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he grant of the 1921 constitution was part-fulfilment of a quest that

had spanned more than a century. It was the result of sustained
pressure by the Maltese political elite that had always aspired to local
autonomy. The question is, why 121 years? And was this something that in
fact had been anticipated by the Maltese? The fact that such a prolonged
struggle ensued is evidence of an initial and a rather naive Maltese trust in
Britain’s willingness to enter into a partnership under which they would
gain British protection, administer their own affairs while Britain gained a
Mediterranean fortress that would eventually become a great commercial
depot. This is what they promised. The Maltese had sought and thought
that they had secured the blessings of a benevolent paternalism only
to discover that they had entrusted themselves to a form of benign
despotism. They had failed to take into account two main things: Britain’s
determination to retain a free hand in the running of the fortress, this was
axiomatic as far as they were concerned. If this was a fortress, we call the
shots. We cannot have a civilian government interfering. And secondly,
official British contempt regarding Maltese political and administrative
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abilities. The royal commission of 1812 actually put this on paper. It said
that there was no people on earth so unfitting to hold any sort of political
power and it would therefore be in the Maltese best interest to ensure
that they had no such political responsibility. Of course Imperialists were
always known for the great care they took of the well-being of colonialized
people! The British kept the politicians at arm’s length, claiming that they
only represented themselves, and cultivated the loyalty of the population
by maintaining excellent relations with the Church, whose influence over
the people they well understood. The persistence, however, of Maltese
politicians was still there, but it was met by grudging minor constitutional
concessions: in 1835, a consultative Council of Government; in 1849,
limited representation; in 1864, a certain control on fiscal matters of purely
local affairs; in 1887, majority representation with limited responsibility.

It was a policy aptly described by Walter Ellis, an official at the
Colonial Office, as:

granting Malta from time to time more or less illusory
constitutions and then withdrawing them as soon as the
Maltese attempted to use their power in any way which does
not approve itself to us.

There in a nutshell you have early Maltese constitution history. Even
the 1887 constitution fell into this category. Though it was supposed to
give to the Maltese the power to decide financial and other matters of
a purely local nature, it enabled the Crown to intervene in all matters
by legislative or other means. By 1903 the constitution was dead, it was
withdrawn and London remained stubbornly deaf to persistent Maltese
protests. The outbreak of war in 1914 put the question on a back burner
until the end of hostilities. But, the war and the Allies’ insistence on the
national right of all peoples to self-rule strengthened Maltese grievances.
Maltese leaders, particularly the young Enrico Mizzi, he was not the
only one but I am signalling him out because he was a constant thorn
in the British side, quoted British statements in favour of the right of
peoples to national self-rule and branded them as hypocritical. Once the
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limited responsible government to Malta. The experiment was short lived;
by 1933 it was over. But its significance in Maltese political development
should not be underestimated. It helped to delineate the political forces
on the island and for the first time political parties could vie for power
and could be held accountable for decisions in the local sphere. It
provided local politicians with important administrative experience. It
confronted Maltese opinion with the first significant questions regarding
the participation of the clergy in politics. If you look at the goings on
of the National Assembly one of the things that strike you is a motion
put forward by two clerical members of the Assembly which wanted the
Assembly to ensure that anything having to do with the church would be
considered as a Reserved Matter under the constitution. So we have at
this stage the clear indication that the church is looking to the future and
thinking in terms also about the separation of powers. It raised for the first
time in an active context the issue of the separation of church and state
leading to the first political religious quarrel. It drove home a key change
that the birth of political parties had brought about: the replacement of the
church as the people’s interlocutor with British power. It made the church
determine to be at the centre of the decision making process. It enhanced
the feeling of nationhood, made local politicians directly responsible for
improving the common good whilst underlining the restrictions imposed
on Maltese representatives by the reality of living in a fortress colony. It
encouraged politicians to dream and later strive for Malta to loosen its
colonial status through further constitutional advancement. Later, when
the time came and there was political consensus on the Island, that it
would no longer rely on dependency, Malta was ready to shed completely
its colonial status and achieve sovereignty.
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