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Roots of Hatred in Malta

Mid-Dlam ghad-Dawl® (Daritama®)

“Is Malta racist? Unfortunately, the answer is yes. We are a racist country and the situation is only getting worse.”

This has been the unpleasant conclusion arrived at by Malta’s Department of Information in a press commentary issued almost a year ago in December (‘Racism – a scourge’, 04/12/04). The situation has become worse. Then, DOI’s commentary had followed a much-publicised trial by jury a few weeks before (November 2004) involving the murder of a Maltese public personality by a Libyan national. This disturbing racist trait of our national character that came to the fore on that occasion was closely followed by the mixed reaction to the violent incidents that occurred last January (15/01/05) between members of the Armed Forces of Malta and detained immigrants at the Safi Barracks. It then ravaged publicly last October when the the Alleanza Nazzjonali Repubblikana (ANR) was officially launched (03/10/05) during a demonstration in Valletta.

Hidden hate crimes

These instances of prejudice and intolerance are arguably just three widely publicised hate-motivated acts amongst many other covert ones that, on a daily basis, hit women, children, minorities, prostitutes, individuals of diverse ethnic origins or religious beliefs, gays and lesbians and disabled persons amongst others. These are ‘denied’ victims of acts of vengeance, bullying, terrorism, media violence, discourse, speeches or documents inciting hate, hate material on the worldwide web, and other forms of hate-motivated acts. 

And yet, such manifestations in Malta have been, and still continue to be, blatantly downplayed. Hate-motivated acts of violence may be more common than would largely be supposed. Legally, most of them may not necessarily amount to ‘crime’. Sometimes it is also very difficult to distinguish between a hate-motivated act of violence and a legally accountable ‘crime’. For, we may ask, should all racist traits, prejudices and intolerances be considered as acts of hatred? Should they be considered hate-motivated crimes? During the last hundred years just four cases in Malta appeared before our Criminal Courts as being hate-motivated (v. Enrico Mizzi, 1934; v. Simone Zammit Endrich, 2002; v. Norman Lowell, 2005). In the first two cases the perpetrators were acquitted on appeal; the two cases against Lowell are still pending.
Growing intolerance

Reliable research on hate-motivated acts of violence in Malta has been consistently lacking. However, we do have some valuable indications on local prejudice and intolerance, and presumably also hate. Sociologist Anthony Abela (2000: 219), for instance, has statistically shown that a growing number of Maltese are becoming 

“more reluctant to accept […] people of a different race or religion, Muslims in particular. Quite a few are also less accepting of foreign workers and tourists. […] Overall, people in Malta tend to be less accepting of different others in the community than their European counterparts.”

Stanley Borg, a journalist for the local Times, a short time ago (2004) made the wistful comment that the issue of racism and hate-motivated acts in Malta is

“about the [concept of] sovereignty that is embedded in the perceptions of the citizens. The population is drilled from an early age in xenophobia, socialised in a culture of hating those two main factions, the ‘Gharab’ [Arabs] and the ‘Suwed’ [Blacks], and blaming them for whatever goes wrong and for undermining what it is to be ‘Maltese’. Indeed, this is also barely concealed racism.”

The overbearing arrival of hundreds of displaced people to Malta’s shores from Northern Africa is not contributing to the upturn of this attitude. Unfortunately, neither has Malta’s EU membership (01/05/04) improved the situation. It may not be insignificant that the value of ‘unity in diversity’― the underlying principle of the proposed EU Constitution, seems to be exclusively confined to EU territory, whilst highlighting the ‘non-Europeaness’ or ‘extra-communitariness’ of other peoples.

A second indication of the prevalence of hate-motivated acts in Malta comes from a survey exercise conducted by the Malta Gay Rights Movement on sexual orientation discrimination (2002: comment to Table 3.11). The survey revealed that the harassment suffered by gays and lesbians in Malta is 

“a normal occurrence, something they have to deal with in their everyday lives”.

Uncaptured data

There are other reasons why hate-motivated acts, especially when involving violence, are officially inexistent in Malta. First of all, the possibility of hate motivation of criminal acts is alien to the Police and goes unrecorded. This data is not captured for the simple reason that the notion is inexistent in our laws. Consequently hate crimes are classified, and thus statistically catalogued, under other legal specifications, such as damage to property, sexual harassment, bodily harm, violence, and the like, but not as hate crimes. This gives the incorrect and false impression that in Malta hate-motivated acts of violence do not occur at all. Moreover, the ethnic origin, or the religion of the victims is likewise unrecorded by the Police.

Unreported hate crimes

A second reason why hate crimes seem to be inexistent in Malta is because apparently most hate victims are reluctant to report hate-motivated acts of violence committed against them by individuals of a perceived outside or inside group. There may be many reasons for such hesitation and unwillingness. Victims may be unaware of being victimised. They may be scared to report, or that they will not be taken seriously. They may lack trust in the police or are reluctant of taking the case to court. They may opt to avoid the whole hassle of protracted criminal proceedings or may choose to punish the offender in their own way. They may even not consider what happened to them as a crime at all. They may fear retaliation by their offenders or even be scared of having to reveal too much of themselves. However legitimate these reasons may be in themselves, they challenge a criminal justice system that may have rendered itself unsympathetic, inaccessible or unfeasible to certain categories of people, especially hate victims. This seems to be the trend in most EU Member States where reports have shown that only a minority of the victims report the crimes to the authorities. 
Malta’s only provision

A third reason why it seems that Malta is practically immune to any kind of hate crime is the fact that legal provisions are still largely embryonic. Up till a few years ago the laws of Malta did not include any provision against hate-motivated crime. The closest we came was in 2002 with the introduction of Art. 82A in the Criminal Code wherewith 

“Whosoever uses any threatening, abusive or insulting words or behaviour, or displays any written or printed material which is threatening, abusive or insulting, or otherwise conducts himself in such a manner, with intent thereby to stir up racial hatred or whereby racial hatred is likely, having regard to all the circumstances, to be stirred up shall, on conviction, be liable to imprisonment for a term from six to eighteen months.”

This is the first paragraph of the article. The second paragraph specifies that ‘racial hatred’ means

“Hatred against a group of persons in Malta is defined by reference to colour, race, nationality (including citizenship) or ethnic or national origins.”

Legal deficiency

You may have noticed that the definition of ‘hatred’ in the second paragraph does not include religion, which is a grave blunder. Furthermore, it also fails to affirm what might be the crucial elements of hate or hate motivation. In any case, this legal provision in our Criminal Code only contemplates racial hatred as a crime ‘per se’. Any other hate-motivated crime, i.e. any other ‘ordinary’ crime motivated by hate ― is overlooked.

Indeed, other legal provisions do cover aspects that may encroach on hate victimisation (such as prejudice, sedition or cruelty). First and foremost we have the Constitution of Malta (Art. 14, 32, and 45) and the European Convention Act of 1987 (Chap. 319, Art. 14), which prohibit all forms of discrimination whatsoever. One must also mention the Seditious Propaganda (Prohibition) Ordinance of 1932 (Chap. 71, Art. 2), the Press Act of 1974 (Chap. 248, Art. 5), the Civil Aviation (Security) Act of 1991 (Chap. 353, Art. 19), the Equal Opportunities (Persons with Disability) Act of 2000 (Chap. 413), the Animal Welfare Act of 2002 (Chap. 439, Art. 3), the Employment and Industrial Relations Act of 2002 (Chap. 452, Art.28-29) the Equality For Men and Women Act of 2003 (Chap. 456, Art.9), and the Commissioner for Children Act of 2003 (Chap. 462), amongst others. Though indisputably valuable, none of these laws ― or any other similar legal provision, for that matter ― legislate against hate-motivated acts of violence. The stark truth is that Maltese Law does not yet recognize hate-motivated crimes.

European thrust

In 2001 the European Union adopted the proposal for a Council Framework decision on Combating Racism and Xenophobia (EU, 2002), whose objective

“is both to reinforce criminal law measures aimed at approximation of the laws and regulations of the Member States regarding racist and xenophobic offences, and to facilitate and stimulate cooperation among Member States to combat these offences” 
(Explanatory Memorandum, Part 1).

The Luxembourg presidency had revamped this proposal after it was blocked by Italy two years ago (2003; Amnesty International Ireland, 2005). The Framework Decision defines racism and xenophobia as the belief in race, colour, descent, religion or belief, national or ethnic origin as a factor determining aversion towards individuals or groups (Art. 3a). In the proposal there is a thrust on racist and xenophobic motivation as an aggravating factor when imposing the penalty for ‘ordinary offences’. The racist motivation is considered as an aggravating circumstance, taken into account when determining the gravity for ordinary offences, usually of a violent nature (Art. 7 and 8).
Roots of hatred
Hate-motivated acts are generally deeply rooted, and their causes remote or indirect. Practitioners working with, or developing, mechanisms and strategies, or producing best practice guides, to counteract such causes may do well to adopt a wide-angle perspective to society’s undercurrents. From the wide variety of theories put forward by criminologists in this regard it is possible to distinguish three main causes that all hate-motivated acts of violence seem to share: the social matrix, social control, and scarce resources.

The dominant paradigm

As regards the first cause, many studies insist very much on the damaging ideological system of society, resulting in the creation of a dominant paradigm, particularly in relation to racial groups or individuals. According to Lynne Segal (1990: 219), in a society like ours the social paradigm, transmitted through social and psychological means, essentially projects the white heterosexual male as dominant. Anthony Abela (2000: 189, fig. 5.1) further shows that in Malta this projection will also include Catholic affiliation. Such a paradigm results in a high-handed attitude that encourages all sorts of improper, and sometimes violent, acts against those deemed different or inferior.

Social disempowerment

The second main cause of hate-motivated acts of violence is social control, which directly follows from the preceding one. Such acts are a powerful form of disempowerment. Hate victimisation is used to keep so-called “deviant” people in their place; to limit their opportunities to live, learn, work, and care as full human beings; and to hamper their abilities to organize and claim their rights. Hate-motivated acts, then, by creating a crushing dread of further hostility and aggression, instil within victims and victim groups a persuasive sense of paralysing powerlessness. This feeling demoralises and humiliates, and thus forces victims to keep their inferior and subordinate place. Fundamentally, hate-motivated acts directly point to the substratum of inequality and violence that exists within society.

The ‘blame-game’

The third and final main cause of hate-motivated acts is scarce resources. This goes deeper into the social fibre, and may explain the actual incidence of such acts of violence. When a community experiences insufficient resources — as in acute economic recesses, or rapid demographic or socio-economic changes — tension mounts. Consequently, latent dislike, and half-hearted tolerance, quickly slip into resentment, hostility or outright aggression. That’s when, according to Rush Dozier (2002: 234), the appropriately named ‘blame game’ starts. However, such fear of objectionable competition can be just a subjective impression of the would-be offender. And this is compatible with so-called ‘lone wolf’ theory (see Villanueva Siasoco, 1999; see also Bozier, 2002: 161–4), which explains why most hate-motivated acts of violence are committed by small cells, pairs, or individuals acting alone, maybe originally stirred up by some hate group. This is particularly relevant to Malta’s case. It is not insignificant that most racial/faith hate discourse in Malta is linked to lack of job opportunities, and the ever-higher rate of unemployment and the cost of living.

Denying hate

The so-called “us-them blame game” has been going on for centuries, in Malta as elsewhere. Here, however, our proliferating over-population, and our ever more stringent economic duress, may be giving more than a helping hand in maturing defence mechanisms that use hate as a convenient working tool for identity and control. Whether the target is a woman, an individual perceived to be of a different ethnic origin or religion than one’s own, or thought to be gay or lesbian; whether it be a disabled person, a child, a prostitute, a computer peruser, a person perceived to be a weakling; whether it be a tomb, a place of worship or a gathering place for leisure, that target always assumes the role of a symbol of the hostility that the perpetrator withholds within him or herself. The problem always lies with the subject, not the object, of hate. Hate-motivated acts of violence are basically actions against targets—animate or inanimate—perceived to be symbolic of the subject’s animosity towards a whole class of people.
One can deny that there exist at all such things as acts motivated by hate, claiming that the dominant paradigm must be loved, respected and defended at all costs as a defining boundary of being and identity. This may be the position of organisations such as ANR, Viva Malta! or Imperium Europa. On the other hand, however, while consenting to the possibility of hate-motivated acts, one can deny, or decline to acknowledge, that such acts exist within a given community or society, and thus seize up appropriate mechanisms and strategies to combat them. In this sense, we may count in most established organisations of a religious or political affiliation.

If racist and xenophobic hatred does exist in Malta, it is deep-rooted within our social terrain. Social and/or philanthropic organisations, as well as the political parties, must be conscious that occasionally, they too have been victims of hate-motivated acts, even with violence. They should perceive race and faith based hatred directed towards others as a wrong done to themselves. Standing passively on the sidewalk, or simply adopting an attitude of ‘wait and see’, only makes one an accessory to, and an accomplice of, hate. Racist and xenophobic hatred must be exposed for what it is and represents, and publicly denounced for its possible, or even probable, repercussions. If not, a time may come when even such action would be belated and futile. (
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