114 Cutajar, 2011, 2012; Grech, 2012.  
115 Joseph Muscat, 2009. Pers. comm. 28th December.  
116 Gramsci, A.,  Passato e presente, Torino: Einaudi, 1966.  
117 Furet, F. and Le Goff, J., ‘L’histoire et ‘l’homme sauvage’ and “L’historien et ‘l’homme quotidien’, in P. Chaunu et al. 

(eds), Mélanges en l’honneur de Fernand Braudel. Méthodologies de l'histoire et des sciences humaines, Toulouse: Privat, 

1973, 227-243.  
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Without days in the national calendar to fall back on (or at the very least, the lack of a shared 

awareness) Labourites remain unable to prove their suffering in an immanent present, thus remaining 

stuck within the confines of a collective memory which however failed to ‘reach out’ into the wider 

cultural and historical one. In other words, while it may stand as a potent-enough episode in the field 

of oral transmission, it never quite achieved the status of an event118.   

Consequently, the use of the interdett as a way of counterbalancing a moral and historical 

imbalance was doomed to failure due to the vagueness of national days and places of memory; due 

to the instance of key episodes in which the roles of victim and prosecutor were never clearly defined 

(as opposed to the Nationalist narrative); and also because of the lack of a public dimension, both in 

the past and in the present. Unlike the key memories within the Nationalist narrative, whose 

foundations are strongly based in the social memory and whose episodes could be traced in the present 

landscape and calendar, and reiterated thanks to anniversaries and political celebrations, most of the 

Labour memories rest on slippery ground. They cannot rely on a public frame and lie at the most 

within the limits of familial and village memory. They lack widespread, recognisable concreta, 

“agglutinations of reference and sense119”, and sites of memory. All of which are devices which make 

a particular memory visible, traceable and continuously immanent to the present. 

Intimate and public are two strong elements at stake in this dissonance between the two 

memories. On one hand we can retrace the stages of Nationalist memory which unravel into a 

centrifugal movement involving squares and the roads: the Granai in Floriana where the 

independence ceremony took place; the Times headquarters in Valletta; the Tal-Barrani road; the club 

in Gudja. On the other hand, the milestones of the Labour memory are stuck in a centripetal force that 

get stuck between the domestic walls, the interstices of a confessional booth, in the psychological 

dimension of village ostracism, in familial and marital fractures, in a crisis of conscience divided 

between two faiths: one religious, the other political.  

The only place of memory seems to be the Mizbla, a remote and deconsecrated section in the 

Addolorata cemetery where the excommunicated Labourites were buried during that period.  But like 

all related episodes it conveys a hidden, liminal place: while not being intimate, it is not entirely 

public either120.    

Similarly, one finds a dichotomy of argumentation when considering the two aforementioned 

political victims: Raymond Caruana and Karin Grech. Apart from the contingent which believes that 

both murders should be scrutinised with the same lens (an extreme end result of violent political 

dualism), there are also those who tend to define the death of the male victim as a political one, while 

the demise of the female victim is viewed as ‘simply’ a tragic accident (despite the fact that her father 

was a strike-breaking doctor at St Luke’s Hospital at that fateful time).   

There is no doubt that the murder of a man in a political club (an unintentional murder, at least 

in what concerns the specific addressee) is a political incident; on the contrary the death of a girl 

inside her house for a package maybe not for her but whose destructive power was certain, is often 

relegated in a tragic fatality, without an unanimous recognition of the political – and so, public – 

reasons underlying it. On this issue, for instance, when in November 2010 the Justice Court reaffirmed 

 
118 Sahlins, 1985.  
119 Faubion, J.D., Modern Greek lessons. A Primer in Historical Constructivism, Princeton: University Press, 1993.  
120 However, on 17th February 2012 in Senglea, the Labour Party organised a public event to commemorate the 50th 

anniversary since the elections ta-dub il-Mejit,of the mortal sin, namely the first elections after excommunication of 

Labour Politicians (and the potential threat of eternal damnation to their electorate). The speech was made by the same 

Muscat who a few hours later paid honor to the grave of Guze Ellul Mercier, Labour writer buried in the Mizbla. During 

that speech Muscat asked the Church a pass tal-umiltà, a humility gesture, that is an apology.   
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its political nature, also allowing the family some financial compensation given that the victims were 

now explicitly defined as political121 the Nationalist government appealed against the decision. At 

that point, Joseph Muscat, who also paid a visit to Caruana’s family122, reacted by stressing the 

insensitive and offensive gesture toward the girl, her family and also, toward the Maltese people and 

every effort aiming at the political unit: to him the two victims were both political martyrs123. A month 

later the compensation for the Caruana family was redoubled124.  

The judiciary episode, which occurred between the end of 2010 and the beginning of 2011, is 

only one among the many samples that tells the continuous balance game between the two factions, 

and how in the present this could lead to a fight for supremacy which is not only political and practical, 

but also historical, moral and emotional.  

In this light, the interdett doesn’t run on different tracks: if the murder of the girl can be 

dismissed as the result of separate conflicts between her father and his colleagues, the 

excommunication is mainly interpreted as the result of a Mintoff/Church contrast, and not between 

the two parties.  

In a historicity regime where the production of historical legitimacy is strongly interwoven 

with the public moral and emotional value attached to every event, the space-memory of Labourite 

suffering continues to lie in a kind of paralysing limbo. Here, the narrative reiteration cannot but 

happen in personal, family and intimate dimensions within a movement where the issue is 

progressively driven outside the field of vision.  

If we follow the traces of oral memory, we would proceed from political speeches in the 

squares animated by political Labour meetings and the bells rung to cover the voices, to whispers in 

the confessional: “The priest told my mother she should have left my father because that means a bad 

example for the children, but she thought that she would have rather die. She could have lost her faith 

there, since the priest refused to give her any absolution.125”  

From the confessional the memories passes in the sacristy where the weddings of the interdetti, 

the banned people used to be celebrated: “It was in 1964 and I was the only member of Parliament to 

marry there, and that was weird because I had guests from both parties, including the Prime Minister. 

It was weird but also interesting because being politically stigmatised didn’t mean automatically 

being socially excluded126”  

Then, the memories of this conflict leave the religious spaces to go along the streets and the 

little squares, where we can imagine people try to hide the Labour newspapers127 they just bought 

 
121 Vella, M., ‘Court awards 419.000 in compensation to Karin Grech family’, Malta Today, 30th November 2010. 

Available at  maltatoday.com.mt/news/national/6835/court-awards-419-000-in-compensation-to-karin-grech-family. 
122 Grech, H., ‘Muscat meets Raymond Caruana’s brothers’, 14th December 2008, Times of Malta. Available at 

timesofmalta.com/articles/view/muscat-meets-raymond-caruanas-brothers.237154 . 
123 Uncredited, ‘Appeal of Karin Grech judgment ‘insensitive’- Muscat. Sunday Times, 19th December 2010. Available 

at timesofmalta.com/articles/view/governments-decision-to-appeal-karin-grech-judgement-insensitive-

muscat.341719.amp  
124 Uncredited, ‘Compensation to Raymond Caruana family doubled after Karin Grech decision’, Times of Malta, 27th 

January 2011 Available at timesofmalta.com/articles/view/compensation-to-raymond-caruana-family-doubled-after-

karin-grech-decision.347335.  
125 G.P., 2008. Pers. comm. 2nd December.  
126 Lino Spiteri, 2009.  
127 Similar episodes are recollected in the memories related to 1971-86 Labour government, when people make references 

to hidden copies of Times of Malta in the jacket, when in public places. The utilisation by people of a common symbolic 

repository of objects of memory and narrative templates to organise their narrative identity and relations in the past and 

in the present have been discussed both in my doctoral thesis (Monteforte, V., Construction de l’incurable. Mémoire et 

opposition politique à Malte. Unpublished. École des hautes études en sciences sociales, Paris, France, 2015) and during 

a WIPSS I was invited to in 2012, Remembering the present. Narrative and memory in contemporary Maltese politics, 

https://timesofmalta.com/articles/view/muscat-meets-raymond-caruanas-brothers.237154
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from public view; where the religious processions are a means of public humiliation:  “there was this 

man, a neighbor of ours, who was in the Fraternity of the Belt. And the priest humiliated him 

preventing him to bring the statue! He usually took care of flowers, candles and that used also to keep 

the statue of the Virgin at home before the Feast in order to collect the money! He was banned from 

the procession, and just because he was Labour128”.    

And finally the stories enter the houses: “I was pregnant and in those days the priest was 

around to bless the houses. My neighbor whose husband worked for the local Labour Party, told me 

that I was lucky because, given my condition, my house would have been blessed the same129”, the 

bedrooms: “My mother refused to sleep with my father for quite a long time because he kept on 

reading L-Ħelsien. My grandmother too stopped to talk with him. So he stopped to buy it130.” 

 In conclusion, this paper has aimed to show how between the lines of a vague apology, one 

could find an attempt at a beginning of a new historical narration in the interstices of a rooted 

emotional and moral-based historicity regime, but also the different and more difficult path taken by 

it.   

On the development of two different historiographical discourses covering the same period, 

Valensi reminds us that if historiographical conflict is used to foster political and national issues, it is 

only by solving it that the same national contrast can be interrupted131. And in fact, in Malta the 

regeneration of the historiographical conflict goes hand in hand with the retention of a dualistic 

political tension, which the two factions, in any case, cannot help but maintain. And this because this 

tension is both the grammar of the local political action, the concrete possibility of the perpetuation 

of a certain political, moral and historical heritage and with that, the access to new positions, resources 

and power; and ultimately to the privilege of truth holding132.    

Ginzburg warns us about how each source and document from the past expresses a wide range 

of narrative possibilities which go beyond the unique and simple factual truth; possibilities concerning 

the true, the false, and the fictional133. This does not mean that one is to mix fictional narratives with 

historical ones, however the historian also needs to acknowledge how, between two narrations of the 

same episode, there will always arise a dispute for the representation of reality, a conflict made up of 

challenges, reciprocal borrowings and hybrids134. 

The task of the historian is both to unravel the bundle of true, false and fictional, but also to 

take into account the complexity of the reported historical reality, the co-presence of several narratives 

and emotional acts, as well as the intention and the values inside this reality. All the while also being 

 
University of Malta, Msida, 8th April 2012.   
128 G.P., 2008.   
129 M.P., 2008. Pers. comm. 8th October.  
130 M.A., 2008. Pers. comm. 22nd October. One should also dwell on this strong feminine presence in the memories linked 

to the interdett, not just in the memories but also, for instance, in literature. Both in Azzopardi C. (2014). L’interdett Taħt 

is-Sodda (The interdict under the bed), Malta: Merlin and Friggieri O.,  Fil-Gzira Taparsi Jikbru l-Fjuri (The flowers 

grow in the fake island), Malta: Grima Ltd., 1991 the authors choose two women, respectively Mimì and Sunta, both 

buried in the Mizbla, to give voice to the absurdity of a conflict that decided for the destiny of the people even after their 

death. However, this literary example as well as the particular genre emphasis in the issue is just a digression, in any case 

a subject that should deserve a further appropriate analyses.  
131 Valensi, L.,  ‘Notes sur deux histoires discordantes : le cas des Arméniens pendant la première guerre mondiale’, in F. 

Hartog, and J. Revel (eds), Les usages politique du passé, Paris: Éditions de l’École des Hautes Études en Sciences 

Sociales, 2001, 157-168. 
132 Foucault, M., L’ordre du discours. Leçon inaugurale au Collège de France prononcée le 2 décembre 197,. Paris: 

Gallimard, 1971.  
133 Ginzburg, 2006.  
134 Ibid.  
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aware of the partly fictional quality of their writings, given that every fact is always subjected to a 

series of choices about what excise, what to leave out, what to emphasize.   

In the same light, a new attitude towards the recent and controversial Maltese past could be 

the unraveling of the bundle of events, of facts that are not yet events, protagonists, heroes, victims, 

moral debits and credits that a certain written and oral transmission have produced by far, trying, 

above all, to read in the distance and in the differences of the two political memories a promising 

heuristic passage, by interpreting one memory in the light of the other one, until one can retrace all 

the important processes that led to how they are, at the present135.       

 This new historical attitude could finally lead to a sense of the past, where one memory does 

not rule out another, but the two of them both can contribute to a historical reconstruction that also 

takes divergences and the silences into account. Ultimately, a historical reconstruction where dualism 

and conflict are not perceived as an obstacle for the historical truth, but a fruitful resource for a more 

complete analysis. Because when it comes to history, truth is not the starting point, but the point of 

arrival136.   

 

 

 

 

 

 
135 Contini, G., Memoria e storia. Le officine Galileo nel racconto degli operai, dei tecnici, dei manager 1944-1959, 

Milano: Franco Angeli, 1985.  
136 Ginzburg, 2006.  


