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Abstract 
 
This paper describes the early stages of an ethnography study of alternative models 
for social media networks on the island of Malta.  It explores the roles and impacts of 
bloggers and micro-bloggers against a contradictory backdrop of emerging citizen 
media, cultural backlashes, traditional institutions and mainstream media’s response 
to the perceived threat from bloggers and Facebook activists.  It highlights a 
‘bounded society’ that is at a stage where communities on the periphery have found 
new social networking tools that may open up possibilities for social change; but 
where the dominance of mainstream players in online media may impede effective 
grassroots initiatives and networked individualism or lead to a hybrid model that 
may be unique to small bounded states. 
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Introduction 
 
This paper looks at how social media networks appear to be empowering bloggers in 
Malta, and the way in which they may lead to changes in power structures in media 
systems on the island.  By bloggers, I mean disruptors, people with an interest in 
bringing about social, political or cultural change. 
 
Malta, a former British colony, has been an independent island state since 1964 and 
part of the European Union since 2004.  Situated in the central Mediterranean some 
93 km south of Sicily, it is one of the smallest, most densely populated countries in 
the world. 
 
Because of its strategic location, Malta was ruled, colonised and fought over by 
various powers over the centuries.  The island’s population is mostly composed of 
descendants of Phoenician, Arab, British and Italian peoples.  Most of the foreign 
community is British, but there is a growing sub-Saharan community, most of whose 
members are Muslim.  In recent years, there has been a steady inflow of expats who 
work in the online gaming sector. The country has two official languages - Maltese (a 
Semitic language) and English.  Education is compulsory to age 16; the literacy rate 
stands at 93%. 
 
Malta possesses few indigenous raw materials, and with a tiny domestic market, the 
economy is dependent on foreign trade.  Economic liberalisation has been gradual, 
and protectionist measures remained until the country joined the European 
Union.  Malta has been a member of the euro zone since 2008.  Government’s vision 
for Malta today is that of a ‘smart island; one of the top 10 information societies in 
the world, where the application of information and communication technology will 
be ubiquitous; the Internet a social equaliser; and the ICT industry a main pillar of 
the economy’.   
 
The ethnographic landscape 
 
Malta is a rich site for ethnographic research as it provides ‘disjunctive positions and 
world-views that are inherently contradictory’ (Grixti, 2006).  These contradictory 
positions can be broadly grouped as social, cultural, political and media attributes, 
though there is much cross-over: 
 
Social. 
As a small island state, Malta appears to bear many of the characteristics of 
hierarchies and geographic insularity.  Boissevain (1974. 2001: 292-293) writes of 
“intricate networks of nepotism, patronage and political clientelism, the 
pervasiveness and intensity of which are a function of the country’s small scale, 
population density and strong family ties.”  Malta today still manifests elements of 
Boissevain’s ‘bounded society’, in which hierarchical structures and institutions 
continue to thrive and where one still feels that ‘everyone knows everyone.’ 
 
Conversely, this is a society that prides itself on being open and welcoming to 
foreigners – possibly the outcome of colonisation and economic dependence on 
seasonal tourism.  Rather than strong feelings for nationalism, there is yearning for 
the outside.   Grixti (2006) says that for many Maltese, “the deliberate choice of 
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English as the only language of communication has become a means of distancing 
themselves from local insularity, and of aligning themselves with (and approaching 
some of the attributes of) the ‘outsider / foreigner’”. For Borg & Mayo (2006), the use 
of English by the Maltese is “an operative means of social differentiation that 
demarcates the hierarchal nature of Maltese society”. 
 
The Maltese love affair with the outsider has been severely challenged in recent 
years. EU membership has coincided with the arrival of boat loads of irregular 
migrants from Sub-Saharan Africa – 1,475 in 2009, 1,018 of which were Muslim. The 
relatively recent phenomenon has received extensive attention in public and political 
discourse, triggering growing xenophobia and racism. 
 
Cultural. 
The intensity of day to day contact sustains a sense of ‘common culture’ that is 
reinforced by often emotionally charged rituals and ceremonies, such as the Maltese 
Catholic village festa, that give the impression of a simple and integrated community 
sheltered from the outside world and impervious to its influences (Pisani, 2010). 
 
There has been little evidence of a counter-culture or hacker ethic in Malta:  people 
seeking alternative lifestyles and careers normally choose to leave the country or risk 
being marginalised.  There is lethargy and fear to challenge power and an inclination 
to adapt to the mainstream.  Boissevain uses the term ‘fence sitters’ to explain the 
Maltese reluctance to get involved, for instance, in protecting the country’s world 
class monumental heritage.   There is a prevalent culture that ‘what is outside one’s 
door is not one’s responsibility.’   
 
Political. 
Since its independence in 1964, Malta has been governed by either the conservative 
Partit Nazzjonalista (PN) or the socialist Partit Laburista (PL).  The PN has been in 
power since 1987, with a break of two years between 1996 and 1998, when the PL was 
in power.   The PN has always seen technology as an agent of development and social 
advancement, in stark contrast to the socialist regime of the ‘70s and ‘80s, during 
which computers were viewed with suspicion. 
 
The third powerful institution is the Church, whose networks and influence extend 
beyond 359 churches to brass band clubs and a presence in all mainstream media 
and influence on the Government of the day.  An estimated 98 per cent of the 
population are baptised Roman Catholic and Malta’s status as a Roman Catholic 
state is entrenched in the constitution.  In practice, Malta operates as a theocracy:  
abortion and divorce are illegal and calls for ‘Christian moral values’ are prevalent in 
political and public debate.  Goodwin (2002:76) remarked that being Maltese is 
‘virtually synonymous with being Roman Catholic’.  Such hegemonic and 
homogenising discourse would tend to give the false impression that all of the 
Maltese are in fact Roman Catholic.   
 
Although deeply divided in political allegiances, the Maltese tend to be respectful of 
authority and political power.  This has been attributed to Maltese education, where 
citizens are ‘trained from birth never to question authority and always to obey orders 
unless you can do something underhand and get away with it.” However, despite no 
history of whistle-blowers, the country’s former Chief Justice is currently serving an 
18-month prison sentence for taking bribes. 
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Media. 
The importance of these institutions has strongly marked the development of the 
media in Malta (Borg, 2009: 23).   Malta is the only European country that permits 
political parties to directly own broadcasting stations, leading to mainstream and 
highly-institutional media channels, both in scope and organisation (Sammut, 2009: 
83).  The political parties and the Church also run radio stations. 
 
Malta’s love of the mainstream and institutional hegemonies has extended to online 
media.  The country’s leading newspaper, the Times of Malta, set up in 1934, has 
moved quickly to ‘occupy’ the online news media space.  Unlike other countries 
where mainstream print media is being challenged by new online entrants, in Malta 
the incumbent appears to have successfully migrated its influence online as a trusted 
intermediary.  Whether this situation leaves room for sustainable, alternative online 
media voices of influence needs to be investigated. 
 
The focus of the research 
 
My study looks at the potential for social media networks to disrupt mainstream 
media hegemonies in Malta, focusing on bloggers with an interest in bringing about 
social, political or cultural change. By bloggers, I mean creators or critics according 
to Forrester’s Technographic ladder:  people who write and comment on blogs or 
who regularly use micro-blogging tools such as Twitter or Google Buzz.   
 
At this juncture, most online social media tools can be deemed to be ‘alternative’ 
media models.   The read/write web which facilitates user-participation is alternative 
to established procedures and conditions of media production.  Conversely, media 
and communication initiatives are by nature permeable and dynamic, constantly 
influencing and borrowing from one another. Media created in one tradition may be 
altered or transformed by another.  As Petit, Salazar & Dagron (2009) note “... it is 
not always possible to determine whether a media or communication initiative is 
mainstream or alternative, is initiated from ‘outside’ or ‘inside’, is part of a 
development intervention or intrinsic to a social movement, or is distinctively 
derived from a particular national, cultural, or movement context.  As the 
empowering effects of alternative media and communication become more widely 
appreciated and as new methods and technologies become more accessible, they will 
just become mainstream.” 
 
For the purpose of this study, online social media networks, to be deemed 
alternative, should demonstrate some or all of the following three characteristics: 
 
Social: 
Models that can be deployed by an individual without their necessarily having 
recourse to offline social capital.  This kind of bottom–up media, according to Pettit, 
Salazar and Dagron (2009), is about raising voices, but also about finding a voice in 
the first place, preparing it, expressing it through diverse cultural and creative forms, 
and creating the social and political conditions for making these expressions 
legitimate. It is about reshaping boundaries, not just being heard within them. 
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Cultural: 
Models driven, as Turner suggests, by people with “countercultural loyalties”, 
embracing “an alternative vision of technology as a tool for individual and collective 
transformation.”  
 
Political: 
Models, as Saaed suggests, that are free from interference by the state, market actors, 
and multilateral agencies; produced by the local community in their own language 
for their own consumption on issues that they themselves deem relevant and so 
‘alternative’ in content from the dominant media’.  “By having access to their own 
forms of media and communication, people can actually define, claim, and give 
meaning to their citizenship, and re-create the social and political openings and 
alternative spaces where their voices might be heard”. 
 

The rationale for the study 
 
There is scope for this research for several reasons:  
 

• There is little academic research on Internet culture in Malta.  The 
point of departure, from Miller & Slater, is the way in which a communicative 
technology is encountered by and rooted in a particular place. There is also an 
opportunity to update Bossevain’s work on social networks in Malta in view of the 
emergence of the new technologies. 

 

• There has been exponential growth in the use of social media 
networks by the Maltese in the past 18 months:  with almost 137,000 
active users on Facebook, around 33% of Maltese citizens are on the social 
network, placing Malta among the top 20 countries in terms of take up. Bloggers 
are also increasing, albeit at a much more modest rate.     

 

• There is a national commitment to technology and the Internet as key 
economic and social drivers of change.  The islands are promoted as ideal 
for testing of new technologies within a closed societal, topographical 
environment by successive governments. 

• There are indications that social media networks are being used to disrupt a 
landscape of predominantly mainstream media hegemonies.   

 
Three incidents are indicative of this:  a banned newspaper, a carnival, and a 
journalist turned militant blogger. 
 
The banned newspaper 
 
Last November, the 8th edition of Ir-Realta’, an analytical and critical newspaper 
distributed for free at higher education campuses, was banned from distribution by 
the University Rector and the 22 year-old editor was reported to the police, for the 
paper’s inclusion of a controversial, explicit, short story.  Ir-Realta’ promptly 
published the edition online, and bloggers responded by copying the offending piece 
on blogs and re-tweeting it to followers.  The police proceeded with prosecuting the 
editor and writer for breaking Article 7 of the Press Act, which states that those who 
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publish material which injures public morals or decency are liable to face 
imprisonment or a fine, or both.  Realta' has founded a group called the 'Front 
against Censorship', through which they are lobbying for changes to Malta's 
censorship laws.  Facebook was used to rally participation for a national protest 
against censorship on 24th February.  300 people showed up.  The case against the 
editor and writer is expected to be heard on 20th April. 
 
The Nadur carnival 
 
Although the carnival has a history of revellers dressing up as priests or nuns, at the 
end of last year’s edition, Malta’s Archbishops issued a statement about the need to 
‘recognise and respect religious and civil rights’.  Malta’s laws prohibit people from 
wearing ‘any ecclesiastical habits or vestments’ without permission as this constitutes 
‘offending public order’; the use of words or gestures that vilify the Roman Catholic 
Church are similarly prohibited. Soon after the bishops’ statement, a 26-year-old was 
given a one month jail term suspended for 18 months after he pleaded guilty to 
dressing up as Jesus Christ during the carnival.  Six people who dressed as nuns were 
acquitted after the court found the simple fact of dressing up as a nun, even if at 
carnival time, did not, on its own, amount to vilification.  In March 2009, a group 
was set up on Facebook entitled ‘Friends of Jesus: Nadur 2010’, which said it was 
organising a "peaceful protest against a modern-day inquisition".  The group hoped 
to encourage hundreds of people to dress up as Jesus in an attempt to overwhelm 
any fear of retribution "by numbers".  By February 2010, it had 640 members. 
 
Before this year’s carnival, the Nadur local council and police asked to vet the lyrics 
of rock bands playing at the carnival ‘to eliminate offensive or vulgar language’. The 
online backlash from bloggers and pundits forced the police to swiftly issue a 
statement retracting their request.  The carnival was held with a heavy police 
presence and the mainstream media reported that the event was ‘muted’. The 640 
friends of Jesus did not materialise. 
 
The blogger 
 
On 30th January, Daphne Caruana Galizia, a journalist, used her blog to launch an 
attack on a female magistrate, alleging that the latter’s affair with a young politician 
represented irresponsible behaviour for a person in public office.  A number of 
photographs of the magistrate, the politician and their friends were lifted from 
Facebook as part of a number of allegations about the magistrate’s lifestyle and the 
couple’s dubious associations.  The mainstream media was not quick to report the 
story so most media debate took place in comments on the blog and reportage on 
other blogs and tabloid media.  Ms Caruana Galizia was summoned to the Police HQ 
for interrogation on 6th February, and on 2nd March, she pleaded not guilty to 
defaming and harassing the magistrate in a number of her blog posts.   
 
At the moment, public opinion appears divided between those who believe that Ms 
Caruana Galizia is doing her job as a citizen journalist, and those who believe she has 
‘gone too far’ in using her blog as a private soap box.  One consequence of the case is 
that the Commission for the Administration of Justice has ruled that that 
membership of ‘social networking sites on the Internet’ is incompatible with judicial 
office. 
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Is change real or skin deep? 
 
Does this mean that Maltese bloggers can now, as Miller & Slater suggested in the 
case of Trinidad, ‘engage as cosmopolitan citizens, rather than marginalized 
observers’? And will engagement on social media networks have any lasting impact 
on existing media power structures?  
 
Lauri (2009) says that although traditional media remains important in Malta, both 
on an individual level and a societal level, it is not easy to predict whether they will 
still be in the next decade.  She believes that Malta may be about to enter a stage of 
rapid and social transformation, with processes like persuasion, free speech, 
knowledge acquisition, democracy and citizenship taking on a new dimension with 
the introduction of new media.  Although ownership of a radio or television station 
or of a paper still implies power, the omnipresence of media in people's lives and the 
fragmentation of the audience are bound to change how media and the audience 
influence each other.  This does not imply a decline in the power of media, but a 
change in power structures and their role in a democratic society.   
 
These incidents have brought issues of censorship, the operations of the judiciary, 
political patronage, media engagement and more to the fore; subjects which are 
traditionally discussed behind closed doors have taken centre stage online. 
Previously, to reach a national audience, citizens’ only recourse was to write a letter 
to the Times and hope it got published.  Now, they can comment directly on 
timesofmalta.com almost without mediation, use an online social networking site to 
complain or admit to being part of a previously marginalised group.  However, the 
'Maltese and NOT Roman Catholic' Facebook group has 733 members, while the 
group 'Hands off our crucifixes in schools public places' has 9,034 members. 
 
This may all be a storm in a tea cup, while the mainstream adjusts.  For instance, the 
Times’ policy in accommodating most user comments on its online features, no 
matter how crass or inflammatory,  may simply be reinforcing its reputation as a 
trusted intermediary to attract valuable, SEO-friendly user-generated content, and 
boost print revenues with incremental offline revenues through online banner 
advertising.  Citizens may well continue to see the Times as the only place where they 
can reach an audience, as opposed to using their own alternative platforms.   
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Entering the field 
 
The research adopts an ethnographic approach using participant observation and 
interviews as the principal methods.  The point of departure is from Miller & Slater, 
in that there is a requirement for “a long-term involvement among the people, 
through a variety of methods, “such that any one aspect of their lives can be properly 
contextualised in others.  As Hine suggests, a virtual ethnography study calls for an 
involvement with the technologies which form part of the setting studied; and the 
ways in which these technical settings are treated require a special approach from the 
ethnographer, different to the approaches used in more traditional settings.  The 
research therefore follows the immersive approach adopted by Terri Senft in her 
ethnographic and critical study of one generation of cam-girls and their viewers from 
2000 to 2004, with a “commitment to engage, rather than forestall action in our 
mediated communities.”  
 
As a Maltese blogger, I can operate as a participant observer and engage with a set of 
target bloggers which may facilitate a more in-depth understanding of their 
behaviours and motives.   Conversely, there is a Heisenberg effect to be aware of and 
manage.  This does not imply that the ethnographer can ever become a complete 
insider.   
 
This research is grounded within an analytical framework, including the network 
society; social capital; networked individualism; and the networked public sphere. 
My research is not necessarily in ‘national changes’ as much as in ‘private freedoms’, 
an exploration of narrow-casting and individual change initiatives, without 
intermediation, using online social media networks.  In observing the activities of 
citizen bloggers, the research will address issues relevant to the Maltese context, such 
as transliteracy, online reputation, influence and trust 
 
Conclusion 
 
Malta appears to be poised at a stage where citizens have found new tools that may 
open up possibilities for social change; but also where, as Saeed suggests, “the 
dominance of mainstream players in online media may impede effective grassroots 
initiatives”.  The three incidents highlighted in this presentation are indicative of new 
grass roots initiatives using social media networks in Malta.   
 
As in other contexts, there seems to be a growing sense that values and attitudes in 
Malta are changing dramatically and forever.  But the precise contours of these 
emerging new beliefs and attitudes remain as distinctly ambivalent and local as ever, 
and in need of research.  The possibility of bloggers achieving meaningful or long-
lasting changes in existing media power structures through their use of online social 
media networks have to be contextualised, despite the disintermediation that is 
inherent in online social media networks.  There may also be other elements of social 
change at play in Malta, as opposed to the phenomena of network communications.   
 
In bounded societies such as Malta, where everyone knows everyone, mainstream 
models may inevitably prevail, despite widespread access to social media networks 
for alternative voices.  Online activism may remain the domain of the privileged, 
those who are safely out of the country or have little to lose by raising their voices. 


