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When Ronald G. Sultana and I edited Maltese Society: A Sociological Inquiry (Mireva, 

1994), we sought to provide a living yet critical sociological profile of the characteristics 

and behaviour of this unique island people. In reviewing our book, Joseph Buttigieg, 

Professor of English at the University of Notre Dame, Indiana, USA, correctly provoked us 

to consider whether it would have been more appropriate to name our book Maltese 

Societies, since the diversity of material reviewed in its voluminous pages did not 

necessarily reflect, or suggest, a unitary social group, citizenry or culture. For the sake of 

emphasising common features and attributes, subsumed under a pseudo-national rubric, 

we may have treated various interesting and deep variations rather shoddily or cursorily. 

Cutajar and Cassar also name and frame their own latest edited text with Maltese Society 

in the singular; but the plural would have fitted their compendium just as well as ours. 

Theirs is a missive to document a plethora of current social transitions: the book emerges 

as a reflexive rendition of elements of social change, contextualised in a historical 

movement sweeping boldly from an understanding of the past to a cautionary pre-

empting of the foreseeable future. The review is undertaken by means of 15 chapters 

penned by female and male authors most of who lecture, or have lectured, in some area 

of applied social science at the University of Malta and/or its Junior College. Themes 

covered in the book include: the family, religion, education, employment, youth, the 

aged, criminal justice, media, social inequality, poverty, reproductive health, the 

environment and global development. Data is sourced from global (World Bank, UN), 

regional (Eurostat) and national (ETC, NSO) surveys and databases, as well as from a 

considerable number of university student dissertations. The overall approach is meant to 

be iconoclastic in intent: the editors are keen to question the parameters, rigidities, 

modalities and accompanying stultifying stereotypes, of the status quo; they identify 

inroads, or the lack thereof, in the social mobility, protection and/or recognition of non-

mainstream groups, and their inter-relationships – including women; the illiterate; the 

disabled; the unemployed; youth not in employment, education or training; non-

European immigrants; non-Catholics; homosexuals; single (and especially female) 

parents; senior citizens; the poor; and the elusive working class.  
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The ideological motive behind the book is an overt critique of neo-liberalism: a dominant 

belief in the naturally just, distributive and allocative functions of an arguably free market 

(and increasingly less mediated by the state). The emphasis is placed on the individual 

pursuit of the skills and credentials required for full social, economic and political 

participation; failures in such an achievement are attributed to a range of causes that 

include ignorance, lack of persistence or downright misfortune for which only the 

individual should be blamed. Neoliberalism’s legitimacy is predicated on discourses and 

practices that celebrate the equality of opportunity; it is not concerned with promoting 

an equality of outcomes. Of course, the latter will always be contentious: individuals have 

differing skills, drives and ambitions; any society cannot, and perhaps should not, be 

‘made’ equal. But Social Transitions in Maltese Society delivers in arguing cogently for the 

need to become at least more cognisant of individuals and groups that are being left 

behind – and why this is so, and what could be done about them to at least mollify 

inequality - even in our own, small, intimate and congested island state. It seeks to 

undermine and disturb any complacency with the way things are.   

The drivers for identifying the failure of neo-liberalism in Malta in this book are standard 

features of current sociological analysis: gender, race, religion, social class, age, 

education, sexual orientation, and the pervasive intersects between these. JosAnn Cutajar 

sets the pace in her opening chapter/editorial introduction: already on page 1 she 

launches her challenge: in spite of the numbing rhetoric, social inequality renders some 

citizens “more equal than others”. 

One weakness of this collection is that it has proved difficult for the editorial duo to 

control the quality and tone of such a motley set of contributions; and (as I know only too 

well) academics are an especially difficult bunch to rein in. Thus, some chapters are much 

too descriptive and not as robustly analytical as others; some chapters do not wish to be 

quite as irreverent as others. A few ramble on, impervious of the book’s intent. There is 

some repetition (Angele Deguara and Noel Agius on women, the poor and immigrants; 

Michael Briguglio and Anne Zammit on environmental politics and action; Marvin 

Formosa and Angele Deguara on old age poverty). Youth is handled in two separate 

chapters (by Miriam Cassar and Valerie Visanich). I have also noted various citations that 

are omitted from references. And, sadly, the book’s proof-reading leaves much to be 

desired: spelling is not consistently in UK English, and spelling errors riddle the text. (I 

could not help noticing my own misspelt name on page 141.) 

The book does present an unexpected surprise to its readers in its last chapter. Mario 

Vella’s considerably lengthier, heavily footnoted, 42-page ‘work in progress’ explaining 

the rise and fall in the Malta Labour Party’s fortunes over the past 60 years, in the context 
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of Malta’s economic development rhetoric and practice. For those interested in a glimpse 

of what Joseph Muscat might say, but also do, if elected as Malta’s prime minister in 

2013, this chapter provides some timely and interesting nuggets. 

Sociologist Anthony Giddens had described Malta as harbouring “conflicting 

entanglements of tradition and modernity” (1994: xxxi). This may very well be stating the 

obvious. In this book, Cutajar and Cassar expose and explore some of these key 

entanglements - the changes being experienced by different social groups in Malta – 

while also hoping to better understand why these changes are happening and with what 

effect(s) on/for those involved.  
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