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Abstract

This study explores the experiences of older persons living in situations of poverty in
Malta. Using qualitative research, this study builds an understanding of the everyday
realities of persons over the age of 65 living in poverty in two localities in Malta: Hamrun
and Cospicua. Interviews were conducted with these persons to make sense of their
situations of deprivation. The contribution to knowledge of this article is threefold: it is an
exploration of the roots of poverty; its current manifestations, and the navigating ways in
dealing with the situation of deprivation. Discussions with participants revealed that the
situation of poverty is not only apparent in their living conditions, but they also experience
different forms of relative deprivation. Additionally, findings point to the fact that limited
financial means has its toll not only on situations of poverty but also on social exclusion.
Nevertheless, part of the mitigating techniques used by these persons to deal with situations
of poverty include having a strong social network within the respective towns, especially
by neighbours and church representatives, to provide an immediate safety net for these
older persons.
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Introduction

Poverty and social exclusion persist as immediate problems in the lives of different age
groups across society. Among the different social groups who experience various forms of
deprivation, elderly persons are statistically amongst those experiencing serious challenges in
this regard (Ministry for Active Ageing, 2022). In Malta, the largest proportion of people at
risk of poverty (29.0%) and experiencing various forms of deprivation, is of individuals aged
65 and older (National Statistics Office [NSO], 2024). In view of this, it is worth investigating
which factors are most responsible for poverty and social exclusion among older people.
Unveiling these factors then allows for a better understanding of the intricate and complicated
ways that certain determinants, such as social, economic, and cultural, push older persons into
poverty. Additionally, this article focuses also on the degree of inclusion/exclusion faced by
this age cohort as they navigate their situation of deprivation within their community and
support structure.

Defining poverty sociologically is complex. It is not simply defined as lack of material
resources but also extends to a state of social exclusion. Indeed, poverty and social exclusion
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have always been synonymous from a conceptual standpoint and in the lived experience of
those who become marginal to society, and this highlights the complexity of inequality
(Hernandez Pedrefio, 2008).

This research, based on a qualitative methodological approach, used in-depth semi-
structured interviews to collect data on experiences of poverty and social exclusion amongst
older persons in Malta. The complexity of these situations required a rich understanding to
obtain the ‘thick description’ of their experiences (Geertz, 1973). Specifically, it delved into
the intricate dynamics of poverty and social exclusion in the Maltese localities of Hamrun and
Cospicua.

Research background

Poverty and exclusion are often intertwined, with other forms of complexities and
consequences including lack of accessibility, low education, and limited access to basic
services which in return increases the forms of deprivation. Social exclusion is often seen as
an extension of poverty, but it can also occur beyond financial deprivation (Lecerf, 2016).
Absolute poverty occurs when individuals lack basic necessities for survival including food,
shelter and clothing (Hasell et al., 2023).

Peter Townsend’s seminal work in 1979 introduced a transformative perspective on
defining poverty, challenging the conventional approach that relied on an absolute threshold of
income or resources. Townsend (1979) argued that poverty should be understood in relative
terms, shaped by the socio-economic context of a particular society. He proposed defining the
poverty line proportionally relative to the median or average income levels, to account for
varying living standards and societal expectations.

More recent studies build on Townsend’s work using this approach to define poverty and
deprivation by linking deprivation to individuals' living conditions and their standard of living.
Such conditions often prevent them from participating in ordinary economic, social, and
cultural activities (Hasell et al., 2023).

Poverty and deprivation in Malta

According to EU Statistics in Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) survey, in 2023,
19.8% of the population in private households in Malta was at risk of poverty or social
exclusion (NSO, 2024). This metric, known as AROPE (At Risk of Poverty or Social
Exclusion), reflects the proportion of individuals experiencing risk of income poverty
(household income below 60% of the national median).

There are various factors contributing to the large share of older persons in Malta
experiencing risk-of-poverty. Primarily, factors such as inadequate pension systems, rising
living costs, and limited employment opportunities are attributed to these living conditions
(Ministry for Active Ageing, 2022). Various components are considered as an index to measure
material and social deprivation in Malta (see Table 1).
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Table 1: Percentage rates and number of persons living in households by perceived capacity
to afford various items (NSO, 2024)

2022 2023
; ; S ating i Number Number
Material and Social deprivation items of % of %
Persons Persons
Household cannot face unexpected financial expenses 78,728 154 84,570 15.9
Household cannot pay for one week's annual holiday away 170,965 333 159,485 300
from home
Arrears on mortgage or rent payments, utility bills, hire 31317 6.1 30,564 57
purchase instalments or other loan payments
Househ_old can_not afford a meal with meat, chicken, fish or 38,612 75 50214 9.4
vegetarian equivalent every second day
Household cannot keep the home adequately warm in winter 38,752 7.6 35,959 6.8
Household cannot afford a car 7,439 15 8,772 1.6
Household cannot replace worn-out furniture? 78,979 15.4 75,371 14.2
Person cannot replace worn-out clothes with some new ones 27,449 6.3 25,992 5.7
SPﬁgzzn cannot afford to have two pairs of properly fitting 28,644 6.6 25535 56
Person caqnot afford t? spend a smaII"amount of money each 53,790 123 54,506 119
week on him/herself (“pocket money")
Person does not have regular leisure activities 47,781 10.9 50,851 111
Pgrson cannot get together with friends/family for a 30,578 70 30,893 6.7
drink/meal at least once a month
No access to internet connection at all 6,972 1.6 6,323 14

The rate of At-Risk of Poverty for those aged 65 and over in Malta shows considerable
fluctuation from 2006-2022, having increased the most sharply following a low of 14.9% in
2013 to reach a worrying high of 30.0 % in 2022 (Miljanic Brinkworth, 2024). One causal
factor can be attributed to the specific structural characteristics of Malta's retirement pension
system — which is predominantly Pay-As-You-Go (PAYG) and fosters gender inequality by
design (Miljanic Brinkworth, 2024). This model ties pension rights to paid working life-times
and women are at a disadvantage due to career breaks often related to family issues (Miljanic
Brinkworth, 2024). This also means, that many women of retirement age now are also
dependent on the husband’s pension — or reduced widow’s pensions which until recently paid

only five-sixths of a spouse’s full entitlement to a retirement benefit (Miljanic Brinkworth,
2024).

The Caritas Minimum Essential Basket for a Decent Living (MEBDL) (Caritas Malta,
2020) reports about unexpected expenses associated with homeownership, such as insurance
and condominium dues, which drains financial provisions. Elderly couples often take on the
caring responsibilities for their grandchildren, which adds up over time and results in daily
costs (Caritas Malta, 2020). Financial limitations also restrict social engagement, resulting in
fewer family vacations and social events. Pensions provide a financial safety net but often fail
to take into consideration the many and unanticipated costs that come with advanced age,

raising questions about whether these pensions are sufficient to live a decent life in old age
(Caritas Malta, 2020).

Poverty among the elderly, also deepens the digital divide, making social and economic gaps
among generations more entrenched. Accessing and using digital technologies could be
difficult for seniors living in poverty (Neves & Vetere, 2019). Lack of money makes it hard to
buy smart phones or computers as well as internet connection that goes with it. On top of that,
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those barriers become even larger due to the lack of digital literacy preventing them from
connecting with family members and significant others, accessing essential services or
plugging into the digital economy (Neves & Vetere, 2019).

Safety networks for poverty in Malta

The Church in Malta has long been a cornerstone of social and community life, extending
its role beyond spiritual guidance to active support for those in need. Its commitment to
alleviating poverty and fostering social justice is deeply rooted in Malta’s Catholic heritage,
aligning with its teachings to care for the vulnerable.

Historically, the Church and faith-based organisations have been at the forefront to provide
pastoral support, food, shelter, clothing and money to older persons in society (Brown &
Grimshaw, 2021). The National Health Service report ‘Loneliness in Older persons’ elaborates
on various support systems for older persons provided by churches and connected institutions,
intended for older persons for greater connectivity and inclusion in society (National Health
Service, 2022). These organisations are typically grounded in their local communities, which
allows them to be attuned to issues affecting the elderly and enables them to address the needs
of vulnerable populations, including older adults (Davelaar et al., 2011).

The Church in Malta is actively involved in Diakonia®, a mission to show compassion and
support to marginalised individuals and those in need. Both Cospicua and Hamrun, through the
respective parish Diakonia Commissions, organise charitable activities like food drives,
clothing donations, and financial assistance. Parish Diakonia commissions collaborate with
local organisations and mobilise volunteers to address social issues and provide essential
support to vulnerable people such as the sick, elderly or homebound. Local government and
religious institutions also work together, with regular meetings with the Archpriests to
exchange information on socio-economic issues like poverty.

It is important to note that state institutions serve as a safety net for individuals experiencing
deprivation. Additionally, through community-based initiatives, NGOs such as The Malta
Foundation for the Well Being of Society, Jean Antide Foundation, and Caritas amongst others
work with local communities at grassroot level, collaborating with government agencies,
parishes and private sector partners to reduce poverty and social exclusion among vulnerable
groups.

The community plays a crucial role in fostering a sense of well-being among older age
cohorts. Cramm and Nieboer's (2015) study highlights the importance of an inclusive
neighbourhood in fostering a sense of belonging and social integration. A supportive and
inclusive environment can improve mental well-being and quality of life, while a socially
fragmented or disengaged one can negatively impact health outcomes. The study emphasises
the role of social cohesion and social capital in fostering a sense of belonging and promoting

! The Greek word diakonia means "service among others" and comes from the Greek verb diakonein, which
means "to serve". It is rooted in Christian scriptures and is often translated as "service" or "ministry".
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social interaction, trust, and reciprocity in a strained society due to urbanisation and community
dynamics (Cramm & Niboer, 2015).

A 2019 survey on loneliness, conducted by the University of Malta's Faculty for Social
Wellbeing, discovered that a staggering 43.3% of the population consider themselves
somewhat lonely. Of these, 41.3% are moderately lonely, 1.7% are severely lonely and 0.5%
are very severely lonely. Loneliness was strongly associated with factors including age,
education, employment status, living situation, income perception, physical health and
disability. Loneliness was more common among older adults, individuals with low educational
attainment, the unemployed and single people who were living alone, with widowers living
alone reporting loneliness in the highest levels.

In addition, a study carried out in the United Kingdom by Charity Age UK, shows the
importance of close contact with neighbours, even for a chat, for persons over-65 years. It is
estimated that 3.4 million over-65 years rely on chats with their neighbours to brighten their
day (Age UK, 2019). This charity promotes the importance of everyday contact with elderly
neighbours to lower instances of loneliness amongst the older population.

Another interesting cultural conditioning is the degree of intergenerational dependence,
particularly when adult children are still financially dependent on their pensioner parents
(Scharf et al., 2001). In line with the study of Scharf et al. (2001), financial assistance from
parents provides a safety net and alleviates financial stress. However, the authors also state that
this financial support can lead to a sense of dependency and reinforce power imbalances within
family relationships.

Social policies addressing poverty amongst elderly

Malta has undertaken various social policies to address the persistent issue of poverty and
social exclusion, particularly among elderly individuals. This demographic presents distinct
challenges exacerbated by factors such as inadequate pension systems, rising living costs, and
limited employment opportunities in later life. Additionally, significant gender disparities
further compound these issues, with elderly women being particularly vulnerable due to factors
like lower lifetime earnings, interrupted career trajectories, and longer life expectancy (Munoz
Boudet et al., 2018). The National Strategic Policy for Active Ageing 2023-2030 provides a
roadmap for addressing these issues, emphasising the need for sustainable reforms in pensions,
healthcare, and social inclusion programmes (Ministry for Active Ageing, 2022). Addressing
these gaps ensures dignity and security for Malta’ ageing population.

The COVID-19 pandemic has had profound and multifaceted effects on elderly
populations, particularly those already experiencing poverty. It has resulted in increased health
risks, limited access to support services, and economic instability for many older adults. These
challenges have exacerbated existing vulnerabilities and further pushed some elderly
individuals into poverty (Morrow-Howell et al., 2020).

Recent work in social policy to reduce poverty over the next decade in Malta includes the
National Strategy for Poverty Reduction and Social Exclusion 2025-2035, developed by
Malta’s Ministry for Social Policy and Children’s Rights (still in consultation phase at time of
writing). This strategy aims at addressing income disparities to promote broader issues of well-
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being, and it emphasises equal access to education, healthcare and employment opportunities
with the objective of evaluating the existing conditions of elderly poverty and exclusion.

Research focus

This study is focused on two locations: Cospicua (see Table 2) and Hamrun (see Table 3).
Cospicua also known as Bormla, is a double-fortified harbour city located in the Southern
Harbour Region of Malta. This town is one of the renowned Three Cities, along with Birgu and
Senglea, and is nestled within the Grand Harbour to the east of Malta's capital city, Valletta.

Table 2: Cospicua Demographics Malta Census 2021

Population 4,654
Area 0.9100 km?
Population Density 5,114/km?
Annual Population Change (2011-2021) -1.2%
Gender

Males 2,389
Females 2,265
Age Cohort

0-17 691

18-64 2,801

65+ 1,162

This table organises the demographics, gender distribution, and age groups according to the Malta Census
2021 (National Statistics Office, 2023).

Hamrun, also known as II-Hamrun, is a town located in the Central Region of Malta, situated
in close proximity to the capital city of Valletta and the Grand Harbour.

Table 3: Hamrun Demographics Malta Census 2021

Population 10,514
Area 1.050 km?
Population Density 10,013/km?
Annual Population Change (2011-2021) 1.5%
Gender

Males 5,571
Females 4,943
Age Cohorts

0-17 1,408
18-64 6,713

65+ 2,393

This table presents the demographics, population by gender, and distribution across age groups according to the
Malta Census 2021 (National Statistics Office, 2023).

Methodology

The interest in this study lies in understanding trajectories leading to poverty and its
consequences. This research employed a qualitative methodological approach to deeply
explore and understand social phenomena from the subjective viewpoints of participants. This
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approach prioritises the perspectives, experiences and interpretations of individuals within their
social contexts, allowing for a nuanced appreciation of complex social dynamics (Swain,
2018). This holistic analysis considers diverse perspectives and lived experiences, revealing
underlying motivations, beliefs, and values that shape individuals' behaviours and decision-
making processes.

The sample was of Maltese male and female nationals. Using convenience sampling, the
sample consisted of 12 persons aged 65 years and above, six from each locality, who are living
in poverty and experiencing social exclusion. The use of convenience sampling to conduct this
research was effective as it served to have easy access to this population via collaboration with
parish priests as gatekeepers. By utilising relationships with the community, it proved to be a
time-efficient method, yet it also carries risks of biases.

In addition, with only 12 respondents from two localities, there is a limitation in capturing
systemic issues comprehensively across diverse Maltese contexts. Nevertheless, the scope of
this study was to present a rich picture of the lived experiences of poverty from the subjective
viewpoint of participants.

The first research question addressed the roots of poverty to obtain knowledge on the
cultural conditions surrounding the participants’ lived experiences. Secondly, it made sense to
understand what participants considered as deprivation. Inspired by Townsend’s (1979)
deprivation Index (see also Townsend et al., 1988) and the EU-SILC, another central research
question was on how older persons experienced deprivation. Finally, another question dealt
with safety networks, by specifically exploring the mitigating strategies participants use to deal
with their dire situation.

The design and research process of this research was framed to guarantee ethically sound
research, considering both the sensitivity of the topic and the vulnerability of participants in
disclosing their subjective experiences of the harsh realities of living below the poverty line.
The names of all respondents have been changed to protect their identity. All ethical
considerations were taken into account, to produce a study in full conformity with the
guidelines provided by the UREC of the University of Malta (Ref: ARTS-2023-00255).

Findings

Findings of this research were classified under a set of themes that clearly emerge from
the narratives of the 12 participants of this study. Their narratives provide valuable information
on their perceptions and personal experiences on poverty related to various issues.

The roots of poverty

The views of respondents on what they considered as the roots of poverty range from
general statements on the increase in the cost of living, to the effects of digitalisation and how
they are affected by the need to use modern devices like smart phones.

For instance, Lucia outlined the crucial issue of high cost of living amongst older persons. This
phenomenon is common, as the expenses associated with daily life continue to rise while the
income of retirees remains fixed or increases at a slower rate. George added another aspect to
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this problem: ‘There is another thing, you would have a pension and you would say I cannot
manage with it, but then for example [playing] bingo, lottery, entertainments, as if you’re
wasting it’. It is noteworthy that some participants went beyond the basic needs to describe
consequences and situations of poverty, and their arguments were in line with studies on
relative deprivation (Townsend, 1979). For example, Andrew asserted that the causes of
poverty among the elderly stem from their upbringing and illiteracy during childhood. He
outlined the long-lasting impact that early life experiences can have on an individual’s
economic well-being later in life.

In addition, gender inequality caused further poverty. Some female participants maintained
that they had never been employed, and in some cases, were not allowed to work outside the
home by their husbands. This resulted in further challenges when their husbands passed away.
A case in point is Katy, a 73-year-old woman. For Katy, her husband’s death left her in a
vulnerable position as she had never been employed throughout her marriage. She had been
solely financially dependent on her husband for her livelihood. The sudden loss of her husband,
coupled with her lack of work experience, pushed Katy into a state of poverty: I found myself
in this situation when my husband died, since I never worked, he never allowed me... [ was his
girl; I was really treated as if  was his daughter. Problems come, one after another, a problem
ends, another one starts’.

In spite of fears of dependence on others, especially on children, it is worth noting that
participants felt that they had a sort of obligation to hand out money to their adult children and
their grandchildren. Carmen explained this by stating that some elderly people still provide
financial help to their sons and daughters. Despite their own limited means, many elderly
people voluntarily provide financial support to their offspring out of a feeling of duty,
sometimes at the expense of their own financial security. Carmen’s case can be viewed as a
prime example of this dynamic, when she accepted her daughter back home when the
daughter’s marriage fell apart: ‘for me, my daughter is a priority for now’.

This unwavering support demonstrates the inherent, protective nature of parenthood that
follows through even late into life when funds are tight. Peter also shows his independence as
he turns down the offer of help from his children for his wife’s funeral and he also admitted
that he still gifts them with cash on birthdays. ‘I don t take any money from my children ... but
1 give them ... for their birthdays I give them 20 euros each’, he notes. Both stories highlight
the challenges that older persons face in striking a balance between self-reliance and pride, as
well as a deep-seated readiness to make concessions for family members who could be going
through difficult times themselves.

Digital divide

The current age of digitalisation has brought a plethora of opportunities, but it has also
widened the gap in poverty and social exclusion among the elderly due to digital illiteracy and
limited accessibility. Katy, for example, has an internet subscription and owns a smartphone.
She admitted that without them, she would feel lost as her digital tools provide her a sense of
connection.
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I don’t know how to use a computer; [ am learning how to send messages because
I find it difficult to write. I have a friend who is sending me easy words. I enjoy
sending voice recorded messages. | enjoy playing games on the internet and
drawing.

On the other hand, respondents like Andrew and Peter subscribe to internet services, not
for their own use, but for the benefit of their children and relatives. Both participants like many
others, are digitally illiterate.

Worse off are the respondents who cannot afford internet services — those still relying on
old push-button phones, who face the greatest degrees of social distancing and economic
disadvantage by remaining entirely shut off from a digital world that is rapidly changing the
way we live.

This divide shows how online inequalities reinforce existing socio-economic disparities
and limit the possibility for older adults to participate fully in modern society, whether that be
accessing information, maintaining relationships or pursuing opportunities. This aspect widens
the poverty gap because it adds to their degree of inaccessibility and hence, leads to increased
social isolation.

Situation of poverty

Physical deprivation from basic necessities despite the existence of an extensive social
policy infrastructure is not absent among those who participated in this study. The lack of
enough money results, first and foremost, in poor diets, in lack of access to the desired level of
health care and very often in lack of basic commodities. The quality of life suffers not only
because of the poor quality of housing itself, but because maintenance is absent especially
when even very low rents remain unpaid.

As one central theme of this study, participants were asked to define their experiences of
deprivation in their everyday life. Most of the outlined deprivations were closely aligned to a
definition of absolute poverty. Some participants struggled with basic access to water and
electricity, suitable and liveable living conditions, having appliances like a washing machine
in working order, having an internet connection, and affording medications.

In some cases, mouldy and unsafe living conditions aggravated health issues. In other
cases, flights of stairs to reach the dwelling with no lift and limited physical accessibility for
participants who had mobility led to social exclusion because they could not leave their homes.
Here there is an interesting interface between the dynamic relationship of deprivation and social
exclusion. It was often the case for participants that their experienced multiple deprivations led
them to lives spent indoors, excluded from contact with others or not able to participate as
citizens in society.

Financial poverty can have a profound effect on basic survival needs, particularly when it
comes to food. Carmen, for instance, finds herself faced with the difficult decision of choosing
what to buy with her limited income, while May spends 350 euro a month on food supplies.
She also has to feed her five dogs and two cats. She manages to survive, but with much
hardship.
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Anna admitted that she cannot cope with the cost of living. She finds it impossible to afford
fresh vegetables and fruit, forcing her to rely on inexpensive alternatives like rice with curry.
Francesca too felt the impact of financial poverty on her food choices. She is extremely cautious
and limits herself to basic and affordable options. She described here experience in the
following terms:

I am very cautious, I say that if in the past I used to buy a piece of cheddar or two
spoons of broth or two spoons of soup, today I would say I will take a small piece
of bread and a piece of cheese or when I’m hungry, if I used to take a piece of
cheese, today [ won’t buy it.

For older persons living with financial hardship, even necessities like water and electricity
can become a source of stress and struggle. Katy confessed that she frequently struggles to pay
her water and electricity bills.

Despite the fact that water and electricity supplies are considered a basic need, Joseph is
not connected to the main water and electricity networks. He relies on one of his neighbours
who fills a tank with water and supplies him with an extension for electricity: ‘Where I live, 1
have no electricity and no water. He fills a tank [with water] and gives me electricity [one of
his neighbours] .

The struggles of May and Anna reflect the deep-seated relationship between
socioeconomic issues and access to even the most basic utilities in our society, but at the same
time represent a systemic inequality that holds their lives in a cycle of hardship. May does not
have electricity as her father decided to remove the meter. One of her neighbours used to give
her a supply but due to an argument with his son, her neighbour decided to refrain from
supplying her with electricity. She cannot afford to apply for a new installation. On the other
hand, Anna can only afford to pay her water and electricity bills by instalments: 7 have a bill
for electricity and water amounting to sixty-seven euro which I pay by instalments. I will pay
thirty euro and then I will pay the rest’.

Housing

Financial poverty can have significant effects on the ability for individuals to afford rent.
Katy rents a house from the Housing Authority. She pays a relatively low rent of approximately
105 euros per month, but even this amount becomes a burden at times, leading to backdated
rents.

Carmen admitted that: ‘Sometimes, rent, even if it is not expensive, I have to split it in
three, but the landlord is very understanding. He tells me: “when you have, pay me”. Joseph
finds himself in a precarious situation as he is living illegally in a house rented by someone
else from the Housing Authority. Although he was caught by Housing Authority inspectors, he
was not forced out. Furthermore, Rita pays a rent of 400 euros per month, but she is unable to
apply for government rent subsidy because the landlord demands cash payment without issuing
a receipt. This lack of documentation prevents her from seeking the assistance she is entitled
to.

10
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Impact on health

Financial constraints can have a significant impact on health issues. All respondents
suffered from multiple health conditions which are not all covered with the free medicines
scheme offered by the government. In the case of Katy, her current income makes it difficult
to afford a sleep apnoea machine that she desperately needs: ‘Hospice have given me one [a
sleep apnoea machine] but it has developed a fault, now Community Chest Fund are trying to
help me. I need it, I need it a lot, because my heart is getting tired’.

The consequence of poverty and social exclusion on mental health is evident. These
personal accounts shed light on the profound emotional and psychological toll that poverty and
social exclusion have on a person’s overall well-being. These conditions not only compromise
the physical well-being of the person but also contribute to a sense of despair and hopelessness.

Carmen, Lucia and May’s experiences encapsulate the intertwining nature of financial
stress, social isolation, and mental health. Carmen’s constant worry about budgeting and
making ends meet leads to significant anxiety, showing the constant pressure and stress that
poverty brings. While Lucia’s deep sadness and desire to escape from her solitude further
emphasise the detrimental effects of social exclusion on mental health.

The struggle with anxiety has greatly impacted May’s daily life, often leaving her confined to
her bed. The financial strain exacerbates her anxiety, as she often finds herself unable to afford
to go out and enjoy a cup of tea. The combination of anxiety and financial constraints leaves
May feeling trapped and isolated.

Housing conditions and hygiene

Physical and structural damages, extreme neglect, and clutter are common factors that

contribute to the very bad housing conditions experienced by some participants. These
individuals are all subjected to living in substandard conditions that are a far cry from what is
locally considered acceptable. The researcher was able to see with his own eyes as the
interviews were conducted within the older persons’ residence.
Rita finds herself in a living space that is plagued by mould, which has resulted in severe
arthritis and breathing problems. Her rented room spans no more than 60 square metres, with
the bedroom and living area crammed into the same confined space. She lacks even basic
necessities, such as a working television and an accessible kitchen. Similarly, Carmen is living
in circumstances that mirror Rita’s living conditions, with high levels of humidity and walls
covered in unsightly mould stains. Her living space consists of only three rooms, and all her
clothes and possessions are packed in pieces of luggage. Katy resides in an area in Cospicua
that is plagued by deep-rooted social problems. The effects of these problems manifest in the
physical state of her housing. The structural damages are evident, with cracked walls and
broken windows. The living spaces are cramped and cluttered. May’s situation is equally
distressing, as she has been living in a house without basic necessities such as water and
electricity for the past eight years. The unhygienic conditions with limited ventilation and
inadequate natural light pose significant health risks.
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The cases of Andrew and Lucia demonstrate that a lack of accessible housing serves to
isolate them. Andrew and his wife live in a block of flats which belongs to The Joint Office?.
Due to a previous lung cancer diagnosis, Andrew now lives with one lung. They live on the
third floor, where they must climb six steps to enter the building and sixty steps to reach their
apartment.

[ haven’t gone out (of this flat) for five years because of the stairs. We don’t have
a lift, they have been promising us that they would make us a lift, especially during
election time, but was never done. My wife has not gone out for the last year and
three months. We only go out for hospital appointments. [ haven’t attended church
for the past 5 years because of the stairs and because of my health.

Lucia also lives on the third floor of a block of flats. The other tenants in the building are not
willing to contribute financially to install a lift. She has problems with her balance and falls
frequently. Lucia has been unable to find a medical doctor who is willing to visit her at her
home: ‘In order to visit the doctor or the polyclinic, I have to call a taxi and the taxi driver
helps me to go down and up the stairs of the flat’. Moreover, Lucia is entitled to the government
food package?, but she cannot collect her package as this needs to be picked up from the Santa
Venera building during office hours. Her lack of mobility and the fact that her daughter works
during office hours, means she is unable to collect her food package.

Isolation and discrimination

Poverty resulting from isolation and discrimination constitutes a significant challenge
affecting individuals. Katy felt rejected by her siblings when describing the stark contrast
between her modest house and their luxurious homes, and this affects their relationship.
Similarly to this, Francesca said: ‘T used to help a lot my brother s wife. Her standard is different
than ours, was raised in luxury... we used to clean [her house], but with time we felt that she
was rejecting us’.These stories highlight the detrimental effects of poverty compounded by
isolation and discrimination, leaving individuals feeling rejected, neglected, and betrayed by
their own families, friends, and the systems meant to support them.

Neighbourhoods, extended family and the Church

Neighbours provide support such as watching each other’s homes, helping during
emergencies and sharing friendly confidences or gossip. This social capital within the
neighbourhood contributes to increased security and support, creating a sense of collective
responsibility and resilience in the face of challenges. One way that participants could combat
bouts of loneliness was through their reliance on neighbours. Similar to other studies (Age UK,
2019), participants maintained that close contact with neighbours eased their loneliness.

2 The Joint Office was set up by law to administer the properties which were transferred to the government by the
Ecclesiastical authorities, in virtue of an agreement signed in 1991, between the Government of Malta and the
Holy See.

% Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived (FEAD) food package and the State Funded Food Distribution
(SFFD) scheme.
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Often participants felt a sense of isolation and only found solace in their neighbours’
constant assistance. Their lack of financial security and their lack of accessibility especially
when experiencing mobility issues, limits their participation in society. In some cases, they felt
abandoned by their immediate family and were restricted to life indoors, with little or no
communication to the outside world. For Rita, her neighbours are like an extended family,
always there for her and even entrusted with the keys to her house. Their presence brings her
solace and security, knowing that she can rely on them. Moreover, neighbours were not only
essential for occasional conversations, but in some cases, they were providers of various
requirements, including illegal supply of electricity, as in the case of Joseph who ‘borrows’
electricity from his neighbour. This demonstrates the normalisation of this illegal activity and
how instead of seeing it as a violation, it is interpreted as an act of kindness. This reflects the
intertwining issues and instances of poverty, illegalities and abuse, which continue to feed into
a culture of poverty, extending beyond tangible requirements.

In line with the discourse of Scharf et al., (2001), some participants referred to the
importance of intergenerational dependence. Extended family members and neighbours play a
significant role in the lives of these respondents, providing them with comfort and support.
Francesca finds support from her sister-in-law, who sends her vegetables and accompanies her
to the hospital, while her nephew takes care of her bills.

Andrew and Dominic also acknowledge the immense help they receive from their sons
and daughters. Whether it is practical assistance or emotional support, they rely on their
children to navigate through life’s hurdles. Dominic expresses himself in these words: ‘My
daughter washes my clothes at her home, she comes for them and brings them back’.

Some participants spontaneously stated that they rely on their local church’s monthly food
hamper program and other parish support for both material and social needs. At their stage of
life, the participants showed an immense sense of gratitude for the church’s commitment to
understand and address the specific needs of its weaker members.

Discussion and conclusion

This article highlighted income insufficiency and lack of asset accumulation as critical
factors in old age. Participants faced limited chances to improve their financial circumstances,
aligning with Deaton’s (2016) assertion that income and wealth are essential in understanding
poverty. Cultural factors further exacerbated their situations. Gender norms often excluded
women from the labour market, leaving them vulnerable after losing financial support from
spouses. Additionally, limited educational opportunities in youth perpetuated illiteracy and
economic challenges.

Intergenerational dependency added strain, with participants financially supporting
children and grandchildren despite their own struggles, reflecting Scharf et al.’s (2001) findings
on dependency and familial imbalances. Moreover, participants lacked the freedom to live
independently.

This study also outlined severe deprivations experienced by participants, often reflecting
absolute poverty rather than relative measures in line with Townsend’s (1979) index. Basic
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needs such as access to water, electricity, liveable housing, functioning appliances, and
medications were unmet. Many faced unsafe living conditions, such as mould or inaccessible
homes, exacerbating health and mobility issues and fostering social exclusion. Participants
often lived isolated lives due to these deprivations, unable to participate in society. Findings
align with the EU-SILC 2023 index (NSO, 2024) and Caritas Malta’s (2020) MEBDL,
underlining challenges like arrears, lack of internet, inability to afford unexpected expenses,
and limited access to nutritious food.

The contribution of this article is to provide a better understanding of old-age poverty,
which leads to a multitude form of hardship. The use of qualitative research strategies was
relevant in detecting the implications on the lived realities of poverty in old age because they
provide deeper explanations for observed patterns and offer a nuanced understanding of the
processes that underpin poverty.

This study highlighted the complex intersection of poverty and social exclusion, with an
emphasis on loneliness among older people as a key dimension in this context. Moving beyond
merely the subjective understandings of poverty, the research investigates the material and
social differences associated with poverty, in line with Townsend’s (1979) study. Inequality and
a lack of opportunities add to the increasing isolation of older adults. These conditions have
significant adverse consequences on their psychological and emotional state, which not only
limit their interaction with society but also contribute to a feeling of neglect. Moreover, the
study participants pointed out that a lack of access to modern digital technologies makes their
social exclusion much worse. The exclusion from online communities, vital services, or
personal contact with family and friends via online channels makes them more marginalised,
isolated, and disengaged from their own lives and the broader social and economic world that
surrounds them. Such findings reflect those by Neves and Vetere (2019) who also investigate
the ways in which social exclusion within older populations may become compounded by the
digital divide, particularly in vulnerable groups. Another group particularly impacted is older
adults struggling with the overlapping challenges of poverty, technological exclusion and social
isolation. As such, this group has unique needs that should be addressed through focused efforts
that impact each aspect, as these issues overlap. Meaningful change in addressing the life
situations of these people requires the collaboration of policy makers, community
organisations, and social service providers. This is needed to mitigate the inequalities and
hardships they face, empowering them to move out of the cycle of poverty.
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Abstract

This paper presents the landscape of women’s organisations (WOs) in Malta and Gozo
exploring their relationships as part of civil society and their role in the public sphere. It
focuses on WOs active in 2021, when civil society was recognised for its influence on
national leadership in Malta. WOs play an integral role in this landscape, contributing to
feminist and gender-related advocacy as well as wider societal issues.

Sociological literature increasingly views civil society as a networked ecosystem that links
organisations with varied interests, strategies, and networks. This study investigates the
relational dynamics among WOs and their relations with institutions, addressing three key
questions: (i) what are the relations of WOs with institutions?; (ii) how, if at all, does the
structure of relations among WOs contribute to the making of an ‘ecosystem’?; and (iii)
what are the main factors which facilitate oi hinder collaborations among WOs?

This research builds on Diani’s (2015) modes of collective action, applying both
aggregative and relational approaches, along with social capital theory, to understand the
significance of the bonds formed by these WOs. Based on surveys and qualitative
interviews with 52 WOs in Malta and Gozo in early 2021, the study maps the complex web
of relations within this ecosystem. The findings suggest that women’s organisations
coordinate through different coalitions across different issues. The ecosystem of WOs
remains vulnerable to fragmentation, particularly around contentious topics like abortion,
despite the overall strength of bridging social capital in promoting trust and collaboration.

Keywords: civil society; Malta; non-governmental organisations; relations; social
networks; women’s organisations
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Introduction

This paper examines the landscape of women’s organisations (WOs) in Malta, exploring
their relationships as part of civil society and their role in the public sphere. The contextual
backdrop to the study, conducted in 2021, reflects a period of heightened civic activism, during
which civil society was credited with 'rocking the establishment' (Malta Today, 2020) and
identified as a major force in bringing about significant changes in the country's leadership
(Parliamentary Ombudsman Malta, 2020). WOs play an integral role in this landscape,
contributing to feminist and gender-related advocacy as well as wider societal issues. This
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paper examines the relations of civil society as WOs vie against prevailing institutions, such as
the Church, the Government and private corporations, situating WOs within this broader
context of civil resistance and collective action.

Sociological representations of civil society as a relation have emerged in recent years
(Diani, 2015; Edwards, 2020; Fine, 2014; Jessop, 2020). Relations have been conceptualised
as essential connectors, described as the ‘hinge’ by Fine (2014), hailed as the ‘connective tissue’
by Edwards (2020, p. 29) and presented as the ‘cement’ of civil society by Diani (2015). This
research considers civil society as a ‘complex and fragile ecosystem’ (Edwards, 2020, p. 28),
linking organisations with diverse operations, interests, people and networks.

This research sets out to portray the relations constituting the collective action of WOs.
Together, these WOs activate a field which ‘in the aggregate, constitute a recognized area of
institutional life’ (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 148): womanhood. The study draws on
sociological theory to analyse findings emerging from the research questions guiding the
investigation, asking: (i) what are the relations of WOs with institutions?; (ii) how, if at all,
does the structure of relations among WOs contribute to the making of an ‘ecosystem’?; and
(ii1) what are the main factors which facilitate or hinder collaborations among WOs?

Using the basic tenets of relational sociology, the study delves into the ‘relational dynamics
which make and remake societies continually’, uncovering the ‘state of play within a vast web
of ongoing interactions’ (Crossley, 2011, p. 13)* Drawing on a survey tool and qualitative
interviews involving 52 WOs in Malta and Gozo in early 2021, this study maps this vast web
and analyses the state of play through a relational approach. This research strategy makes it
possible to portray a systems view of the civil society ecosystem steering collective action by
WOs. This study seeks to address the research gap in the study of WOs in Malta by taking this
approach.

Literature Review

This literature review examines the dynamics of the ‘ecosystem’ (Edwards, 2020) of WOs
in Malta through the lens of collective action theory and social capital theory. Drawing on
Diani’s (2015) work, this review considers how WOs operate within networks that connect
them with other voluntary organisations, the Church, local councils, and government bodies,
emphasising the importance of understanding civil society through its intricate web of
relationships. This literature review also explores Edwards’ (2020) tripartite model of civil
society, discussing the role of voluntary organisations within it. Finally, the review
contextualises this study within the unique sociopolitical landscape of Malta, focusing on the
space navigated by WOs in this landscape.

The ecosystem approach resonates with Jessop’s (2020) interpretation of governance,
wherein dialogue, relations and solidarity emerge as strategies for social coordination. Tilly
(2007, p. 94) further argues that ‘relations between trust networks and public politics matter

% The study of relational dynamics involving voluntary organisations has been used by Crossley (2006) to analyse
psychiatric movements between 1600-2000; Diani (2015) in a comparative study of the civil society organisations
in Glasgow and Bristol; and Phillips (1991) in her research on national WOs in Canada.
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deeply’. Social capital theory foregrounds the value of trust networks in society, supporting
‘coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit’ (Putnam, 1993, p. 35). Social capital
manifests in different forms: bonding, bridging, and linking social capital, all relevant to the
study of VO ecosystems as together they balance relations across networks. Bonding social
capital is studied in terms of its capacity to bond the relations among members of a group. It is
inward-looking and seeks to promote exclusively the interests and identity of a specific group
(Putnam, 2000). Bridging social capital looks at relations between social groups, encouraging
people to look beyond their immediate identities and connect outside the in-group. Through
bridging social capital, we understand the value of inter-organisation relations (Putnam, 2000).
Linking social capital is concerned with the relations of organisations with government and
markets, negotiating resources and forging influence (Edwards, 2020).

Melucci (1996) presents organisations as ‘quasiautonomous cells’ which connect through
a ‘communication and exchange network’ (p. 113-114), fuelling solidarity through the
exchange of knowledge, personnel (e.g. activist members and leaders) and displays of
performance. Networks thus serve as the ‘connective tissue’ (Edwards, 2020, p. 29) or the
‘cement’ (Diani, 2015) holding civil society together, shaping the structure of the organisational
ecosystem, showing who is in, or out of, a relationship with other actors.

Collective action

Collective action refers to the powerful ways in which organisations connect individuals
in solidarity for a shared cause (Olsen, 1974). One development of Olsen’s argument on
collective action is Diani’s (2015) theorem of ‘Modes of coordination of collective action’,
which integrates network analysis and social movement theory, revealing civil society as a
scheme of relationships among different stakeholders. Diani explains that these relations are
based on the binary mechanisms of resource allocation and boundary definition.

The resource allocation mechanism deals with how resources (such as money, time,
personnel, space, information, and social capital) are distributed and managed among different
stakeholders. It explores who has access to resources, how resources are shared or withheld,
and the power dynamics involved in this distribution. The boundary definition mechanism
involves negotiating the limits and distinctions among different groups, organisations, or
individuals within civil society, manipulating relations through ideas, social constructs, and
narrative frameworks. The negotiation inherently involves the revision and reconfiguration of
previously set boundaries, which is key to the development and initiation of organised social
structures. In particular, Diani’s (2015) model is concerned with the way relations contribute
to the ‘creation and reproduction of boundaries’ (p. 16) within a network of civil society
organisations, determining the modes of coordination of collective action.

Diani (2015) identifies four modes of coordination of collective action:

e Organisational Mode — This mode involves autonomous decision-making within
organisations, guided by leadership or grassroots efforts. Boundaries are defined by the
organisation's agenda, fostering either weak or strong in-group ties, as seen in
subscription-based groups (e.g., Consumer Reports, National Geographic Society) or
in ideologically-driven organisations (e.g., Brigate Rosse).
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e Social Movement Mode — This mode involves dense resource-sharing networks among
organisations, with boundaries shaped by collective identities recognised by both
members and key stakeholders. Examples include environmental, civil rights, and
feminist movements.

e (oalitional Mode — This mode involves dense organisational networks engaging in
resource exchange, defined by shared agendas but lacking broader collective identity.
Examples include advocacy coalitions, political alliances, and temporary campaign
partnerships.

e Subcultural/Communitarian Mode — This mode involves minimal links and resource
exchange between organisations, driven instead by a broad collective identity rather
than formal boundaries. Examples include subcultural groups like rockers, punks, or
vegans, where common lifestyle or ethical preferences foster identification without
formal membership.

Thus, Diani proposes a relational perspective to civil society, which acts as a scheme of
relations in which a host of coordinated collectives interact by sharing resources and
negotiating collective identities.

The role of voluntary organisations in civil society

The concept of civil society has evolved in sync with historical and technological progress
since its birth in the ancient Greek and Roman civilisations, endowing it with ‘multiple
meanings’ (Bob, 2011, p. 218). Edwards (2020) proposes a three-layered understanding of civil
society: as associational life, ‘the good society’ and the public sphere.

Civil society as associational life draws on de Tocqueville’s view that associations and
their activities are separate from market and state, thus signalling a difference between the
private sector, the public sector and the voluntary sector (also known as the third sector)
(Edwards, 2020). The civil society sector, made up of organisations, subsists through human
rights laws, which grant citizens the rights to free speech and free association (Walzer, 1995,
p. 183). Civil society as ‘the good society’ is tied with the concept of civic virtues, which
represent a ‘desirable social order’ (Edwards, 2020, p. 38). Civic virtue is found in the ‘norms
of reciprocity and trustworthiness’ that emerge from social exchanges, which in turn generate
social capital (Putnam, 2000, p. 19). Calling these virtues ‘habits of the heart’, de Tocqueville
insists these values and ethical practices are essential for functioning democracies (Brinton,
2010).

The public sphere represents a view of civil society grounded in civic dialogue and
political participation. Habermas (2023) argues that a vibrant public sphere is central to a
democratic society and plays a crucial role in the political integration of its citizens. The public
sphere highlights the relational aspect of civil society, portraying it as a space for
communication and for hegemonic struggles (Jessop, 2020). Here, different social groups
develop and control agendas by attracting new followers and partners, convincing them to join
their cause. Gramsci (1975, p. 75) captures this dynamic by defining state power as ‘political
society + civil society’: a civil society capable of advancing its causes while remaining distinct
from formal institutions. This separation supports the development of democratic societies,
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ensuring a balance that allows for oversight of both political and social actors (Edwards, 2020;
Jessop, 2020; Young, 2002).

The role of voluntary organisations in civil society is to mediate between individual
autonomy and collective solidarity, and to foster civic virtues such as trust and reciprocity,
which are crucial for democratic societies. By operating independently from the market and
state, voluntary organisations provide spaces for civic engagement, enabling minority voices
to be heard, shaping public agendas. Their role in balancing power ensures accountability and
supports the development of a democratic society.

As a small archipelagic state in the middle of the Mediterranean Sea, Malta presents a
particular context for this research.

Malta’s context and dynamics

This research unfolds in the smallest EU member state with its dense population of just
over 500,000 people living on a land area of 316 km? (National Statistics Office, 2022), marked
by the power of personal interactions and emotional allegiances (Warrington, 1998). The
inherent smallness which enables a connected society where people wear many hats
(Baldacchino, 2012; Boissevain, 1974; Corbett & Veenendaal, 2019) impacts political life, as
political actors emerge as very central figures (Corbett, 2015). Malta is considered an electoral
democracy (V-Dem Institute, 2021), where every vote counts, and political power consistently
alternates between two dominant parties, shaping both government and opposition. The
importance of closeness with those holding political or administrative power is highlighted
with the local proverb: trid tkun taf in-nies biex tingeda®. Baldacchino (2014) argues that the
activities of civil society organisations represent a shift away from an all-encompassing
political focus, advocating for a model of multi-level governance in Malta. The Catholic
Church in Malta wields considerable ‘political, social, and cultural influence’ (Briguglio,
2016), with a strong presence in the media, local parishes, the formal educational system, and

an extensive network of charismatic religious and lay figures within the community (Sammut,
2017).

In the years leading up to 2021, the most recent public discussions around women’s rights
were the access to the morning-after pill (Iegally available in Malta since 2016); abortion and
access to abortion (an independent MPs request to discuss an abortion decriminalisation bill in
May 2021 was rejected by parliament’s health committee (Times of Malta, 2021); the sex work
reform (this was part of the Labour Party Manifesto in 2017), the domestic violence strategy
(renewed in June 2021 (Vassallo, 2021)), femicide (The Malta Independent, 2020) and gender
quotas in parliament (approved in 2021). These issues were often brought up by WOs during
their interviews which formed an integral part of the study being presented.

Methodology

The research aims to explore the complex landscape of WOs in Malta, focusing on their
relations with other women’s organisations and in the public sphere. It forms part of a wider

® This translates to ‘You need to know people to get served’.
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research (Borg M. C., 2021), which profiled WOs, their organising, strategies, motivations,
values and their relations. The process of mapping the field of WOs active during the research
involved analysing each organisation individually, like unique puzzle pieces that together form
the complete picture.

This study integrates quantitative surveys with qualitative semi-structured interviews with
elites, providing both breadth and depth to this research. The surveys provide extensive
coverage, while the interviews offer deeper insights, jointly enriching the study's findings. Used
together they enhance the validity and reliability of findings, enabling the researcher to

consolidate analysis through assessment of similar or inconsistent results (Hesse-Biber et al.,
2015).

In defining which organisations have been considered as WOs, this research is prompted
by Ferree and Mueller’s (2004) definition of women’s movements. Thus, women’s organising
is considered as ‘all organising of women as women’, where women are the strategic
constituency of the organisation, recognising women as ‘women, mothers, sisters and
daughters’ (p. 577).

Based on the previous considerations regarding the organisation's function as both a
voluntary and women's organisation, the following definition outlines the civil society sector
focused on in this research:

e Organisations that organise women explicitly as women to effect social change;

e Organisations dedicated to self-help, mutual support, and fellowship among women;
e Organisations that provide services specifically for women; and

¢ Organisations that bring together and coordinate the work of various WOs.

The inclusion of women's branches of political parties in Malta within civil society is
complex due to the pervasive influence of political parties in small island states (Corbett, 2015;
Corbett & Veenendaal, 2019). Edwards (2020) suggests that political parties might be
considered part of civil society when in opposition but part of the establishment when in
government. For example, during the sex work reform debate, the women’s section of Partit
Nazzjonalista actively opposed the government, joining forces with the Coalition on Human
Trafficking and Prostitution; while Nisa Laburisti remained silent, possibly indicating support.
Despite these complexities, both organisations are deemed valuable contributors for this
research, given they represent an organised group of women that work for social change at the
heart of the dominant political parties.

The study used non-probability sampling techniques, which are ideal for exploring niche
and understudied communities. A combination of purposive and snowball sampling methods
was employed to identify participants. Identifying WOs in Malta began with desk research
through official sources such as the websites of the Office of the Commissioner for Voluntary
Organisations and the Malta Council for the Voluntary Sector, as well as broader online
resources including social media and news outlets. These sources primarily revealed
organisations active at the national level. To find those operating within localities, an email was
sent to local councils and parishes. One organisation was discovered by chance: a group of
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women bikers with matching jackets displaying their logo. Additional organisations were
referred by participants already involved in the study.

Out of the 58 organisations contacted, 52 participated in the study®. The survey was
conducted with 47 organisations while interviews were conducted with 14 organisations. Of
the 52 participating organisations, 9 organisations took part in both the interview and survey, 5
took part only in the interviews, while 38 were involved only in the survey. Both survey and
interview questionnaires were piloted, which allowed for minor changes indicated by the
respondents.

Recruitment of participants and data collection were held between January and May 2021,
during the Covid-19 pandemic. The restriction on face-to-face gatherings imposed by the health
authorities at the time limited the possibility of reaching out to organisations in-person at
organised events. This also influenced the methods used for surveys and interviews, as data
collection was conducted entirely online, by post, or by telephone.

Ethical practices aligned with the University of Malta Research Code of Conduct and
Research Ethics Review Procedures were followed. This included obtaining informed consent,
ensuring participants were informed of their autonomy, and making them aware of their right
to skip any questions or withdraw from the study at any time. Confidentiality was maintained,
with the names of respondents and their respective VOs not being disclosed in the study.

WOs are being referred to through codes generated’ in relation to ideological positions
based on their replies:

e Community: WOs unite women with a common hobby, cultural interest, or shared
identity, organising niche groups or community-based groups in parishes.

e Equality: WOs prioritise advocating for women's rights and promoting gender equality.

e Empowerment: WOs provide services aimed at supporting and uplifting women, such
as entrepreneurial mentoring and aid for victims of domestic violence.

® The organisations are: Association for Equality; Agora Club; Attard Ladies Cultural Club; Attard Parents, Baby
and Toddler club; Azzjoni Kattolika — Fergha tan-Nisa; Grupp Nisa Zghazagh Birzebbuga; Business &
Professional Women (Valletta) Malta; Dar Hosea; The Good Shepherd Sisters - Dar Merhba Bik Foundation;
emPOWer - Platform of Organisations for Women; Female Entrepreneurs Malta; Fondazzjoni Kenn u Tama — Dar
Emmaus; Fondazzjoni Sebh — il-Milja; Foundation for Women Entrepreneurs (Malta); Grupp Santa Martha
Gwardamangia; Gozo Crafty Ladies — Keréem branch; Grupp Nisa — Parro¢¢a Guzepp Haddiem, Birkirkara;
Ladies Circle — Pieta Gwardamangia Parish; Ladies Circle — St Sebastian Parish Qormi; Ladies Circle — St George
Parish Qormi; Ladies Crafts Circle - Mellicha; Ladies Running Club; Legion of Mary — Women’s branch; Life
Network Foundation - Life Line Malta; Malta Association of Women in Business; Malta Girl Guides; Malta
Netball Association; Malta Sound Women Network; Malta Women’s Lobby; Mediating Women, Balancing the
Media; Malta Football Association — Women’s Football; Miss inTech; Moviment Nisa Partit Nazzjonalista; Grupp
nisa separati — Mosta; Oratorju Marija Immakulata — Mosta; Mother and Baby Club — St Sebastian Parish, Qormi;
Mother’s Club; National Council of Women Malta; Nisa Laburisti; #occupyjustice; Positive Birth Movement;
Soc¢jeta Duttrina Nisranija — Qasam tan-Nisa; Soroptimist Malta; St Jeanne Antide Foundation; Vixens Motorcycle
Club; Women Directors Malta; Women for Women; Women Sound Network; Women’s Federation for World
Peace Malta; Women’s Rights Foundation; Women’s Study Group; Young Progressive Beings; Young Women
Christian Workers.

" In the study, each organisation interviewed has a unique code and has been quoted as Empowerment 1,
Empowerment 2 etc.
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e Formation: WOs offer programmes and experiences that foster women's personal
development, including spiritual formation and sports training.

e Radicalism: WOs engage in grassroots activism through direct actions, fuelled by
strong emotions for social justice or feminist principles.

Although WOs may exhibit characteristics of multiple ideal types, the proposed typology
focuses on the dominant features of what is, in reality, a complex structure. Rather than
oversimplifying the social formation of each organisation, it acknowledges a hierarchy of
influence, where ‘structures of dominance’ play a greater role in shaping some organisations
than others (Althusser, 1969).

The landscape of 52 women’s organisations, as mapped by this research, is made up of 22
Community WOs, 11 Equality WOs, 11 Empowerment WOs, 6 Formation WOs and 2
Radicalism WOs.

Data analysis

Data was analysed thematically in response to the research questions guiding the study.
The relations and collaborations of the actors under study, using relational approaches, was the
focus of the analysis. The research also sought to analyse which of the organisations under
study has a feminist identity, and whether this has impact on their connections with other
organisations. The research thus draws on Diani’s modes of collective action, analysing WOs
through a combination of aggregative and relational approaches. Aggregative approaches
define actors by a set of specific characteristics - such as their association with feminism or
their classification as a WO, while relational approaches prioritise the analysis of interactions
and collaborations among actors in the field.

Data from the survey and interviews is being presented simultaneously, an approach which
permits an analysis of the similarities and differences in replies. Furthermore, the joint
exposition of research results shows ‘new insights beyond the information gained from the
separate quantitative and qualitative results’ (Fetters et al., 2013, p. 2143).

Results and Discussion

What are the relations of WOs with institutions?

WOs taking part in both survey and interviews were asked about relations with institutional
actors occurring at the locality and national levels, also enquiring about active representation
in church and state structures. The figures below show results from the surveys.

Relations with institutional actors in the locality

Relations of WOs in localities is primarily harboured by those organisations active within
the locality. Twenty-five organisations have relations with parishes, and almost all of these are
Community and Formation WOs who work in the parish (see Figure 1). Some Empowerment
VOs also have contact with parishes, in particular those that are run by the diocese or other
church entities. The parish priest and local councillors emerge as important stakeholders in the
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locality, with one Formation WO explaining that these know ‘the needs of the district’. The
survey shows that fewer organisations have relations with the local councils (see Figure 2).

Figure 1: Relations of WOs with Parish
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Figure 2: Relations of WOs with Local Council
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Data shows that more Empowerment WOs have relations with the diocese, but fewer
Community WOs active in parishes have relations with the diocese (see Figure 3). Five out of
11 Empowerment WOs are founded by Catholic organisations. Empowerment and Equality
WOs that are not attached to church structures often co-operate with church organisations, in
spite of the differences arising from not having a Christian or Catholic ethos (Empowerment

3; Equality 3).
Figure 3: Relations of WOs with Diocese
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Figure 4: Relations of WOs with Government
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Relations with Government

The field features various examples of cross-sectoral collaboration between WOs and
government, through Public Social Partnership agreements supporting services for vulnerable
women, through which WOs collaborate with ministries which fund their work and other
entities®.

Additionally, WOs involved in lobbying may engage with government through invitations
to take part in consultations processes and form part of boards by various ministries (Equality
1). While these invitations actively recognise the contribution of WOs, organisations also speak
about frustrations arising from the lack of recognition by government, identifying two main
scenarios: (a) lack of allocation of funds supporting the work of WOs, with 2 Equality WOs
arguing that if ‘government really believes in equality’ (Equality 2), it would invest in their
capacity to operate; and (b) lack of consultation with WOs, such as in the proposed sex work
reform and the regulation of fundraising, referred to as ‘something which will put them out of
business’ (Radical 2).

While Community WOs are the least likely to have relations with government, one radical
WO has bad relations with government (see Figure 4).

Relations with political actors

The type of relation that an organisation harnesses with political actors is in direct link
with its aim. Only those organisations forming part of political parties have a formal link with
political parties. As shown in Figure 5, 25 organisations claim they have no relations with
political parties, while 6 claim a good relation. Other WOs value a neutral relation with political
parties and their representatives, except for one Radical WO who has a bad relation.

Figure 5: Relations of WOs with Political Parties Figure 6: Relations of WOs with Politicians
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8 Entities span various ministries and include the family courts, Appogg, the National Council for the Promotion
of Equality, the Commission on Gender-Based and Domestic Violence, and a state school.
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Empowerment and Equality WOs, who regularly lobby and negotiate agreements with
political actors, emerge as those organisations with better relations. As ‘the ones who can effect
change’ (Empowerment 3), political actors (in government and in opposition) are lobbied.
WOs appreciate their ‘autonomy and neutrality’ which gives them the freedom to support and
give credit to politicians or otherwise ‘call them out when there needs to be action’ (Equality
3). Funding is also a tool which gives access to relations with ministry officials and elected
representatives (Empowerment 1), which creates opportunities for closeness with political
actors ‘facilitat[ing] greater use of insider tactics’ (Mosley, 2011, p. 451).

Radical WOs seem sceptical about relations with political parties and politicians (see
Figure 6), with one claiming a bad relation with these. Radical 1 only meets political parties or
politicians as partners in a coalition, so the organisation does not seem ‘o pander politicians,
to make people feel comfortable’. They emphasise non-relations as part of their strategy to
show: ‘we re here, we’re young, we 're angry’. Radical 2, who speaks of bad relations with both
government and political actors, says this conflict is related with their agenda to denounce
corruption ‘they don t like us...that's our job...we turn them to pieces when they do the wrong
thing...to hold them to account...that is our relationship: we are there to hold them to account’.
Community WOs, who aim to nurture relations among a community of women, seek no
relations with political actors, fearing the divisive impact this would bring in their community.

Representatives of WOs in Institutions

While 24 out of 52 WOs are rooted in religious beliefs, only 16 have representatives within
church structures (parishes and diocese). In localities, community organisations active in
parishes generally have representatives in the parish pastoral council. None of them is involved
in parallel structures in local councils within their localities, or otherwise on public boards or
within diocesan structures. Organisations with a Roman Catholic ethos active at national level
may be involved in various diocesan commissions®. Radical and Equality WOs are not part of
these structures (see Figure 7).

Figure 7: Representatives of WOs in institutions
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® These include the Secretariat for Diaconia, which brings together a forum of church-based organisations.
Structures in the diocese are reserved for organisations with Roman Catholic beliefs.
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WOs seem keen to participate in structures for dialogue, the setup of which is necessary
to support a deliberative public sphere (Fraser, 1992). Empowerment 1 emphasises: ‘What [
would like is for us to be present and involved when consultative boards designing reforms are
appointed — we represent the service user’, showing the WOs’ willingness to partner in state
power by contributing to decision-making in the field, recalling Gramsci’s (1975) political
society + civil society vision.

None of the organisations in this research is involved in a structure set up by the local
councils. 14 organisations are active in public boards or councils at national level?, most of
these being Empowerment and Equality WOs. The organisations most active in these public
fora are the officially registered umbrella organisations. The context of a small island, where
inhabitants wear many hats (Baldacchino, 2012; Boissevain, 1974; Corbett & Veenendaal,
2019), is emphasised by the observation that even if their organisation is not formally
represented on public boards or committees, they can still raise their issues through their
individual participation or as representatives of other organisations.

How, if at all, does the structure of relations among WOs contribute to the making of an
‘ecosystem’?

Structure of the Network: Relations

WOs were asked to identify other organisations with which they work, whom they support
or otherwise have close ties with. Using a one-mode matrix*!, the information received through
both surveys and interviews has been displayed in a network map, where different categories
of organisations can be identified by colour.

Figure 8 shows two clusters of relations and several isolated organisations. Both clusters
are separate — one cluster is composed of 4 organisations, while the larger cluster shows the
interrelations among 25 organisations.

Fourteen out of 21 Community WOs, 3 out of 6 Formation WOs, 1 of 2 Radical WOs and
3 of 12 Empowerment organisations are not attached to the main network and can be found
outside the bigger structure, as isolates. Additionally, a small network of 4 actors represents
Community and Formation WOs active in two different parishes within the same locality. This
network has no ties with the bigger network, which is made up of 9 Empowerment WOs, 11
Equality WOs, 4 Community WOs, 2 Formation WOs, 1 Radical WO, mostly organisations
which are active at the national level.

In Figure 9, nodes were grouped by attribute. This shows more clearly the exchange among
and between different categories of organisations. Direction of the connection is shown by use
of arrowheads. Blue lines show reciprocal ties. Black lines show a connection moving in one
direction, which signifies that only one of the two organisations mentioned this relation in

10 WOs are mainly active in the Consultative Council for Women’s Rights, which at the moment of study was
suspended due to the resignation of the Junior Minister. Other fora include the Oversight Committee driving the
National Action Plan for the UN Women Peace and Security agenda, the Malta Council for Economic and Social
Development — Civil Society Committee; the Monitoring Committee of the Operational Programme; The Malta
Council for the Voluntary Sector; The National Enterprise Consultative Council.

11 A matrix is 1-mode when rows and columns refer to the same set of entities — the 52 WOs participating in this
research.
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either survey or interview. There are dense connections between and among Empowerment and
Equality WOs, although reciprocal ties also exist with other organisations in the network.

Figure 8: Networks among Women's Organisations, by ideology
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Legend - Community: Pink; Equality: Blue; Empowerment: Black; Formation: Orange; Radical: Green; Squares
represent organisations which identify as feminist; Circles represent organisations which do not identify as
feminist.

Data collected from WOs about the relations they have within the field of WOs has been recorded using UCINet
and visualised using NETdraw (Borgatti et al. 2002).

Figure 9: Relations of WOs where nodes are grouped by attribute (ideology)
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Legend: Community: Pink; Equality: Blue; Empowerment: Black; Formation: Orange; Radical: Green.
Reciprocal ties are shown in blue.

Data collected from WOs about the relations they have within the field of WOs has been recorded using UCINet
and visualised using NETdraw (Borgatti et al. 2002).
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Isolates (organisations which do not form part of the network) make up 40.1% of actors in
the network. 52% of organisations form part of the bigger network, with 4 Equality
organisations, of which 3 are umbrella organisations in the field, show more connections and
demonstrating their embeddedness in the field. This is demonstrated in Figure 10, which shows
the betweenness centrality of these 4 organisations. The overall density in the network is 0.034,
meaning that 3.4% of possible ties are actually found in the network. The density of a binary
network is the total number of ties divided by the total number of possible ties, and shows the
level of cohesion within a network.

Figure 10: Relations between Women's Organisations, by ideology

Legend - Community: Pink; Equality: Blue; Empowerment: Black; Formation: Orange; Radical: Green.
Node size reflects the betweenness centrality of the actors in the network

Data about the relations of WOs was processed through UCINet and visualised with NETdraw (Borgatti et al.
2002).

Centrality measures the importance of an actor’s position in a network (Freeman, 1979).
Figure 10 shows node size by betweenness centrality, which measures the information control
of each organisation, identifying the best brokers in the network. The organisation represented
by the biggest node is in fact an umbrella organisation which also includes women’s branches
of political parties as members, which may account for its potential to tie these organisations
to the network. The bigger nodes in the network belong to Equality organisations, with three
of these nodes being umbrella organisations. Umbrella, or intermediary organisations, focus on
servicing and advocating for member organisations, co-ordinating and representing their
interests (Edwards, 2020; Diani, 2015). Their value lies in the joint effort of different
organisations coming together to enhance their capacity and representation (Edwards, 2020;
Young, 2001).

Network centrality enhances an organisation's ability to generate, access, and leverage
social capital (Diani, 1997). Central positions in a network allow for greater influence, trust,
and access to resources, all of which contribute to stronger social capital (Putnam, 2000).
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Granovetter’s (1973) ‘strength of weak ties’ theory posits that a network's strong ties foster
long-term alliances, shared ideologies, and trust, while weaker ties connecting or surrounding
these alliances allow communication to extend much further. Equality organisations in this
network have greater connections, indicating a likelihood to have more influence and power
(Diani, 1997). This links with earlier findings showing these organisations to be more involved
in the public sphere, engaged in boards and committees, at the discussion table with policy
makers, but sometimes also involved in lobbying ‘behind the scenes’ (Equality 2).

The structure of relations among WOs, therefore, reveals an ecosystem characterised by
both connections and disconnections. The findings reported above show an ecosystem that is
highly centralised, organised around a few powerful brokers who facilitate collaborations
through knowledge and resource sharing and coordination of services and advocacy. The
findings also show that 40% of the organisations remain disconnected from other WOs,
highlighting the ecosystem's inherent fragmentation.

Collaborations underline the collective action of organisations, their efforts to support each
other through practical support, or the ideas which bring them together (Diani, 2015).
Organisations share information, expertise, resources and social capital through collaborations,
thereby enhancing their capacity. Interview respondents say that the network of relations is ‘an
invisible rope of support that women throw at each other’ (Equality 4), embodying a
‘sisterhood’ (Empowerment 3). Collaborations not only enable successful projects and events,
but they also leave positive effects on policy reforms (Equality 1). The disconnections in the
structure of relations of WOs limits the full potential of collaborative efforts within the
ecosystem, which in turn has significant implications for the effectiveness and coherence of
collective action across the sector.

What are the main factors which facilitate or hinder collaborations among WO0Os?

Organisations were asked to reflect on elements that facilitate or hinder collaborations.
Factors that encourage organisations to take up collaborations have been condensed to two
main points: (a) their likeness and complementarity, and (b) their social capital, such as a
mutual trust in the leadership of partner organisations and personal connections with their
members. The former resonates well with the concept of homophily, which emphasises that
‘similarity breeds connection’ (McPherson et al., 2001).

The main element impeding the consolidation of collaborations was indicated by WOs to
be differences in fundamental principles. Of note is a finding from this research showing that
only 52% of the organisations taking part in the research consider themselves to be feminist.
Organisations also acknowledge that there are many different facets to feminism, and each
organisation chooses a specific set of beliefs to define their form of feminism. Figure 8 maps
the links between feminist (square) and non-feminist organisations (circles), implying that
while feminist organisations, particularly those active in lobbying and activism, tend to occupy
central positions in the network, organisations which are not feminist may be located on the
periphery of the main network. Non-feminist groups are also more likely to lie as isolated nodes
on the side of the figure. Radical 1 reiterates that a common discourse among WOs is not
possible given the current differences in ideologies in the field.
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Another difference in the field is the position of organisations on abortion, an issue
described as ‘very divisive’, where ‘some organisations don't collaborate because of it’
(Empowerment 3). Organisations with either pro-choice or pro-life positions maintain working
relationships on mutually beneficial projects while avoiding the topic in the public sphere and
refraining from engaging in dialogue on the subject.

While shared values and social capital play key roles in shaping the structure of
relationships within the WOs’ ecosystem, concerns about relationships weakening when
abortion is discussed suggest that identification with feminism alone is not the primary unifying
factor within the ecosystem.

Conclusion

Drawing on sociological theory, this research presents findings on the civil society
ecosystem of WOs from Malta, providing insights into the relations of WOs with institutions
and with other WOs, and their operation as an ecosystem.

This research highlights relationships as a key strength of civil society organisations.
While WOs are involved in parish and government committees, their participation in local
council initiatives is lacking, and they have only minimal involvement within diocesan
structures. Building relationships with parish priests and local councillors could be beneficial,
as it provides access to the community.

Relationships with government and political actors are strengthened when appropriate
deliberative arenas are established, allowing for the representation of diverse voices within the
field, as suggested by Habermas' concept of the public sphere (Fraser, 1992). When these
participatory spaces are not created, opportunities for relationships with government entities
are diminished.

WOs emphasise the importance of their involvement in government consultations, viewing
themselves as partners in state power. This aligns with Gramsci’s concept of the interplay
between political society and civil society (Buttigieg, 1995). Generally, relations with
institutions and political actors are positive, allowing WOs to lobby and use insider tactics to
achieve their objectives.

However, WOs also express their frustrations with these relationships and may distance
themselves to avoid appearing overly-accommodating to politicians. They actively ‘call them
out’ (Equality 3) and emphasise their role in holding political society accountable, balancing
power through oversight. The local two-party political system may also discourage
organisations from forming close ties with political actors, as this could risk causing divisions
among their members.

Diani’s (2015) coalitional mode of coordination is highly relevant to understanding the
network of WOs in Malta, where collaboration occurs within a decentralised structure
characterised by multiple centres of power. In this model, coordination is achieved through
alliances and coalitions, rather than being directed by a single authority.
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The Maltese WO network reflects this approach, with different organisations exerting
influence in their respective areas without a unified control point. This decentralisation
highlights a key aspect of Diani’s (2015) coalitional mode: coalitions form around specific
issues or projects where participants’ loyalties are rooted, with the agenda and rationale set by
the organisation rather than the coalition.

A crucial factor in this ecosystem is bridging social capital (Putnam, 2000): the
relationships between diverse organisations that enable them to share knowledge, information,
and resources. This social capital is essential for fostering collaboration and building trust,
which is key to establishing and maintaining relationships over time. In a civil society
ecosystem like that of Malta, bridging social capital serves as the foundation for coalition-
building. It allows WOs to support each other despite differences in focus or ideology, and to
overcome fragmentation within the network.

The concept of the civil society ecosystem is vital here, as it encompasses the
interconnected web of relationships among WOs. While some organisations may be on the
periphery of this ecosystem, the network as a whole remains active through multiple exchanges
facilitated by bridging social capital. Trust-based connections are especially important, as they
help sustain collaborations and mitigate the effects of ideological divides.

The differences within the WO network—between those advocating for institutional
change and those engaged in grassroots efforts—underscore the complexity of coalitional
coordination. Even though alliances are formed, particularly through the support provided by
bridging social capital, the network remains vulnerable to fragmentation, especially over
contentious issues like abortion. This fragility points to the need for a more cohesive civil
society ecosystem, where stronger connections between central and peripheral organisations
could enhance overall unity.

Relations among WOs may be consolidated, or otherwise destroyed, depending on their
agreement on fundamental principles. 52% of these organisations define themselves as feminist
organisations. These organisations are likely to occupy central positions in the ecosystem
driving lobbying and activism for women’s issues. Other organisations are more likely to be
out of the ecosystem of relations. Yet the network shows that feminist and non-feminist
organisations may still relate and collaborate. Public dialogue and engagement of WOs on the
issue of abortion has been described as the issue that could mark the further breakdown of
fragile relations making up the ecosystem. The field presents itself with fundamental
differences in ideologies, which hinder the development of a common discourse around the
issues emerging from women’s needs in Malta.

The Maltese WO network illustrates Diani’s (2015) coalitional mode of coordination,
where decentralisation and strategic alliances are central to its functioning. The civil society
ecosystem, supported by bridging social capital, plays a critical role in enabling cooperation,
trust, and resource-sharing. However, the network's inherent ideological differences and
fragmented relationships present ongoing challenges that must be addressed to create a more
interconnected and resilient ecosystem.
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WOs may address these challenges through the creation of rhetorical and discursive spaces
to accommodate diverse narratives of womanhood, some of which are excluded from
mainstream discourses. Umbrella organisations play a pivotal role in this by facilitating
dialogue and building bridges with isolated WOs. Actively investing in deliberative tools—
especially those that support the inclusion of Community WOs and other WOs working at the
local level—is crucial. Given that resource-sharing encourages collaboration, policy measures
such as investment in the capacity of Umbrella WOs and the disbursement of grants for joint
projects would help reinforce cooperation within the WO ecosystem, creating a stronger, more
unified collective action framework.
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Abstract

This study seeks to visualise the art of drag through a sociological lens in an attempt to
explore and understand the journey individuals undertake to construct and perform a drag
queen self, particularly in Malta, where the existing drag scene is a niche community within
an already small-scale local context. Although the process of constructing and performing
a drag queen self has received little attention in empirical research, this study basis its
framework on sociological contributions related to gender construction and gender
performance. In existing literature, scholarly works attribute drag performances to a
simultaneous ability to reproduce and contest the gender order in heteronormative
societies. To investigate the experiences of drag queens and their efforts in constructing
and preforming a drag persona, this research captured the ventures of three Maltese drag
queens through in- and out-of-drag interviews.

The exploratory data was analysed in a thematic approach to generate a narrative record of
the research findings. The latter illustrates how drag facilitates individuals to express
inherent fondness for performing and engaging in female attire in a confident manner to
reveal their ‘inner drag queen’ on stage. In such settings, drag queens highly value social
interactions with audiences who expect hyperbolical exhibitions of gender. In doing so,
drag queens simultaneously subvert the heteronormative gender order and reproduce
exaggerated and illusionary depictions of heteronormative gender norms. Such ability
confirms RuPaul Charles’ (2018) catchphrase which suggests that our perceived reality is
an illusion, hence “we’re all born naked and the rest is drag”.

Keywords: drag queens; drag performance; drag construction; gender performance
Maltese drag scene
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Introduction

Previous scholarly contributions on drag and queer culture conceptualise drag as an art
form encompassing the cultivation of identities and performance manifestations which
question and provoke traditional societal gender norms and roles.

Baker (1994) traced the historical presence of drag queens, ranging from sacred roles in
religious ceremonies to the secular art form where the drag scene enjoys multiple entertainment
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platforms. Szymanska (2020) adds that through the global outreach facilitated by mainstream
television and socio-political developments favouring the LGBTIQ+ movement and
community, the drag queen also adopted an advocacy role in LGBTIQ+ activism.

In a recent interview with the drag icon RuPaul Charles, Farrow (2024) noted that the
evolution of drag from the night club to mainstream television has engendered criticism. This
was evident in the 2024 Paris Olympics opening ceremony where a drag performance which
was assumed to be a depiction of Leonardo da Vinci’s (1495 — 1498) The Last Supper sparked
controversy. Jenna Ellis described the performance as “pagan and satanic” (Smith & Burke,
2024) while French bishops claimed that the performance elicited “a mockery of Christianity”
(Henley, 2024). In response to such criticism and controversy, the creative director of the
ceremony, Thomas Jolly, clarified that the performance’s inspiration stemmed from the
mythological painting of Jan van Bijlert, The Feast of the Gods (Henley, 2024).

Drag is also criticised by some feminist thinkers who recognise drag performances as
sustaining “forms of femininity which primarily serve patriarchal interests” (Coles, 2007, pp.
1-2), reasoning that the identities that drag queen generally construct mostly prioritise aesthetic
sexualised features and attire rather than narratives related to womanhood. The feminist Sheila
Jeffreys, as cited in Women’s Declaration International (2020) describes drag as misogynistic
and recognises the prominence drag has gained in mainstream culture, mainly through the
popular reality show, RuPaul’s Drag Race, observing that “the expression of hatred towards
women in drag performances is routine” (Women’s Declaration International, 2020. Jeffreys
(2020) compares the practice of drag with blackface, noting that “drag mocks and degrades
women in the same way that dressing up in blackface mocks and degrades black people”
(Women’s Declaration International, 2020). As Kotliuk (2023) notes, such thoughts face
counter-arguments which admire drag for its cultural and political roles and value its ability to
contest patriarchal gender norms through parody, rather than a parody of women and
womanhood.

Dedicated scholarly works on drag in Malta are very limited. Nevertheless, in the book
titled, Strada Stretta: It-triq li xi darba xeghlet il-Belt, George Cini (2010) documents how the
nightlife that Strada Stretta once offered included drag entertainment, with Guzi tal-Cairo,
Sugar, il-Bobbie and Frankie being the most popular drag entertainers with sailors and soldiers
who frequented Strada Stretta during and after the Second World War (Farrugia, 2011; Zammit,
2017). During the 1970s and 1980s, several advertisements in newspapers depict the popularity
that drag entertainment enjoyed at that time (see Figure 1 and Figure 2).

In the last decade, due to Malta’s progress in civil liberties and rights, drag artists have
been incorporated into Malta’s queer scene. A drag show titled, Drag Spectacular, was held at
Pjazza Teatru Rjal, a significant location in Malta’s capital city, for EuroPride Valletta 2023. In
spite of the fact that the local drag community is relatively small when compared to the drag
scene overseas, the participation of local drag queens in major events like Malta Pride and
EuroPride Valletta 2023 suggests that local drag is gaining local recognition. Although Malta’s
political stance favouring the LGBTIQ+ movement has been consistently dominating the
ILGA-Europe Rainbow Map ranking first for eight consecutive years, violence against
LGBTIQ+ individuals was perpetrated during EuroPride Valletta 2023 (ILGA-Europe, 2023).
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Furthermore, a Flashmob Event, which was part of EuroPride Valletta 2023 activities, sparked
controversy on social media over children’s involvement in a flashmob dance with LGBTIQ+
individuals and drag queens (Cilia, 2023). Apart from criticism questioning the appropriateness
of children’s participation in LGBTIQ+ related initiatives, misinformation and misleading
memes associating paedophilia and grooming with LGBTIQ+ individuals and drag queens
were circulated on local social media platforms (Borg, 2023). Such attitudes and behaviours
towards drag queens and the LGBTIQ+ community in general exhibit that “changing
legislation does not always mean changing attitudes” (Catania et al., 2023, p. 221).

Figure 1: An advertisement of a drag entertainer in 1970
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Figure 2: An advertisement of drag shows in 1984
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Although literature focusing on drag is limited, this study sought to apply the significant
contributions of Judith Butler (1990; 1993; 1999; 2004), R.W. Connell (2005) and Erving
Goffman (1956; 1963; 1969) to acquire a sharp understanding of gender performativity prior
to exploring the construction and performativity of local drag queens. It is of outmost
significance to point out that the popularity that drag gained in mainstream culture in the Global
North does not mirror the drag scene and the drag community in Malta. As presented in the
findings of this study, the small Maltese context heavily impacts local drag queens in both their
private and public life which in turn sustains common misconceptions related to drag in Malta.
Nonetheless, this study involves a thorough analysis of the construction and performativity of
three Maltese drag queens in an attempt to understand the formulation of a drag persona, the
performance of a drag queen self and the navigation of alternating gender roles when
individuals are in and out of drag, all in a limited local context.

Drag on stage, gender hierarchies and gender performance

A drag performance is commonly associated with dramatic statements and extravagant
behaviours, which are somewhat associated with womanhood (Harris, 1995; Tewksbury, 1994
as cited Moncrieff & Lienard, 2017). Nonetheless, the staged idealised femininity that drag
queens portray in their performances distances itself from the ‘real’ woman. Therefore, “drag
is not just theatrical act at the centre of which stands a female figure; it is an important space
for rumination and self-reflection, for re-thinking gender norms and rebelling against cliches”
(Kotliuk, 2023, p.11).

In their analysis of drag queens’ “hyperbolic depiction of womanhood”, Moncrieff &
Lienard (2017) employ the signalling theory (Zahavi & Zahavi, 1999) to the extravagant stage
persona of the drag queen. Even though the art of drag is costly, mainly due to costumes and
makeup, the financial and social rewards enjoyed by successful drag queens within drag and

40



SociologyMT: Issue 1 (2025)

gay communities attract marginalised individuals to pursue and elevate their reputation,
success and social capital. This journey may be challenging for newcomers, particularly due to
the limited opportunities to perform in drag, which engenders conflicts and rivalries between
veteran drag entertainers and newcomers. Such competition forms ‘drag families’ or ‘houses’,
where veterans mentor amateur drag queens. Such role-model status of ‘drag mother’ in the
drag hierarchy guarantees social capital in the gay community (Berkowitz, 2007; Hopkins,
2004, as cited in Moncrieff & Lienard, 2017). Hence, “a universal disposition for status seeking
likely drives the behaviour of drag queens” (Moncrieff & Lienard, 2017, p. 10).

Apart from the challenges encountered within the drag and gay community, drag queens
risk facing harassment and discrimination from outsiders due to their exaggerated behaviours
(Moncrieff & Lienard, 2017). Butler (2004) posits that the discrimination that drag queens face
is a result of their attempt to disrupt heteronormative gender norms and their expectations. This
signifies the role of the social construction interlinked with gender and the body. Connell
(2005) looks at the relations that unfold between hegemonic masculinity and homosexual
masculinity. Whereas the former dominates the hierarchy, and therefore asserts command over
femininity and other forms of masculinity, homosexual masculinity is relegated to the lowest
rank in the gender hierarchy. Most of the time, homosexual masculinity is associated with
femininity when compared to hegemonic masculinity as "gayness, in patriarchal ideology, is
the repository of whatever is symbolically expelled from hegemonic masculinity” (Connell,
2005, p.78). Thus, the inequalities between men and women induced by the gender structure
influence the relations between hegemonic masculinity, which is rewarded when adhered to,
and homosexual masculinity, which is subordinated through “cultural stigmatisation” (Connell,
2005, p.78).

A recent study by Catania et al. (2023), presents an account of Maltese attitudes towards
masculine and effeminate men to test whether hegemonic masculine norms are still prevalent
in Maltese society. Traditional masculine norms and ideals related to hegemonic masculinity
were favoured by male participants way more than females, particularly in regard to restrictive
emotionality. In line with Connell (2005), this may consolidate the notion that males who
subscribe to hegemonic masculinity negate effeminacy, effeminate men, and femininity. As
Catania et al. (2023) explains, men sense a need to disapprove of effeminate men as not only
the latter’s traits are considered to be deviant from conventional standards but also because, as
demonstrated in Catania et al.’s (2023) findings, effeminacy is deemed as a threat to manhood.
The deep roots of the patriarchal order are exhibited in discriminative and abusive actions
against homosexual masculinity. RuPaul Charles (2018) once shared that he has been
“discriminated against by white people for being black, by black people for being gay, by gay
people for being too fem” (Charles, 2018). This chimes in with Newton (1979) who remarks
that “professional drag queens, are therefore, professional homosexuals; they represent the
stigma of the gay world” (p. 3).

To mitigate and minimise these risks on stage, drag queens employ ‘impression
management strategies’ (Goffman, 1969) to communicate suitable and effective signals when
interacting with audiences which recognise and interpret their signals.
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By applying Erving Goffman’s (1956) dramaturgical theory, one may gain better
understanding of drag queens’ social interactions when performing their ‘stage identity’, which
is distinct from their personal identity when they are out of drag. As Ritzer (2011) explains, the
‘personal front’ consists of expressions intrinsic to appearances and manners that are identified
by the audience and expected to be consistent throughout the performance. Hence, an audience
attending a drag show, anticipate and expect glamorous gowns and extravagant behaviours
from the drag artist. The “routine” (Goffman, 1956, p. 9) relationship formed on stage between
drag queens and their audience is therefore built on “what an audience knows and how it uses
that knowledge” (Baker, 1994, p. 13). This distinction between ‘virtual social identity’ that drag
queens portray on stage and the ‘actual social identity’ of the unmasked drag queen in their
personal life is crucial (Goffman, 1963). When this distinction is blurred, stigmatisation may
ensue. Nonetheless, drag queens assume that their audience acknowledges that there is a man
behind the drag performance. One way that drag queens cope with this conflict is by
implementing humour in their performances to address the fact that the person behind the drag
persona is a man (Baker, 1994; Ritzer, 2011; Schacht, 2002).

Therefore, the success of a drag queen’s performance is judged by an audience based on
how convincing the drag queen’s impersonation and skills are, meaning that both techniques
are interdependent. Yet, if the audience does not acknowledge that a man is behind the drag
persona, their judgement will be solely based on the skill of the performer (Baker, 1994). This
is often backed up by comedic statements about men in drag or by maintaining a beard while
performing in drag attire (Baker, 1994). Barrett (1998) notes how a “primary goal of a drag
performance is to highlight mismatches between the performer’s ‘perceived’ identity (as a
woman) and her ‘biographical’ identity (as a man)” (p. 140).

Bearing in mind how costly a drag queen’s signal is in terms of finances, energy and
resources (Moncrieff & Lienard, 2017) and Goffman’s (1956) analogy, Judith Butler (2004)
observes that describing and regarding drag queens as unreal translates into “a form of
dehumanising violence” (Butler, 2004, p. 217). This is because they are treated differently for
portraying “a pleasurable and subversive spectacle” and for their ability to “allegorize the
spectacular and consequential ways in which reality is both reproduced and contested.” (Butler,
2004, p. 218). Moreover, the ability and practice of interfering with gender constructions and
gender norms by constructing and performing a drag queen self signifies that gender is
performative. Butler’s (1990; 1999) performative theory draws attention to recurrent actions
and performances upon which the body displays a socio-constructed gender, marking gender
performance and gender identity as fluid (Dougherty, 2017).

The depictions of gender in a drag performance, although they may provoke the norm,
they are not necessarily subversive of the heteronormative culture. For Butler (1993a), drag
exhibits “denaturalization and reidealization of hyperbolic heterosexual gender norms” (Butler,
1993, p. 125). Coles (2007) notes that “drag’s failure to escape from existing gender binaries
illustrates the persistence of power hierarchies within which that attempt takes place” (Coles,
2007, p. 2). Nonetheless, drag tries to transmit that the gender being performed is not inherently
tied to sex by exhibiting that the ‘masculine’ is not uniquely associated with the ‘male’ and the
‘feminine’ is not exclusive to ‘females’. This suggests that drag is not about imitating a primary
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gender but that gender in itself is an imitation of the ideal heterosexual gender identity. Butler
(1993b) questions the ‘natural’ heterosexual identities and states that they are “performatively
constituted through an imitation that sets itself up as the origin and the ground of all imitations”

(p. 313).

Although drag is not a precise demonstration of subversion, drag queens still possess a
“transformative potential” to alter gender identity, as they may incite the audience to question
what is and what ‘must’ be real and to reflect on new forms of reality (Butler, 2004, p.28).
Nevertheless, the drag performance still projects a secondary illusion to an audience which
knows what the gender reality of the drag queen is. This elicits that the knowledge acquired
from social norms and gender structures can be constraining when one attempts to understand
gender expressions (Butler, 1999).

Methodology

The focal aim of this research study conducted in 2020 was to explore the drag queen’s
journey in developing and performing a drag queen self in the Maltese context. To document
such experiences, an empirical and qualitative approach was adopted to facilitate a
conversational context where the participants responded to open-ended questions in semi-
structured interviews. Ethical approval for conducting this research was obtained from the
University Research Ethics Committee (UREC) and the Faculty of Arts Research Ethics
Committee (FREC) within the University of Malta.

The main objectives driving this research were encapsulated into three research questions,
all intrinsic to the drag setting in Malta:

1. How do drag queens construct their drag queen self?
ii.  How do drag queens navigate shifting their gender roles?

iii.  How do drag queens perform their drag queen self?

To address the research questions, this study engaged the participation of three local drag
queens, each of whom were invited to participate in two semi-structured interviews. The first
interview was conducted in drag and the second interview was conducted out of drag. Both
interviews had different sets of questions. The purpose of this method was to generate in-depth
primary data from both the individual behind the drag queen and the drag queen self. Moreover,
such approach provided the opportunity to detect shifts in the participants’ gender performance
from their stage identity (in drag) to their personal identity (out of drag). Initially, the six
interviews were planned to be conducted as face-to-face interviews. However, due to the
COVID-19 mitigating measures at the time of the study, four out of the six interviews were
held through virtual video calls. As pointed out by Neuman (2014), qualitative interviews with
open-ended questions encourage respondents to communicate and express their thoughts,
opinions and experiences in more detail, allowing the researcher to uncover new insights from
participants.

Given that the local drag queen population is limited, a purposive sampling method was
adopted to reach suitable participants who specifically practise drag in Malta. The original aim
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was to interview five local drag queens. However, due to the small-scale drag scene in Malta
and the timeframe of the study which was carried out during the COVID-19 pandemic, the
sample size was scaled down to three participants.

The participants, who voluntarily contributed to this study, were provided with a consent
form and an information sheet detailing the study and their participation. Participants were
presented with options to either have their personal identity and drag identity anonymised, to
anonymise their personal identity but to use their drag identity when quoting them in this study,
or to feature both their personal and drag identities in the study. These options were provided
to safeguard the identities of the individuals. It is significant to note that all the drag queens
participating in this study are public figures. Thus, participants were informed that
confidentiality about their personal identity was not guaranteed due to the small-scale local
setting of both the drag community and the Maltese community in general. All participants
granted their consent for both their stage identity and personal identity to feature in this study.

During the interviews, observational notes related to the participants’ narrations and
demeanour were taken. In addition, audio recordings of the interviews and data elicited from
photographs provided by drag queens enabled an exploratory interpretation of the findings.
These methods enabled a thematic analysis of the data collected to be conducted. The thematic
analysis technique helps the researcher to decipher qualitative data by categorising the findings
in themes and recurring patterns, helping the researcher to “enhance and demonstrate the
quality, or validity, and reliability, of their findings” (Rivas, 2018, p. 430).

While this research shall not be utilised for generalisation purposes, the descriptive data
collected from the interviews allowed for an exploratory approach, rather than explanatory, to
address the main research questions. The data was categorised into three main themes:
‘Locating Drag in the Maltese Context’, ‘The Drag Queen’s Journey’, and ‘The Drag Queen’s
Performance’.

Results

Queens of Malta: Locating Drag in the Maltese Context

Concerns related to the context of the small local drag community within a tightly-knit
Maltese community emerged as a recurring pattern when discussing existing opportunities in
the local setting.

The three drag queens described how the first opportunity to perform in drag motivated
them to create and establish their drag persona. The participants expressed frustrations
regarding the limited local drag opportunities which are few and far in between, prompting
drag queens to question when they will get to perform drag again. Aidan (Miss Sheyoncé)!?
expressed that these opportunities are so rare that when a drag opportunity arises “it’s like a
gift from the gods” (“‘waqghet il-manna mis-sema”). Opportunities for drag queens are so
limited that two drag queens inquired about how they were discovered to participate in this

12 Given that the participants sat in drag for one interview and out of drag for the other, the author will be referring
to the participants according to the identity they exhibited during the interviews.
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study, suggesting that the exposure is fairly uncommon outside the drag community. The
participants perceived the lack of opportunities as a depravation from performing themselves.
In fact, Miss Sheyoncé felt “enclosed in a closet.”

The participants’ comparison between drag in Malta and drag overseas featured in all
interviews, especially when discussing the expenses related to drag and the absence of
generated income. Another evident finding indicates that Malta’s limited platforms are a
contributing factor in sustaining misconceptions and misjudgements related to drag. The
participants noted that Maltese drag queens are not in a position to promote what drag really
stands for in local mainstream culture.

Misconceptions about drag surfaced when the respondents narrated how they
experimented with makeup, wigs and female attire prior to publicly endorsing their drag
persona. Here, all participants revealed how they experienced inner doubts and anxiety as they
anticipated people’s judgement and gossiping. One of the participants alluded to how his first
time wearing female attire was ‘allowed’ for Carnival and how such context protected him from
negative reactions. On the other hand, another respondent noted how wearing high heals as a
man in Paceville engendered mixed reactions from passersby. Although he received some
encouraging comments, others glared or laughed at him, or passed negative remarks. Similarly,
the third participant faced negative comments on social media for posting content in wigs,
makeup and dresses. This respondent however recognised that once her drag persona was
established, the negative reactions were outnumbered by positive comments.

Although attitudes related to LGBTIQ+ have been progressing, each drag queen connected
their experiences with harassment and bullying with conservative mentalities which look down
on different gender expressions. One of the drag queens described how drag is often
misinterpreted as a transexual phase and prejudged as promiscuous. Due to the tightly-knit
Maltese context, this individual faced discouragement from those around him when he
disclosed his drag practice. Such discouragement was attributed to fear from people’s reactions
and beliefs that drag queens are promiscuous. All participants strive for more opportunities as
they aspire to familiarise drag in the Maltese community, believing that drag exposure will
combat misconceptions and misjudgements associated with drag. By combatting these
misconceptions, drag queens aim to fight against abuse which is the result of misconceptions
about drag queens. Aidan strongly advocates for drag to be widely recognised in a positive
manner as “it takes gigantic balls to do it! [chuckles] .

ueening a Man: Celebrating the Drag Queen’s Journe
g g g ’y

All respondents traced their fondness for women’s attire to their childhood and
adolescence. One participant revealed how he used to steal his mother’s makeup and record
himself singing, expressing that his desire for performing has been innate. The participants
suffered bullying at school, recalling that although they were not aware of their sexuality, other
children bullied them for being different. Throughout their adolescent years, all respondents
felt anxious when disclosing their sexuality with their families. Although the participants had
experimented with female attire since childhood, the participants had to undergo a second
disclosure to reveal their drag queen self with their closed ones.
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As the respondents looked back at their drag-construction journey, they referred to role
models, who were all female or drag artists, and they mentioned the influence of RuPaul’s Drag
Race, a reality competition show with drag queens. Two participants expressed their
admirations for drag queen contestants on this reality show, and how they are inspired and learn
tips from these artists. In fact, one participant wore a t-shirt promoting RuPaul’s Drag Con'3
for his out-of-drag interview whilst the other participant referred to how the lip-stick technique
worn for her in-drag interview was inspired by Kameron Michaels!*. These two drag queens
recalled that their interest to start doing drag piqued when they started watching the show.
However, they clarified that their drag persona was constructed when encountering a lip-sync
competition event. The third respondent elaborated how she was approached by a friend to
perform in drag for Valletta 2018. Another opportunity to sing in drag on a national television
program popped up, enabling her to launch her drag persona as a full-time drag queen. Prior to
this, she was renowned for her music career but her in-drag performance sparked positive
feedback encouraging her decision to enter the drag scene.

The drag queens also shared their experiences of disclosing their drag persona with their
families. Although all participants feared their families’ reactions, two out of three participants
shared that their experience was smooth as their families were supportive. However, one
participant remembered that initially, his family was not supportive as they attributed drag to a
transitional phase and were concerned about people’s reactions. Although he continued with
his drag career and his family are accepting it, he felt that his family is not fully supportive yet.

Crowning the Queens: Drag Queens and their Performances

The data suggests that drag queens undergo a self-transformation as well as an aesthetic
transformation once they assume the role of their drag queen self. The respondents described
their drag queen self as confident, empowered and outgoing. However, when out of drag,
participants revealed their shy nature and hesitations before taking actions. Tristan (Trihanna
Wildé) sensed that there “are obstacles which keep Tristan from taking decisions” but when in
drag, “Trihanna says what she feels like saying”. Tristan also noted that his drag persona is
aiding him to step out of his comfort zone in his quotidian life. Similarly, Aidan felt that Miss
Sheyoncé does things that “Aidan would think twice before doing”’. The Clintess (Clintess)*®
stressed that her personality and values do not shift just because she is in drag. Nonetheless,
the aesthetical shift from Clintess to The Clintess grants high levels of confidence as The
Clintess presents “the complete package”. She compared herself out of drag with “the ugly
duckling transforming into a swan”.

The drag queens associated their boost in confidence with their drag attire as they feel
that their drag presentation empowers them. The participants also revealed how the process of
getting ready in drag involves long preparations, such as following a healthy diet, testing
makeup and outfits and rehearsing choreography. According to this data, the process of

13 An annual promotional event which offers a ‘meet-and-greet’ opportunity for RuPaul s Drag Race fans and the
drag community to celebrate drag and to meet drag queen contestants from the show.

14 A drag queen contestant on season 10 of RuPaul’s Drag Race.

15 At the time of the study, Clintess was transitioning and currently she identifies as a female. To respect her
identity, the author will be using her current name and gender pronounce throughout this paper.
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transformation and the drag attire itself elevates the confidence of the performer to express
innate feelings through extravagant behaviours and actions.

Another constant theme which emerged from the interviews was the significance of
audience interactions in drag performances. The three drag queens claimed that in order for
their drag performance to be complete, the presence of an active audience, including the
atmosphere they generate, is of utmost importance. The moment that the drag queens go out
on stage, their nervousness alters into confidence, attributing this shift to the atmosphere of a
receptive and encouraging audience. To emphasise the impact of the audience’s atmosphere,
Trihanna Wild¢é referred to an instance where she performed in front of a seated audience, a
setting which differs from the one in drag shows or clubs. She stated that the lack of
encouragement impacted her emotions on stage to the extent that she resorted to jumping from
the stage into a split to hype the audience. The audience, although in shock, encouraged her to
continue with the show. She narrated how the audience encouragement led her to execute a
death drop®® with an injured leg as she felt unstoppable. In a similar vein, Miss Sheyoncé
strongly appreciates her audiences because they fulfill her drag persona:

During the preparations, when I’'m doing makeup and I get dressed, there’s no
difference but then, once there are people I change completely...When I'm
backstage I’'m Aidan, even in drag, but when I’m near the audience, you know?,
I’m Sheyoncé for sure!

Miss Sheyoncé continued that people expect her to “exaggerate things” when she is in
drag, inducing her to feel more comfortable sharing her character with the audience. In fact,
she pointed out that since the in-drag interview was conducted virtually and she was at home
without face-to-face interactions, she was not sensing the full experience that Miss Sheyoncé
experiences when there are people around her. She compared this experience with performing
in front of a camera on television with a seated studio audience, stating that the different
atmosphere impacted her performance.

During the two virtual in-drag interviews, the participants repeatedly checked themselves
in their camera. When compared with one of these participant’s out-of-drag virtual interview,
the participant was less aware of the camera. Given that the other participant’s out-of-drag
interview was not conducted online, I could not compare how he would have behaved on
camera. Another observation was that at times, the participants played with their hair when
they were in drag, did hair flips, and their posture was different when compared to their relaxed
posture in the out-of-drag interviews. The only in-drag interview held face-to-face enable the
author to study the public’s reaction to encountering a drag queen in a public restaurant during
daytime was normal. The waiters attending our table were also respectful as they consistently
addressed the drag queen as ‘madame’. During her in-drag virtual interview, Miss Sheyoncg,
knowing that I follow RuPaul’s Drag Race, used catchphrases synonymous with RuPaul’s
Drag Race and she even used a hand fan with the catchphrase ‘shade’ printed on it. At one
moment, she began brushing her hair and imitated women who were disappointed because hair
salons were closed during the pandemic. Her exaggerated high-pitched tone was projected in a

16 A dance move which is synonymous with drag choreography.
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joke-like manner which differed from when she imitated a male. Here, she pretended to show
off a macho male’s muscles and she deepened her voice.

b

Furthermore, discussions on femininity and masculinity revealed the drag queens
perspectives on gender roles. One of the drag queens associated femininity with a “gracious”
and “girly” woman. As she was in transitioning, she realised that “being a woman is not always
easy” and referred to experiences of catcalling and harassment. Another drag queen remarked
that femininity alludes to “someone who acts like a woman” and acknowledged that things
which are generally considered as feminine, such as makeup, are not exclusive to females and
exemplified herself “impersonating a female”. Furthermore, the third drag queen stated that
the terms ‘femininity’ and ‘masculinity’ are “friggering” as they remind her of the verbal
bullying endured during childhood. However, she reasoned that when in drag, ‘femininity’ is
perceived as a compliment. When discussing masculinities, one respondent instantly imitated
a macho man and then stated that like femininity, masculinity is not exclusive for ‘normal”’ men.

Discussion

As this study posits, the construction of a drag queen self is traced to experimentation in
childhood with attire that is typically considered to be feminine and it is complimented by a
desire to perform on stage. The subordination of homosexual masculinity (Connell, 2005)
manifested itself in the participants’ childhood through verbal harassment and bullying for
being feminine. However, when the respondents launched their drag career their extravagant
behaviour did not generate as much backlash as when they hid their inherent ‘inner drag queen’,
hinting that the confidence and empowerment that drag guarantees may be interpreted as
intimidating from a person outside the drag community (Moncrieff & Lienard, 2017).
Nonetheless, marginalisation still occurs to the extent that the participants felt deprived from
performing their drag queen self due to limited opportunities to do so. The lack of opportunities
translates into limited drag exposure which prevent drag queens from addressing and
combatting common misconceptions and prejudice which perpetuate abusive behaviour in the
small-scale Maltese context. The marginalisation of the drag community within an already
limited Maltese context and the costly resources and energy that drag demands reflect several
works (Butler, 2004; Connell, 2005; Lorber & Martin, 2004; Moncrieff & Lienard, 2017).

Another striking theme emerging from this study was the significant boost in confidence
and empowerment that drag queens experience backstage when they go through the
transformation process. On stage, their confidence peaks, especially when interacting with their
audiences. This research finding demonstrates that the drag queen’s persona does not present a
new identity on stage but it reveals the innate behaviours and expressions of the person behind
the drag persona, the ‘inner drag queen’. In line with the works of Moncrieftf & Lienard (2017)
and Striibel-Scheiner (2011), the study demonstrates that drag converts shy men into powerful
performers.

The noteworthiness of audience interactions when performing a drag queen self was a
recuring theme in this study. As illustrated in the research findings, the audience and the setting
of the stage embody a crucial functional role as they create an atmosphere which impacts the
performers on stage. As Goffman (1956) remarks, the audience forms a social bond with the
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entertainer, making the performance a symbiotic experience. Evidently, the participants
revealed how their drag persona comes to life when the audience interact with the drag queen.
An ‘insider’ audience who expects the drag queen to perform extravagantly encourages the
performer to reveal the inner-self in a confident manner (Baker, 1994). However, when the
audience and the settings differed, the atmosphere pushed the drag performer to use ‘impression
management’ (Goffman, 1956) techniques in an attempt to replicate the ‘insider’ atmosphere
and performance. The drag queens involved in this study emphasised the significance of
audience interactions as they determine whether the drag experience is fulfilling for the drag
performer. This element was also observed during the in-drag and out-of-drag interviews.

Consistent with Butler (1993b; 2004), this study illustrates that the drag perspective on
gender resonates with the notion that “there is no ‘proper’ gender” (Butler, 1993, p. 312). Since
heteronormative genders perform themselves, drag does not imitate heteronormativity but it
exaggerates the gender binary in front of audiences who are aware that the drag performance
is an illusion, making drag an expected hyperbolical portrayal of gender (Butler 1993, Taylor
& Rupp, 2004). Referencing the small shift in drag performance witnessed during one of the
interviews, the drag queen’s imitation of macho masculinity indicates that the performer
simultaneously reinforced the gender binary by imitating an idealised heteronormative gender
and contested its notions by satirising idealised concepts of masculinity. This research study
concludes that although drag queens provoke heteronormative gender norms, they reproduce
them at the same time through their gendered performance (Butler, 2004).

Conclusion

Although the drag queen phenomenon is underrepresented in scholarly works, this study
aimed to provide an exploratory account of drag queens’ experiences whilst locating their
construction and performances in the Maltese context. Given the small size of the local drag
population, the time constraints and the mitigating measures followed during the COVID-19
pandemic, the recruitment of more individuals who engage in the art of drag was challenging.
This limits the ability to generalise concepts based on the findings presented in this research.
Despite this, the study offers a descriptive and exploratory analysis of drag in its formulation,
performance and navigation of gender identities. Further research may analyse the local drag
setting through an ethnographic account or by recruiting more drag queens to elicit richer data.
Ultimately, this study seeks to encourage its readers to value the art of drag as it reminds us to
reveal ourselves and urges us to recognise that ‘we’re all born naked and the rest is drag’.
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Abstract

Malta is one of the few countries in the world where most dwellings are assigned names
by their owners or occupants. Building on previous research on house naming practices in
the Maltese Islands, this paper zooms in on just one locality, one of the smallest: the
fortified town of Senglea. The methodology this time involved (a) desk research identifying
house names from a recent electoral register; and (b) fieldwork on site, whereby the
specifics and extent of house names were confirmed or revised, and where home occupants
were invited to discuss and disclose the reason(s) for naming their house, and for their
particular choice of name. The results suggest that: (a) there are many more house names
than are reported in Malta’s Electoral Register; and (b) categorising house names according
to what come across as self-evident labels can prove naive and incorrect.
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Introduction

In what may be a unique characteristic, a majority of contemporary Maltese dwellings do
not just have a number provided by the competent central authorities, but also a name developed
according to the whims of its owners or occupiers. While there is no obligation to adopt a name
for one’s house, around two thirds of Maltese dwellings sport this feature, as suggested by 2022
fieldwork in ten localities in Malta (Baldacchino et al., 2023).

Other studies (Alden, 2024; Brincat, 2009, 2019; Brincat et al., 2024) have explored and
attempted to categorise the diversity of house names in various localities in Malta and Gozo.
They have suggested that: most house names are written in the English language, followed by
Maltese and then Italian; the proportion of house names that have a religious or spiritual
reference (such as the name of a saint) has declined in recent decades, and those with a direct
connection to the home dwellers has increased; and the most common house name in Malta is
‘St Joseph’ (and linguistic versions thereof). Such studies have also identified a ‘miscellaneous’
category of house names that seem to defy categorisation.

Clearly, the inability to explain a house name stems from a research methodology based
primarily on desk research. In other words, should researchers approach the actual house
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occupants, most should be in a position to explain the meaning and inspiration behind their
house name.

This study is based on one such attempt: visiting a particular locality in the Maltese islands
and actually asking its residents whether they care to explain the choice behind their house
name. The assumption was that such a question, based on genuine interest and curiosity, would
elicit a high degree of response and would probably serve to launch interesting conversations.
And this is exactly what happened.

This paper documents the characteristics of current house names in the locality of Senglea,
in Malta’s inner harbour region. The study is based on both a desk survey of house names, but
then complemented with an actual on-site visit and multiple physical interactions by pairs of
University students with residents. The experience was part of the fieldwork to a study unit
Sociology of Space and Place, part of the curriculum for the undergraduate degree in Sociology
at the University of Malta.

Senglea has been described as a “traditional, urban working class community” (O’Reilly
Mizzi, 1994, p. 371). Of late, it has however been rediscovered as a place of residence, an
appeal that has particularly attracted foreigners to move and settle there.

Context

Until 1540, the peninsula on which Senglea (or Isola or L-Isla, meaning ‘the island’) now
rests was an open space interspersed with carob trees, except for a few scattered houses, two
windmills and an old chapel dedicated to St. Julian, the protector of hunting. With its splendid
view over the harbour, Isola was greatly admired by Grandmaster Juan D'Homedes, who had
developed an animal park there, with a garden, for his pleasure. In 1552, St Michael’s Fort was
built along the landward perimeter; more fortifications were built by D’Homedes’ successor as
Grand Master, Claude de La Sengle. A new model town was designed — and named after La
Sengle — using the grid layout that was then becoming common throughout Europe. Incentives
were offered to encourage new settlers and, in this way, the congestion of residents in Birgu (or
Vittoriosa) was somehow relieved (Rizzo, 1979).

Senglea rests on a narrow peninsula. From its imposing entry gates to the vedette at its
outermost point over Grand Harbour, it is some 820 metres long and less than 300 metres wide,
rising to a height of 28 metres above sea level towards the end. It has two steep hills with a
valley in-between: St. Philip's hill in the north is linked with Mount St. Michael in the south by
a saddle 12 metres above sea level. There is a narrow creek on either side of the peninsula. Isla
is separated from its sister-town Birgu by an arm of sea then known as Port of the Galleys, now
known as Dockyard Creek; whereas French Creek lies between Senglea and Corradino Heights,
today occupied by six dry docks and operated by Palumbo Shipyards and Palumbo Superyachts.
Both creeks have long been acknowledged as fine sheltered harbours, capable of
accommodating a sizable fleet.

When the Order of the Knights Hospitaller of St John, an aristocratic maritime power,
started exploiting the strategic value of these harbours, it was inevitable that the main centres
of industry, commerce, administration and population in the Maltese Islands should come to lie
in and around Senglea and its adjacent cities of Bormla (or Cospicua) and Birgu, along with the
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new capital of Valletta, founded in 1566 (Rizzo, 1979). This was particularly the case during
the British period, which coincided with the construction of the dry docks and the Valletta
breakwater (Busuttil, 1965). This ‘Golden Age’ of the ‘Three Cities’ was brought to an abrupt
end with the Second World War (in Malta: 1940-43): during this time, regular bombing raids
and destruction to the Dockyard and Harbour area led to a mass exodus of most of its
population; most of whom did not return after the war ended.

Senglea had around 8,000 residents — 3,900 men and 4,100 women — according to the 1911
census, when the total population of the Maltese islands was 220,000 (NSO, 1911). The 2021
population census registers just 2,300 residents in Senglea (out of a total national population of
around 525,000). Around one third of Senglea residents are 60 years old and over (NSO, 2021),
suggesting an ageing community.

The map of Senglea was drawn up by Stefan Galea for the purposes of this study (attached
as Figure 1). The map has been rotated roughly 60° anti-clockwise, to facilitate its use and
reading during on-site fieldwork. Thus, the student researchers could follow the map on their
phones and see the entire peninsula in landscape orientation.

The boundary identifying the area under the authority of the Senglea (L-Isla) Local Council
is marked by a black dotted line that runs all the way around the map. All the houses with names
contained within this area are up for analysis in this study. The bold solid black lines mark the
bastions of the fortified city of Senglea. The faint dotted lines add detail to the map, portraying
the town’s main features: two main churches, various sidewalks, and gardens. The thinner black
lines mark the city blocks making up the grid pattern of Senglea’s urban plan. The negative
space left by these mostly rectangular prisms creates the 41 roads, plus five squares and an
alley, listed in Table 2. On the map, these streets are defined by a set of two numbers as seen in
the key below the map. These numbers mark the two ends of each road: for example, Bastion
Street starts on node number 9 and ends on node number 10 ignoring the 12 other nodes that
would otherwise obstruct its path. The five public squares and single alley are marked slightly
differently as they are represented with only one number instead of two. Garden Alley, for
example, is marked with the number 36.

House Names

A 2022 study of house names in ten localities in Malta examined almost 30,000 addresses,
of which almost 20,000 had a name reported in the latest Electoral Register (Baldacchino et al.,
2023). For the purposes of assessing historical trends, these names were organised into two sets,
depending on whether the streets where they were found already existed in 1977, in which case
they would have been indicated in the map and street lists provided by Borg (1977). This option
does not arise for Senglea: like one other completely walled city in Malta — Valletta — Senglea
has not had any change in the number of streets within recent decades, except for some changes
in (existing) square and street names1. Additionally, only 109 out of 1,327 discrete addresses
in Senglea had a name in 2022: that is just 8.2% (see Table 1). Amongst these names, the most
common is Maria Bambina (six times), followed by Redentur (or Redeemer) (five times).
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Figure 1: Map of Senglea
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There are only 41 thoroughfares in Senglea. According to the October 2023 electoral
register, ten of these streets, squares and alley do not have a single named house or dwelling

(see Table 1).

Table 1: Data concerning street names in Senglea

No of Most
No. of No of o0 Addresses Most No of No of P et
Address ) . Religious Common
Streets Address ) with a Common Followed Religious Secular Followed
. es with House Language
as at esin a House House House House House Names (%) of House by
1977 Streets Name (%} Name Names Names 4
Name Names
Maria .
a1 1327 109 8.2% Bambina | Redentur 29 80 26.6% English Maltese
(&) {(35) (17)

Source: October 2023 Malta Electoral Register

Following the site visit in November 2023, Table 2 includes the names of the 41
thoroughfares — 35 streets, five squares and one alley — in Senglea, with the updated number
and names of houses. With the additions of 89 house names found on site but not found on the
electoral register, and with the removal of 23 house names from the list which were on the
electoral register but not found on site, the new tally is 175 house names (and not 109; a net

increase of 66).

Table 2: House names in Senglea, by street, square or alley (as collated by students in

November 2023).
Names of Alleys (1), No of No of List of House Names
Squares (5) and Streets | Addres | Addresses (in alphabetical order)
(35) in Senglea (Total = ses in with a
41) Street House
Name in
Nov. 2023
1 | 4th September Square 6 0 0
2 | Andrea Debono Square 1 0 0
3 | Arcade Street 7 MartnaSea-View
4 | Archbishop Mattei Street 10 0
Belfar, Bianca, Cana Flats, Casa Lia,
Dar Pillar, Ejj' Oqghod, Harbour View,
Maria Bambina, Pisces, Redeemer,
Redentur, Rita, Ruthmar, Senglea,
5 | Bastion Street (Fuq is-Sur) 108 15 Swmithy, Vella, White Hart Lane
6 | Conception Street 4 0 0
Chan Abig, Erimar, Jake, Jordic,
Margerita, Ramon, Redentur, Rusca,
7 | Crucifix Street 63 11 Sonia, Stella, Summer Breeze
D'Homedes Street 24 Kavall,Maria Bambina (x2), Mark
9 | Dingli-Cornelio Street 11 0 0
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Parir-Risq, Par it-Farzaa, Home by the

10 | Dockyard Street 41 Sea
11 | Francesco Zahra Square 1 0 0
12 | Garden Alley 2 1 Manajo
13 | Gorg Mitrovich Square 0 0
14 | Juan B Azopardo Marina Street 2 1 Casa Sirena
Gesu Redentur, Sandor, St Paciencia, St
15 | Masting Crane (Macina) Street 25 Lawrence
16 | North-East Street 12 0 0
17 | Old Prison Street 14 1 Maria Bambina
18 | Oratory Street 25 1 Independenee; St Michaela
Alvik, Carmjes, Castelinho Sao Marcos,
Dar il-Hena, Dar il-Hena, Degiorgio,
M. Bambina, Marianne, Pixi Tower,
19 | Our Lady of Sorrows Street 53 11 The Glen Residence
20 | Parish Priest Azzopardi Street 15 3 Gwenley, Maria Bambina, Redentur
Adeline, Clayanika, Clis, Dar Alver,
DenChris, Great Siege, Nino’s
Apartments, Phoebe, Rodney, S. Gorg,
21 | Point Street 55 12 Santataterina, SharPhyll, Tortellino
22 | Pope Arrival Street 22 Lereatna, Sunrise, Veduta
23 | Pope Benedict XV Square 18 0 0
Denlau, Safe Haven, St Anthony, Ta’
24 | Safe Port (Portu Salvu) Street 18 3 Fortunata
Shore Arch (Mina tax-Xatt)
25 | Street 29 3 Jamie, Just Yan, Fiopat, Water-Gate
Cane, Binja San Filippu, Casa Sirena,
Castrum Maris, Harbour Lights, Milva
26 | Siren Street 87 6 House, Mina
Ave Maria, Casa D’ Angelo, Casa
Madonnina, Dylkim, Hyacinth,
Imbierek Alla, Maria Benita, Moco,
27 | St Angelo Street 45 9 Papillon
Lasagne, Manfranee, MariaBambina;
28 | St Anne Street 12 The Pot
29 | St Catherine Street 13 0
Ave Maria, Dar Isla, Harbic, Henry
House, Redentur, SanFrangiskFlats,
30 | St Francis Street 42 7 Senglea Suites, Shalom
31 | St John Bosco Street 12 2 Binja San Filippu, Pengarreg
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St Joseph Street
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Bacolet, Checkpoint Charlie, HelFrans,
Lorvic, Mamamas House, Maria
Bambina, Nagoju, Sacred Heart, St
Joseph, Victoria, Wilclaud

33

St Julian Street

10

Karen, Vanessa, Canbert, Rit Cha

34

St Lawrence Street

25

Casa Fior, Lorian, Shazai, St Anna, Ta’
Guza, Roseburg, Warda Mistika

35

St Michael Street

15

Hydra, StMichael's

36

St Peter & St Paul Street

40

CasaRoma, Celine, Doris, Glennval,
Nid d'Amour, Omm tal-Grazzja, San
Guzepp ta’ Qalb Safja, Casa Attard,
Saltford, Frajos, Marina

37

St Philip Street

19

Harmar, Safe Haven, Sky, Staffordshire

38

St Ursula Street

24

4th September, Four Fiors, Settembrina,
Thomas House

39

Two Gates Street

175

13

CasaRita, Casa Walsingham,
Coronation, BelphinHeuse, Frarutcha,
Gun House, Maria Bambina, Maria
Victoria, Merville, Priaarred, Reality,
San Gwakkin, Sant’Anna, Ven Amoris,
Victory Flats

40

Victory Street

116

21

Autumn Lodge, Beth El, Carmen,
Conray, Dar il-31 Marzu 1979, Havieta,
Jumaaret, Lone Wolf, Maria Bambina,
Mizzi, Phoenix, Portview, Qalb ta’ Gesu
Salvana, Redentur, Redlene, Sagra
Familja, St Joseph, St Philip's
Residence, St Rita, St Teresa, Tizrod,
Victoria

41

War Victims Street

33

Asterix, Mais, St Joseph, St Lawrence,
Victory Flats

rOT
ALS

1327

109 (according
to electoral
register)
175 (according
to 2023
fieldwork)

Religious House Names as at 2023=45;
Non-religious=130;

Religious house names=29; Non-
religious=80 (according to electoral
register);

Most Common House Name = Maria
Bambina (8); followed by Redentur/
Redeemer (7);

House Names in: English=66;
Maltese=33; Italian=18; Latin=5

Notes: Names struek-through denote house names listed on the October 2023 Electoral Register which were not
found during data collection. Italicised names denote house names found during data collection which are not

listed on the same Electoral Register.
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Methodology

This work set out to provide a description of “a phenomenon in detail in its real-world
context” (Yin, 2009, p. 18; also Priya, 2021, p. 94); and may thus be characterised as a
descriptive case study, in which detailed accounts on the reasons behind the naming of houses
in Senglea were gathered.

This paper emerged from fieldwork undertaken as part of the study unit Sociology of Space
and Place, offered by the Department of Sociology at the University of Malta, under the
supervision of Professor Godfrey Baldacchino. It was agreed in advance that brief and casual
conversations with Senglea dwellers would aid in best extracting the sought after data, with the
eight student researchers dividing themselves into four pairs during data collection. As seen in
Table 1 and Table 2 above, 109 house names were extracted from the October 2023 Electoral
Register. These houses were equally divided among the four groups of student researchers using
the geographical location of the streets, ending up with around 27 house names assigned per
student pair. A route for each pair was also drawn up in advance, in order to determine an
efficient route for conducting the fieldwork, and thus save precious time on the actual day. An
application to the Faculty of Arts Research Ethics Committee was also submitted and filed (Ref:
ARTS-2023-00509).

The main fieldwork session took place on the morning of Saturday, November 25™ 2023,
and was pursued by individual students in the following weeks to improve the study’s response
rates. The students were encouraged to work in pairs: to knock on doors and ring doorbells or
accost residents casually and courteously, entering into informal conversations. Various
respondents, evidently pleased that the name of their house had attracted attention, even invited
the students inside their homes to continue the conversation which, of course, could then easily
proceed in various other directions over coffee and biscuits. None of these conversations were
recorded in order to maintain a genuine and human interest in the exchange; and only limited
fieldnotes were taken on site after particular conversations had been completed. Other details
were committed to memory and elaborated upon, after the fieldwork was terminated.

Having collected data mid-morning on a Saturday — which was characterised by a very
strong and fresh north wind and rainy weather conditions — may have increased the likelihood
of dwellers being at home during the fieldwork. Such weather conditions also created
challenges, however. In those instances where conversations took place outdoors, some home
dwellers refused to spend too much time out in the cold. Others conversed with researchers
from a window or balcony, resulting in communicative difficulties, given the rush of the wind.
Conversations were mainly conducted in English, which was in part due to the participation of
non-Maltese speaking student researchers (although these were paired with Maltese speaking
students). Conversations conducted in Maltese (often with elderly dwellers), were subsequently
translated into English.

Access and sampling

The study aims to extract and analyse the justifications and reasons behind the naming of
houses in Senglea. Such analysis concerned with a particular subsection of society thus requires
the utilisation of purposive sampling — a method in which "people or other units are chosen, as
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the name implies, for a particular purpose" (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005, p. 206) — in an attempt to
gather primary data relevant to the above objective. Participants were therefore required to have
been residing in Senglea, with their perspectives providing baseline data which permitted the
gaining of greater knowledge about house names in the town. The inclusion of various
participants in this study also boosted both the quality and diversity of data, resulting in what
has been referred to as “a 360 degree or multi-source feedback™ (Latham et al., 2005, p. 80).

The Electoral Register lists the “names, surnames, Identity/ e-Residence Card numbers and
addresses of those persons who are registered to vote in elections and referenda” (Electoral
Commission Malta, 2024). Prior contact with participants was thus not made. However, a list
of registered residents, alongside their home address in Senglea, was prepared in advance of
the site visit.

Data collection instruments

The study sought to obtain data which is qualitative in nature. Qualitative research gathers
information on the subjective experiences and viewpoints of participants. Such an approach
was selected due to its ease in elucidating the justifications and feelings behind the naming of
one’s house.

Weekends tend to be rest days for the majority of persons, and student researchers would
be physically present at dwellers’ doors; and so, care was taken to ensure appropriate and
respectful lengths of conversation so as not to encroach on the residents’ leisure time.
Additionally, by initially stating that conversations would be brief, participation was less likely
to be rejected, whilst also enabling the student researchers to amass a substantial amount of data
during the same day.

Data analysis techniques

Brief, casual and semi-structured conversations were selected as the data collection
methodologies, with the assurance that they would be the medium best capable of extracting
the sought after data, as long as the home owners or occupiers could be spoken to. The collected
data was subsequently categorised thematically, by “identifying, analysing, and reporting
patterns (themes) within the data" (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 79). Thematic analysis is often
utilised due to it being a “rigorous ... approach [that can] produce an insightful analysis that
answers particular research questions” (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 97).

Data was collected through brief conversations, in which dwellers detailed their reasoning
for naming their homes, alongside the personal significance of such names. Collected data was
thematically organised into the following categories: 1) topography and locality, 2) religion and
the sacred, 3) home dwellers, 4) first name sets, 5) politics, 6) sports, 7) hobbies and professions,
8) links beyond Malta, and 9) miscellaneous. Similar categories have been proposed in other
studies (Alden, 2024; Baldacchino et al., 2023; Brincat 2009; Brincat et al., 2024). A detailed
analysis of each category, with suitable examples from each, follows below.
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Limitations

There are some methodological limitations encountered whilst conducting this study. Three
are identified here.

Inevitably, some dwellers were not at home at the time of data collection. In this case,
information letters were posted, detailing the nature of the study and including researchers’
contact information should these individuals wish to make contact and participate in the
research; this action did lead to some additional responses. Similarly, various house names
which were listed on the Electoral Register were clearly abandoned, looking for a new owner
and/or in a derelict state (e.g. Figure 7), with the researchers thus being unable to make contact
with any individuals which may currently or have previously resided in them. This situation,
along with dwellers not being at home or otherwise unreceptive at the time of data collection,
resulted in some missing data amongst the general population.

Secondly, some dwellers did presume not to know the reason for the actual choice of the
house in which they lived. Conversations were thus cut short. Such episodes tended to occur
amongst elderly dwellers in particular, and may be due to indifference or suspicion as to the
motives behind the exercise. A language barrier was sometimes encountered: some dwellers
may have felt apprehensive about participating due to a lack of proficiency in the English
language. In most instances, conversations were conducted in Maltese; but that left the non-
Maltese students doing the exercise rather clueless.

Thirdly, the categories utilised to thematically organise the collected data are restrictive in
nature, with various house names tending to fall within two or more of such groupings. The
implicit rigidity of the categories, coupled with the fluidity of house names and their
significance, may thus not allow for a wholly accurate representation of their colour and
meaning.

Data Categories

This section explores and analyses the collected data in relation to the above eight
categories, whilst providing examples of such house names for illustrative purposes from each
category. The examples are sometimes accompanied by information gleaned from some of the
casual conversations held with the house dwellers.

1. Topography and locality

This category refers to “the physical appearance of the natural features of an area of land”
(Cambridge Dictionary, 2024). A few houses in Senglea have names relating to topography and
locality.

Three buildings are named ‘San Filippu’ or ‘St Philip’, occupying positions very close to
the church dedicated to the same saint.

The so-called ‘Marina (Flats)’ are located above the Marina Restaurant, both of which
overlook the popular Marina, a promenade along Dockyard Creek and the largest open space
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in the town. The respondent explained that he was the owner of the restaurant, so he named the
apartment the same as his restaurant.

‘Home by the Sea’ sits on the Senglea waterfront. The home dweller stated that it was his
late wife who had chosen the name, purely for descriptive purposes: a home by the sea. He
revealed that the name initially bore no significance to him, and he did not like it much; but
now it reminds him of his late spouse, and would thus keep the name.

The apartment building ‘Harbour View’ overlooks the south-eastern bastions and the
harbour below. The name was assigned by earlier occupiers. Despite bearing no significance to
the actual home dweller, the name persists as there is no consensus among the tenants on a
suitable alternative.

The family of ‘Castrum Maris’ invited us inside and regaled us with coffee and biscuits and
a guided tour of their home. The name refers to the old name for the fortress on whose site Fort
St Angelo is now located, and towards which this property faces.

2. Religion and the sacred

House names within this category accounted for less than one third of named houses found
in Senglea: 45 out of 175 names had clear links to religion and notions of the sacred. ‘Maria
Bambina’ was the most prevalent house name in the town, with six houses bearing such a name.
This was no surprise, considering the fact that Maria Bambina is the patron saint of Senglea
and its feast day (8™ September) is a national holiday. ‘Redentur’ [MT] or ‘Redeemer’ [EN])
was not far behind as the second best choice.

Various other house names bearing connotations of religiosity and sacrality include ‘Cana
Flats’, ‘Sacred Heart’, ‘St Anna’, ‘St Joseph’, ‘St Lawrence’, ‘St Michaela’, ‘St Paciencia’,
‘Madonnina’, ‘San Guzepp ta’ Qalb Safja’ (which translates as ‘St Joseph of Pure Heart’),
‘Imbierek Alla’ (meaning ‘Blessed be God’), as well as the unlikely ‘Casa Walshingham’: about
which more below.

A curious combination of the name of a flower, religiosity and the amalgamation of two
names, ‘Settembrina’ reflects the dweller’s impassioned association with the 8™ of September
feast, which celebrates both Victory Day and the city’s patron saint Maria Bambina. The dweller
stated that he had rented his previous residence, and so, chose to name the house upon purchase
to symbolise his ownership.

The home dweller at ‘St Rita’ explained that it was her father’s favourite saint. She added
that the name of the house is really important to her, and bears a deep emotional meaning.

For the resident at ‘Maria Victoria’, Maria is her favourite holy figure. Her daughter was
named Victoria and bears a double meaning. She confided to us that she prayed to the Virgin
Mary to deliver her a healthy child, and her request was fulfilled, hence her daughter’s name.

There were also ‘S. Anna’ (St Anne) and S. Gwakkin (St Joachim): the parents of the Virgin
Mary. These houses belonged to the same owner. The home dweller in one of these houses told
us that it was quite appropriate to have homes named after Mary’s parents, literally in the
shadow of the parish church dedicated to our Lady, their daughter (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: November 2023: House name, resident and student researchers

S CHAKKIN
o LIARKIR,

Photo: Godfrey Baldacchino. Photo taken and used here with the permission of the people shown.

‘Sunrise’ may not come across as a religious house name. But, according to the occupant,
each sunrise is a day to be grateful to Christ.

There are links to the sacred beyond Christianity. The house named ‘Beth EI’ means ‘house
of God.’ In the Bible, Bethel was the placename given to the spot where Abraham built an altar.
It is the name of a settlement that existed in ancient Palestine, north of Jerusalem. The occupants
of the Senglea house with this name are long-time renters, but they are now planning to buy the
house.

3. Home dwellers

This category refers to house names identifying individuals, probably having to do with
“the persons who own the building, live in the house and/or their family, including nicknames
and other references to those residing inside the home” (Baldacchino et al., 2023, p. 4). Such
house names in Senglea include: ‘Casa Attard’, ‘Jake’, ‘Jamie’, ‘Margerita’, ‘Ramon’, ‘Ta’
Fortunata’ and ‘Ta’ Guza’.

‘Sonia’ is the current name of a house, which used to have a different name. It has been
changed by the current owner to honour daughter, Sonia, who has passed away.

‘Henry House’ is named after the dweller’s grandfather, who passed away at a young age.

‘Dar Alver’ is named after the dweller’s great-grandfather, who was a stonemason. The
decision to name the house was taken by the family in order to follow “a nice Maltese tradition”.

The house named ‘Mizzi’ takes the surname of the family owner who explains that the
house has been inherited within his family for at least 50 years.

‘Vanessa’ is named after the home dweller’s daughter. She and her family have rented this
apartment uninterruptedly for some 40 years.

The house named ‘Rodney’ has been rented to the same tenant for over 35 years. It is named
after the owner’s son who died at the age of four, and therefore carries a lot of significance.
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4. First name sets

Here, one notes “a curious practice which involves naming the house with a selection of
letters from the names of the partners (or children) living there” (Baldacchino et al., 2023, p.
4), and may be described as a sub-set of the category ‘Home dwellers’. This comes across as
the category most resorted to among Senglea residents for their house names.

After conversing with Senglea home dwellers, it was apparent that the majority of first
name sets were named as a tribute to children. Examples include: ‘Alvik’, ‘Canbert’,
‘Clayanika’, ‘Jordic’, ‘JustYan’, ‘RitCha’, ‘Ruthmar’, ‘Sandor’ ‘SharPhyll’ and ‘WilClaud’.

The dweller residing in ‘HelFrans’, which she inherited from her father, stated how her
father had chosen this name to act as a tribute to his two children, her brother and herself: Helen
and Francis (Frans, in MT).

‘Gwennley’ is a combination of the names of the daughters of the original homeowner:
Gwenneth and Wesley.

Similarly, ‘Dylkim’ refers to Dylan and Kim, the home dweller’s children. The children’s
mother stated that, when purchasing the property 31 years ago, the house was named ‘Black
Pearl’. She chose to change the name as she wanted the house to bear a clear link with her own
family.

Another example for this category is ‘Jumaaret’, being the amalgamation of the dwellers’
four sons’ names: Jurgen, Marvin, Arthur and Ethan. Here, the first two letters of each name,
from the oldest to the youngest, are strung together, resulting in an original combination.

We spoke to the owner of the house named ‘Frarutcha’. She admitted that her name is Ruth
—the 3-letter ‘Rut’ in the house name — flanked by three letters from each of her parents’ names:
Frances (her mother, who lives across the road from her) and Charles, her father. Hence ‘Fra’
and ‘Cha’ (Figure 3).

Figure 3: House name made from the combination of three letters from each of three names

~

-

[ FRARUTCHA
L

Photo: Godfrey Baldacchino

The house name ‘Priaarred’ is a combination of Priscilla, Aaron, and Redent, the owner’s
three children. She emphasised the importance of home names in Malta for identifying
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purposes. However, she admitted that, if she has the opportunity to alter her house name, she
would choose ‘Redentur’, to honour Senglea's holy icon. (Indeed: her son’s name, Redent, is
taken from The Redeemer, a representation of Christ on his way to the cross: Redentur in MT.)

‘Harmar’ is a house name assigned after the names of the former female home dweller’s
parents, Harry and Marie. It bears this deep emotional connection with the current owner’s
wife’s parents and their passing, and so he has no intention of changing it.

‘Tizrod’ is a combination of the first name of the owner’s sister and brother: Tiziana and
Rodrick; while ‘Redlene’ is the coming together of the actual owners’ names; Alfred and
Marlene.

‘Maria Benita’ is so named by a German couple who moved to Malta for work reasons.
They have five children, of whom one is a daughter and the house was named after her when
the daughter, then 11 years old, was undertaking a school assignment on house names in
Senglea. They insisted on having both their daughter’s names on the plaque, so as to distinguish
their house name from all the various Maria Bambina house names in Senglea.

5. History and politics
House names in this category bear connotations of historical and/or political significance.

The apartment complex ‘Coronation Flats’, for example, is named after the coronation of
Queen Elizabeth II, then also Queen of Malta, in 1952, after the significant destruction caused
by the World War II bombings, and is reminiscent of British Rule.

Another dwelling is called ‘Gun House’. According to its occupier, during the Second
World War, a plane was hit in a dogfight overhead and the plane’s machine gun fell and crashed
onto the roof of this particular house.

‘Dar il-31 Marzu 1979’ commemorates Freedom Day, when the last British military service
personnel left Malta for good. The 31% of March is one of Malta’s five national days.

Other examples of house names with links to history or politics in Senglea include ‘Great
Siege’ and ‘Victory Flats’, both commemorating the victory by the Knights of St John over the
Turks after the Great Siege of 1565.

6. Sports
This subcategory refers to sports personalities and/or teams.

We spoke to the couple who live at ‘White Heart Lane’, a name which pays tribute to the
Tottenham Hotspurs (or Spurs) football pitch in London, bearing the same name. The dwellers
admitted, and not without some embarrassment, that the name on the plaque is misspelt, reading
‘Heart’ instead of ‘Hart’; they have the intention of changing it to reflect the correct spelling.
Nonetheless, the male occupant expressed his desire for wanting everyone to know which
football team he supports.
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7. Hobbies and professions

The house name ‘Phoebe’ pays tribute to the dweller’s daughter; the latter was named after
HMS Phoebe, a light cruiser in the Royal Navy which had seen active service in the
Mediterranean during WWII, and on which the house owner had served as a sailor
(www.uboat.net, 2024). (Indeed, Phoebe’s brother’s name is Duncan, named after another
Royal Navy vessel, HMS Duncan.) The connection with the sea is illustrated on the house

name’s plaque, which is accompanied by the rendition of a sailing boat.

8. Links beyond Malta

Various house names relate to links beyond Malta: “a practice usually associated with
households where one or more family members may have spent their honeymoon or lived
abroad, and then returned to Malta” (Baldacchino et al., 2023, p. 4). Reference points in this
regard include Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom, and the United States.

The dweller of the house ‘Tortellino’ named it as such to reflect his desire of participating
in the ‘nice Maltese tradition’ of house naming. Originally from Bologna, Italy, he noted how
“tortellini are one of the symbols/icons of the city”. The house name thus also acts in
establishing a nostalgic link with the home occupier’s birth country and town.

The house name ‘Saltford’ bears the name of a village in Somerset, England, where the
dwellers have family ties.

Another house name with likely links to the world beyond Malta is ‘Staffordshire’.

The house ‘Casa Walsingham’ bears an interesting story. Its previous owners hailed from
Walsingham (also known as England’s Nazareth), a small English town close to Norwich, and
a place of pilgrimage. A plaque showing our lady on the house’s fagade confirms the religious
connection (Figure 4).

Figure 4: A house name linked to religion as well as an English town

Photo: Godfrey Baldacchino
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9. Miscellaneous

Finally, one must always provide for those names that, for some reason, defy explanation.
For miscellaneous house names, no particular meaning is self-evident, or else they do not fit
easily into any of the identified categories. Three examples from Senglea include Asterisk,
Summer Breeze and Nagojo: we were sadly unable to speak to their owners or dwellers. (The
latter might be a combination of three names).

A Senglea house bears the name ‘Papillon’, which means ‘butterfly’ in French. The home
dwellers chose the name to represent their unbridled travelling spirit, comparing themselves to
butterflies. The use of French also serves a tribute to the dweller’s husband, who is originally
from Tunis, in Tunisia, where French is an official language.

Another house name is ‘Roseburg’ (which translates as Rose hill). The person residing in
this house declared that it bore no particular significance to the family: her mother had found
the name on the internet and chose it due to her liking of roses.

Meanwhile, ‘Checkpoint Charlie’, an official crossing for foreigners and diplomats
between East and West Berlin until German reunification in October 1990, and now a tourist
attraction, is also a house name in Senglea. But, so far, one remains unaware of its connection
with its owners or occupants.

A Senglea house is named ‘The Pot’. The owner explained that there was no specific reason
for choosing that name, other than that his lost wife loved wine. The plaque with the name
symbolises a typical ancient practice of conserving wine. He further said that he enjoys wine
occasionally, but the name bears an emotional significance for the loss of his wife who dearly
loved wine (Figure 5).

Figure 5: The name of the house is accompanied by its artistic rendition

Photo: Daniel Henry Solberg Bell

The house name ‘Ven Amoris’ is the outcome of a deep reflection on life. The owner
explained that, at the age of 21, he purchased the house with money won in court following a
traffic accident that almost cost him his life. When he thinks about his house, he muses over
love and death. Love for his hometown and the street where he was raised; and death as a result
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of his harrowing experience, which eventually led him to the Church, where he felt that his
broken state of mind was emotionally healed and transformed. ‘Ven Amoris’, he declared, is
Latin for both the vein of love and the vein of death.

We asked the owner of the house ‘Reality’ to explain the reasons behind the name. He was
visibly distraught, and told us that we would have to ask his wife, who was not available at that
time.

And are we ever to know why a particular house is named ‘Bacolet’? This is the name of a
town in Trinidad and Tobago, but the possible association of this town with the house or its
name is so far unknown. The current dweller stated that the house name had already been there
upon its purchase and bears no significance to him. Nor did he bother to change it.

Analysis

The aim of this study has been to identify and analyse the reasons for the naming of one’s
house. Several home dwellers cited justifications of emotional and personal significance, most
notably those paying tribute to family members or invoking religious affiliation. They explained
how a house name provided individuality, personality, and character to the house, subsequently
revealing the rich cultural identity that is embedded within this old, urban, ageing, working
class community of Senglea.

The Senglea exercise manifests the importance of fact checking the rationale and
justification of house names with their dwellers. Things are not always what they seem; and
nothing beats a face-to-face conversation for checking assumptions, and finding out the stories
behind house name choices.

Perhaps the main and unexpected discovery of this research exercise was the discrepancy
between the number of house names listed on the Electoral Register (109) and those actually
found and noted during our walkabout (at least 175). Many of the named houses in a street were
not to be found according to the Electoral Register; while at the same time, there were evidently
house names affixed to house facades that were not listed on the Electoral Register. For
example, in the short street of St Anne, there were originally three house names listed, according
to the electoral register: Lasagna, Manfrance, and Maria Bambina. Upon visiting this street
however, only Lasagna was found. An abandoned house, with signs of an erstwhile name
plaque, might have been either Manfrance or Maria Bambina (Figure 6).

In St Peter and St Paul Street, the clear discrepancy between house names as listed on the
Electoral Register and the real world was again evident. Out of six names that were listed in the
register — ‘Casa Roma’, ‘Celine’, ‘Doris’, ‘Glennval’, ‘Nid d'Amour’, and ‘Omm tal-Grazzja’
- only three could be found: ‘Doris’ (no response to door knocks), ‘Nid d'Amour’ (French for
‘Nest of Love’, assigned by the previous owner), and ‘Omm tal-Grazzja’ (‘Mother of Grace’ in
MT, with possibly a religious connection to the town of Zabbar, of whom she is the patron).
There were then five other houses which had names, but whose names were not mentioned in
the electoral register: ‘Casa Attard’, ‘Frajos’ (Figure 7), ‘Marina’, ‘Saltford’ and ‘San Guzepp
ta’ Qalb Safja’.
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Figure 6: The house name is no more

Photo: Daniel Henry Solberg Bell

Figure 7: ‘Frajos’is for sale.

Photo: Daniel Henry Solberg Bell

There are likely to be more house names: for example, the five streets and five squares in
Senglea that do not have any house names according to the October 2023 Electoral Register
(see Table 2) were not visited by the student researchers during their fieldwork.

There are probably several reasons for the discrepancy between the number of house names
found on the electoral register and on the actual streets of Senglea. Some home owners do not
bother to register their house name anywhere, referring only to their door number when noting
down their address. Others may be living in a rented property for a very long time, and so decide
to name the property anyway, and affixing a plaque to its facade, even though they are renters
and not owners. This narrative came up in several interviews, as with those conducted with the
residents of ‘Papillion’ (residents, but not owners, in the same dwelling for 60 years), ‘Vanessa’
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(40 years), ‘Rodney’ (35 years), ‘Degiorgio’ (30 years), ‘Marija Bambina’ (over 30 years) and
‘Four Fiors’ (13 years).

An interesting observation made during data collection was the identification of clusters of
house names in one part of a street. Such a phenomenon may have occurred as a result of the
influence neighbours may have had on each other, in wanting to either participate or not stand
out. For example, in the (rather short) D’Homedes Street, two houses were named ‘Maria
Bambina’, with one dweller stating that a neighbour copied the name from her own, prior
naming of her house. Other examples of observed home naming clusters were found in Point
Street and Our Lady of Sorrows Street.

Through analysing the above data, one notes that justifications for naming one’s home often
relate to the desire for personalisation and individuality, effectively transforming a construction
into a place redolent with meaning. Justifications for not naming one’s house, on the other hand,
may provide insights as to the reasons for the town of Senglea as having one of the lowest
proportion of house names in Malta. Despite this low proportion, a curious, alternative form of
personalisation was sometimes observed. Some house numbers on Siren Street, for example,
were written on personalised plaques (see Figure 8 and Figure 9). The residents of House No 1,
for example, may own or like cats. The plaque of House No 22, on the other hand, depicts the
dwellers’ assumed affinity towards Senglea heritage with its representation of the statue of

Maria Bambina: Senglea’s patron saint. Both plaques also show the Senglea vedette, or
watchtower, in their background.

Figure 8 and Figure 9: Other ways of personalising one's house in Siren s Street, Senglea,
without resorting to a name

-

Photos: Jana Héléne Azzopardi

The reasons for not naming one’s house may relate to justifications provided by one
resident: she claimed that the process of officially registering a house name is arduous and time
consuming. Moreover, dwellers may have simply added a name to the front of their house
without going through the process of official registration, perhaps because they could not have
done so officially: if they do not own a property, and merely rent it, even if long-term, would
they presumably lack the legal basis for naming it? Occupation is not possession.
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Recommendations for future research

This study often refers to homeowners and occupants. The latter might be tenants in
dwellings under controlled rental agreements, making the home de facto theirs, and for whom
naming the dwelling is therefore also an option, albeit unofficially. There are however probably
other occupants who might not be able to name their dwelling because they are regular tenants.
Such tenure issues did not feature in the Senglea conversations except occasionally and
obliquely: they deserve their own research spotlight. There is scope for future studies
connecting with residents who wish to name their homes but cannot for various reasons, such
as dwelling in social housing tenements, and exploring what the inability to personalise their
home (at least in terms of a name) means to them.

Conclusion

A house name is much more than the name of a house. Many transcend simple and
perfunctory categorisation. They define history, current family or ancestral ties, and personal
anecdotes of emotional significance, aiding in our understanding of the inhabitants of specific
communities.

Onsite research has revealed that Malta’s electoral register does not fully grasp the full
spectrum of the house naming activity underway, certainly within Senglea, but possibly in other
localities of Malta and Gozo.

Of course, the motivation and explanation of various house names in Senglea continue to
defy explanation since their residents were not available, or they themselves could not provide
the requested information. However, all in all, the rich information gathered did afford some
deep insights into this culturally rich locality, aiding and deepening our understanding of this
fortified town’s history and community. It may be a fortified settlement, but Senglea dwellers
proved extremely open and willing to share the stories that explain their house names, where
they exist.
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Abstract

This research explores the lived experience of persons undergoing rehabilitation for hard
drug dependence under Malta’s Drug Court through the Drug Offenders Rehabilitation
Board (DORB). The research adopts an Interpretative Phenomenological Approach
through intensive interviewing with drug dependents following the Drug Courts
rehabilitation programme. Through such qualitative approach, the research investigates the
trajectories of drug addicts during rehabilitation and highlights the transition from
biographical disruptions to biographical reconstructions of the self. The findings point to
the significance of the intersectionality of law, medicine and the self, arising from the
DORB functions under the Drug Dependence (Treatment not Imprisonment) Act (Cap.
537). This Act primarily filled in the gap for this intersectional approach by providing a
supervisory role for legal, medical and social services. The research provides
recommendations for improved service provision by informing policymakers and
practitioners on intersectional prevention and intervention, and the enhancement of the
Drug Court system.

Keywords: biographical disruption; biographical reconstruction; Drug Court; drug
dependence; drug rehabilitation; intersectionality; lived experience
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Introduction

How can drug dependence be treated by the criminal justice system when it is considerably
a medical issue? At the same time, how can drug dependence be controlled by medicine when
criminality or illegality are substantially involved? And where does the self, the person, stand,
intrinsically and extrinsically of these medical and criminal dilemmas?

Substance abuse, dependence, and addiction describe distinct aspects of problematic
substance use. Substance abuse involves the harmful or risky use of substances that leads to
negative outcomes, such as legal or relationship issues (American Psychology Association
[APA], 2013). Dependence refers to the body's adaptation to a substance, creating tolerance
(needing more for the same effect) and withdrawal symptoms when reduced or stopped (World
Health Organization [WHO], 2004). In contrast, addiction is a chronic disorder marked by
compulsive substance use, loss of control, and continued use despite negative effects, stemming
from changes in the brain’s reward system (Volkow et al., 2016).
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Drug dependence can impair physical and mental functioning (Aquilina, 1992), whilst
leading to socio-economic and legal problems. Injuries, healthcare, lost productivity (Grech,
2016) and criminal justice processing expenses related to drug dependence result in an
enormous financial liability. Till present, in most cases, society approached these challenges
with inconsistency, fragmentation, and inadequate resources (Doweiko, 2015).

The concepts of biographical disruption and biographical reconstruction provide a
valuable framework for examining the lived experiences of individuals undergoing drug
dependence and rehabilitation. Since their original conception, biographical disruption and
biographical reconstruction have been widely adopted as theoretical frameworks. Traditionally
associated with chronic illnesses (Bury, 1982; Charmaz, 1983), these concepts are relevant
because addiction is recognised by some as a chronic condition (APA, 2013; National Institute
on Drug Abuse [NIDA], n.d.; WHO, 2004), sharing characteristics such as a reduction in daily
physical and psychological functioning, challenges in social relationships, economic
instability, and the need for ongoing management and support (Baxter et al., 2011; Gallagher
& Nordberg, 2017; Roberts & Wolfer, 2011; Schenberg et al., 2017; Volkow et al., 2016; Wolf
& Colyer, 2001). Moreover, the stigma and societal challenges surrounding addiction often
amplify its disruptive impact, underscoring the value of frameworks like biographical
disruption and reconstruction to better comprehend and address these multifaceted experiences
(Livingston et al., 2012; Room, 2005). Apart from the fact that drug dependence being an
illness is still a debatable issue (Amerson & Smith, 2001; Branch, 2011; Grifell & Hart, 2018;
Miller, 2010; NIDA, n.d.; WebMD, 2020), it still has various commonalities with several
illnesses and with their lived experiences (McLellan et al., 2000). Whether drug dependence is
seen as a disease, a crime or a social problem, or altogether, it parallels chronic illnesses in
their shared potential to disrupt the individual's life narrative, social roles, and sense of self
(Narag et al., 2013). The negative medical, legal and psychosocial impact of drug dependence
are seen to constitute a form of biographical disruption, highlighting the urgency of tackling
this complex issue by addressing it from the medical, legal and the self perspective. These three
dimensions intersect in both drug dependence and rehabilitation, in terms of Malta’s Drug
Dependence (Treatment not Imprisonment) Act (Chapter 537 of the Laws of Malta) which
offers the assistance of a multidisciplinary board — the Drug Offenders Rehabilitation Board
(DORB) — for the person’s rehabilitation and reintegration.

These processes of rehabilitation and reintegration constitute an important element for
biographical reconstruction (Charmaz, 1987, 1995, 2002; Corbin & Strauss, 1987). Within the
context of rehabilitation, individuals apply biographical reconstruction as they actively work
to rebuild and reconfigure their lives and identities (Bradley, 2006; Carricaburu & Pierret,
1995; Fixsen, 2015; Jha & Madison, 2013; Steffener, 2012). Rehabilitation is not just about
cessation of drug use; it is a process of reclaiming agency and forming a new, socially
integrated self. Hence, this concept of biographical reconstruction highlights the possibility of
turning biographical disruption into an opportunity for personal growth and transformation
(Charmaz, 1987, 1995). This perspective is especially pertinent in legal or mandated
rehabilitation programmes, where individuals may face not only internal struggles but also
external pressures to redefine themselves within the boundaries of societal norms. Biographical
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reconstruction enables an exploration of how individuals navigate these pressures, finding
meaning and coherence in their recovery journey.

Rehabilitation

Not only is a biomedical model of disease inadequate on its own, but so, too, are
one-dimensional sociological models which emphasise isolation, stigma, or the
"master status" of illness and disability labels (Bury, 1991, p. 463).

Substance abuse has been an evident social problem throughout history (Kilts, 2004),
resulting in the ‘war on drugs’ adopted by governments worldwide, including Malta. Current
models of rehabilitation shifted drug addiction away from a medicalised towards a more
holistic approach that takes into consideration biopsychosocial and legal issues. The most
common biopsychosocial action entails a multidisciplinary team composed of different
professionals with a unified aim, that of assisting the person get past dependency through
rehabilitation (Miele, 1996).

Quitting drugs, often referred to as the process of desistance, involves different steps and
pathways. However, the most renowned model of the desistance process is the transtheoretical
model of change proposed by Prochaska and DiClemente (1983). This model has been
criticised by Floter and Kroger (2007) for considering change as necessary linear and
progressive rather than a fluctuating process. Pre-contemplation, contemplation, preparation,
action, maintenance and relapse — i.e. a deficiency in control and will power — can occur
without following this pattern. Repetitive and long-term drug abuse may manifest itself as the
dependent self. Yet, despite biographical disruption, the dependent self has the potential of
nurturing the rehabilitative self, which in turn can overpower the relapse self. Conversely, when
relapse occurs, the dynamic may shift, allowing the relapse self to take control. One’s own
inner strength may not be sufficient for persons to conquer their drug dependency, and external
assistance may be needed. Both the addictive behaviour and the psychosocial problems
underlying or surrounding drug dependency need to be addressed for successful recovery
(Sciortino, 1999). Despite the drugs’ addictive and dysfunctional effects, psychological and
social elements such as overall support, especially by family and friends, learning and
recreational opportunities, rehabilitative treatments and integration, contribute to the person’s
successful recovery (Cutajar, 2018, p.25). Factors that influence a continuance of drug use or
the decision to quit also include the appeal of the drug’s effects, scientifically known as the
“pharmacological reward potential” (Doweiko, 2019, p. 11), social learning and cultural
reinforcement, and one’s expectations and life goals (Doweiko, 2019). Thus, recovery is not
possible without the person’s core attributes, such as determination, self-belief, and self-worth,
alongside external factors like job stability and social connections (Zaffarese, 2017). Drug
abuse, relapse and rehabilitation are influenced by shaming, stigma and other negative
community reactions (De Bono, 2017; Pace, 2016). Motivators which positively influence the
self and increase desistance towards drugs are social capital, ambition, and the input of drug
treatment agencies, especially by assisting in practical issues, employment and continuous
engagement in other licit activities (Bezzina, 2012). This correlates with the concepts of
recovery capital (Keane, 2011) and the social bond theory (Hirschi, 1969, 2004). Urine drug
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testing was also considered as a motivator, serving both as proof and reinforcement of progress
in desistance (Bezzina, 2012).

Since the self is seen as incorporating the holistic person as they relate to themselves and
the world around them, it is pivotal that rehabilitation addresses medical, legal and social
issues. Indeed, in rehabilitation, employing a collaborative approach involving multiple
professions is crucial to provide well-rounded support for the individual (Sciortino, 1999). The
problematic and complex concept of the self in drug dependence, as ‘criminal’, “‘unhealthy’, or
‘social problem’ (Kilts, 2004), shouts intersectionality. This research posits that the
intersectionality of law, medicine and the self in substance abuse and dependence, needs to be
adequately and successfully present in drug treatment and rehabilitation.

Within this research study, the term ‘intersectionality’ is going to be used in its informal
yet literal sense to convey the impact of the relationship between medicine, law and the self in
the lived experience of drug dependents during addiction and rehabilitation. The consequential
personal and structural impact arising from the intersection between these three fields in drug
dependence and rehabilitation merits the term ‘intersectionality’. Thus, this term is not going
to be used according to the renowned theoretical framework by Kimberlé Crenshaw, which
specifically examines overlapping social identities and systems of oppression (Samie, 2023).

In spite of the various benefits arising from the intersectional approach over the
fragmentation of drug rehabilitation services, such a model is not without challenges. Such
challenges cut across a wide range of issues since an intersectional approach requires
coordinated efforts across healthcare, social services, and legal systems, demanding clear
communication, aligned goals, and ample resources. A comprehensive model demands
significant resources, both financially and in terms of personnel. Legal support, medical
treatment, counselling, and social services must all be sufficiently funded to make the model
effective. If funding falls short, disparities are created, limiting access and service quality.
Another challenge is that evaluating the effectiveness of a biopsychosocial-legal approach is
challenging due to the wide range of interconnected factors involved. Each component —
biological, psychological, social, and legal — affects recovery differently, and their combined
influence varies from person to person. This complexity requires comprehensive and flexible
evaluation methods that account for the multifaceted nature of addiction recovery. Traditional
metrics like abstinence or relapse rates alone may not fully capture the overall impact of this
approach. Ethical conflicts between legal, social and medical standards, and potential stigma
associated with legal involvement may also pose barriers. Despite its benefits, some view the
involvement of legal systems in treatment as a form of control rather than support, potentially
deterring individuals from seeking help. A holistic approach may unintentionally reinforce
stigma if individuals feel labelled by the various systems involved, particularly if they feel
monitored rather than genuinely supported in their recovery. Yet, despite these challenges,
evidence shows that an intersectional approach leads to more effective and holistic
rehabilitation (Camilleri, 2012; Carabott, 2017; Cutajar, 2018; Dugosh et al., 2016; Giordano,
2012; Grima, 2017; Sciortino, 1999; Shannon et al., 2018; Thombs & Osburn, 2019; Zaffarese,
2017).
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Drug Courts

Drug courts provide options to drug offenders by replacing imprisonment with court-
monitored substance abuse treatment programmes (Doweiko, 2015; Dugosh et al., 2016). The
programme grants participants the opportunity to build their skills and character, acquire new
insights that help in making positive choices and experiences, and proactively engage at a
community level (Gallagher et al., 2017; Steffener, 2012).

Drug courts were found to be more effective than imprisonment and other non-custodial
sentences such as probation (Walsh, 2011) and even voluntary treatment (Doweiko, 2015),
especially for first-time offenders, since they halt the cycle of repeated offences. Drug court-
ordered treatment effectively reduces reoffending and substance intake together with
imprisonment, mental health interventions, and legal expenses (Dugosh et al., 2016; Logan et
al., 2004).

Dependence and rehabilitation: The case of Malta

Prior to 2022, illicit drug use in Malta was on the increase (NFPDDA, 2024) reflecting
global (UNODC, 2023) and European trends (EMCDDA, 2023). Both internationally and
locally, illicit drug use is mostly prevalent among young adults, predominantly males
(EMCDDA, 2023; NFPDDA, 2024). This profile makes up four- fifths of the locals in
treatment, 81% of heroin dependents, 79% of cocaine dependents, and 85% of cannabis
dependents in treatment (NFPDDA, 2024). Heroin (48%) and cocaine (39%) are the prevalent
problem drugs among treatment entrants in Malta (NFPDDA, 2024). Drug consumption may
lead to premature deaths (EMCDDA, 2019), lower the person’s quality of life and the number
of disability-free years (UNODC, 2014). Drug-induced death is most common among male
opioid users (EMCDDA, 2017), with year 2022 registering four drug-induced deaths in Malta,
all of whom were males (NFPDDA, 2024).

Malta offers various community-based and residential treatment and rehabilitative services
for drug addiction. These are primarily offered by: Sedqga - Government’s agency responsible
for the treatment and rehabilitation of addictive behaviour, the Substance Misuse Outpatient
Unit (SMOPU) providing substitution treatment, the Substance Abuse Therapeutic Unit
(SATU) for inmates, the Dual Diagnosis Unit at Mount Carmel Hospital, as well as non-
governmental organisations Caritas and OASI, offering various residential rehabilitation
programmes, including a residential programme for juveniles and non-residential support
services (NFPDDA, 2024). These rehabilitation services which may be engaged voluntarily or
court-mandated have throughout the years evolved towards a more interdisciplinary approach
which holistically responds to the person’s needs (NFPDDA, 2023) through prevention,
intervention, recovery and re-entry into society (Sciortino, 1999).

One of the historical steps!’ that led towards this rehabilitative and reintegrative approach
concerns the enactment of the Drug Dependence (Treatment not Imprisonment) Act (Cap. 537)

17 Since 1624, various legislative frameworks were enacted and subsequently amended to regulate licit and illicit
substances, with the two main frameworks being The Medical and Kindred Professions Ordinance (Cap. 31 of the
Laws of Malta), originally enacted in 1901 to regulate prescriptions of psychotropic drugs and the Dangerous
Drugs Ordinance (Cap. 101 of the Laws of Malta) enacted in 1939 to control the importation, exportation,
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which aims to provide a more person-centred system due to its intersectional concept of law,
medicine and the self for persons who face criminal justice proceedings due to substance abuse
(Attard, 2017). By virtue of this Act, Malta made legal improvements in dealing with cases of
drug possession for personal use and criminal cases related to drug dependence, from a punitive
to a more treatment-centred approach. This was achieved by establishing the Drug Offenders
Rehabilitation Board (DORB), introducing fines that do not affect police records, and
instituting the Tribunal (Carabott, 2017). According to Carabott (2017), this Act reformed the
previously existing draconian drug laws, aiming to view the offender's behaviour as a societal
concern rather than purely a legal matter. This new framework not only considers the drug
dependent as a vulnerable person requiring treatment rather than a criminal deserving
punishment but provides the necessary professional guidance and support (Carabott, 2017).
Through these legal provisions, referrals to the DORB can be made by the Commissioner of
Justice or by the Courts of Justice®®. As the operating arm of the Maltese drug court, the DORB
meets regularly with the drug dependents to support them during an 18-month care-plan?®,
formulated in collaboration with the drug rehabilitation service provider. The Board takes the
final decision upon the person’s adherence or failure to comply with the care plan. Between
September 2015 and December 2019, 67 persons successfully completed the drug treatment
program while 26 failed (J. Buhagiar Fiott, personal communication, February 3, 2020),
demonstrating a significantly higher success rate. The law specifies that the composition of the
Board needs to be interdisciplinary such that, apart from the Chairman, Ministerial
representatives of home affairs, health, and social policy shall be appointed (Article 6). This
composition reflects the significance given to the interdisciplinarity between law, medicine and
the self in rehabilitation.

Recognising the need to adopt a more intersectional approach towards drug rehabilitation,
this study aims at: i) understanding the lived experience of persons who are undergoing
rehabilitation under Malta’s DORB; ii) examining the intersectionality of law, medicine and
the self in drug rehabilitation; and iii) informing policy makers on how to enhance the
effectiveness of drug rehabilitation. This research thus provides insights on the lived experience
of persons who are receiving rehabilitation treatment, mainly for heroin and cocaine under
Malta’s Drug Court through the DORB, with the aim of improving policy development and
programme implementation.

manufacture, sale and use of dangerous drugs. In 2018, the ‘Production of Cannabis for Medicinal and Research
Purposes Act’ legislated the production of cannabis for medicinal and research purposes, and in 2021 cannabis
cultivation and use was legislation through the enactment of the ‘Authority on the Responsible Use of Cannabis
Act’ (Cap.628) to regulate cannabis-related activity.

18 The Commissioner hears cases of possession of small amounts of illicit drugs for personal use, and issues a €75
to €125 fine. The commission of a second offence within two years results in an evaluation of the person’s drug
dependence and imposition of the necessary treatment/rehabilitation order by DORB. If the offender is non-
compliant, they are ordered to pay a fine or serve three months imprisonment (MNFPDDA, 2019). In this way,
cases of first-time and second-time offenders found in possession of small amounts of illicit drugs for personal
use, have been deviated from the Court of Magistrates which now solely deals with trafficking and aggravated
possession. Additionally, by virtue of Article 8 of Cap 537, a person with an aggregate of drug dependence-related
offences may result in the Court of Justice to assume the function of a Drug Court and refer the offender to the
DORB.

19 Which can be extended in exceptional circumstances.
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Methodology

On the basis of the study aims, the personal dimension of experiences is adopted to
examine intersectionality through micro-level analysis, while applying these insights to
understand intersectionality at the macro-structural level via the DORB. By adopting the thesis
that drug dependence must be addressed through an intersectoral approach, this research
explores the praxis of such an intersectional model of rehabilitation within the local context.
This theoretical positionality acts as a guiding framework for the study in terms of both the
methodological design and analysis.

An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was adopted to investigate the
personal and structural forces that influence substance dependence and rehabilitation, and
examine the importance of intersectionality. [PA was chosen for this study to provide a nuanced
understanding of the lived experiences of individuals undergoing rehabilitation through the
DORB. This phenomenological approach focuses on the subjective experiences and meanings
that participants attribute to their rehabilitation journey, which is essential for capturing the
personal insights that might be overlooked by other methods. By centring the analysis on how
participants interpret and make sense of their circumstances, IPA allows for an in-depth
exploration of the complex interplay between personal experiences and structural influences.
This approach highlights how individuals navigate and are affected by the intersecting forces
of law, medicine, and social support, offering a unique perspective on rehabilitation that
enriches our understanding of the broader institutional framework. Ethical endorsement was
attained from the Faculty of Arts Research Ethics Committee (FREC) at the University of Malta
and informed consent was obtained from all participants included in the study (Ref: UREC-
DP19044009ARTS).

Following purposive sampling, with representation across all age groups, individual in-
depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with nine men aged 18-50 years old who
followed the DORB rehabilitation treatment for at least two months, having heroin and/or
cocaine as main problem drugs and not having a dual diagnosis. This interview type allows
participants to freely express their experiences while enabling the researcher to probe deeper
into certain topics as they arise. The flexible nature of semi-structured interviews aligns with
IPA’s emphasis on capturing each participant's unique perspective. The analysis was inductive
and interpretative according to an IPA approach, focusing on identifying themes that emerge
from the data rather than applying pre-existing frameworks.

For five participants the main problem drug was cocaine, while for the other four it was
heroin. The sample included six persons referred to the DORB by the Courts of Justice and
three referred by the Commissioner for Justice. Their length of drug abuse, including their first
exposure to any type of drug, irrespective of their problem drug (i.e. cocaine or heroin) varied
from 4 to 31 years. The amount of hard drugs used varied from a daily average amount of 1 to
10 grams, with this consumption varying significantly according to internal and external
factors, such as the availability of finances, drug purity and psychological state. The research
participants experienced fluctuating periods of recovery that ranged from 20 years to 4 months,
while the period under the DORB varied from 1 year 6 months to 2 months. Most participants
reported having initiated their drug misuse during their early teens (13-15 years). Clubbing,
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partying and polydrug use suggest that the participants’ drug abuse began in a sub-culture
within their social network and as it progressed into a habit, they used drugs more frequently
and alone. This marked the beginning from drug abuse to dependence. In terms of educational
level, three participants upheld a Diploma, two completed secondary schooling and on the job
training, while the rest completed secondary schooling only. Most of the participants were
employed in manual skilled labour, another was boarded out due to health reasons mainly
caused by drug abuse, and three were inactive due to drug dependence.

In the following section, quotations from interviews are presented as verbatim translations
from Maltese, preserving the authenticity of participants' expressions. These translated
quotations corroborate the findings and analysis, providing direct insight into participants'
experiences and perspectives. All participant names are pseudonyms to protect their
confidentiality and privacy.

Findings and analysis

Drug rehabilitation: Overcoming challenges

The dependence, the thoughts, the cravings. The decision to choose to continue to
live your life as you were doing or stop to take help...I entered a programme. .. There,
today I learnt something and tomorrow I will learn another. (Matthew)

The medical, legal and psychosocial aspects in the participants’ drug dependence and
rehabilitation, and their transition from biographical disruption to biographical reconstruction
will be analysed in this section. The findings outline the intersectionality between law,
medicine and the self in the lived experience of drug dependence and rehabilitation.

Medical

For many of the participants, the use of drugs was a form of self-medication, however with
a number of negative implications. As stated by Ben: ‘For me coke is like medicine. When 1
take it, I do not have sadness. A bad medicine. A medicine, but you have greater sadness after
taking it’.

In order to address the physical dependence of their drug addiction and control withdrawal
symptoms, participants made use of the detoxification and Opioid Substitution Treatments
(OST) services. Despite relapse and not always adhering to the treatment care plan, medical
treatment was pivotal for participants to help them to quit drugs (Doweiko, 2015). Referring to
the intake of methadone as a substitute for heroin, Michael states: ‘I decreased slowly...I used
to take every day...Then I quit it...I guess I managed to quit it through medicine’. In line with
side effects reported by WHO (2009), Samuel highlighted the fatigue that one experiences on
OST: ‘With medicine you would not be able to do anything... when [ was lifting something, [
could not make it’. Paul, who was previously prescribed OST, emphasised the holistic healthy
lifestyle advanced by the drug rehabilitation programme, stating ‘Caritas’ care plan was
rigid...go to the gym...the pool... That was my directive, not to stay away from drugs. To become
healthy, and this would help me not to take drugs’.
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Medical treatment not only focused on addressing the physical impact of the drug, but also
that of encouraging mental and psychological wellbeing. For some participants, this also
included referrals to psychiatrists and other mental health professionals. In order to address his
cocaine addiction, Ben indeed acknowledged the ‘need of very powerful medicines’.

Legal

Most participants had followed other drug rehabilitation programmes prior to the court-
ordered rehabilitation treatment by the DORB. Participants stated that the DORB’s
rehabilitation treatment was different from the other programmes they had previously followed,
mainly due to its multidisciplinary supervisory role, the active participation of service users
and being court-mandated. As stated by Matthew, ‘It was not my choice. Those at the Tribunal
told me to start with the DORB...In the options that they give you: a programme or you try it
out on your own’.

The DORB’s efforts and functions tackle medical and socio-legal issues through
collaborating and complementing the work of rehabilitation agencies with the aim of restoring
a holistic balance in the person’s life through the uptake of soft skills. The recognition of self-
worth, along with the development of resilience, effective communication, conflict resolution,
problem-solving and stress management are some of the soft skills that support their recovery
and successful reintegration into society. This intersectionality and value of the DORB’s Drug
Court was emphasised as participants expressed peace of mind over court proceedings,
effective drug rehabilitation and socio-economic assistance in reintegration. At stated by Paul,
‘Mentally. It saved me from having to enter and exit jail. I know where it will lead me if I am
careful’. Moreover, the DORB’s drug rehabilitation treatment was different from the ones
attended before, due to being legally binding and having clear legal sanctions if not followed
appropriately. It is, according to Alex, ‘Stricter. This is by law...if you still play around... This
has consequences’.

Participants outlined the practical benefits of court-mandated rehabilitation over
imprisonment, mentioning the criminogenic effect of incarceration due to reinforcing
dependence, asocial behaviour and demotivation to rehabilitate (Zaffarese, 2017). As
acknowledged by Matthew, ‘Wanting or not, you must decide what to do...having the
choice...helped me...[to] stay out clean and do something’. Liam recalled: ‘Now I am more
relieved...I would get so anxious because of Court...had to work and pay the lawyer...Before I
could not plan because if I was going to prison, I could not buy a property’.

This explains the effectiveness of drug courts as compared to voluntary treatment
(Doweiko, 2015), imprisonment, and other non-custodial sanctions such as probation (Walsh,
2011). Considering that most of the participants had never served an imprisonment sentence,
the DORB rehabilitation drug program is seen as mostly benefitting first-time offenders and
those with less serious former infringements (Doweiko, 2015).

Psychosocial

Psychosocial assistance under the DORBs rehabilitation treatment took place through
various modalities: by the social worker and psychotherapist assigned by the Board as key
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worker, the drug rehabilitation agency, as well as family and friends. Such support was pivotal
for overcoming drug dependence and thus preventing relapse.

This psychosocial assistance was described by most participants as giving them courage,
strength, information, and guidance to deal with their lives’ problems. Psychosocial assistance
was effective due to the programme’s design and structure as well as retained contact with
professionals and persons who have undergone or are undergoing a rehabilitation programme.
Mattthew states: ‘What also helped me quit, is the way the programme is structured...First you
go outside on weekends only, then you start increasing slowly. At the moment...I go daily...and
1 get on well’.

For most participants, the psychosocial assistance was considered worthwhile to such an
extent that they felt the need to continue attending and receiving further guidance and support
even after completing the rehabilitation programme. Samuel admits: ‘I do not want to quit... 1
wish to continue going for support, it is not something that you would stop’. Psychosocial
support enabled participants to find ‘people who believe in you, challenge you and talk to
regularly’. Care plans of both residential and non-residential programmes were flexible, giving
participants the possibility to work on their capabilities and ambitions as well as meet their
needs and responsibilities at their own pace. Most of the participants also emphasised that
psychosocial help was not only necessary to quit drugs but also for personal self-growth. As
stated by Zack to ‘Acquire more knowledge about myself, who I am, what are my strengths and
weaknesses...it gives me the means to not take the easy way out, and deal with the problems
head on’. Jacob describes this psychosocial support as a dynamic process where: ‘sometimes [
would get bored. Sometimes I was going well...Sometimes [ would find rest coming here. A bit
of everything’.

The DORB adopted a person-centred approach by addressing the multi-dimensional
aspects arising from addiction, including issues such as employment, education and housing.
As stated by Jacob: ‘It solved all my problems’. For some participants, DORB took a more
supervisory role since they were already clean prior to entering the programme, such that
psychosocial assistance was mainly targeted at sustaining their re-integration efforts, including
facilitating entry into secure employment. For example, Alex recalls that ‘DORB's judge
arranged regarding my employment. I had applied for a job but they did not accept me because
1 used to take drugs’.

The disruption present in a person experiencing drug dependence leads them to feel a lack
of understanding and support (Klingemann & Klingemann, 2007), except from other drug users
(Griffith, 1987). As stated by Ben: ‘here is a friend that...understands that I have a craving
because he likes it as well. Among the rest there is no one who understands me’. In this case,
intrinsic motivation was needed apart from extrinsic motivation arising from “forced”
psychosocial assistance (Grima, 2017). Feeling that the drug’s addictive properties were
stronger than his will to quit, Ben argued that something bad needs to happen to him to serve
as deterrent: ‘I need an overdose. Something that gives me an admonition... That's what I think
would give me a lesson’.

Most participants expressed how support and connection with their family and friends,
both during drug dependence and rehabilitation, helped them to sustain their efforts in quitting
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drugs (Grima, 2017). Matthew states that: ‘The whole family...helped me...I also found
courage because a friend of mine entered into a programme because she was alcoholic’. For
most of the participants, employment was a crucial factor for preventing relapse, while
unemployment fomented relapse. Social, economic and legal problems during one’s journey to
rehabilitation were addressed through engagement in employment. In Michael’s experience,
‘Work got me back on my feet. Meeting people, doing something. Work is important...I started
working...and I am happy’. Participants feared lack of understanding, discrimination and
stigma and were selective of the persons they confided in about undergoing drug rehabilitation.
‘My family knows that I am attending this programme. My employer does not know. I am afraid
that if I would tell him, he will not take it well’ (Liam). However, other participants
acknowledged that once they confided their experience, they received understanding and
support. As stated by Zack, ‘whom I spoke to, gave me support’.

Psychosocial assistance was a crucial element that addressed the self and the biographical
disruption experienced by drug dependence, leading to a journey of biographical
reconstruction. Such assistance contributes to an intersectional approach where social problems
are targeted together with legal and medical remedies (Giordano, 2012).

From Biographical Disruption to Biographical Reconstruction

You throw away your body. Your body is interested in being alive and not
interested in anything. Today I am aware of it”. (Michael)

Rehabilitation was characterised by the transition from biographical disruption (Bury,
1982) brought about by dependence, to biographical reconstruction (Charmaz, 1987, 1995,
2002) driven by rehabilitation. The self in drug rehabilitation underwent a number of internal
and external changes, including cherishing and nurturing meaningful endeavors, developing
positivity and balance, and making better choices in all aspects of social life. This is evident
from the participants’ engagement in employment and development of pro-social relationships.

The barriers hindering drug rehabilitation and reinforcing drug dependence impinged on
the everyday activities of participants (Engman, 2019). The medical, legal and social
challenges faced to quit drug dependence, including the drug’s self-medication and addictive
properties, its perceived indispensability, and the presence of social, economic and legal
problems, drive the self to experience biographical disruption. As stated by Liam, ‘drugs take
away everything from you... You are nothing without it. Pain and despair only. You will get to
a point where you will not see yourself clearly. Always in need of it’. This biographical
disruption was a main reason behind the participants’ decision and motivation to quit. Besides
the financial burdens caused by drug dependence, participants mentioned a deterioration in
physical and mental health. Changes in personality, identity, and daily activities as they were
transformed by the drug, led to lack of interest in pro-social activities, social impairment and
psychological ill-health.

Intersectionality between law, medicine and the self was not only noted in the provision of
DORB’s service but also in the efforts and outcomes within the lives of participants.
Participants identified how their self was deeply affected by drug dependence, acknowledging
the biographical disruption it caused. They also described how rehabilitation helped them
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rebuild and reconstruct their identities, leading to a renewed sense of self. The journey of this
transition from disruption to reconstruction is held as an important element in preventing
relapse. This transition was mainly attributed to the biopsychosocial approach to addiction
facilitated by a multidisciplinary network which assists the person holistically (Cutajar, 2018).

Following their engagement in rehabilitative treatment, participants reported better health,
self-awareness and self-control, pro-social choices and activities, and greater positive actions
by themselves as well as by others towards them. They reported a regained sense of positivity
about life while abstaining from what caused their biographical disruption — drugs. Participants
described becoming stronger both physically and psychologically, reversing dysfunctions
related to work and relationships, as outlined in the DSM-5 criteria for substance use disorders
(APA, 2013).

A stronger sense of biographical reconstruction was noted among those referred by the
Courts of Justice, and/or had a longer drug dependence history, and/or attended residential drug
rehabilitation. Matthew now feels positive and comfortable with oneself, nurturing self-
discipline, responsibility and commitment, and emotional intelligence (Gallagher et al., 2017).
He states:

I am now disciplined with myself. Now I feel that I stand somewhere in my life...
Even emotions which I used to try to remove with drugs, now I deal with problems
that before I would have tried to escape from...Those who saw me after seven
months, saw the difference.

Discussion

Intersectionality: A person-centred approach

The findings refer to a number of important thematic issues regarding measures which help
address the indicated drug dependence and rehabilitation challenges, mainly: medical
assistance targeting biological issues; legal processes targeting crime and punitive sanctions;
and psychosocial assistance targeting socio-economic and psychological difficulties.
Moreover, the intersectionality of law, medicine and the self embodied by the ‘Drug
Dependence (Treatment not Imprisonment) Act’ helps to address biographical disruption
leading to biographical reconstruction. During the onset of the recovery phase, drug
dependence and rehabilitation intersect, generating bouts of biographical disruption and
reconstruction. This is particularly evident in the lived experience of persons undergoing drug
rehabilitation treatment, the drug court proceedings, and the impact of intersectionality on
rehabilitation.

The lived experience of persons undergoing a drug rehabilitation treatment posits law,
medicine and self as important components of drug dependence and rehabilitation (Shannon et
al., 2018). Hence, intersectionality is necessary in both prevention and intervention (Dugosh et
al., 2016). The results confirm that shaming and stigma (De Bono, 2017; Goffman, 1963; Pace,
2016) are an intrinsic part of the lived experience of drug dependence and rehabilitation. Stigma
is more influential in relation to their criminal selves, rather than their drug abusive selves.
Such identity dynamics help to dissociate from crime (Klingemann & Carter-Sobell, 2007).

85



SociologyMT: Issue 1 (2025)

Drug courts were found to be effective for service users as medical, legal and psychosocial
assistance were crucial elements in addressing the self and the biographical disruption
experienced by drug dependence within the rehabilitative process (Thombs & Osburn, 2019),
with most cases declaring biographical reconstruction. The significance of intersectionality
arising from the ‘Drug Dependence (Treatment not Imprisonment) Act’ and its corresponding
executive structure — DORB — strongly emerges from the research, since all participants
recognised the holistic approach enabled by this Act (Carabott, 2017). In addition to the
provisions found under the Probation Act (Cap.446), the Drug Dependence (Treatment not
Imprisonment) Act provided another alternative to imprisonment, and an optimal sanction to
participants’ drug-related crime.

All participants valued the individualised and targeted psychosocial assistance and
supervision (Carabott, 2017). Participants were given psychosocial assistance through DORB’s
social worker by facilitating the uptake of the already existing non-residential or residential
rehabilitation and support programmes by Sedqa, Caritas or OASI, according to the needs of
service users. The psychosocial assistance provided by DORB and the drug rehabilitation
agency through their multidisciplinary teams (Giordano, 2012) gave the participants courage,
strength, support and guidance to deal with their lives’ problems, primarily drug dependence
and its root causes. DORB’s psychotherapy service was generally applauded and highly
regarded in dealing comprehensively with medical, legal and social problems (Portelli, 1994),
contributing to biographical reconstruction. The support of pro-social family and friends was
an essential aid in the provision of psychosocial assistance (Cutajar, 2018; Grima, 2017).

The research reinforces the view that quitting drugs is challenging due to its addictive and
self-medicating properties (Doweiko, 2015; Steiner, 2019). Participants were already receiving
medical assistance when entering DORB’s rehabilitation treatment, or else self-medicating by
softer illicit drugs. They experienced multiple relapses due to a lack of strict adherence to
medical assistance. The gap in medical treatment for non-opioid drug dependents (Doweiko,
2015) hinders the intersectional and holistic rehabilitation treatment that DORB seeks to
achieve. Indeed, while heroin and cocaine cause biographical disruption in different ways but
at relatively equal levels, heroin users — which are assisted by OST — as compared to cocaine
users, expressed greater personal changes (including body, identity and self) leading to a more
outstanding sense of biographical reconstruction.

Overall, the research consolidates the view that due to their intersectoral approach, drug
courts offer an effective rehabilitative service for drug dependents (Dugosh et al., 2016;
Shannon et al., 2018). An intersectional approach takes into account that medicine, law and the
self in drug dependence and rehabilitation intersect through a fluctuating process such that at a
given moment, one area may dominate over the other two domains. This was especially evident
in the case of participants who appeared in front of DORB and were given a chance to
rehabilitate with ongoing support and supervision, and who have chosen to undergo residential
rehabilitation. In this case, as a result of court proceedings, assistance was given through
detoxification and/or OST, so that the rehabilitation and reconstruction of the self could take
place.
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The analysis shows that a lack of adequate attention to a person’s problem in any one area
(i.e. a lack of intersectionality) may trigger additional problems in this same area or in the other
two areas. The complexity of these problems further highlight the importance of a holistic
approach arising from interdisciplinary (Sciortino, 1999) and multidisciplinary teams
(Giordano, 2012). This is evident in cocaine addiction, where no substitution treatment is
available. In such an absence, participants were more likely to strategically use softer drugs to
abstain from harder drugs, putting the person at risk of other dependencies and also of failing
or being punishable in the eyes of the law. A person who does not benefit from psychosocial
support which effectively addresses their specific challenges may also be more susceptible to
drug-related crime and management failure in medical routines (Doweiko, 2015; UNODC,
2018). Additionally, persons with pending criminal proceedings are more likely to feel
discouraged to quit drug dependence or to reconstruct their self and life (Borg, 2007; Miller,
2010). Hence, medicine, law and social services that address drug dependence are of utmost
effectiveness in facilitating biographical reconstruction when they are all present and work
simultaneously and complementary through a person-centered approach (Anderson et al.,
2015).

Despite the overall positive experience of most participants towards the intersectional
approach in service provision, as noted in the objectives and methodology, it must be noted
that this model is not without challenges. Despite this intersectionality and the benefits arising
thereof, around 24% who enter the programme do not successfully complete it (J. Buhagiar
Fiott, personal communication, February 3, 2020). Moreover, the narratives and lived
experiences of DORB’s intersectional service provision which have been examined for the
purpose of the study may not fully reflect the reality experienced by all participants. Given the
possibility of social desirability bias, those who volunteered for the study may not accurately
reflect the whole population, particularly since this research did not include perspectives from
those who failed the DORB programme.

Recommendations for service provision

The research gives rise to various areas for improvement in drug dependency and
rehabilitation. The following section presents a number of recommendations which whilst not
explicitly voiced by the participants in the interviewing process, transpired from the
researchers’ practical and academic immersion in the field.

Through its multidisciplinary composition and processes in conjunction with Drug Courts,
the DORB service offers a good practice example of intersectionality in drug rehabilitation
within the Maltese context. Yet, the effectiveness of intersectionality demands a transformative
conception of criminal justice from its traditional punitive and retributive approach to a more
restorative one, based on rehabilitation and reform. Within this restorative framework, which
conceives crime as primarily a form of harm committed against people, rehabilitative processes
need to be more sensitive and inclusive of victims and victimised communities, whilst focusing
on offenders’ redemption and reconstructions of the self. This also demands a transformative
change in corrections, from isolating carceral punishments to more rehabilitative measures.
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Intersectionality is adequately reflected in the ‘Drug Dependence (Treatment not
Imprisonment) Act’, however legislative review is needed for this to be more effectively
reflected in other domestic legislative frameworks such as the ‘Dangerous Drugs Ordinance’.
Legislative review widening current eligibility criteria for participation in DORB is also
necessary to ensure that no one is excluded from opportunities of rehabilitation, including
repeat and more serious offenders.

Since pending court cases lengthen the biographical disruption suffered by the drug
dependent, measures should be taken where necessary to reduce the bureaucratic and lengthy
administrative procedures for the resolution of criminal court cases. Due attention also needs
to be given to ensure that vital aspects of social life such as health, employment and education
are not hindered by court proceedings.

The adoption of intersectionality needs to go beyond interventive drug rehabilitation
services such as DORB, by becoming further embedded in preventive, aftercare and harm
reduction measures. Universal and targeted awareness and educational campaigns should take
further account of the multitudinal consequences of drug abuse and dependence by
emphasising the resulting biographical disruption on all spheres of life.

Enhanced understanding and praxis on intersectionality through capacity building of
professionals working in the field of addiction is crucial for promoting a holistic and
comprehensive approach towards drug rehabilitation. The strength of intersectionality and
multidisciplinarity also depends on the involvement of all stakeholders, in particular service
users themselves who through their experiential knowledge are fundamental for the
amelioration of policies and services.

Despite its strengths arising from IPA, the study considers a number of limitations which
highlight academical and theoretical lacunae in terms of intersectionality in drug dependence
and rehabilitation. It is worthwhile to consider conducting dedicated research focusing on
individuals who did not successfully complete the DORB programme. Such a study could
provide critical insights into whether the intersectional model contributed to their inability to
finish the programme and explore other potential factors involved. Understanding the specific
obstacles faced by those who struggle within this intersectional framework may reveal areas
where service provision could be adjusted or enhanced. The knowledge base in the field could
be further enhanced through greater impact assessment and evaluative studies on the
effectiveness of current programmes and services in place, adopting comparative, longitudinal
and ethnographic studies: i) assessing the success rate of DORB in comparison to other drug
rehabilitation programmes; and ii) measuring the role and functions played by DORB,
rehabilitation agencies and probation services within the biographical reconstruction process
across time and in the long-term. A specific example is undertaking a comparative analysis
between persons who were referred to DORB by the Courts of Justice and those referred by
the Commissioner for Justice. Intersectionality could be further explored in terms of socio-
demographic characteristics in order to evaluate how drug rehabilitation programmes can be
more inclusive. Moreover, it could be interesting to assess how intersectionality could be
transferred to other forms of addiction and other areas of social life. The transferability of the
findings of this study and other prospective studies, both within the Maltese and international
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context, would widen the existing knowledge base on drug addiction and treatment. While the
decriminalisation and legalisation of drugs could offer potential benefits for regulating the drug
market and facilitating less dangerous products and choice for drug dependents, their
implementation must be approached with caution to avoid possible negative impacts on society
at large.

This research substantiates the biopsychosocial model of addiction and the
intersectionality of drug dependence, confirming that fully grasping its complexities
necessitates a multifaceted approach and the ability to view the issue from various perspectives
(Thombs & Osborn, 2019). The research indeed reinforces the significance of the
intersectionality of law, medicine and the self to facilitate the transition from biological
disruption to biological reconstruction.
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Abstract

This research investigates the residents’ perceptions of soundscapes in Birzebbuga, a
Maltese town marked by diverse acoustic environments. Noise pollution, particularly from
the Malta Freeport terminals, is a frequent concern among locals. Using Robert Murray
Schafer's concept of soundscapes, this study aims to explore how these soundscapes
influence the residents' sense of place.

Sounds were recorded in 12 distinct areas of Birzebbuga, followed by a focus group
discussion with eight residents to capture their reactions. The audio elicitation method
revealed various emotional responses including nostalgia, frustration, and serenity. Key
findings indicate that residential soundscapes, such as church bells (a soundmark), foster a
sense of community and belonging. Natural soundscapes like those of Tal-Mara Cliffs (a
keynote sound) evoke tranquillity, despite concerns over environmental degradation. In
contrast, industrial sounds from the Freeport (a signal sound) and overpassing aeroplanes
are sources of annoyance, disrupting daily activities.

The study highlights that while the soundscapes of the locality centre evoke positive
emotions and nostalgia, natural soundscapes strengthen residents' connection to their
locality. Industrial soundscapes, however, predominantly cause irritation. Despite these
issues, residents express a strong sense of place and reluctance to move away, often citing
their bond with the sea and community. Future research could explore the evolution of
these soundscapes over time and compare Birzebbuga's acoustic environment with other
Maltese localities to better understand regional variations and resident perceptions.

Keywords: audio-elicitation; Birzebbuga; soundscapes; sense of place
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Introduction

Soundscapes are captivating because they enable individuals to engage with sounds and
use those sounds as a medium for interacting with others, enriching conversations, and shared
experiences within various contexts. The term ‘soundscapes’ refers to the sound or combination
of many that form or emerge from the absorption of a real or an artificial environment (Schafer,
1994). The International Standardisation Organisation (ISO) defined the term ‘soundscape’ as
the “acoustic environment as perceived or experienced and understood by a person or people
in context” (ISO, 2014). The notion of soundscapes can allow research a more sociological
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perspective on sounds and noise. Also, they can explore the whole picture rather than only
focusing on the negative aspects which are usually noises.

The current analysis on soundscapes is very scarce, especially locally. Research on sound
is often limited to quantitative measurement in terms of decibels, mostly at policy level,
ignoring qualitative research. This paper sets out to research sound, its meanings, and
attachments rather than its frequent reduction to noise and negative connotations. The main
aim is to measure the residents’ sense of place by eliciting how they relate to the different
soundscapes of Birzebbuga, from natural to industrial soundscapes. When sense of place is
discussed, it refers to the emotional connections that people develop and encounter in particular
locations and environments. It is also used to describe the uniqueness and distinctiveness of a
particular locality (Foote & Azaryahu, 2009).

Birzebbuga was chosen for this study as it is the researcher's lifelong home, where he
received his primary education and was involved with local organisations. With all his family
from Birzebbuga, the town holds deep emotional significance for him, filled with memories of
experiences and people. While he knows the locality well, he acknowledges there is still more
to discover. Despite its motto, "Paci u sahha lil kulhadd” (Peace and good health to everyone),
the town's reputation is challenged by residents' frequent complaints about noise pollution,
raising questions about the remaining peace in Birzebbuga.

Birzebbuga is a port, a seaside resort and a locale. The Malta Freeport made this locality
a hub of international trade. As a locality it also has proximity to a major industrial estate and
the airport, hence being directly en route of planes descending to or taking off from the airport.
Nevertheless, Birzebbuga is still characterised by natural spaces. All these will invite a very
particular set of soundscapes.

Soundscapes

Sounds take longer than visuals to be processed in our brains and for us to react to them,
but they have a major part in forming our affinity with space, place, or circumstance (Lawson,
2001, p. 61). The term ‘soundscape’ was first coined by Michael Southworth (1969) and then
popularised by Robert Murray Schafer in the World Soundscape Project in 1971 and his
subsequent work ‘The soundscape: Our sonic environment and the tuning of the world’
(Schafer, 1971; Wissmann & Zimmermann, 2010, p. 374). Southworth (1969) identified
soundscapes as important elements of the urban landscape and referred to the sound that grabs
our attention as a “sonic sign”, which creates a visual image in the viewer’s mind. Schafer
imagined the world as a musical composition, with its flaws needing to be mended by acoustic
designers by “improving the orchestration of the world” (Traux, 2021). ‘Soundscapes’ is a very
broad multi-disciplinary term, and it refers to everything that has to do with musical or field
recordings to descriptions of auditory environments (Cerwen, 2016).

Soundscapes are shaped by subjective perceptions of the acoustic aspects of urban and
rural areas, varying based on how individuals interpret different sounds (Davies et al., 2013, p.
224). The acoustic environment plays a crucial role in influencing the physical world and is
relevant to social sciences due to its impact on quality of life (Chuengsatiansup, 1999; Liu et
al., 2013; Ohrstrom et al.,, 2006; Skanberg & Ohrstrom, 2002). Today, the world is
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overwhelmed with sound and only a small portion can be clearly perceived (Schafer, 1994, p.
71). However, soundscapes offer valuable practical and methodological insights for research,
as seen in various urban and rural studies. For example, Di Loreto et al. (2022) found that
people generally prefer natural over artificial sounds. Nevertheless, Southworth (1969) is
credited with recognising soundscape as a key element of the urban environment, emphasising
that its significance depends on the sound's content, context, and intensity.

Humans unconsciously classify their daily soundscapes in relation to their activities (Steele
et al., 2015). Schafer’s soundscape typology includes three key sonic abstractions: keynote
sounds, signal sounds, and soundmarks (Schafer, 1994). Classifications through these
abstractions may not be fixed but could also depend on how people interact differently with
sounds. Keynote sounds are background sounds that do not require active listening as they
become used to when heard on a daily basis. The hum of traffic or birds chirping are some
examples (Schafer, 1994, p. 10). A signal sound is a sound which captures attention and stands
out from the background sounds. The sound of a distinctive bird call not typical in Malta or the
sound of an old car which emits a loud noise when passing by can be considered as signal
sounds (Schafer, 1994, pp. 9-10). Soundmarks, akin to landmarks, are sounds which have the
ability to identify a particular location and also when a sound has qualities whereby people of
a community particularly notice it (Adams et al., 2006, p. 2392).

In Malta, academic literature on soundscapes is still in its infancy. An article by Micallef
Filletti et al. (2023) investigated the marine soundscape around Malta and the importance of
understanding underwater noise for ecosystem health, especially given the potential impacts
on marine life. It suggests further research to monitor and mitigate human-induced underwater
noise in Maltese waters. Peake (2008) examines the role of sensory experiences, such as
culinary traditions and soundscapes, in creating an "authentic Gozo" for locals and tourists,
enhancing both cultural identity and tourism appeal. The limited literature on Maltese
soundscapes makes this study on Birzebbuga a much-needed contribution to this field.

It is crucial to distinguish between noise and sound. Noise is an unwanted, unpleasant
sound that disrupts sleep and tasks requiring focus (Moudon, 2009). To understand the
harmfulness of noise, it is essential to consider its impact rather than its source (Kohut, 2015,
p. 6). Notably, traffic noise emerges as the most significant contributor to noise pollution (Khan
et al., 2018). Control over sound influences annoyance, as even a favourite song can irritate if
excessively loud (Epstein & Bronzaft, 2020, p. 63). In this context, the concept of soundscape
gained prominence among noise and health researchers in the 1990s, aligning with increased
noise abatement efforts to protect citizens from harmful noise levels (Axelsson, 2020).

Soundscapes, as part of the local environment, influence social and ecological interactions,
studied within environmental sociology. These soundscapes, encompassing biological,
geological, and human-made sounds, affect animal behaviours and serve as indicators of
environmental health and biodiversity in urban and natural areas (BioScience, 2023). An
interdisciplinary approach, including environmental sociology, psychology, and urban
planning, is vital to tackling urbanisation and noise pollution challenges (Aletta & Xiao, 2018).
For instance, Birdlife protested a model airplane facility in Wied Znuber, which could disrupt
sensitive nesting birds like seagulls (Arena, 2022). Soundscapes also enrich maritime sociology
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by examining the impact of natural and human-made coastal sounds on coastal communities
of workers and residents, with theories like Actor-Network Theory framing oceans as "hybrid"
spaces where nature and culture intersect (Kotodziej & Kotodziej-Durnas, 2022; Kotodziej-
Durnas, 2014).

Biriebbuga

The focus of this study, Birzebbuga (see Figure 1), has had its own limited scholarship on
noise effects, given the location of Malta Freeport, one of the largest container terminals in the
Mediterranean. In a recent study, a staggering 98% of respondents said that noise is a problem
in Birzebbuga, especially during the night (between 0:00 am - 6:00 am), and more so during
the summer months (Camilleri, 2021). Areas alongside ports have a great mixture of different
activities in coexistence: this creates a complex blend of sounds and noise (Licitra et al., 2022,
p.270). When measuring noise, Camilleri found aircraft noises, alarm noise from RTG cranes
at the Freeport along with the banging of containers as the main sources of noise, with the
Freeport emitting a sound of 58 dB A when the World Health Organization (WHO) stipulates
a limit of 54 dB A (Camilleri, 2021).

About a century ago, Birzebbuga was known for its tranquillity and natural beauty,
attracting noble families to build summer residences there (D’Amato & Balzan, 2017, p. 88).
During the summer, the town had a vibrant social and commercial life, especially near the sea,
but it became quiet in winter (D’ Amato & Balzan, 2017, p. 108). Today, however, the sonic
environment is very different. In 2021, the Maltese Government proposed building an
automobile racetrack within the limits of Hal Far, causing concern among residents who argue
that Birzebbuga cannot handle more noise sources (The Malta Independent, 2021). Over the
years, the government has introduced measures like the double-glazed window scheme to
mitigate noise issues and proposed projects to create new urban spaces. Additionally, the Malta
Freeport has planned projects like the shore-to-ship initiative to reduce terminal noise (Vella
2023).

In more recent years, Pretty Bay and St. George’s Bay were vibrant with activity and the
sounds of people enjoying the crystal-clear waters during summer (D’ Amato & Balzan, 2017,
p. 108). However, the construction and operation of Malta Freeport has reduced Pretty Bay's
appeal as a swimming spot, though it remains popular for beach sports and leisure after being
replenished with sand. Today, Birzebbuga comprises three main residential areas: the central
part near the parish church and sea, Qajjenza, and Tal-Papa along with some residents in
Benghajsa. The locality also includes rural and industrial zones, creating a diverse mix of
soundscapes that make Birzebbuga a fascinating case study.
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Figure 1: Aerial view of Birzebbuga
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Locality and sense of place

Locality refers to a specific area which is characterised by its physical boundaries and
inhabited by a community of people. Massey (1994) notes that locality is shaped by the social
interactions and networks that occur within a specific geographical area. A community is an
interdependent human system structured by its internal conversations, with its history,
buildings, and culture emerging from these interactions (Block, 2008, p. 30). The term
"community" is a highly contested term, reflecting its fluidity (Blackshaw, 2010). Birzebbuga
now hosts 3,425 non-Maltese residents which amounts to almost a third of the locality’s
population of 11, 844 residents (NSO, 2021, p. 67). In Birzebbuga, the term ‘community’ can
refer to various groups such as the Catholic church community or the small fishing community.
However, in this paper, it will be used to refer to those residing in Birzebbuga with an affinity
for the place.

Locality is closely linked to a sense of place and identity, where social and cultural aspects
shape residents' lives. Tuan (1977) emphasises that the cultural traits of a locality are
fundamental in shaping its distinct identity, as shared practices and values not only define the
community but also distinguish it from others. Relph (1976) describes the attachment to a
locality as a deep connection that contributes to one’s identity and community sense. A sense
of place is tied to the "devotion" people feel for these settings, reflecting a locality's uniqueness
(Foote & Azaryahu, 2009; Lewicka, 2011). Easthope (2016) notes that the home holds
significant social, psychological, and emotional meaning, reflecting residents' sense of
belonging (p. 109). Relph (1976) adds that space should be understood through the experiences
people create within it, which can be instinctive (p. 9).
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Methodology

Soundscapes led the researcher to investigate the perceptions of people on different
sounds. To investigate these sounds, they need to be recorded; hence a repository of sounds
recorded in different spaces in Birzebbuga was created. For this research, 12 sound recordings
were recorded (see Figure 2). Most of them were recorded during a walk around Birzebbuga
on a February Saturday morning while others were recorded on other days in the same period.
The sonic atmosphere of these spaces can be essential to Birzebbuga’s identity.

Figure 2: A map of the spaces where the sounds were recorded

Tal-
Mara

e or Sbj'gfi,h-r\\ladm 5

““open market

Malta Freeport S

Terminals

Pretty Bay

Photo created by author with the help of Google Maps

Originally, this research was part of a Master of Arts dissertation so this particular period
of the year was chosen so that the researcher would have enough time to carry out the research
processes and analyse the findings. Given this decision and that soundscapes are temporal,
some limitations can be noted. For example, in summer, spaces such as Wied Zembagq, the
sound of Cicadas can be heard during the day and the sound of the ‘werzieq’ during the night.
These sounds are non-existent during winter. The soundscape which comprises the beach
activity of Pretty Bay in summer in contrast to the winter one is another example. Therefore, it
is important to note that these are snapshots of particular days and times. These recordings were
categorised into natural, industrial, and residential soundscapes. Each space has its particular
sound(s), which are different from each other. The visual experiences of these spaces are also
distinct from each other.

Areas studied

All photos in this article were taken by the author.
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Sea sounds near Ferretti Battery, Qajjenza

A sound recording of the sea crashing against the rocks near the Ferretti Battery was taken.

Figure 3: The Qajjenza shore Figure 4: Ferretti Battery

Borg in-Nadur

Here one can hear dogs barking, the background noise of the Freeport, cars passing by, and the
church bells. The high position of this hill can provide a great mix of sounds that are found in
the area.

Figure 5: The view from the hill at Borg in-Nadur
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Wied Zembaq, Ta’ Kaccatura

The sounds that can be heard in this recording are those of birds and roosters.

Figure 6: Wied Zembaq

Birzebbuga Church Square

The recording taken in this area captured the sound of church bells ringing.

Figure 7: Parish Church of St. Peter in Chains  Figure 8: Church square, 'pjazza’
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Pretty Bay

The sound recording has managed to capture the sound of children shouting while playing with
a ball, the sounds of the ball itself, some inaudible conversations, and the motion of the sea in
the background.

Figure 9: Pretty bay

Tal-Mara Cliffs. near Ghar Hasan

The recording that was taken here only captured the sound of a few birds chirping and the
sound of the sea.

Figure 10: Tal-Mara Cliffs next to the blocked entry to Ghar Hasan
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Immaculate Conception Chapel Square, Benghajsa

Not many sounds can be heard here, only some birds chirping and also the sound of the Freeport
in the background.

Figure 11: Benghajsa chapel square

Birzebbuga Open Market

The recording taken here while strolling through the open market has captured hawkers
marketing their new offers in the traditional way that has been synonymous with these for many
years: ‘Look at the new offers that we have for you.” Although the open market and the shouting
done by the hawkers are not unique to the Maltese islands, the way that the hawkers market
their offers has become very synonymous with tradition.

Figure 12: [I-Monti - Birzebbuga open market
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Tal-Papa Area

The sound captured here is of an aeroplane getting ready for landing.

Figure 13: Tal-Papa area Figure 14: Aeroplane over Tal-Papa area

Birzebbuga Football Centre

In this recording, one can hear people talking, children shouting and parents instructing their
children what to do while watching them play football.

Figure 15: The Birzebbuga Football Facility Z lgMu{%é?ﬂ;h e Birzebbuga Football Facility next
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Birzebbuga Primary School

The recording captured children screaming and playing during break time.

Figure 17: Biriebbuga Primary School

Seaside near the Malta Freeport

In addition to the constant noise from the Freeport, the recording captures the sound of a
reversing container trailer, the sea, and a nearby ship worker's walkie-talkie.

Figure 18: Malta Freeport Terminals
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Data collection

To hear and analyse the perceptions of different Birzebbuga residents, a qualitative
approach was administered, making a focus group the ideal method. It allows participants to
build conversations and arguments, letting the moderator observe their interactions and explore

group discussions, providing valuable data for understanding group processes (Barbour, 2007,
pp. 31-32).

The focus group was held at the centrally located parish hall, convenient and familiar to
all participants. The parish priest, Canon Anton Galea Scannura, provided the hall. The venue
was ideal as it allowed for no interference of sound recordings. The exercise took place around
a table where all participants could sit comfortably.

The sampling combined purposive and convenience methods. Purposive sampling targeted
individuals who could best help in answering the research questions, aiming for diversity in
age and duration of residence in Birzebbuga (Bryman, 2012, p. 418). This was done by
recruiting by means of a Google form shared on Facebook and a group ‘Nghaqqdu
Birzebbuga’. While not all criteria were met, a diverse group was still achieved. Convenience
sampling involved recruiting available individuals which was done by directly recruiting
people or through gatekeepers. Eight participants from different backgrounds were recruited.
This possibly encouraged more candid expression of views, which were contrasting at times.
The discussion was lively, reducing the need for planned questions. The researcher primarily
acted as a moderator facilitating interaction, occasionally introducing opinions to stimulate or
redirect the conversation.

The primary ethical consideration was ensuring participant confidentiality through
pseudonymisation to promote open discussion and prevent potential harassment (BSA, 2017,
p. 5). The study presented minimal risk as no sensitive personal details were required. This was
outlined in the information sheet given to participants. Ethical Clearance to carry out this study
was given by the Faculty of Arts Research Ethics Committee (FREC) (Ref: ARTS-2023-
00242).

Audio-elicitation

Elicitation is the act of bringing forward emotions, opinions, and facts. Social researchers
use this method to evoke a discussion (Harris, 2015, p. 15). On photo elicitation, Bukowski
and Buetow (2010) stated that they make the “invisible, visible” by inducing emotion,
memories and perceptions that can give wonderful findings. The same can be said for audio
elicitation, whereby the participants discuss and share the meaning and significance that a
sound recording has to them. With this method, the information needed can be obtained from
people’s thoughts on the recordings played without asking many questions. For this research,
the 12 sound recordings which were recorded, were played out during the focus group on a
portable speaker. This gave the participants an opportunity to instantly react to these sounds
and give their own thoughts. These sounds initiated some insightful discussions among these
eight Birzebbuga residents and there was an emotional engagement with sounds.

Sounds can be unspecified and generic which makes way for rich storytelling, but they can
also be very specific which can lead to the identification of places (Harris, 2015, p. 16). Vokes
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(2007) concluded that like photos, sounds also have a “hypnotic pull” because audio elicitation
initiates sociality, discussions and debates (p. 409). Audio clips of various sounds can prompt
people to recount memories especially if those sound recordings are familiar and are
experienced during their daily lives. Audio elicitation acts as stimulus to start or continue a
conversation among participants provoking a perception of a sensed memory (Harris, 2015).
Sound has more potential to grab our attention, maybe because we cannot close our ears the
way we close our eyes (Tuan, 1990, p. 8).

Data analysis

Grounded theory was used in focus group analysis to let theories emerge and evolve from
data collection (Bryman, 2012, p. 387). Discussions on specific sounds revealed themes like
temporality, environmental noise impact, and multisensory place attachment. Thematic
analysis was also applied to identify and structure main themes, guiding the research (Clarke
& Braun, 2017).

Results and Discussion

The participants were all given fictitious names as a means of data pseudonymisation. The
first part of the focus group started by asking them to introduce themselves and say what does
Birzebbuga means to them Most participants mentioned sound, perhaps because they knew
about the research topic beforehand and were reminded of it during the researcher’s
introduction. Here any sound mentioned by the participants was noise which is related to either
the Freeport, acroplanes, or others.

There were participants who referred to their rosier childhood and youth to describe what
Birzebbuga means to them and subsequently compared it to present day Birzebbuga which was
described as quite dull. There were participants who thought otherwise about present-day
Birzebbuga. For example, Olivia prefers Birzebbuga to other localities because of the sea.
Andrew also explained that Birzebbuga is close to his heart: ‘7 got used to the noises, not much
to complain about... I love it [Birzebbuga] and I cannot imagine myself living in another
locality for sure’. This comment was later criticised by Peter, the eldest participant, because
according to him, getting used to something harmful is worrying for the future of the locality.
Trigg (2012) argues that 'place memory' brings hidden environmental details to the forefront,
while pushing past experiences into the background (p. 71). This concept is evident in
participants' comparisons of Birzebbuga's past and present, where changes are emphasised, and
unchanged aspects are overlooked, fading into the background of memory.

When categorising different information, we discover commonalities, contrasts, and
different patterns. The sound recordings taken were grouped into different types which were
the natural, local centre and industrial soundscapes.

Sense of place in relation to the residential areas of Biriebbuga

Proshansky (1978) introduced the theory of place identity, defining it as the aspects of self
that shape an individual's identity through both conscious and unconscious ideas of a specific
setting (p. 155). Participants showed a strong emotional attachment to sounds associated with
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the residential community, revealing place identities formed through deep individual and social
experiences. They could vividly describe these experiences, with the sounds discussed in the
following paragraphs being positively received. Comments like ?these sounds identify a
Maltese locality’ and ‘these make a locality vibrant’ highlight how these sounds help
participants identify different parts of Birzebbuga and foster their attachment to the area.

After listening to the sound recorded near the local primary school, Peter remarked: ‘These
bring back memories to me”’. Reacting to the loud screams of children, Jana said, ‘We did
worse, I think’. Older participants recalled memories of a shop near the school known as ‘fan-
nonny’. They also discussed the school bells, which rang until a few years ago but are now
silent. Emma, who lives nearby, mentioned that she used to hear the bells clearly from her
home.

The sounds from the local school were met with positive feedback, as they evoke fond
memories and represent the lively aspect of local childhoods. These sounds symbolise
continuity and hope, reflecting a thriving community. An empty school, by contrast, would
signal decline, like deserted mountain villages in Europe. In the participants’ views, the school
sounds can be considered a soundmark as it is a sound which identifies a particular place where
fond memories were done. However, for nearby residents, they might function as a keynote
sound if they are accustomed to them, or a signal sound if they capture attention, highlighting
the complexity of these abstractions.

The sounds from the Birzebbuga Football Facility, though relatively new and not directly
connected to the participants, are not considered part of the noisy soundscape. Some
participants, despite criticising the strong lights, view the sounds as a positive symbol of a
thriving community. Peter expressed a preference for hearing children and youth loudly
engaging in activities that help them grow, rather than engaging in destructive acts, highlighting
his concern for the community's youth. While some saw the football ground's sounds as a
‘statement of a community’ others found them disruptive during MUSEUM meetings, showing
differing perceptions of these sounds. These can be regarded as sound signals by those
experiencing disruptions, and as a soundmark by those who specially regard it as important for
the community.

Then there is the soundmark of the Birzebbuga Parish Church bells which has the social
significance of an active community as told by the participants. This sound can be easily
identifiable as being recorded in Birzebbuga. Someone even said that the sound of the church
bells of the locality is better than other localities which shows a huge sense of positive
emotional attachment to the sound. In Birzebbuga, the bells were commissioned at one go in
1969 to ensure that the bells complement each other. The nostalgic sense of place which
comprises a good level of reminiscing about a place at a particular period was brought out in
the findings. Place attachments can extend over time, and this can be seen when a participant
mentioned the fact that the sound of the church clock gives her a sense of belonging because it
brings her nostalgia for when she was young and used to live near the Parish Church.

Andrew: 1 have no problems (with understanding the church bells), I understand
everything, I would think ‘Listen, there is a mass in fifteen minutes’.
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Peter: There is a reason for every chime.

Peter: Every Friday they ring....

Andrew: Every Thursday they ring the peal of the Eucharist.

Andrew: There is a purpose for everything, even for a couple of chimes.

Peter: If you understand the way they work, you will appreciate them more.

Andrew is very knowledgeable about the way church bells work and even goes up the bell
tower to ring the bells himself. He has shown that he has developed a place identity with the
bell tower in the way that he described his emotional attachment to the church bells. This also
shows how such things form part of his personality. The findings, especially regarding the
church bells, flea market, and hawkers, support Relph's (1976) view on identity. He suggests
that when identity develops through meaningful engagement with people in a community, it
endures as long as its symbols retain their significance.

The Flea market generates a lot of interesting sounds. ‘I like them, they do not bother me’,
started off Jana before the participants delved into a conversation on the different sounds by
different merchants that used to (and some still do) go around the locality. Some mentioned the
recognisable sound of the gas vendor which varies from the sound of the bread seller and its
cyclical aspect that people wait for on a daily. ‘These are sounds of a Maltese village’, one
participant said. Peter noted: ‘These types of sounds are now a thing of the past, those who used
to shout could be associated with the product they used to sell’.

One participant mentioned that one can do a little bit of negotiating in the market which
cannot be done in a supermarket. Emma who lives close by where the flea market is organised
expressed the joy that it gives her: ‘Instead of hearing the noises coming out of cars, sometimes
I hear a shout every now and then’.

These sounds can be regarded as soundmarks in Schafer’s terms because they can identify
a Maltese village, as some participants said. They seem to give a sense of place to these
participants because they make them feel at home. Calls of the vendors to promote their
products is part of the identity of a Maltese village. Some still try to keep it alive with a loud
recording and others use their own particular horn which usually may identify one van from
another. These sounds seem to be well-liked among the participants.

The sound of aeroplanes is a distinctive feature in Tal-Papa area, evoking memories among
participants about their experiences with this noise in Birzebbuga. Andrew noted that he rarely
notices the noise now, maybe because he has become so accustomed to it that he questions if
any planes have passed overhead. He only becomes aware of it in quieter moments. Emma
echoed this, saying she does not pay much attention to the aeroplane sounds. Participants
mentioned that the noise can be disruptive, overpowering the sound of a TV or interrupting
phone conversations, with others on the call often asking, ‘What was that?’. Schafer (1994)
describes such overpowering sounds as “imperialistic” (p. 77). Despite being a significant noise
source, some residents prefer it over constant vehicle noise. Research shows that aircraft noise

is often perceived as more annoying than traffic noise, particularly by those living near airports
(Baudin et al., 2021; Wothge et al., 2017).
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Jacob: When I am in the company of someone who is not from Birzebbuga, they tell
me that they are too noisy, but I do not pay attention because I got used to the noises.
I also remember having a meeting outside at the MUSEUM during the summer and
it would stop until an aeroplane passed over because we could not hear anything.

For his part Peter stated that this type of recurring sound is there, but we do not listen to it
with attention. He recounted how back then certain aeroplanes did much more noise pollution
because they were louder, ‘The RAF had aeroplanes with noises that can drive you crazy’. In
continuation, Jana said that years ago an aeroplane known as “ir-russu” (An Antonov cargo
plane) used to set the whole place quaking.

The key takeaway from the discussions is that some residents have become accustomed
to the sound, which, according to Schafer, functions as a keynote sound because it is typically
ignored and remains in the background. However, it can also act as a signal sound, drawing the
attention of non-residents even when they are on the other end of a phone call. The impact of
the aeroplane noise is not confined to specific areas, as disruptions were reported across
different parts of Birzebbuga.

Sense of place in relation to the natural areas of Bir;ebbuga

Some participants identified the sea and valleys as key sources of tranquillity, fostering a
connection to Birzebbuga. Schafer (1994) describes the sea as a fundamental natural element
that is consistently present (pp. 15, 19). During the focus group, the sound of the sea was said
to evoke calmness and a sense of belonging. One participant highlighted that experiencing the
sea (its sights and sounds) offers a sense of belonging, more than just tranquillity. He noted:
‘One needs to be there, watch, listen and appreciate, it gives me a sense of belonging rather
than a sense of tranquillity’. The recorded sound of a rough winter sea may evoke different
feelings compared to the calm summer sea. Some participants even seek out similar sounds
online for relaxation while working. The sea was viewed as part of the identity of Birzebbuga,
hence a significant "soundmark" that enhances the sense of place in Birzebbuga, with
participants expressing a preference for living in a seaside town.

The sound recordings that were taken in Borg in-Nadur, Wied Zembaq and in the limits of
Tal-Mara cliffs can all be considered part of the natural soundscape of Birzebbuga. These are
spaces that are cut off from the main activity of the locality and more natural sounds can be
heard such as those of animals and in some instances, of the sea. With regards to the sound
recording of Borg in-Nadur, Elisa said, ‘I barely heard Freeport noises, vehicles are heard a
little, people and vehicles are seen as small as ants there, one can see everything from a
distance, so it is a bit far away from the main activity, there is a sense of tranquillity there’.
Stephanie then pointed out that she likes these environments in Birzebbuga because there is
somewhere to go to disconnect in the locality. Peter mentioned the buzzing of cicadas in
summer, while Jana found their constant noise irritating. Stephanie associated this sound with
summer.

Although the recordings captured only natural sounds, noises from the Hal Far racetrack
and aeroplanes are occasionally audible from Wied Zembaq and Borg in-Nadur. This illustrates
the overlapping soundscapes in densely populated Birzebbuga, where different areas’ sounds

111



D. Gafa®

intersect. Elisa noted that in Wied Zembagq, you are unlikely to hear the everyday hustle and
bustle: ‘Then you are going to hear a sound ... “bumm”, maybe an aeroplane or something
from the Freeport, they will be noticed more because the sounds there are more isolated’. She
added that in the town centre, these sounds might go unnoticed due to the constant noise of
vehicles and other activities. In quiet rural areas, intense sounds are more attention-grabbing
where they might either annoy people or prompt them to reflect on the sounds. Sounds
considered keynote in urban settings may become sound signals in rural environments. These
two recordings can be considered as keynote sounds, however, certain sounds which can be
heard in these spaces but were not in the recording, will certainly be classified as signal sounds.

In the recording from Tal-Mara Cliffs, the sounds heard can be regarded as keynote sounds.
Here Emma noted that the area is quiet and free from the Freeport’s sonic presence but
expressed concern over the litter and occasional burning of waste, saying, ‘With the waste left
there, one cannot leave their dog unleashed for a few minutes’ Elisa mentioned hearing factory
noises and smelling dead fish, highlighting that ‘you get the visual and sensory experience in
all totality there’. While the recording captures tranquil sounds, a full sense of place requires
considering the complete sensory experience and familiarity with the location. This indicates
that true attachment to a place involves multiple senses and experiences.

Participants expressed appreciation for Birzebbuga's tranquil and calming natural sites.
One participant, who frequently organised clean-ups in these spaces, focused on cleanliness,
which connected her to the area differently from others. While some participants preferred to
experience natural spaces outside of Birzebbuga, others valued these local spots as convenient
escapes from daily life. Their attachment to these areas grew, especially during the COVID-19
pandemic. One participant noted that the proximity of contrasting sonic environments could
quickly shift one's mood.

Sense of place in relation to the industrial areas

Today’s world is overwhelmed with sounds, making it difficult for many to be heard
clearly (Schafer, 1994, p. 71). In Birzebbuga, the industrial soundscape, particularly noises
from the Freeport and aeroplanes, is a significant concern among residents, as reflected in a
focus group discussion. Participants noted that these industrial sounds are not part of the
community and are the least desired to identify with. Schafer (1994) describes such sounds
with large acoustic profiles as "imperialistic" (p. 77). While some residents have become
accustomed to these sounds, others find them irritating and disruptive to sleep, especially those
living near the Freeport. Outsiders might view the Freeport’s sounds as a unique soundmark,
but residents frequently express that they are tired of them, despite some finding the Freeport's
lights comforting. The constant noise, particularly from generators, was deemed most
bothersome. Jana remarked, ‘That constant noise... kills me, and if it gets stuck in your ears at
night, you will not sleep’. The noise also impacts experiences along the promenade, and Elisa
highlighted its negative effect on local wildlife, stating, 1 do not know how we have the
Freeport near a ‘Natura 2000’ site... I see them as incompatible in a way, both because of the
light and noise’. This shows how the natural soundscape filled with different birdsongs is being
destroyed by the industrial soundscape since everything is situated in a dense land.
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The most notable feature of the industrial soundscape is the intensified sound output. The
Industrial Revolution introduced persistent keynotes with minimal personality or progression
(Schafer, 1994, p. 78). Industrial noises from the Freeport, such as the banging of containers
and loud sirens, can sometimes even cause a sense of shock, highlighting that these sounds are
signal sounds. The constant noise from the Freeport can be regarded as a keynote sound to
those who have become accustomed to it and a signal sound to those who find it disturbing.

Residents of Birzebbuga often endure post-industrial sounds. The quarter-mile racetrack,
heard from areas like Tal-Papa and Benghajsa, is a frequent nuisance, along with industrial
sounds such as factory noises and shooting sounds from Hal Far. These pervasive noises impact
both residential and natural areas, potentially diminishing residents' deep sense of place. Luigi
Russolo’s (1913) concept of balancing modern industrial sounds with natural ones is evident
here, though often leading to negative reactions, as natural tranquillity clashes with industrial
noise. For instance, the Benghajsa chapel square exemplifies this ‘balance,” where the quiet of
the seldom-visited space contrasts with the constant background noise of the Freeport.

Sense of place was a prominent theme in the focus group discussion. One participant
highlighted this by recounting how some had suggested Birzebbuga residents should move
elsewhere if unhappy with the area’s situation, to which she responded that her responsibility
is to work towards positive change rather than leaving issues for future generations. This echoes
Edward Relph’s (1976) observation that the significance of place in human life runs deep, often
leading individuals and communities to defend their places against external threats.

Conclusion

The sounds played during the focus group proved to be effective in testing the participants’
sense of place as they instantly reacted to them in various ways. Despite the noise such as that
coming from the Freeport, all participants displayed a strong connection to the locality when
reacting to sounds such as those of the church bells and the sea, with some citing a sense of
belonging and others stating they ‘would not trade Birzebbuga for anything’. One resident even
preferred Birzebbuga to her former, quieter village because of her attachment to the sea. This
suggests that the sense of place also depends on the quality-of-life experiences and the
emotions these evoke. All participants possess an authentic sense of place, as they have lived
in the area long enough to be considered insiders, both individually and as part of the
community (Relph, 1976). This is exemplified by a participant who described certain parts of
Birzebbuga as ‘drab’ and ‘dull,” demonstrating her deep attachment, realistic perspective and
genuine connection to the locality.

The participants' familiarity with Birzebbuga significantly benefited the research,
revealing that certain soundscapes heightened their awareness more than others. Unfortunately,
the most prominent soundscapes in Birzebbuga are the noisy ones, which negatively impact
residents' affection for the place, leading some to reminisce about the past. However, there were
soundscapes that prompted participants to view Birzebbuga positively, expressing a desire to
preserve the good aspects of the locality. Although noisy environments can diminish the sense
of place, this study helped participants engage more meaningfully with Birzebbuga's diverse
soundscapes, appreciating both the vibrant community and natural surroundings. This study
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also helped the researcher himself to have a better sense of place and be more conscious of the
positive aspects of Birzebbuga. Despite the challenges, participants believe that noise will not
drive them away from their hometown. Listening to others' perceptions provided comfort,
revealing shared concerns, and highlighting the complexity of soundscapes. Birzebbuga's
vibrant community and natural soundscapes can foster greater awareness and appreciation of
the locality. However, it is also crucial to identify and address the negative noise impacts to
promote a healthier locality.
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