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Abstract 

This study inscribed within the gender regime theoretical framework aims at deepening the 

literature on the Maltese conundrum in gender equality policies, namely being the best country 

in terms of legislation to protect the LGBTI* while lagging behind in terms of women’s rights 

and especially considering the strict ban on abortion. Attention has been put on the already 

known factors more akin to political science, and more importantly on the cultural factors that 

explain those changes. This has been addressed through a case-study research design, built on 

8 semi-structured interviews with LGBTI rights activists and pro-choice activists, and on a 

qualitative discussion of the latest statistics issued by the European Union in the Eurobarometer 

and by the European Institute for Gender equality, respectively in the case of queer communities 

and women. This qualitative study also brought Malta to the theoretical discussion on southern 

European gender regimes. The study confirmed the relevance of previously identified factors 

and nuanced some, while it highlighted the key importance of family values and national 

identity to make sense of this seemingly paradoxical situation. Results suggest that Malta can 

indeed be inscribed within the cluster of southern European gender regimes given the similar 

features it shares with other Mediterranean countries which are commonly included in it.  

 

*Throughout this study, the term LGBTI, standing for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and 

intersex was adopted, in line with ILGA Europe’s terminology. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Malta has been ranked first on ILGA Europe’s Rainbow Map (International Lesbian and Gay 

Association) when it comes to ensuring the rights of the LGBTI community. Yet, while the 

issue of LGBTI rights is usually associated with women’s rights with the assumption that the 

two tend to follow the same direction, the Maltese case appears as a case of oddity. Despite 

significant advancements shown by the European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE, 2023) 

over the past decade, including the legalization of divorce and notable strides in favor of the 

LGBTI community, the country continues to fall short in promoting women’s rights, ranking 

70th out of 146 on the 2022 Global Gender Gap Index. Inequalities are noticeable across many 

domains, but especially in terms of sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) since 

Malta remains the most restrictive EU country in terms of abortion, along with Poland. The 

tremendously strong Catholics roots of the nation, with the prominent role of the Church in 

public life and morals seem to explain why a majority of the Maltese population, as well as a 

majority of both LP and NP members (Labor Party and Nationalist Party) remain opposed to 

abortion. Though, this factor would not explain the seemingly acceptance of LGBTI 

individuals, as the Catholic Church, in spite of some minor shifts, deems same sex relations 

sinful and does not approve same-sex marriage (Mitchell, 2002; Giuffrida, 2023). Taking 

Harwood’s (2023) study on this political conundrum as a point of departure, this paper aims for 

a better understanding of this seemingly paradoxical situation between championing LGBTI 

rights on paper, while lagging behind in women’s rights, which are particularly violated by the 

strict ban on abortion. It seeks to further explore hitherto opaque points, such as media 

influence, Europeanization, and the women’s rights issue network; and factors heretofore 

sidelined by previous research, namely the ideas of the family and of national identity. Thus, 

this study sets out to fill the gap in cultural issues on this case, but also to consolidate our 

understanding of elements more directly related to more fundamental political science. 

Adopting a case study methodology on this atypical Maltese case, the following research 

questions were formulated and addressed: 

• What are the factors that lead to the restriction of women’s rights while ensuring the 

protection of LGBTI rights in Malta? 

• How does the Maltese case contribute to the development of southern gender regime 

theory? 
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Aim 

This piece of research aims to illuminate the relatively uncharted territory of the Maltese gender 

equality policies puzzle, offering insights into the mechanisms underlying this asymmetry in 

rights. By gaining a deeper understanding of these dynamics, both local activists and those 

beyond Malta's borders stand to benefit. This enhanced comprehension of the unique Maltese 

context may serve to expand the scope of inquiry within the realm of gender politics, fostering 

broader discussions and insights applicable to diverse socio-political contexts. This study also 

aims to strengthen our understanding of the role of national identity and the colonial past as 

factors influencing gender equality policies. Further, I would argue that the importance of this 

study also lies in the fact that rights are acquired assets on which one must not rest and which 

one must continue to actively defend, so the more when one notices countries going backwards 

on SRHR as some Central/Eastern European nations, and especially Poland in the case of 

abortion (Center for Reproductive Rights, 2024; Euronews, 2019). 

 

From the perspective of European studies, the relevance of this research project lies in the fact 

that it enables us to better explore the impact of Europeanization processes on gender policies, 

but also in the fact that it addresses a matter of human rights within the EU’s borders. The 

Maltese legal framework violates both international and European Human Rights law treaties 

that stipulate that it is a state’s duty to ensure the protection and respect of SRHR (Reis and 

Caruana-Finkel. 2020, p.55-56). In addition, the importance of this study takes on even greater 

significance when we consider that on April 11th EU lawmakers agreed on enshrining the right 

to abortion in the EU rights charter (Le Monde with AFP, 2024), which the Maltese still fiercely 

oppose. From a theoretical point of view, this study also aims to strengthen our understanding 

of the southern european gender regime and to develop this theoretical field by adding Malta to 

the discussion. 
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2. Background 

Malta 

With a population of about half a million people, the Maltese archipelago located in the middle 

of the Mediterranean Sea, lying at about 90km of Sicily and 290km of the African continent is 

the smallest country of the European Union. Throughout its history, it has attracted many 

conquerors (Borg, 2001 in Vella, 2022. p.122) who largely impacted various dimensions of 

Maltese society, such as the economy, culture and religion (Vella, 2022, p.122). Foreign powers 

include ‘the Phoenicians, the Romans, the Byzantines, the Arabs, the Normans, the Knights of 

St John, the French and finally the British who ruled over Malta for 164 years until its 

independence in 1964’ (Deguara, 2012, p.2). Christianity is said to have been brought by Saint 

Paul as he shipwrecked in Malta in 60 AD, and had since, besides an Islamic interlude, taken 

root in Maltese society up to this day, with Roman Catholicism inscribed in the country’s 

constitution (Constitution of Malta, 1964. Article 2:2). 

A history of gender equality state provisions in Malta 

Maltese society, making up a ‘southern model of welfare’ (Matsaganis et al 2003, p.642 in 

Darmanin, 2006, p.71) is described as following a pattern of ‘southern familism’ in which one 

relies on the family for provisioning and especially on women for care, yet unlike other southern 

nations Malta combines the latter with a strong welfare state due to its past as a British colony 

(Darmanin. 2006. p.70). Moreover, Catholic discourses and male dominated trade unions made 

the family paradigm based on the male breadwinner model (Cammileri-Cassar, 2005, in 

Darmanin. 2006. p.70). One of the first achievements of social policies was enacted in 1956 

with the National Assistance Act, consisting of ‘an extensive scheme of social insurance 

(Darmanin. 2006. p.72). Nevertheless, given the breadwinner model and the restrictive female 

employment, women did not really benefit from such measures. Shortly after the NP in power 

introduced reforms on education aiding the emancipation of women, which permitted the latter 

to a minor extent because of the marriage bars and because of the ‘exclusive mothering’ 

discourses of the Church in the 1960s. Darmanin holds that the latter became normative and 

still remain powerful in the construction of female identity at the time she wrote in 2006 

(Cammileri-Cassar, 2005, in Darmanin, 2006, p.72-73). In the 1970s, as the LP came into 

power, measures for families were introduced. Still, they served the maternalist state discourse 
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of the time (Orloff, 2004, in Darmanin, 2006, p.73) and their benefits for women remained 

questionable given that inactive women were in a situation of economic dependency. The 

party’s consciousness regarding gender equality seemed to have grown in the early 1980s, so 

that Social Assistance was extended to single and widowed mothers. Though, these social 

policy provisions, still along with the Catholic discourses on women and mothering formed a 

‘comfort zone’ discouraging women to be active on the labor market and ‘excluded them from 

entitlement to benefits in their own right’ (Darmanin, 2006, p.73). In the 1990s, a ‘carer’s 

pension’ of about half the minimum wage pushed many women to stay home and care for the 

elderly or disabled relatives at home. Significant changes in gender equality policies are 

noticeable during the period after the NP took office in 1987: the European Convention on 

Human Rights as well as the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 

were endorsed, as well as amendments in the constitution prohibiting discrimination on the 

grounds of sex (Heywood, 1995, p.115 in Darmanin, 2006, p.74). This period also saw 

increased collaborations with NGOs and the adoption of EU directives in Maltese law aligned 

with EU accession requirements (Chaney and Fevre, 2001, p.75 in Darmanin, 2006, p.75). In 

2003 was adopted the Equality for Men and Women Act, intending to prevent discrimination 

in different sectors, notably in employment and education. Gradually, these policies, along with 

the introduction of free childcare centers in 2014, the promotion of maternity leave and 

kindergartens resulted in a significant rise in the female employment rate from 1956 to 2015 

(NSO data, 2015, in Azzopardi, 2017, p.79). Though, Darmanin stressed the remaining 

challenges in legislation and the need for more participation of women in decision making roles 

(Darmanin, 2006, p.76).  

Legal framework and provisions for the LGBTI in Malta 

Malta, being a former British colony, inherited from the illegal status of homosexuality, given 

that in Britain the penal code included anti-sodomy laws. Despite some attempts at 

secularization, notably in the late 1920s and in the 1960s, it was only in the 1970s that after 

conflicts with the Church, Prime Minister Dom Mintoff implemented several controverted 

secularist policies diminishing the authority of the local Church, including the legalization of 

contraceptives, the introduction of civil marriage as well as the decriminalization of adultery 

and sodomy (Boissevain, 1993; Koster, 1984. in Deguara, 2020, p.376). Despite the latter being 
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radical at the time, the lines did not move for a long time, and the question of LGBTI rights was 

confined to a question of morality (Harwood, 2023, p.88).  

Today, the secular framework provides a strong legal support to LGBTI rights, with ILGA 

World referring to the Mediterranean insular state as the best country in the world for the 

protection of LGBTI rights, being the only nation where all the criteria for protection are met 

(Mendos, 2019, in Harwood, 2023, p.89). One notes, among others, the following legal terms: 

existence of a third gender option ‘X’ on legal documents, the right to equality and non-

discrimination and recognition before the law and the right to social security and other social 

services, right of adoption for same sex couples (Rainbow Europe, 2023). The last report on the 

year 2023 issued by ILGA Europe highlights measures taken in different areas, such as a sex 

information campaign launched by the university of Malta including a significant amount of 

information on LGBTI issues, the announcement of a one-week pride in 2024 in Gozo, more 

conservative region which has had its first pride parade in 2023, the announcement by Prime 

Minister Robert Abela that genital surgeries would be provided for free, the announcement by 

the ministry of health that it will now be possible for gay men to donate blood, putting an end 

to this type of stigma, the investments and improvements of the gender wellbeing clinic, 

increased funding for the Europride and the adoption of new procedures by the police for trans 

inmates (ILGA Europe, 2023).  

Furthermore, measures were taken in 2015 in the educational field, with the Ministry for 

Education and Employment introducing the ‘Trans, Gender Variant and Intersex Students in 

Schools’ policy (Caruana, 2018, p.79). Its purpose was to provide schools and educational staff 

with guidelines on how to address, support, inform and help the students falling into the 

categories mentioned by the name of this measure. Caruana’s research on two Maltese schools 

which aimed to assess whether there lies a discrepancy between law and practice in schools 

suggested that the agenda pushed by the Maltese educational system excludes the LGBTI. 

While this measure allowed gender issues to begin to be discussed in classrooms, there remains 

a lack of visibility for queer narratives, as well as persistent gender segregation, which is highly 

problematic in the case of lessons on puberty (Caruana, 2018, p.85-86). 
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3. Previous research 

Scholarship on LGBTI issues 

LGBTI identity, Church views and acceptance 

Mitchell brought an anthropological perspective on the position of gay men in Maltese society, 

collecting personal insights and accounts of Maltese gay men struggling between the moral 

dilemma sexuality-religion. He touches upon the heteronormative concept of hegemonic 

masculinity, “raġel sew” (which one could translate as ‘good man’) characterizing dynamics 

in Malta after homosexuality was made legal by an idea of a good and a bad masculinity 

(Mitchell, 2022, p.153). Homosexuality was still hidden, so that gay and lesbian individuals 

were some sort of outsiders invisible to both society and Maltese scholarship (Cole, 1994, p.598 

in Mitchell, 2022, p.154). Everyday discussions revolved around rumors about men who 

expectedly engage in encounters with other men, the latter being perceived as “unreliable, 

crafty, even dangerous to be with”, stressing the fear of gay men sexuality as one of the main 

themes of hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 1995; Vale de Almeida, 1996; Baldacchino, 2019 

in Mitchell, 2022, p.153).  

Further, Mitchell discussed the official position of the Church, which does not see LGBTI 

identities sinful in themselves; they can be seen as natural tendencies. It is engaging oneself in 

homosexual activities which is sinful in the Church’s views: such acts are regarded as ‘self- 

indulgent and immoral” since they occur outside of the context of procreation (Deguara, 2018; 

San Martin, 2019, in Mitchell, 2022, p.161). From a theological perspective still lies a 

substantial opposition to LGBTI identities, the latter bringing “feelings of guilt, shame or 

disgrace” to the Maltese LGBTI and their families (Mitchell, 2022, p.163). That put in 

perspective with the power of the Catholic Church, which has “the duty and the right to teach 

which principles are right and which are wrong” (Constitution of Malta 1964: Art. 2.2) leads to 

an internalization of such messages and to the LGBTI Maltese carrying a moral burden (Borg, 

2015; Deguara, 2018, in Mitchell, 2022, p.165).  

LGBTI social movement in Malta 

The breakthrough of LGBT rights can be explained by several factors, namely issue networks, 

timing and framing. The first LGBTI advocacy group, the Malta Gay Rights Movement 
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(MGRM) was not launched until 2001 (Harwood, 2015, p.118). This was followed by an 

increase in advocacy of the groups advocating for LGBTI rights, as the latter have demonstrated 

high levels of professionalism, allowing them to receive European and American funding. This 

contributed allowing the cause to enter the political arena through the LP (Harwood, 2023, p.91) 

in which was created the LGBTI Labor branch by young LGBTI members of the party, 

becoming the first LGBTI branch of a Maltese mainstream party, thus giving the cause direct 

access to decision makers (Harwood, 2023, p.92). The party, unlike its opponent, was 

associated with secularism (Harwood, 2015, p.118) and more progressive values, their voters 

being more liberal, and seeing the LGBTI question as separate from morality issues unlike the 

Church (Harwood, 2015, p.123). As the issue network gained further strength, LGBTI rights 

advocates throughout Europe successfully reframed their fight as a question of civic rights in 

the eyes of the public (O’Dwyer, 2012, p.345). Further, Harwood highlights the importance of 

the EU, which laid the foundations of LGBTI rights advocacy when upon accession it pressured 

the reluctant NP to extend anti-discrimination laws to LGBTI couples (Harwood, 2015, p.216, 

Harwood, 2023, p.89). EU accession played a role in the change in attitudes and in the reframing 

of the debate (Harwood, 2015, p.125). Harwood regards the European Parliament as a space for 

socialization of the Maltese MEP’s, who will then have a significant impact on domestic 

politics, given the high profile they retain in media (Harwood, 2015, p.126) and considering the 

high party loyalty in Malta, where political parties greatly influence their voters (Harwood, 

2023, p.87). Additionally, he mentioned that the Maltese population became more and more 

receptive to the cause and stressed the importance of the increased salience of the topic in 

international media, as well as the influence of news from Britain and Italy (Harwood, 2015, 

p.126).  

For Harwood, this breakthrough of the LGBTI movement has also to be put in perspective with 

timing and a window of opportunity that opened at the right moment. At the time, the NP kept 

on opposing the community’s rights, but the slim majority which allowed them to win the 2008 

elections gave some room to the movement for the revolution in LGBTI rights (Harwood, 2015, 

p.119). In 2011, a private member’s bill was tabled in the House of Representatives by an NP 

member, bringing the Maltese population to the polls to vote for the legalization of divorce. 

The majority of the Maltese voted in favor of divorce, and this appeared as a major defeat for 

the ruling party and for the Church on a question of morality with a religious dimension, giving 

solid backing to the LGBTI rights advocates (Harwood, 2015, p.123). This shift in Maltese 
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society led the LP to power, which won with the largest majority in Maltese history. 13 months 

after taking office, the government passed the Civil Union Act (Harwood, 2015, p.113), thus 

paving the way for other gender policy reforms to follow, marking the beginning of Malta 

championing LGBTI rights.  

Scholarship on women’s issues 

Representation of women in power 

Since 1947 when women obtained the right to vote, only 26 have been elected to the national 

parliament (Bezzina & Marmarà, 2022, p.659). Bezzina and Marmarà took a look at the 

attitudes of voters regarding gender corrective mechanisms in the Maltese national parliament 

elected in 2022. 12 women split equally between both parties have been added to the Parliament 

through a gender corrective mechanism, making up 28% of the Parliament members (Galea, 

2022), taking Malta from 148th place in the global female representation ranking in 2021 

(Bezzina & Marmarà, 2022, p.659) to 78th in early 2024 (IPU Parline, 2024). Their study 

showed that the vast majority of the Maltese were supportive of an increased representation of 

women in the parliament and to a lesser extent the adoption of the gender corrective mechanism 

(Bezzina & Marmarà, 2022, p.666). They also consider the European Parliament to have come 

into play; the male MEPs returning to Malta led to the election of the first female MEPs in 2008 

which until then had a harder time obtaining seats (Bezzina & Marmarà, 2022, p.659). Further, 

they stressed the androcentric nature of Maltese politics, misrepresenting and belittling female 

politicians, with for example ‘character assassination of female politicians; denigration as 

prostitutes or re-invention as honorary males’ (Bezzina & Marmarà, 2022, p.657). Additionally, 

a study by Vella has shown the challenges women face in leadership in the educational field 

(Vella, 2022, p.126). 

Female employment and the gender pay gap 

The breadwinner model is still a reality especially among the older generations; for the youngest 

it seems to be shifting, with both individuals in couples working because of the ‘need for women 

to reach their potential, the expectations of demands of today’s society and demands raised by 

modern life’ (Azzopardi, 2017, p.41). The rate of female employment being of 15,2% in 1956, 

and 29,5% in 1973 has seen a significant rise since EU accession and rose from 34% in 2004 

to 64% in 2018, the latest data available (Azzopardi, 2017, p.44-45; Eurostat, 2020). Recent 
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policies susceptible to explain this change include tax incentives, free childcare centers, work-

in benefits, tapered benefits, national insurance credits for childcare, flexi-hours, reduced hours, 

telework and an additional four weeks of paid maternity leave (Azzopardi, 2017, p.47). 

Nevertheless, Azzopardi showed that a rise in female employment leads to a widened gender 

pay gap. This phenomenon is explained by the lower levels at which women enter the 

workforce, but also by their likeliness of working part-time and by the fact that women tend to 

use family friendly measures, possibly impeding their career progression and advancement 

prospects, thus restricting women’s access to higher-paying positions (Azzopardi, 2017, p.48). 

Further on time, it has been suggested that in the case of Malta having a strong tradition of long 

working hours, instead of increased flexibility, shorter working hours in general would lead to 

a ‘narrower gender gap in labor market participation and higher levels of gender equality’, as it 

has been observed in some European countries having adopted such measures (Figart and 

Mutari, 2000, in Camilleri-Cassar, 2017, p. 562).  

Abortion in Malta and the framing of the debate 

The Church still exerts strong control over women and their bodies, which they cannot dispose 

of on their own, Malta being the only EU member state that totally bans abortion. 61,8% of the 

Maltese remain totally against abortion (Sansone, 2022). A study nevertheless showed that a 

majority of Maltese doctors surveyed were in favor of legalizing all methods of contraception, 

but mostly in cases endangering the woman’s life or if the fetus presented a non-viable anomaly; 

for cases of rape or incest, preservation of the woman’s physical or mental health, only around 

30% of opinions were favorable (Gravino & Caruana- Finkel, 2019, p.287). Also, the COVID19 

outbreak has contributed to further highlight the abortion problem in Malta and the resulting 

threats to human rights. It is not because abortion was totally outlawed until late 2023 and could 

lead to prison sentences for both those receiving and performing it (Harwood, 2023, p.90) that 

it did not occur: women secretly either travel abroad or order abortion pills online, yet the 

closing of borders during the pandemic made it even more difficult. On top of that, women 

presenting post-abortion complications often fear legal repercussions and thus delay seeking 

medical advice, and ‘most experiences of abortion remain in secrecy’ (Reis & Caruana-Finkel, 

2020, p.54-55). More recently, a reform originally intended to increase protection for women 

by allowing abortion care in exceptional circumstances was adopted by the Maltese parliament 

late June 2023. Nevertheless, although the ban is no longer total, it remains that the final text 
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drastically changed from the promised improvements of the laws’ first draft, so that it does not 

protect women’s health at all (Doctors for Choice Malta; International Planned Parenthood 

Federation, 2023).  

Left aside of the discussion on the paradox by Harwood, journalist Galea held that the abortion 

debate in Malta is ‘bound to questions of national identity, morality and sovereignty’ (Galea, 

2020). Galea cites anthropologist Rachel Scicluna in order to make sense of the vehemence of 

the opposition to the legalization of abortion: with the prevalence of familism and conservative 

gender roles, the embryo is seen as ‘intrinsically linked to the concept of family’, thus making 

abortion a ‘threat to the foundations of Maltese kin society’. For the pro-life advocates, life 

begins at conception, implying that terminating a pregnancy would be committing murder. 

Current president George Vella said:  

‘I will never sign a bill that involves the authorization of murder’ (Arena, 2021).  

Activists are verbally assaulted and their arguments dismissed. Further, among the latter women 

are advised to mind their own sexuality and they are told to take responsibility for their 

pregnancy, even if it's the result of rape. Many rapes go unrecorded, their actual occurrence 

being neglected and the victims heavily stigmatized (Galea, 2020). Further, the issue is 

negatively portrayed in media, with both the NP and LP owning the main commercial channels 

(Harwood, 2023, p.87), and debates in Parliament regarding the morning-after pill and the 

embryo protection remain highly emotive. Moreover, there are many cases of misinformation 

about abortion spread through social media, where things get severely toxic, but also through 

traditional media, school education and religious institutions, among others (Harwood, 2023, 

p.94-95).  

Gender based violence 

In addition, violence on women often expands from the legal framework to the household. 

Vakili Zad suggested that women’s disempowerment is one of the main factors for the high rate 

of domestic violence in Malta, also leading to the feminization of homelessness. The low 

position of women in Maltese society is justified by the latter itself: the doctrine of the Roman 

Catholic Church legitimizes violence in light of the patriarchal values it defends. ‘The Bible 

commands wives to:  
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Submit {themselves} unto {their} own husbands, as unto the Lord. For, the 

husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the Church’ (Heise, 

1998, p.281 in Vakili Zad, 2013, p. 543).  

This leads women, who undergo a process of socialization leading them to accept their inferior 

status being powerless and vulnerable to abuse, especially when they contest the perceived 

authority of their partner or husband (Vakili Zad, 2013, p.541). A study conducted on Malta’s 

only medical school about gender inequality and sexual harassment also brought to light the 

idea of a process of socialization to male dominance, or in this case, to behaviors that could be 

construed as sexual harassment in the medical environment. Such behavior often goes 

unreported, as obedience and conformity may be seen as crucial to professional advancement 

(Grech, Pace, Attard Mallia, Cuschieri, 2023, p.1-7). Further, one notes that many cases remain 

unreported due to the fact that women are not encouraged to speak, often because of the strong 

influence of the family and its balance which should not be broken (Vakili Zad, 2013, p.551). 

In spite of the family, community and Church pressure, some women facing abuse by their 

husband decide to leave; however, society provides neither financial support, nor adequate legal 

protection, nor safe and permanent housing at an affordable price. Many shelters are run by the 

Church, where Christian doctrine does not regard women in such cases as victims of a social 

problem in the spectrum of human rights, but as people facing individual problems requiring 

only pity and compassion (Vakili Zad, 2013, p.541-542-555).  

Women’s rights issue network 

Over the last decade, the women’s rights movements and especially the abortion issue network 

has taken an opposite path to the LGBTI issue network. Unlike the latter and despite many 

efforts it has not succeeded in bringing the framing of human rights to the Maltese political 

debate, so that abortion remains confined as a matter of right to life (Harwood, 2023, p.94). The 

abortion issue network has met tremendous resistance by longer-standing opposition groups 

such as the Church, lay organizations and prolife groups like Gift of Life or the Malta Unborn 

Child movement. Those groups have a much stronger foothold in society, with access to the 

media and relationships with politicians (Harwood, 2023, p.92-93). Further, a sociological 

study on women’s organizations in Malta has highlighted the limited feminist consciousness of 

those groups. Yet, more than half of the groups studied express a feminist stance and aim to 
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inspire change. This piece of research has shown their important connections with political 

actors, while remaining aware and critical towards political power (Borg, 2021). 

Familism, gender roles and the transformations of the Maltese family 

From the dozen of interviews conducted by Debattista, in an attempt to make sense of traditional 

Mediterranean gender stereotypes in Malta, it appears from certain respondents that most 

families resorting to childcare services do it because they cannot do otherwise, the main belief 

being that care belongs to the family sphere so that it cannot be taken by institutional sectors 

(Debattista, 2022, p.17-18). She stresses the importance of the social pattern of familism, ‘in 

which the family assumes a position of ascendence over individual interests’ (definition from 

the Merriam-Webster dictionary, 2021, in Debattista, 2022, p.15). Drawing on Nah Zhu and 

Lei Chang, she holds that changes in gender roles and expectations are possible through changes 

in the social environments, which have happened in education, work and the family sphere 

(Debattista, 2022, p.19). Upon EU accession the country received funds leading to an increased 

importance and more positive mentalities on education (Debattista, 2022, p.20), and one noticed 

a strong increase in women graduating from the tertiary sector, with women outnumbering men 

in 2019 as well as a change in the paths women chose to take (Gauci, 2021, in Debattista, 2022. 

p.20). Nevertheless, gender expectations are different at work for men and women: men are 

seen as having a ‘greater work identity’ whereas ‘women are seen as having predominantly 

family identities’. Although there have been shifts over time, this viewpoint has evolved due to 

an increased anticipation for women to participate in the workforce, with them possibly 

occupying higher-paying jobs and thus changing the family dynamics (Gonzalez, Jurado, 

Naldini, 1999 in Debattista, 2022, p.26); yet the status-quo implying that women are in charge 

of the family life remains (Meeussen, Veldman, Van Laar, 2016, in Debattista, 2022, p.19). 

Additionally, women’s individual identities, skills, intellect and achievements tend to be erased 

upon marriage and turn to become assets of the husband, so that women’s individuality is 

generally dissolved into their spouses’ (Vakili Zad, 2013, p.545).  

Azzopardi has focused further on the transformation of the family structure in Maltese society. 

Despite the presence of laws for gender equality, the actual situation on the field does not align 

with the legal framework. She stressed that despite Maltese society being still patriarchal, a 

change in mentalities is happening especially in cities and among the most educated (Azzopardi, 
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2017, p.70). More and more children are born out of wedlock which used to be rather shameful 

and people tend to get married later, which contributes to the fact that the average age at which 

a woman gives birth to her first child is rising. Also, divorce procedures are very simple, and 

with more and more couples going through marital dissolution, children are placed with 

different caregivers, thus changing family structures (Azzopardi, 2017, p.74-75). Further, 

drawing on Abela (2009), it is suggested that the current context of exposure to industrialized 

‘Western world lifestyles’ and consumerism and ‘ever increasing secular beliefs’ contributes to 

shifting the gender roles particularly among the younger generation (Abela, 2009, p.23 in 

Azzopardi, 2017, p.79). In addition, in a study giving voice to different generations of Maltese 

women, Visanich tried to make sense of the individualization process in Maltese society. 

Drawing on Beck and Beck- Gernsheim (2002/2008), she argues that despite the progress 

towards equitable gender relations, the personal agency of women’s lives has not been 

completely ‘detraditionalized’ (Visanich, 2018, p.8). Migratory flows also seem to be 

contributing to shifts in the family structure, with an increase in mixed relationships, especially 

since EU accession (Azzopardi, 2017, p.76-77). In spite of maintaining beliefs in God, the youth 

does not seem to align the latter with the Church’s doctrine on marriage and sexuality (Tabone 

et al, 2003, in Azzopardi, 2017, p.77). The influence of Catholicism remains strong, yet 

connections seem to be diminishing (Pace, 2006, p.32), leading to a rather individualized 

Catholic identity (Abela, 2000, in Azzopardi, 2017, p.77).  
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4. Theoretical framework 

Gender regime theory 

‘Gender regime theory addresses the alternative forms of gender relations at a macro level’ 

(Walby, 2020, p.416). Walby’s work on the theorization of gender regimes results from a need 

for an alternative to the under-theorization of gender in macro accounts of social 

transformations. The  latter tended to reduce gender to the domains of the family or culture. She 

described theories of modernization and capitalism which acknowledged the non-universality 

and non-unidirectional dimension of processes of societal change. Modernities are multiple 

(Eisenstein, in Walby, 2020) and entangled (Therborn, in Walby, 2020), but one finds also 

‘processes of combined and uneven development (Frank, in Walby, 2020), varied trajectories 

through modernization (Moore, 1966, in Walby, 2020), multiple regimes of capital 

accumulation (Aglietta, in Walby, 2020), and successive (Chase-Dunn, in Walby, 2020) and 

competing hegemons’ (Arrighi, in Walby, 2020) (Walby, 2020, p.416). Nevertheless, all these 

attempts at theorizing varieties of modernity and capitalism lack a sufficient consideration of 

gender in order to provide comprehensive analyses of the patterns of transformation and the 

significance of feminism as a force opposing dominant ideologies. In order to tackle this, Walby 

kept on advocating for the need of a perspective at the macro level to avoid centering gender 

primarily within the context of the family (Walby, 2020, p.416).  

 

Addressing gender relations at a macro level, gender regime theory also considers the 

transformation of patriarchy, or gender regime from a modern form associated with the public 

and the premodern form associated with the domestic (Walby, 2020, p.416). This 

conceptualization is done at ‘a lower level of abstraction’ than when those terms are applied to 

a whole society or epoch (Walby, 2009, in Walby, 2020, p.419). This distinction implies that  

women were strategically excluded under the private strategy of patriarchy, whereas in public, 

as a result of modernization towards an expansion of capitalism and feminism, modern forms 

are characterized by ‘the socialization of domestic labor; the increased representation of women 

in the polity; the individualization of intimacy; and state regulation of domestic violence’ 

(Walby, 2020, p.417). Walby highlights that a complete transformation from a premodern 

domestic form to a modern public form hasn’t fully occurred anywhere, and that all 

contemporary societies still retain some aspects of premodern domestic patriarchy. (Walby, 

2020, p.419). The distinction between those two forms is made in each of the discussed below 
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institutional domains of the gender regime. The public or modern sphere exists in various forms, 

of which the two most important are the neoliberal and the social democratic form. The former 

represents a form of ‘unequal thin democracy’ while the latter represents a ‘less unequal and 

deeper democracy’ (Walby, 2020, p.421). 

Four institutional domains 

The gender regime theory features four institutional domains: the economy, the polity, the civil 

society and violence.  

Economy 

The economy is comprised of both capital and labor, which includes care work as it also consists 

in a form of labor. Among the public/modern form and the domestic/premodern form, labor 

distinguishes itself by its public free wage nature in the former, whereas in the latter labor 

consists of housework. Within the public/modern gender regime, the neoliberal form is unequal 

and features few regulations for equality, meanwhile the social democratic form regulations 

enforce equality and sets the ground for a balanced life, by for instance introducing equal pay 

and conditions as well as working time regulations (Walby, 2020, p.419-420). 

Polity 

The domain of polity encompasses all entities that govern, including organized religions, which 

are highly significant with regards to their impact on the governance of sexuality and 

reproduction. The modern polity is democratic, yet the depth of democracy can vary 

importantly vary, and can be broken down into ten points: ‘no hereditary or unelected positions; 

no colonies; no governance powers held by an additional nondemocratic polity, for example, 

religion; universal suffrage; elections and free association; low cost of electioneering; 

proportional representation; quotas for underrepresented groups; proportionate representation 

in parliament; and a wide range of institutions governed by the democratic polity’ (Walby, 

2020, p.420). These points can be grouped into three categories of escalating depth of 

democracy, namely suffrage democracy, which can be characterized by its thinness and 

shallowness; presence democracy; and broad democracy. A modern type of polity implies a 

certain degree of democratic participation, whilst in a premodern type of polity women no do 

participate in democratic processes. Among the latter, one distinguishes the neoliberal form as 

being less democratic compared to the deeper democracies that social democratic forms 
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embody. The level of democracy differs depending on the regime of inequality; thus, it may 

vary across gender, class, and ethnicity (Walby, 2020, p.420).  

Civil society 

Civil society covers ‘the associations and projects creating and transforming meaning, 

including political projects, intimacy and sexuality, and education and knowledge’ (Walby. 

2020. p.420). In a premodern type of regime, all of these are confined to the domestic sphere, 

while they are not domesticated in modern types of regimes. In the case of the latter, neoliberal 

types of civil society see phenomena of commercialization and of prevailence of inequalities. 

Conversely, in a social democratic type of civil society mutualization is fostered and 

inequalities reduced. There also lies a contrast regarding intimacy and sexuality: the former 

type is associated with a commercialization of sexuality in pornography and the sex trade, while 

the latter emphasizes mutualism and is devoid of monetary exchange (Walby. 2020. p.422). 

Violence 

Walby (2009) added violence as a fourth institutional domain of the gender regime framework. 

It is rather precisely focused on physical actions and harms to make it possible to examine its 

connections with other forms of power, thus facilitating the analysis of how gender-based 

violence relates to gendered economic equality (Walby, 2020, p.418-419). The domain of 

violence can be understood as encompassing all institutions establishing and regulating harmful 

physical contacts, and includes all interpersonal, interstate and intergroup relations and 

practices of violence. Walby, following Weber, holds that modern states maintain a monopoly 

of legitimate violence, and that states can be qualified as modern if and only if the 

criminalization of domestic violence and rape within marriage is complete. The type of 

interventions against gender-based violence consists in one significant factor distinguishing 

neoliberal regimes from social democratic regimes: in the former the focus is rather put on 

criminal justice against the perpetrator, and often end up ‘deploying high levels of coercion and 

violence to address the high levels of violence their policies have generated’, while in the latter 

the focus is preferably on the victim, through welfare provisions and specialist support (Walby, 

2009, Walby et al, 2015, Walby et al, 2017, in Walby, 2020, p.422). 

On southern European gender regimes 

In the 1990s emerged significantly influential classifications of welfare regimes, at first one by 

Esping-Andersen (1990) and another by Korpi and Palme (1998). These two were followed by 
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two further types of classification, of which what is described as the ‘Southern model’ 

(Leibfried, 1992; Ferrera, 1996; Bonoli, 1997 in Calzada & Brooks, 2013, p.515). This 

classification has garned quite significant scholarly attention, with one of the main debates 

being whether Spain, Italy, Greece and Portugal epitomize a distinct form of ‘welfare 

capitalism’ or merely a variant of the ‘conservative-corporatist’ regime typical in continental 

Europe (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Ferrera, 1996; Karamessini, 2008; Katrougalos & Lazaridis, 

2003; Rhodes, 1996 in Moreno Minguez & Crespi, 2017, p.395). Malta never figured in such 

discussions, despite being unarguably Mediterranean, both in terms of location and culture. Yet, 

some argued that Southern European countries have their own systems of capitalist 

development (Gal, 2010, Karamessini, 2008 in Moreno Minguez & Crespi, 2017, p.395). 

Though, despite the two sides disagreeing whether these nations create a distinct grouping, they 

both agree that they share the same kinds of family and employment regime. Further, these 

nations also share a number of common traits, with varying degrees of similarity. All these 

countries share a similar background, namely ‘late industrialization, a right-wing dictatorship 

in the 20th century and a strong role played by the Church in promoting traditional family-

oriented values’ (Moreno Minguez & Crespi, p.396). Unlike sometimes implied by comparative 

literature on welfare systems, Southern European countries are not lagging behind in terms of 

development; they represent a distinct cluster with their own experiences that differ from the 

others (Escobedo & Wall, 2015; Ferrera, 1996; Garcia & Karakatsanis, 2006 in Moreno 

Minguez & Crespi, p.396). Southern European countries follow a pattern of familism with the 

male breadwinner model. This type of welfare state goes beyond the classic nuclear family and 

also includes dependent family members such as the elderly or the disabled, pushing the idea 

of family into an idea of broader kinship. Though, the latter is asymmetrical and women bear 

on their shoulders the weight of care work, all the more so given that in these systems the state 

provides very few care services since this is seen as a duty of the family (Donati & Prandini, 

2008; Edlund, 2007 in Moreno Minguez & Crespi, p.396). 

 

Despite the family and intergenerational ties remaining strong, with the fact that in these 

countries, different generations within a family tend to cohabitate for longer, although this is 

partly due to unemployment and the housing crisis, as well as the fact that the ideas of solidarity 

and kinship remain the norm, Southern European societies are changing. They are taking 

different paths, and a transition from the traditional male breadwinner model towards a dual-
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earner family is on the way, and at different paces. Southern families, despite their 

traditionalism and their family-oriented feature are nowadays going through deep change, 

mostly cultural and socioeconomic transformations. The following situation has often been 

described in the literature as a paradox: a low fertility rate coexists with low female employment 

rates, a low cohabitation rate and a rising age of first marriage, as well as a rising number of 

extramarital births. These changes came with shifts in social policies such as the increase in 

childcare services. Further, Moreno Minguez and Crespi stressed that changes like more dual-

earner families, further women education and improvements in parental leave were still hard to 

imagine not so long ago (Moreno Minguez & Crespi, p.397). Moreover, the changes in the 

work/family arrangements which began to occur in these countries are similar to those in other 

European societies more advanced in terms of gender equality and family (Domínguez-

Folgueras & Castro-Martín, 2013; Lesthaeghe, 2010 in Moreno Minguez & Crespi, p.397). 

Alternative theories 

The gender regime theory has been used given the high compatibility of the four institutional 

domains enounced by Walby (2020) with the topics requiring examination to address the first 

research question. Also, it appeared logical to develop this theory in view of the discussions on 

southern European gender regimes which never mention Malta. However, alternative theories 

were considered during the initial phases of this research project. At first, intersectionality 

theory was also a good prospect. As its name suggests it, this theory inscribed in feminism and 

echoing to the latter’s suspicion towards dualistic thinking considers the interconnectedness of 

different social categories to approach phenomena, making it ‘permanently open and thus 

remarkably fertile for generating new thinking’ (Fergusson, 2017, p.271-272). Despite being 

surely relevant to this study, it has been deemed not comprehensive enough in this case, and 

intersectionality has been instead employed as an approach throughout this study. Similarly, 

social movements theory was ruled out of the equation given its inability to be applied to factors 

other than issue networks; the same applies to europeanization theory, which could not 

encompass other dynamics. The latter, despite having no widely accepted definition among 

social scientists, may be understood as and include ‘the emergence of new forms of European 

governance, national adaptation, policy convergennce, problems and opportunities for domestic 

political management, modernization, joining Europe, the reconstruction of identities and 

transnationalism and cultural integration’ (Harmsen & Wilson, 2000, p.13-18). Although this 
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concept has not been operationalized due to the scope of this study, it has nonetheless 

considered to a lesser extent several of the approaches mentioned above. 
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5. Methods and materials 

Case study methodology 

The complexity of the Maltese gender policies puzzle necessitates a holistic, in-depth 

investigation, to which case study appears as an ideal methodology (Feagin, Orum & Sjoberg, 

1991 in Tellis, 1997).  In a case study, the object of interest is the case itself, so that the aim of 

the researcher is to offer ‘an in-depth examination of it’. This methodology distinguishes itself 

by the fact that one of the researcher’s concerns is to uncover the unique characteristics of the 

case and is known as an idiographic approach (Bryman, 2016, p.61). Specific types of case 

studies have been identified by Yin (1993), namely exploratory, explanatory and descriptive. 

The former tend to be considered as preludes to social research, the second tends to be used to 

conduct causal inquiries, while the latter needs the development of a theory prior to the initiation 

of the project. Stake (1995) added three new levels of distinction: intrinsic, implying an interest 

in the case itself, instrumental, when the case at stake is used to understand more than what 

appears obvious to the researcher, and collective, when a cluster of cases is at the center of the 

study (Tellis, 1997). Thus, the Maltese conundrum at stake in this study consists in an intrinsic 

explanatory case study, since this piece of research aims at finding the causes of this peculiar 

situation regarding the imbalance of rights between LGBTI individuals and women in the given 

locality of Malta. Further, Yin (2009) distinguished five types of case studies: the critical case, 

corresponding to a scenario in which the researcher disposes of a well-developed theory and 

selects a case for its potential to provide insights on the conditions where the hypothesis proves 

right or not; the exemplifying case, chosen to capture typical or common situations and 

exemplify broader categories, with the aim of providing more context to specific research 

questions; the revelatory case, when the researcher has the opportunity to investigate a 

phenomenon previously inaccessible to research; the longitudinal case which allows an 

investigation at two or more junctures; and the extreme or unique case whose features are 

intrinsic to it. (Bryman, 2016, p.61-62). This study of the Maltese case falls into the latter 

category. 

 

Case studies often recourse to unstructured interviews, given their capacity of generating ‘an 

intensive, detailed examination of a case’ (Bryman, 2016, p.61). This justifies the choice of 

conducting semi-structured interviews for this study. Along with these interviews, the latest 

data produced by EIGE on Malta and the European Union on the acceptance of LGBTI 
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individuals in the European Union were analyzed in a matter of triangulation of data, research 

strategy central to the case study methodological framework, aiming at ensuring accuracy and 

alternative explanations (Stake, 1995 in Tellis, 1997). Triangulation is needed in regard to ‘the 

ethical need to confirm the validity of the processes’ (Tellis, 1997), which in case studies can 

be achieved through the use of multiple sources of data (Yin, 1984, in Tellis, 1997). Among the 

four types of triangulation identified by Denzin (1984), this study recourses to methodological 

triangulation, in which ‘one approach is followed by another to increase confidence in the 

interpretation’ (Tellis, 1997). As Yin held (1989), all research needs to consider different kinds 

of validity. Construct validity, he suggested, can be ensured by the use of multiple sources of 

evidence (Yin, 1989 in Tellis, 1997). This piece of research, by collecting empirical material 

from semi-structured interviews and EIGE and EU data meets this requirement. Internal validity 

can be provided by the specification of the unit of analysis, as this appears as the area of 

development of theories which are tested or developed through data collection and analysis 

(Tellis, 1997). In this piece of research, the unit of analysis is Malta, studied through the scope 

of gender regimes or even southern gender regimes, developed upon analysis of the empirical 

material, as researchers commonly do in case study situations (Bryman, 2016, p.64). The 

development of further theory on gender regimes this piece of research aims at producing places 

this study of the Maltese case in the ‘inductive tradition of the relationship between theory and 

research’ (Bryman, 2016, p.64). However, achieving external validity is more complicated to 

reach in a single-case study, yet Yin claimed that developing a formal case study protocol, as it 

has been made in the scope of this thesis, provides the reliability required in all research (Yin, 

1994 in Tellis, 1997). 

Method 

The qualitative part of this study includes 8 semi-structured interviews, of which 4 with LGBTI 

rights activists as well as 4 with pro-choice activists, who also advocate for women’s rights in 

general. One participant was also involved in engaging men to stand against gender-based 

violence. This interviewing method consists in one of the most common approaches to data 

collection used in qualitative research (Leegard, Keegan, Ward, 2003, p. 138). In depth 

interviews recognize the importance of conversation and personal accounts to produce meaning 

in social research. Good interviews must feel natural, like a daily conversation; yet this is only 

a resemblance given the roles of researcher and participant (Kvale, 1996; Rubin and Rubin, 

1995, p.138 in Leegard, Keegan, Ward. 2003). Through in-depth interviewing, ‘knowledge 
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about the social world is constructed in normal human interaction’ (Rorty, 1980 in Leegard, 

Keegan, Ward. 2003). For direction regarding the process of conducting interviews, Magnusson 

and Marecek’s guide (2015) was used as a key element of guidance. As they suggested, in order 

to test the interview guide and the formulation of the questions, a pilot interview has been 

conducted with a peer who is not familiar with the academic concepts related to my field of 

study. The questions were formulated in accordance with the central topics defined in relation 

to the research problem (See Appendix A). 

 

The participants have been recruited using the snowball effect: the first respondent has been 

recruited through my network, and thanks to his well-established position in Maltese activism 

for gender equality, spread the word and put me in touch with other people and organizations 

via emails. Some participants were also contacted or reached out to me via Facebook. The first 

respondents then forwarded a message I wrote about my study to their fellow activists that could 

be interested in participating. Yet, it must be stressed that I knew neither my first participant 

nor the others personally. The interviews were conducted via Zoom video conferencing 

software in March and April 2024. Digital recordings were made of the interviews, and 

verbatim transcriptions were subsequently made from these recordings. All the respondents 

were provided with a letter of intent describing the study and its aims. This document stressed 

the rights of the respondents, namely the voluntary aspect of their participation, the fact that 

they would remain anonymous and could at any time withdraw their assent to participate in the 

project, as well as their right to not respond to questions they do not wish to or feel 

uncomfortable with. This document informed the participants regarding the recording of their 

interviews, just as it was done at the beginning of the meetings. Both the audio files of the 

recording and their transcriptions to written format were kept on a hard drive to which I am the 

only one having access to. By signing underneath this information and formalities and returning 

it before the interview, participants agreed to participate and consented to the treatment of their 

information as described (See Appendix B). 

Description of the participants 

Four participants of this study are LGBTI rights activists, while the other four were part of pro-

choice advocacy groups, and more generally involved in women’s rights activism. The queer 

rights activist section includes two trans men aged 22 and 23, a 32-year-old person using 

they/them pronouns who is now involved in national politics, and a 34-year-old man. The two 
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youngest respondents have activist practices both through organizations and individually, while 

the two others grounded their activism through their involvement in organizations. Pro-choice 

activists include three women aged 24, 28 and 39. All were either founders or leaders of 

organizations fighting for the right to abortion within the Maltese pro-choice coalition. Also 

interviewed was a 48-year-old man who works mainly with men to combat misogyny and 

violence against women. He is also involved in the coalition (See Appendix C). 

Analytical approach and material 

The empirical material was analyzed in a logic of thematic analysis. This constitutes one of the 

most common approaches to analyze qualitative data (Bryman, 2016, p.584). This can be 

understood as ‘the process of identifying patterns or themes within qualitative data’ (Maguire, 

Delahunt, 2017, p.3352). It ambitions more than a simple summary of the data at stake and aims 

at interpreting it as well as making sense of it. Considering Clarke and Braun’s warning, the 

themes were not elaborated based on the main interview questions (Clarke and Braun, 2013 in 

Maguire, Delahunt, 2017, p.3353), but from the material itself, including the participants’ input. 

They were also established based on the social scientific concepts from the gender regime 

theoretical framework this study is grounded in, which were acting as a ‘springboard for 

themes’ (Bryman, 2016, p.586). 

 

Nevertheless, despite being a very common method, thematic analysis remains to some extent 

underdeveloped, and its steps or ingredients are still quite unspecified. Yet, Bryman’s guide to 

social research methods sheds some light on what is undoubtedly a theme: ‘a category identified 

by the analyst through his/her data;  that relates to his/her research focus (and quite possibly the 

research questions); that builds on codes identified in transcripts and/or field notes; and that 

provides the researcher with the basis for a theoretical understanding of his or her data that can 

make a theoretical contribution to the literature relating to the research focus’ (Bryman, 2016, 

p.584). Further, the elaboration of themes has been carried out following Ryan and Bernard’s 

recommendations, which advised to look for repetitions, indigenous typologies or categories; 

transitions, similarities and differences as well as linguistic connectors (Ryan and Bernard. 

2003, in Bryman, 2016. p.586). Following Löfgren (2013), once themes have been identified 

and then grouped into categories, a work of conceptualization of data has been carried out, so 

that hierarchies and connections between these categories were distinguished. The material 

gathered and analyzed in the scope of this study consists of the transcripts of  8 semi-structured 
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interviews conducted with 4 pro-choice, and more generally qualifiable as women’s rights 

activists and with 4 LGBTI rights activists, as well as the latest data of EIGE on the gender 

equality index of Malta 2023, mostly calculated with data from 2021 and 2022 and data from 

the latest Eurobarometer from 2019 on the acceptance of LGBTI individuals in the EU. These 

quantitative pieces of data were brought along the qualitative material gathered through the 

interviews in order to facilitate the exploration of the empirical research question. In the logic 

of triangulation of data, this approach was chosen given its ability to identify and interpret 

patterns, allowing qualitative data to be complemented and nuanced, and vice-versa, and thus 

strengthening the rigor and depth of the study. 

Ethical issues and positionality 

Regarding ethical concerns, especially with regards to the sensitive and emotive nature of the 

topic, particular attention has been put on the four main points shared by Diener and Crandall 

(1978) throughout the whole research process (Bryman, 2016, p.126-133). The latter implied 

not causing any harm to participants; being totally transparent regarding this research and its 

aims, as well as the rights of participants and guarantying their anonymity, factor on which I 

insisted after some of the first interviewees confessed their anxieties given the very small scale 

of the country and of its activist spheres; the storage of their data and asking for their consent 

both via the signature of the form and orally; not invading their privacy which implied not 

asking about intimate details, paying attention and showing respect when they chose to raise 

sensitive personal issues, such as familial details, religious faith, personal struggles regarding 

identity, sexuality and SRHR more broadly.  

 

Social structures and the positionality of the researcher contribute to shape the social situations 

that interviews consist of (Wojnicka, 2020). Seemingly, existing literature on positionality has 

not focused nor considered settings similar to the one I found myself in during this research 

project. This is why my reflexivity has been influenced by feminist writings on women working 

with men (Wojnicka, 2020) and considered the following factors for the reflection process on 

the fieldwork: gender, sexuality and social class or status. As a heterosexual cis-gendered man 

in his twenties living between Sweden and France, despite having queer individuals and women 

facing similar struggles in my closest circles that go beyond these two countries, I do not share 

the experiences of my participants both from the point of view of personal experience and 

legislation that would affect my rights. Further, as a heterosexual cis-gendered man, I did my 
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best to stay aware of this factor which could have implications of dominance in the context of 

conversations with women or queer individuals. Yet, my rather young age might have acted as 

a counterbalance to this in most cases, for the most part thanks to my physical appearance which 

could, through a very traditional lens, be associated with feminine features, namely earrings 

and long hair. Additionally, my frenchness, coupled to the fact that I live in Sweden most likely 

impacted the power relationship with the respondents with regards to the recent legal change in 

France becoming the first country in the world inscribing abortion as a constitutional right, and 

Sweden being seen as one of the most developed nations on the globe, also in terms of gender 

equality and openness to queer individuals. Moreover, the issue of language has to be 

mentioned, as the latter is still prevalent in current debates in Malta over colonization and 

identity. Despite the fact that English is an official language on the archipelago along with 

Maltese, it is not everyone’s mother tongue or the language spoken at home. As suggested by 

one interviewee (#3), English still echoes to a higher social class or status and to some extent 

to the NP, echoing to the major divide of the pre-independence context (Mitchell, 2002, p.10). 

Limitations 

The first limitation to this study lies within the sample size. Some participants, due to their 

young age were unable to provide as detailed an account of the late 2000s context as their elders, 

as they were still children or in their early teenage years. Likewise regarding their accounts of 

the earliest stages of the breakthrough of LGBTI rights. Another limitation of the study consists 

in the secondary nature of the data produced by EIGE. Also, the significant category of violence 

is not featured in the overall score of Malta on the index because of a lack of comparable data 

on EU scale. 
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6. Results and analysis 
 

The following categories emerged throughout the analytical process: local politics, external 

influences, Catholicism, media, family, violence, and issue networks. All categories are 

intertwined to different extents, and feature two to three themes. 

Local politics 

Party influence and party loyalty. All respondents agreed on the significant impact of the two 

main political parties in shaping public opinion, thus shaping attitudes towards LGBTI rights 

and abortion. The division between the LP and the NP is parochial and of high significance, so 

that the voters listen to their party narrative and act accordingly. For most participants, the party 

loyalty is so strong that the Maltese do not question anything and rather follow blindly what 

their camp leaders say. One interviewee  described Maltese politics as tribal, while another (#2) 

used the analogy of football: 

“For instance, when I was at the European Parliament many militant politicians told 

us that we are like footballers. It's true, it's like football to us. We have the red and the 

blue: we're on our different sides. It’s like football meetings, and it's in every family; its 

either we are ‘Laburista’ or we are ‘Nazzjonalista’1, we stick to it, and there’s no 

thought process.”(#2) 

The idea according to which some Maltese have shrines to certain politicians emerged, and 

especially with the example of Joseph Muscat, in spite of all scandals2. One participant (#8) 

added to this the idea of different political leadership between the early 2010s and nowadays. 

While all participants agreed that the government in power at the time of the first steps in 

LGBTI rights did not wait for society to be acceptant, he read this as greater leadership, 

especially from former Prime Minister Joseph Muscat. For him, nowadays the government and 

especially the current Prime Minister do not influence public opinion like before, but rather acts 

 
1 Laburista and Nazzjonalista meaning respectively Labor and Nationalist (parties). 
2 Joseph Muscat, former Prime Minister from 2013 to 2020 who has had almost a ‘cult-like’ following, has been 

involved in several corruption scandals. Notable among these is the case of the Panama Papers during which 

journalist Daphne Caruana Galizia revealed on her blog that Muscat’s friend and chief of staff as well as his energy 

minister owned secret offshore companies. Muscat failed to take action, and Daphne Caruana Galizia was 

murdered shortly after the outbreak of the scandal, leading to gigantic outrage (Cacciottolo, BBC News, 2019). 

More recently, in early May, another scandal broke out involving a deal with a private company for the 

development of public hospitals. Criminal charges have been brought against him (Chadwick, Euronews, 2024). 
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carefully in order to please the crowds to stay politically relevant. He sees the Andrea Prudente3 

case as a window of opportunity that has mistakenly not been seized: 

“It was the perfect timing, and in fact the government wanted to introduce their 

law stating that women can perform an abortion if their health, or even their 

mental health is at risk. Followed a huge backlash from the Church, from 

Nationalist Party so that they changed the law, that a woman should be in danger 

of dying and three doctors have to sign, but why? Why this U-turn? They had a 

huge majority in government so they really appeared super weak and they didn't 

have to be because people forget… if they would have introduced abortion and if 

the party leader told them that it’s because women would die…” (#8) 

Political strategy. Half of the respondents saw the great advances in LGBTI rights as the fruit 

of political opportunism. They see this as an instrumentalization of minority rights in order to 

get votes, especially from the most progressive parts of society and from the queer community 

which gained increased visibility at the time, but most importantly to be seen as progressive 

both for the Maltese and for Europe in order to hide the corruption scandals. One participant 

(#1) described this as a ‘PR stunt’: 

 

“For me, it is very obvious that the government pushes LGBTI rights to make it look 

appealing, to look liberal and modern. In a sense they have used the queer community 

to make themselves look good. It became very clear during Europride, you could see 

every politician taking selfies and photos with rainbow flags, and they were always in 

front; they were even pushing the organizers to the side because it was very important 

for them to be seen for the PR stunt. They don't care about the community and their 

wellbeing. If they did, they would take it much more seriously when some of them are 

victims of hate speech.” (#1) 

 

Another participant (#3) was more explicit regarding the motives of this pro-queer rights stance: 

 

 
3 In 2022 US citizen Andrea Prudente, in vacation in Malta with her husband had been denied an abortion on 

Maltese soil, despite her deadly infection. She was evacuated to Mallorca for a life-saving termination. Significant 

scandal ensued. (Monetta. BBC News. 2022) 
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“I do think that it was a political strategy. They snuck it in and then they were like ‘oh 

you know, we are corrupt but look we are giving people rights!’ so with this they are 

definitely trying to look good.” (#3) 

 

Regarding women’s rights and abortion, the game would be different if there were more women 

in politics, and if they would be given more trust. This seemed decisive in the trajectory of the 

LGBTI issue network, as many queer activists, especially gay men accessed the political sphere 

and influenced legislation. The latest data of EIGE indicates that Maltese women still remain 

widely excluded of positions of power in political, economic and social spheres. Within the 

political arena, women amount for about a small 30% of decision-making bodies, including the 

Ministries, Parliament and regional assemblies and local municipalities. The same trend is 

noticeable within the economic and social spheres (EIGE. 2023). This can be explained by the 

persistent patriarchal nature of Maltese society, the history of female subjugation as well as the 

role of women in the family. One respondent (#3) regarding women in politics and gender 

corrective mechanisms: 

 

“Women in politics are still not trusted. Many don't think that women would make good 

leaders because women were not allowed to make good leaders for such a long time. 

There's this push that we want women in leadership and we're going to put them there 

almost by force, but people haven't experienced good leadership by women yet. In their 

head it doesn't even connect that women can be good leaders.” (#3) 

 

Risks of reprisals. Regarding the abortion debate, all respondents agree on the fact that being 

vocally pro-choice is a ‘political suicide’, reflecting the prevailing anti-abortion sentiments in 

Maltese society. Furthermore, it appeared that having Roberta Metsola, who is Maltese and 

anti-choice as the President of the European Parliament, as well as well as a near majority of 

Maltese MEPs who are also anti-choice and who maintain good relations with other members 

seem to limit Europe's influence on the debate.  

 

“Being pro-choice is political suicide. When I saw how Metsola was responding to these 

pro-choice questions, she was really clever. Because they didn't manage to get her 

pronouncing a harsh line that would cut her from doing local politics.” (#2) 
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Furthermore, notably due to the dominant framing of abortion by anti-choice advocates, coming 

out as pro-choice and being vocal about it brings virulent criticism, from activists and non-

activists alike, and even more: 

 

“I know people who have lost clients in their business because they have come out 

openly as pro-choice, because that kind of people won’t go to baby killers’ business. We 

(activists) have received death threats so sometimes it's still like in the 1950s.” (#1) 

External influences 

European integration. European integration has come into play for both the LGBTI and the 

pro-choice issue networks. The archipelago’s accession to the EU allowed Maltese activist 

groups to access elite socialization in European spheres, so that they could bring back their 

experiences to the national policy level. This is especially the case for the LGBTI issue network, 

while the pro-choice coalition seems rather connected on a global level than on a European one. 

 

“ILGA Europe has played a very pivotal role, in the fact you notice it in the personal 

trajectories of people ; activists involved in MGRM but also prior to MGRM, activists 

from movement Graffiti who were involved in ILGA Europe. For instance, you've got 

Silvan Agius, whose journey consisted in founding movement Graffiti, then being the 

staff member of ILGA Europe on policy and coming back to Malta and running with the 

Green Party for elections, who is now at the Commission.” (#7) 

 

“I think with NGO’s, this is a collaboration more on the international level for the pro-

choice movement, which is connected to many international actors and sharing many 

tools, resources, trainings and how to campaign.” (#6) 

 

Nevertheless, influences outside of Europe also impacted both causes. While American 

influences, notably through cultural representations helped the LGBTI movement to gain 

people’s acceptance, in the case of abortion, the current context in the United States with the 

recent overturning of Roe v. Wade4 tends to inspire the Maltese anti-choice forces. 

 
4  Legal case after which US government declared unconstitutional the restrictive legislation on abortion 

(Britannica. 2024). 
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“A recent thing I heard was a politician from the National Party saying that overturning 

Roe v. Wade is actually a sign of scientific progress; progress because now we have the 

scientific tools to hear the heartbeat earlier and therefore, we need to update the 

abortion laws accordingly.” (#7) 

 

Moreover, many respondents see an anti-trans wave linked to the rise of far-right populisms in 

Europe, which to some extent does not spare Malta and influences the country. One participant 

(#6) also mentioned a Russian influence: 

 

“We see the pro-life for example in Malta doing trainings funded by Russia… the anti-

gender movements in Russia. It's all connected throughout.” (#6) 

 

Furthermore, one key element to my knowledge heretofore sidelined is the very conditions of 

the accession treaty of Malta to the European Union. Malta, during the negotiations, achieved 

to get a derogation on the ban on abortion, stipulating that the union law is never to interfere 

with national law on termination of pregnancy. This further limits the potential help coming 

from Europe; the change has thus to come from within, as also evoked in the following 

paragraph.  

 

“I'm pretty angry at European liberal democracies for agreeing to insert that 

clause in our accession treaty, because they threw Maltese women under the bus.” 

(#5) 

 

National identity and foreign influences. Another significant element of this situation is the idea 

of national identity. The colonial past of Malta plays an important role in the Maltese psyche, 

which a respondent qualified as a ‘generational trauma’. This past of domination leads the 

Maltese to be relatively wary of foreigners, who since the early 2010s have become an 

increasingly important part of Maltese society. Both EU citizens settling in Malta as well as the 

many refugees arriving on the shores of the archipelago contribute to influence the Maltese way 

of life, which seems jeopardized. A few respondents evoked the racist traits of the Maltese in 
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this regard. Further, given the small size of the country and thus its heavy reliance on 

importations, there seem to be a certain fear to see the Maltese not sustained.    

 

“That has created this massive sense in us that… we are going to be wiped out.” (#4) 

 

In addition, as one participant mentioned, activists tend to draw lessons from the case of 

Northern Ireland as it is the closest model country to Malta, thus one can find insightful the 

literature that has focused on ethnonationalism and attitudes towards same-sex marriage and 

abortion in the region. A study by Hayes and Nagle showed that ethnonationalist groups can 

eventually advocate for rights for sexual minorities and use those progresses as a political 

advantage or as a way to distance themselves from conservative and backward-looking 

opponents (Haynes and Nagle, 2019, p.465). Nevertheless, this potential progressivism does 

not extend to women’s reproductive rights to which these movements are fundamentally 

opposed to: it is a ‘battle of the cradle’ (Vickers, 1990, p.485 in Hayes and Nagle, 2019, p.457) 

that regards women as ‘biological producers of members of ethnic collectivities (Nagel, 2003; 

Yuval-Davis and Anthias, 1989 in Hayes and Nagle, 2019. p.457). Giving women the right to 

abort would be framed as a treason to the nation and ‘race suicide’ (Albanese, 2004, p.12 in 

Hayes and Nagle, 2019, p.457). Although one cannot really speak of Maltese ethnonationalism, 

one notices some similar signs: a fear of outsiders who could threaten core Maltese values and 

a refusal to bend down to other external powers (Galea, 2020), as well as a history of violence 

due to its colonial past, which like in the case of the recent militarized climate in Northern 

Ireland is said to greatly impact women’s rights and domestic violence (Vakili Zad, 2013. 

p.553).  

 

Furthermore, the Maltese have always had an ambiguous relationship to Europe. Mitchell 

(2002) has discussed the struggles of the Maltese to find their own identity and path; the Maltese 

having been largely divided between a preference for Italy, supported by the NP, and a 

preference for the United Kingdom, supported by the NP (Mitchell, 2002, p.7-11). Once this 

division began to fade, discussions on national identity shifted to the question of Europe, which 

began to be seen in the 1990s as a double-edged sword, given that on the one hand  accession 

echoed to greater economic security and stability, given that the country had been heavily 

dependent on the tourism sector since independence, which in itself is highly unstable. From a 
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strategic point of view, it was seen as a form of protection, given the nation's history of 

subjugation. Still, on the other hand, for those opposed to the idea of a European Malta, EU 

accession consisted in a significant threat to national sovereignty and Maltese identity, and its 

impact on many aspects of people's daily lives provoked intense debates regarding the dilution 

of Maltese identity amidst European modernity (Mitchell, 2002, p.12). These feelings of 

ambivalence still seem alive: 

 

“Regarding the abortion issue, we're feeling that we're superior. Our Christian 

values are so ingrained in our society that nothing will stop us. We think that 

we're unstoppable and that we're better than them because we don't have abortion 

in our country.” (#6) 

 

“The latest Europe barometer that was published yesterday shows that overall, 

the Maltese are happy with being part of the European Union. Then of course it 

becomes divisive when you have for example the vote that happened this week on 

abortion becoming recognized as a fundamental right, and that starts to feel like 

an imposition from Europe even though it cannot be imposed on us. {…} It's not 

just the abortion matter that sometimes comes up, it's more of maintaining the 

balance between having enough sovereignty and having all the access to benefits 

of the EU.” (#7) 

 

The idea of ambivalence emerged several times as participants described the general Maltese 

context. Many mentioned the evolution of the Maltese landscape as a result of the economic 

policies of the early 2010s of lowering taxes to welcome foreign investors, namely which is a 

peculiar blend of traditional and modernity, in the image of the Maltese society. An interviewee 

(#2) thinks the nation somewhat struggles to find its way: 

 

“It’s like Maltese people do collage art. We do try to make something that fits for 

us and we're taking bits and pieces from different places and it's just not working 

and I feel like there's a lot of discontent.” (#2) 
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Catholicism 

The Church. All participants stressed how deeply the Maltese society is rooted within 

Catholicism. For all of them, the Church, as the institution of the Roman Catholic Church 

remains influential but has changed its stance in order to retain its political relevance: its 

acceptance towards LGBTI individuals was pushed by societal changes. Still, it is said to hold 

discussions with Drachma, a group of parents of queer people who wish to reconcile faith and 

queerness, and its stance is in accordance with the Pope’s. Here, to some extent, one finds again 

the idea of following blindly what the figures of authority say, and to a similar extent the 

influence of political figures.  

 

“With one of my exes, his family was massively Christian, very devout, and his father 

as well, invested every day. He was uncomfortable with… he was uncomfortable with 

the fact that it was a gay relationship, but he completely accepted that I was trans. He 

didn’t question it; in his mind it was fine  because the Church doesn't say anything about 

it.” (#4) 

 

Also, several respondents discussed the example of a LGBTI friendly church which on its 

banner for masses reserved for couples displayed pictures of gay and lesbian couples. On the 

other hand, a few individual Churches remain staunchly against accepting LGBTI individuals 

in their walls. 

 

“I think we cannot just talk about the Church as one monolith but we need to recognize 

that there are many nuances there. In general, if we're talking about the Church as the 

Archbishop of Malta and the Church’s main newspaper and radio, then I think they take 

a rather moderate stance. It's when we start looking at the individual communities that 

fall within the Church that we start to see very big differences in approach to the LGBT.” 

(#7) 

 

Church teachings. Nonetheless, the Church has not budged one iota on the issue of abortion. 

The influence of Church teachings remains tremendously strong in this regard. One participant 

(#7) expressed concerns regarding the unbalance between religious and ethical teachings. 

Another interviewee (#8) shared that about half of the Maltese go or have gone to a Church 
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school, where they are still being fed with anti-abortion propaganda supposed to frighten them, 

and especially a film from the 1980s: 

 

“Most of these children at secondary school they have to watch this movie called ‘The 

Silent Scream’ of this baby being caught and killed.” (#8) 

 

The above-mentioned idea of sticking to the discourse of authority figures appears again as a 

pro-choice activist (#3) reported an example of discussions she had with members of the 

Church: 

 

“Even when we were discussing abortion, they wouldn't say that they agree, but it would 

be like, ‘everyone can take their own decisions and we guide them to do so’. They would 

say something like that and I'd be like: ‘yeah then you’re pro-choice!’” (#3) 

 

Media 

Traditional media. Traditional media appears as a meagre influence in both queer and 

reproductive rights debates. Traditional media spurs debate only in some cases of significant 

international headlines: 

 

“I don't see as much direct influence on the debate in Malta at all, except for instance 

when there’s something like Roe v. Wade being overturned or more recently France 

making abortion a constitutional right.” (#7) 

 

These news outlets are mostly useful for activists who, as an element of elite socialization, tend 

to consult foreign media and sources in general for their local advocacy. The influence rather 

lies in exerting pressure by foreign media reporting the situation in Malta, inducing pressure on 

the European level and thus for local politicians. These outlets, for one interviewee (#8) also 

echo to the ideas of national identity, sovereignty and interference:  

 

“The more foreign media tells us to do something, the more the Maltese oppose that 

idea most probably. We are an island, a very small rock. We have always been colonized 
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since the first day. So, we have this mentality of you know… don't interfere with us.” 

(#8) 

 

In addition, still on the salient topic of Malta’s small size, two participants shared their view 

according to which shining a little light on what is happening in Malta is very difficult. One 

said (#2): 

“They’re always talking about Poland, no offense, it's a really similar and serious 

situation we're talking about, but there are Maltese women too you know. Us 

Maltese women just suffer in silence in the inside.” (#2) 

 

Representations. The true impact of the media lies in cultural representations. All participants 

evoked the significance of storytelling to foster further compassion in general, and especially 

in the case of queer acceptance. Displaying narratives in culture leads to a change in acceptance, 

echoing to the highly important sense of kinships in Maltese society. People, especially the 

younger generation but not only, notably through Western films and series have been exposed 

to more and more queer narratives that increasingly penetrate the Maltese mind. One 

interviewee (#3) shares her experience of one of the first times she experienced this influence: 

 

“There is this series that was really popular in Malta… It featured a gay character; 

they had a coming out and their parents were not so accepting. And for a lot of people 

this was the first time that they saw a gay character on TV and could acclimatize with 

their situation, or… empathize with the fact that this person is being thrown out of the 

house. We would get calls from people saying: ‘my son is like this character in this 

series and I don't want to be like his mother or his father can you help me?’” (#3) 

Family 

Prevalence of family values. The notion of family appears as a key element to understand this 

peculiar imbalance of rights. Despite the situation on the ground being different as it is on paper 

and that acceptance is not fully reached, significant changes have occurred thanks to the 

legislative changes. These changes in attitudes towards queer individuals come from the 

importance of the family for the Maltese, implying that they would not reject one of its 

members. Furthermore, given the size of the country, on which all participants placed great 

emphasis, every family has at least one queer person, according to a participant.  
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“Maltese people have very close family ties; the family is very important. So, even 

though they might religiously be against it, they will close an eye because: ‘they're my 

family, so I'm not going to say anything’. They are saying something like: ‘who's in my 

family deserve to be… they're part of my own blood’. In the end it is sort of the family 

ties winning out against queer phobic Church rhetoric.” (#4) 

 

On the case of abortion however, the traditional Church teachings according to which it is a 

woman’s duty to give birth and to be a mother are still largely dominating. The termination of 

a pregnancy is therefore seen as murder, and as an attack to the family which is one of the most 

important Maltese values. A participant (#4) described this familism as follows: 

 

“There is such a strong ‘ma donna syndrome’ in this country, that women are expected 

to be mothers, sacrificial mothers that would give up on everything: career, health, their 

lives in order to for their children and their families… and often when women stray from 

that, especially when it comes to activists, women that are loud in their activism and 

you can see that the reaction of public is you know, quite vile and horrible.” (#4) 

 

Women as homemakers. Women are thus seen as homemakers whose shoulders bear the weight 

of care activities. Even though gender roles seem to be slightly shifting, this remains the norm. 

EIGE data on time is insightful on this important inequality: among couples, regardless of 

having children or not, more women care for their relatives or do housework than men. Taking 

a closer look, this data suggests that having a child leads to more burden put on women: while 

67% of men in couples without children take care of household chores daily, this share drops 

at 51% for fathers, while for women this share is respectively at 89% and 81%. Yet, compared 

to the earliest data available of 2017 on the question, great progress has been reached: at the 

time, 49% of men in couples without children took care of household chores daily, while this 

dropped at a small 31% for fathers. Though, for women the share was respectively of 92% and 

96% (EIGE. 2017). This change illustrates both a shift in gender roles dynamics and in social 

environments.  
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"Mental labor involved in running the family or taking care of the family still remains 

with women. I don't think that men are involved. I mean, there are changes for better 

but slow and not as much. There are obviously also structural problems such as our 

very short parental leave, and still, it’s recent… There was no father leave for the birth 

of a child, and by law you only get a day or two, and there was nothing else. Now it has 

changed for the better but it's still not enough.” (#5) 

 

Changing families. The traditional Maltese family is shifting, and there seems to be greater 

acceptance towards non-nuclear families and same-sex parental models. Still, these changes 

occurred at a great pace; so that in spite of having families more and more scattered and further 

away from the traditional idea of a family, family values are still of high importance.  

 

“I used to teach in a school recently, maybe I had 3-5 students who had a mom and dad 

who are married living in the same house together. Like the traditional family. 5 

students out of 20.” (#6) 

 

One participant (#4) stressed the link of the family with the idea of abortion: 

 

“It all boils down to this idea of family and children being so important for the Maltese. 

We've only recently come out of having families with for example 16 or 17 children. It 

was normal to have families this large up to 2 generations ago. We're not talking that 

far away. So, most people come from massive families, like really large families.” (#4) 

 

Sexuality and gender norms. The traditional and Catholic values still influence the perception 

of sexuality. A few participants evoked the great discomfort with sexuality among the Maltese. 

People, and especially women tend to be stigmatized for their sex life and ‘slut-shamed’ to use 

an interviewee’s words. Another (#4) linked this explicitly to the abortion debate: 

 

“Some think that abortion is going to be the new contraception, pretty much. That 

people are going to be very promiscuous and then when they get pregnant, they're just 

going to get an abortion, and this would be like nothing. So, I think a lot of the 
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discomfort about abortion has to do with discomfort about sexuality and about 

promiscuity in general.” (#4) 

Participants insights as well as the latest data of the Eurobarometer on the acceptance of queer 

individuals in the EU suggest that a change has definitely occurred regarding attitudes towards 

the LGBTI. The latest data available from the European Union of the 2019 Eurobarometer 

shows a quite high acceptance of LGBTI people in the public sphere and positive attitudes 

regarding protecting their rights in law. This constitutes a drastic change from the intolerance 

of the previous decade when only 18% of the Maltese were favorable to same-sex marriage and 

7% were supporting the right for same-sex couples to adopt (Eurobarometer, 2006 in Harwood. 

2015, p.119). On questions such as views on same-sex couples rights, legal gender recognition 

and the presence of a third legal gender, the acceptance of LGBTI individuals in politics and in 

the workplace, as well as teaching about diversity in schools, the Maltese are in a large majority 

displaying acceptance and positive attitudes, sitting at or above the European Union average 

(Eurobarometer, 2019, p.1-4, 10-12, 15-16). Half of them think that discrimination towards this 

group is rare (Eurobarometer, 2019, p.16-17). Yet this relatively strong support in the public 

sphere has to be contrasted with the fact that the Maltese are among the least comfortable in the 

EU with the idea of same-sex couples showing affection in the public space (Eurobarometer, 

2019, p.6-7). Also, the acceptance of LGBTI individuals does not seem to expand to the private 

sphere to the same extent: when asked about how they would feel if their child would happen 

to be involved in a same-sex relation, or be transgender or intersex, about 30% of the Maltese 

confessed they would not be comfortable, with an average of a dozen of points in the second 

half of the ranking behind the European average (Eurobarometer, 2019, p.13-14).  

“For example, publicly at work, no one ever posts comments straight to my face. But 

behind my back I know they're passing. So privately in their own circles and at home or 

whatever when they meet outside of work, they're passing those comments.” (#6) 

Nevertheless, gender roles, as well as heteronormativity and cisgender norms remain very 

strong. Most participants said that one is accepted only if one falls into those models. 

 

“I think the gender roles are just as strong. I think maybe if they realize that you're a 

person that… especially a family member that they consider, they will respect and love 
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you. Again, they will close an eye but there's still a massive expectation that you should 

act a certain way and be a certain way. I don't think the gender roles have decreased. I 

think they're also there for queer people, so if you're a gay man you're expected to still 

be and act the same way a man does, it’s just that you're dating a man. And there's a lot 

of strong expectations even in gay relationships that one would be rather feminine and 

the other masculine.” (#4) 

 

“If you're visibly trans or you're out about being trans, it will make certain things like 

accessing employment harder for you. I think that when it comes to cis-gays and cis-

lesbians, I think that over the past 10 years there's been like a heavy shift into 

normalization of these identities, assimilation as well. It is no longer spoken about as if 

it's a new thing or like something out of the blue. {…} I’d say the issues we're seeing 

now are more around gender than around sexual orientation.” (#7) 

Violence 

Violence was very often mentioned by the interviewees. Domestic violence, of course, being a 

massive issue in Malta, but also what could be described as a culture of violence which seems 

rather trivialized. Many participants spoke of 'cat calling' and harassment in the street for queer 

individuals and women, but also on social media to pro-choice activists, as well as a lot of 

‘banter’ on the road and in everyday life. Despite EIGE not displaying a general score regarding 

violence, and Malta claiming no femicides in 2021, the latest data by Eurostat from 2021 shows 

that a quarter of women ‘have experienced violence by an intimate partner during their adult 

life’. Altogether, 15% have encountered physical violence (including threats) or sexual 

violence, with 25% facing psychological violence. Approximately 4% have endured intimate 

partner violence in the past year, while 10% have experienced it within the last five years 

(Eurostat, 2021 in EIGE. 2023). Furthermore, over one woman out of four who has ever worked 

has experienced sexual harassment at work. However, around 5% of women say they have 

experienced sexual harassment at work in the last 12 months, and 11% in the last 5 years. These 

relatively low figures may be explained by the fact that women are not encouraged to speak up, 

particularly in view of the importance of the family and its balance, which must not be broken, 

in cases of domestic violence. Interviewees confirmed this view and agreed that domestic 

violence is a major scourge in Maltese society, even among non-heterosexual couples, 
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according to one participant. Regarding the figures on sexual harassment at work, one can 

contrast them in view of the socialization of male dominance in professional environments, as 

highlighted by previous research (Grech, Pace, Attard Mallia, Cuschieri, 2023. p.1-7).  

Verbal harassment does stand out when it's against trans people and other queer 

individuals, but I think because there's still a level of normalization in society about the 

kind of cat calling and daily comments that will get… so that it is normalized… I would 

say that some people would not frame it as violence against women and some people 

would. {…} I think there are definitely many people that do not report because we know 

that when it comes to cases of domestic violence for example there's a huge backlog in 

the courts. Those who do reports, their cases can take years and once they do report it’s 

heavily covered in the media, very hard to stay anonymous because we are such a small 

country, and there is often a lot of pressure from the family and not to be putting so 

much highlight on it… or pressure from perpetrators family is common. We're seeing a 

number of cases that have dragged on to such an extent, but also where the victim has 

chosen to forgive the perpetrator instead of choosing to continue the case in court. Also, 

the lack of reports is also because of the way the police take actions… is still not up to 

some standards.” (#7) 

Issue networks 

Gay male privilege. The LGBTI issue network and the pro-choice issue network work closely 

together nowadays. However, it has not always been like this; first because the pro-choice 

movement emerged much later, but also because not everyone in the community of queer rights 

activists was pro-choice. For most of the pro-choice activists interviewed, the imbalance of 

rights can also be explained by the fact that the advances in LGBTI rights were pushed by a 

minority of gay-privileged men, which had an easier time reaching positions of power than 

women since, being men their access to mostly power and economic resources was easier from 

the start. Many participants talked of a hierarchy within the movement, led by gay men, then 

lesbian women, followed by trans and eventually intersex people. These male gay activists then 

became entrenched in the government, and have surrendered to the idea that being pro-abortion 

is political suicide: 
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“Gay rights movements were sort of becoming an extension of the government’s stance, 

and they told us they were scared of supporting us and speaking up as a result of 

funding. {…} They are very ‘penis-centric’.” (#2) 

 

“For example, MGRM was not part of Voice for Choice when the coalition started. 

There was work done to convince certain members that actually abortion should be 

legal.” (#3) 

 

Nonetheless, since a few years the two groups collaborate greatly together as they share the 

same struggles and push each other’s agendas. The main feature distinguishing the different 

trajectory of the two issue networks is visibility; queerness was for long hidden and the LGBTI 

emerged as a new group, while women were not and are still not considered as a minority, they 

were always visible unlike their LGBTI peers, so that the Church rhetoric contributing to the 

subjugation of women has been repeated for much longer: 

 

“I think that the language against abortion has been reinforced for longer, from the old 

periods, from the 60s, 70s and 80s and it has been hammered so much, like ‘life from 

conception and women as Saints if they sacrifice their life for their children’. I think in 

that respect, I'm not going to say that LGBTI rights getting to the point they are at now 

was easy, it wasn't, but I think that they had an easier job and they did it in a shorter 

period of time than women for reproductive rights, and I think one of the reasons being 

is that anti-women rhetoric so to speak {…} has been hammered from much longer than 

the rhetoric against LGBTQ.” (#5) 

 

Organization and framing. While the LGBTI issue network has been active for longer and is 

entrenched within the government notably through MGRM, and thus has more elaborate 

systems, the pro-choice issue network advocates mostly through organizing public events and 

by spreading information on social media. Social media showed high salience in the interviews 

and are used extensively by the Maltese in general. Though, while older activists still seem to 

be drawing a line between the two issue networks despite high collaboration, for the youngest 

the two movements can no longer be distinguished from one another. The idea of Malta’s 

smallness was brought up once more: 
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“Malta is too small to have women's rights movements or queer rights movements 

specifically. We usually have just activist groups and which are tiny working 

groups within the same activist group. It's not specifically on women. {…} 

Normally we will come together for the same things. At pro-abortion protests, 

you'll see both the women's groups and everyone else and vice-versa. There's like 

a handful of activists in this country… it’s that everyone's part of the same groups 

at this point.” (#4) 

 

The above discussed Church rhetoric did not help the framing of abortion by pro-choice 

activists. The LGBTI issue network succeeded in pulling the family cord to reframe queer 

rights. The pro-choice issue network also tried to use this idea of kinship. However, the Church 

rhetoric according to which women terminating pregnancy are baby killers largely won this 

framing battle for the reasons above described. 

 

“LGBT rights activists in Malta worked on the idea of family and on its importance, 

because in the Mediterranean context the family is very important, so the strategy was: 

‘why should your trans daughter suffer because of the laws? why couldn’t your gay son 

get married while your other children can get married?’ There was this idea of equality 

in the family. So, with abortion it’s very difficult to use the same strategy {…}.” (#8) 

 

“We had a slogan saying: ‘everyone has loved someone who's had an abortion’.” (#1) 

 

At the time these interviews were conducted, and at the time these results were written, the 

framing plebiscite by the pro-choice movement is to use only facts, without emotions. Simply 

scientific facts regarding SRHR with no appeal to emotions, seemingly to distinguish 

themselves from the emotion-loaded narratives forwarded by anti-choice factions, and this 

despite the apparent success of storytelling and the importance of kinships for the Maltese. 

 

“What we're trying to do is change the perspective by giving information facts, scientific 

facts. Nothing emotional, nothing traumatic.” (#1) 
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“I think Malta really works well with a lot of appeals to emotion. Like we have such 

strong emotional ties with each other.” (#4) 
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7. Discussion  
 

This study used data from 8 interviews conducted with both LGBTI rights and pro-choice 

activists as well as the latest data from EIGE and the Eurobarometer to reach a better 

understanding of the peculiar situation of Malta championing LGBTI rights on paper while 

lagging behind in women’s rights, especially in regard to the strict abortion ban. In addition, to 

a certain extent, the real conditions of queer individuals and Maltese women have been 

addressed, so as to have a more contrasted perspective going beyond the Rainbow Map. 

 

In line with previous research, this study found that both issue networks have taken different 

trajectories, and most importantly that the pro-choice movement has faced longer-standing 

opposition than the LGBTI movement which emerged as a new group in society, facilitating 

their breakthrough given the weakness of traditional rhetoric against them, unlike in the case of 

women (Harwood. 2023). Still, the findings of this study highlighted the ‘hierarchy of 

queerness’ within the LGBTI movement, and the fact that it was led by gay men, retaining more 

power due to their gender than their female fellow activists. Regarding framing, it has shown 

that a similar tactic centered around the idea of family and kinship had different outcomes; 

besides framing queer rights as human rights, it was suggested that politicians pulled the cord 

of equality and rights within the key factor or family. Media, as held by Harwood (2023) holds 

significant power in influencing public opinion. Yet, this study brought further nuances to this 

point: traditional media, of which most outlets are owned by the main political parties or the 

Church seem totally impervious to foreign ideas in both cases. The influence of traditional 

media is rather meagre, and sparks debates in Malta only when it is foreign media shedding 

light on the situation on the archipelago, or when it is about major headlines, such as the latest 

progresses in reproductive rights in France or regress in the United States, thus backing one 

camp or the other. However, this study showed that the media have an influence through 

cultural representations and storytelling. 

 

Most importantly, this piece of research found that the ideas of family and of national identity, 

hitherto not considered by research but already discussed by journalist Galea (2020) greatly 

come into play in the Maltese case. It appears that the notion of family explains how what 

Harwood discussed was in effect possible. Despite the fact that the notion of family and its 

importance appears as partly influenced by the Church, family ties won out against the 
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traditional and supposedly outdated queerphobic teachings of the latter. Kinships and family 

ties make up one of the most important values to the Maltese, most likely beyond their 

fundamental Christian values, so that one would accept one’s people no matter what their 

identity is. Nevertheless, in the case of abortion, Church values and teachings still seem to 

prevail; it nourishes patriarchal discourses and the subjugation of women while at the same time 

making women the backbone of the family, with a type of ‘ma donna syndrome’ to use a 

respondent’s words. The child, even unborn is said to be of the uttermost importance, so that 

terminating pregnancy would imply committing a murder of what is already considered a family 

member. Furthermore, this study, drawing from Hayes and Nagle’s (2019) insights on Northern 

Ireland, suggested that one can make sense of the Maltese landscape of gender equality policies 

in the scope of ethnonationalism. The context in Malta, with its colonial past, the large influx 

of foreigners and heavy reliance on other countries seems to have generated feelings of fear to 

be conquered again and lose its political and cultural sovereignty. These symptoms are similar 

to those Northern Ireland has known, and whose case was explained the following way: pushing 

queer rights appeared as a manner to distance oneself from opponents while holding the ban on 

abortion was a way to ensure the nation's ethnic descent. One can thus conceive that the Maltese 

case undergoes similar dynamics in regard to its highly parochial politics and its reception of 

foreigners. Nonetheless emerged another perspective echoing to a political strategy. Given the 

‘football-like’ nature of Maltese politics, the great advances of LGBTI rights were seen by 

several participants as a political strategy in order to get more votes, strategy in the context of 

the LP's desire to distance itself from the NP in its campaign, and even for others as political 

opportunism, of which the purpose was to hide the corruption scandals by appearing modern 

and progressive to the Maltese, but especially in all likelihood to the rest of Europe.  

 

This study grounded on Walby’s theory of gender regimes (2020) aiming at analyzing gender 

relations at a macro level and the transformations of patriarchy contributed mapping the gender 

regime of Malta, which seems to be slowly transitioning from a domestic to a public rather 

neoliberal variety of gender regime. Following Walby’s four institutional domains, results 

showed that the Maltese economy remains strongly premodern in view of the fact that 

housework and care tasks remain the prerogative of women. Still, there seems to be minor 

changes towards a modern type of regime given the growing share of Maltese women on the 

labor market, and the small rise of caring males, yet rather towards a neoliberal form given the 
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absence of equal pay and working time conditions and regulations. On the domain of polity, the 

Maltese regime also presents itself as premodern especially in regard to the importance of the 

Roman Catholic Church in governance which strongly persists. Additionally, despite the fact 

that gender corrective mechanisms have been used in the Maltese Parliament, women continue 

to be underrepresented in positions of power across different sectors (nonetheless to my 

knowledge no data permits the assessment of the representation of queer individuals in such 

roles). Moreover, adding the corruption scandals to the equation make Maltese democracy 

appear as one of suffrage, or even as a presence type of democracy if one is to be optimistic, 

making the Maltese regime still largely premodern in the field of polity. Further, one can 

assuredly qualify the Maltese civil society as following patterns of premodern types of regimes: 

the family both as an entity and as a value system of high importance appears here as a main 

factor of domestication of ideas, opinions, education, knowledge and perhaps most importantly 

of intimacy and sexuality. Lastly, the issue of violence proved to be of great importance. In this 

regard, Malta seems to be slowly shifting towards a modern type of regime as domestic violence 

and rape within marriage is criminalized. The Maltese state here manifests itself as a modern 

regime given that it holds a monopoly of legitimate violence, which falls into the neoliberal 

classification considering that it maintains a high level of violence even though it has 

criminalized it, culminating in anti-abortion laws, unlike in social-democratic regimes which 

provide welfare for the victims. This study focusing on Malta thus gives backing to Walby’s 

stance defending the importance of considering violence as a separate fourth institutional 

domain, as this case showed how it greatly influences every other layer of the gender regime. 

 

Lastly, the southern gender regime theory can be further developed by inscribing Malta in the 

same line: the country shares a similar background to those agreed to be in this cluster: the low 

levels of industrialization of Malta can be associated with the lateness of other southern 

European nations, while the right-wing dictatorship they experienced in the 20th century could 

be to some extent comparable to the colonial past of the Maltese archipelago. Regarding their 

similarity in the Church’s power in promoting traditional and family values, there seems to be 

no doubt, even though this could be even stronger in Malta. As southern European states of this 

southern gender regime cluster are said to take different paths, while still being classified as a 

group, one would not see why Malta could not be included therein. 
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8. Conclusion 
 

This case study on the peculiar landscape of gender equality policies in Malta has brought 

further perspectives on the actual situation for both queer individuals and women in Maltese 

society. It has also enriched our understanding of this situation, which at first glance seems 

paradoxical: the importance of the elements highlighted by previous research has been 

confirmed and nuanced, in particular by developing the notions of media influence and issue 

networks trajectories. It has also been found that the tremendous advances in LGBTI rights 

might be the result of political opportunism, both as an attempt to hide corruption scandals and 

to appear modern to the Maltese and to Europe. Moreover, this research has shown the 

importance of the notion of family in understanding this puzzle, which appears to be one of the 

essential values of the Maltese. The findings also suggest that the national identity factor 

strongly influences the debate, so that the notion of ethnonationalism could explain this 

imbalance in rights. Furthermore, drawing on Walby’s theoretical framework on gender 

regimes, this study also contributed analyzing the Maltese gender regime, which has been 

identified as above all premodern, although languidly changing towards a modern form of 

regime. Malta, as has been argued, due to its similarities with countries commonly considered 

to be part of the cluster of southern European gender regimes, can be included in the 

classification. Further research should address in more depth the notion of ethnonationalism by 

contrasting the case of Malta with the past case of Northern Ireland. Given the importance of 

the archipelago’s colonial past, attention would deserve to be placed on postcolonial 

perspectives exploring the legacy of colonialism and of cultural encounters on gender relations. 

Lastly, further research on gender regimes, whether focusing on Malta, the Mediterranean 

region or beyond needs to take greater account of LGBTI identities, which so far seem to have 

received little consideration.  
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Appendix 

Appendix A: interview guide 

 

• Do you think that women are treated differently than other groups in society? 

➔ If so, why is it the case? 

• Do you think that women are treated differently in public and in private? 

(here expected to bring up domestic violence – maybe family) 

• If so, how would you explain that? 

• Do you think that queer communities are treated differently than others? 

➔ If so, why is it like that? 

• Do you believe there is a difference of acceptance between public life 

and friends and family regarding LGBTI people? 

• If so, how would you explain it? 

• How is the situation for queer women? Are there any particular issues in 

their treatment?  

• Does violence occur often on women and on LGBTI individuals? Would you like to 

share some insights about it? 

 

• Do you think that foreign media contributed to a change in attitudes towards the LGBTI 

community? 

➔ If so, to what extent? 

• Do you think that foreign media and foreign influences/foreigners impact the abortion 

debate in Malta? 

➔ If so, to what extent? 

• Regarding the structure of women’s movements and prochoice movements, do you 

know anything / would you like to elaborate about/on their structure, alliances, and 

tactics? 

➔ How do they differ from the LGBTI movement?  

• To what extent are the two movements linked? 



 

 59 

• Do you think that the Maltese Church has changed its stance on the queer community 

and became more tolerant? 

➔ If so, how would you explain it? 

➔ Why do you think this change of Church views did not permeate women’s 

rights? 

• In your opinion, did the advances in LGBTI rights bring changes in traditional gender 

roles? 

➔ If so, how come it did not allow changes for women’s rights in the way it did for 

the queer community? 

• What role do you believe political parties play in influencing public opinion and policy 

decisions regarding LGBTI rights and women's rights in Malta? 

➔ According to you, are there any other factors influencing public opinion in 

Malta?  

• How do European discussions and policies regarding women's rights and abortion affect 

Malta? 

➔ To what extent did they impact the movement? And politicians and the 

population? 

➔ Did the Maltese members of European Parliament bring the topic in discussions 

home like in the LGBTI case?  

• If so, how was it received? 

• Did anyone try to frame the abortion issue in a way that would divide those against it? 

(for example, by arguing that it could contribute to important state goals, like economic 

growth  etc.) 

 

• Were there any differences in the Maltese context between the late 2000s and the 

beginning and the end of the 2010s? 

➔ Do you think they could explain the opposed trajectories of the two movements? 

• How do you think we can make sense of this peculiar situation between championing 

LGBTI rights and lagging behind in terms of women’s rights and the ban on abortion?  
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• How do you view the balance between traditional customs and modernity in Malta's 

culture? 

➔ To what extent do you think it influences gender equality issues? 

• In your view, how do the Maltese relate to Europe?  

• What do you think about the idea of family in Malta nowadays? How does it relate to 

the changes happening in society? 

• Are there any other perspectives or insights you would like to share? Or topics related 

to the paradox you judge deserve to be touched upon? 
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Appendix B: letter of intent/consent form        

 

To interviewees   

in a study in the scope of a master’s thesis on the peculiar situation in Malta, 

championing LGBTI rights while lagging behind regarding women’s rights.   

   

Description   

This study aims at exploring the factors that lead to the seemingly paradoxical situation 

regarding gender equality policies in Malta, namely that the country is described as the best 

nation in the world for the respect of LGBTI rights, while being far less advanced in terms of 

women's rights, which are violated in particular by the total ban on abortion.   

   

The main motive for this research project is the lack of academic interest on the case of Malta, 

as well as an incomplete understanding of the situation. It is also an attempt to better understand 

gender policies and regimes, especially in southern Europe. This study is also part of a will to 

understand such dynamics on the European continent, and to better understand the mechanisms 

that lead to such an imbalance of rights.   

   

The research is done through data analysis and interviews with women’s rights, and especially 

pro-choice activists as well as with LGBTI rights activists. These groups were picked given 

their involvement in claims for further gender equality. By gathering insights from members of 

the two advocacy movements, a relevant balanced and complete depiction of the situation and 

its workings can be carried out.   

 

Who is interviewed and why you?   

For this project, I am interviewing women’s rights activists and LGBTI rights activists. All 

participants must be 18 years of age and be or have been involved in such activist movements. 

You are asked for an interview since you fit these criteria and because I was able to contact 
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you. Your anonymity is guaranteed throughout the whole research process, and no names will 

be mentioned at any point of the report. 

 

Voluntariness   

Your participation is entirely voluntary and you can at any time withdraw your assent to 

participate in the project.    

 

To consider during the interview   

You can at any time stop the interview and your participation in the research project. You can 

select to not respond to a specific question. If you feel uncomfortable around a certain question 

or topic during the interview, it is important that you tell the interviewer.    

 

How the recording of your interview is managed   

The recording of the interview will be transcribed to written format. In the transcription of the 

interview, names of people (including yours) and places are not mentioned. Both the recording 

and the transcription will be kept so that no unauthorized person can access them. That means 

that only I will have access to the interview in its entirety. However, the interview can be cited 

in parts and referenced in research articles or research-popularizing articles. No names will be 

mentioned there either.   

   

The recording and the transcribed interview will be stored on a local hard drive to which I am 

the only person having access. The recordings and transcriptions will be erased upon 

completion and assessment of this thesis work.    

   

The interview will be used for my master’s thesis in European Studies, whose subject is afore 

discussed. The interview will not be used for anything besides research.    

 

Responsible institutions and individuals   

Gothenburg University is the institution responsible for the research project. This thesis work 

is supervised by Katarzyna Wojnicka, which in case of further questions about this study can 

be contacted at the below mentioned email address.    
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Contact information   

Philippe Schneider, master’s student in European Studies carrying the research.   

philschn@hotmail.fr , +33 6 95 08 27 65. 

   

Katarzyna Wojnicka, associate professor of sociology and supervisor of this thesis work,  

Department of Sociology and Work Science & Centre for European Research (CERGU) 

University of Gothenburg.  katarzyna.wojnicka@gu.se    

 

Consent   

I have been informed orally and in writing about the research project and have had the 

opportunity to go through the information at my own pace, and to ask questions. I am also being 

given a copy of the information and of what I am assenting to.    

   

By this signature, I consent to:   

- participate in the study. 

- that information about me is managed as described above.   

I am aware that my participation is voluntary, that I can at any time and without specifying a 

reason, withdraw my consent, without expecting any drawbacks from this.    

     

  

Interviewee’s signature   

 

 

 

 

  

Researcher’s signature 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.cergu.gu.se/english/
http://www.cergu.gu.se/english/
http://www.cergu.gu.se/english/
http://www.cergu.gu.se/english/
http://www.cergu.gu.se/english/
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Appendix C: description of participants 

 

Participants 

# age gender activism Type of activism Occupation type 

1 39 female pro-choice NGO tertiary worker 

2 24 female WR, pro-choice & 

more* 

NGO student 

3 28 female WR, pro-choice & 

more 

NGO tertiary worker 

4 22 transman LGBTI rights NGO/individually student 

5 48 man WR, pro-choice and 

fighting misoginy 

NGO researcher 

6 23 transman LGBTI rights NGO/individually tertiary worker 

7 32 - 

(they/them) 

LGBTI rights  NGO/politics tertiary worker 

8 34 man LGBTI rights NGO NGO worker 

 

*WR standing for women’s rights, i.e. issues going beyond SRHR and abortion; ’and more’ 

refering to other causes, such as environmental activism and broader social change advocacy 

 

(Participant #7 prefered not to tell about their gender identification) 
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