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The legislation and practice of the Order of St. John with regard to print
ing and ce'll!sor&lhj,p remained lin force during the twelve years of Britislh Pro
teotorate in Malta. OIIl AugUJst 24, 18]2, a Pl'1OClamatiollJ was l>Slsued to tfuJis 
effect,. willich was clonfirmed ,by a Min':l:te of June 18, 18]4, and ,by allJOtl)e;r 
Proclamation d,ated Dece.mlber 24, 1825 (]), 

By .tlhi:sliegisllation the cerrsoJ.'lSh~lP of writing,s was entrusted to the GoveTIlt-' 
ment Chief-Secretary and to the SUiperintendent of the Printing Press, but 
dependently to the former. Tille nIlles governing the censorship were the fol
lowing: -

1. the script to be ,p;rinted illlus't contain no censure of the local Govern-
ment or of Governments of H.M. 's dominions; . 

Ii. Ii,t had .t1O aibstain from any censure agai,nst foreign Governments in 
amity or friendship to H.M."s Goverllilllent;' 

iii. it WlI!S to k:eep away from any co·ntn07.,lersy or a,ny other sort of discus
.'.'ion 1.Filth 11c!;~C/ird torehigi.an; 

[v. it couITd iIlot ce~SU\l'e any person ei.tlher in IlIi,s priva.te life, or in his 
prtivate capacity (2). 

Since the year 1809, Eriblle Socie'ties had striven to estaiblish the'lIl!selves 
in Malta, and fortlh,is .purpose ,they sent many boxes full of Bibles in the 
ItaI~an .and M,a1tese dangua"aes to be distriibuted in Mialta. This activity, lrow
eve.r, I\vas soon frUJstrated, be.ClalUJOO ISJOillle of t1he B~bles dlistrilb:uted in Vahletta. 
readhed the l<Jcal priCJSt'S, "1ho eruergetically fIou.,ofut this k~nd of ProtelStalllt 
p;ropag'and'a, banning tiheir retail:ing by ;CatlhoEos (3). . 

By way of eXception a perilllit WIM gnanted to the Aime'rican MiSSliQnwry 
SIOciety arud to 'aSlOciety of Em.gJi'sih Iindependents to have arud to use their 
own. Prlirut!ing Preiss. Suc\h [,icence was ,later on given a.loo 1.0 tJhe Ohurc\h Mis
sionary Society, who went so far as to translate St. John's Gospel into Maltese. 
After treiptres.entat.ionls mrud'e (by AIc!hIbishop Mattei, t:he Governor Sir T\bJomas 
Maitland caUllCd ,tibe Ministers of I!:lhis SIOciety amd. 'prcfuiJbi,ted them bhe use of' 
tlhejr P:rint~ng Press to tihe'detriment of tlhe Roman Oatlhol1ic ,ReligiQl1) (4). 
The Sooie,ty w.&s not to' print any tract Dr book in Malrtese and .tlhey weil'e 
onlyallowed to dilStriibute gratuitoThsly t,he b~bles .to tlhe creWls of Slhips and 
vessels (5). However, we positively krlow that the Government took no pre-

(1) Royal Commissioners' ,Report 1836, p. 7. 
(2) lbid., p. 8. 
(3) Archiepiscopal Ar~hives (A.A.) Corresp. ann. 1826 - Bp. Mattei's PJ;omemoria to 

the Holy See - pp. 615 sqq. 
(4) Ibid. 
(5) Colonial office (C.O.) - Lord Bathurst to Hastings; 4. v. 1825, 158/9, p. 54, 
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cautions to secure the due observance of this proviw against the circulation 
of biblical books among the Maltese., This statement was made by the Roya,1 
Commi,ssioners of 1836, who made ;t their duty to mention aIso in their ~e
port that the Chief Secretary, Sir Fred. Hankey,had promised that, if thence
forth any breach of this condition should come to the knO\vJeclge of the Gov
ernment, the licence to. ulSe the pret1s granted to bhe Missionary Society would 
be instantJly withdrawn (6). 

1f, on ltihe one hand, the Ma1te'S'e people as a wihole were againsttJhe 
printing of ,S!cripts wlhioo couild in any 'way ,attaCk tlhe Cailhlolic Re~igtion, 'better 
edrucated ,tpeirs~s, pairticulrurly the podliticians, were damouring for l'egilSlation 
in 'f,avour of the freedl()lll)j of tJhe Press iru Ma:1ta. 

iSince the days of SiT HildebTand Oakes (1810-13), the Maltese had com
plained of maladministration in the Island, and irusi'sted on reforms. On Feb
rua.ry 128, 1810, the Nob!ility a11id ehe people asked bhe Brit:i's~l Government, 
througlh tlheir Agent in [,OIDdon, J.oIhn Rioorurds ElSIq., to grant. them (i) a 
free representation of t'he people (Co1ll';iglio Po p ola:r e) , (ii) the estalbQ~S'htIl1ent 
of independent Tri!bunallS, (iii) a jT'ee b1tt not licentious press, nor otfenSli,ve 
to Rel.igion, and (iv) the institution of Trial by Jury. Asitnlilar appeal was 
,again addressed to H.M. Ki'llg Ge'orge IIIlby almost aJJI the Ndbl~ity and othel,' 
respecta!ble inhabitants, on July 10, 1811. 

Tlhe' ,period betwe,eIll 1832 and 1836 W'aJS troulbled: by ,agitation for political 
freedOID1.Cramri.Ho Soeiberr.as and George M.',troVlitc:h, ,the Maltese ooampiorus 
of the time, set up the Conlli,tato GelllCwlh J];a.[,tese and asked for administrative 
rei1orms, reveruling as a fundamental defect ion the lGovernment tihe' ~bsence 
of a popuJar assembly and the lack of a free press, the two most influential 
me,alllS of eXlpres:sing pUlbJic opinion. 

lMitrO!Vitcih alSlred !for a moderate freedom of the Press, a f'reedom which 
fhe Mwltese eX!pected "from a liberal Nation ,like the :Em,gil,ish", and 'he soli
cited tlhe ,a.ttention of the Honourabae IMemlbers of PatJ.'lI~ame.n.t tow,ards the 
abseruce of a propel' wedlum for ,improving and 'informill\g the miruds of the 
peopJe od'ithis Lsl.and. Brut 10be freedlom Oif Press: lhe requested WillS not to de
gClller,a te ~nto ':ill1tll1orality or off.ence to ReUgion (7). 

rrlhe puiblicat.ioJl j,n Engiland of a pamphlet by Mitrovitclh, unde!l" the title 
. of ~'Olaims of tlhe MaltelSe founrled upon the Principles of Justice'\ dated 

1835, a.s well asbhe exchange of correspondence between the same andH.M.'ls 
GoveTlltIl1erit on tlhe Isulbject: of Pl'Iiruting and otlher grieva:nces, togetlher witJh 
the efficient :help of Members of bhe lEnglisih Par1li.ament, p'a:rticularly of Mrr. 
Wmiam El\v,all"t, aIJld a letter perso:n'alJy addre,ssoo to Dord Glenellg, the then 
Secretary of State for the Colonies, persuaded the latter to take the necessary 
steps tl() enquire intO' t,he .affairs IOf MalVa (8). 

A correspondence started on this subject :between Lord Glenelg and 
Col. Oardew, the Officer Administering the Govern'ment of vMs IsHiand.· On 
Novelllliber 25"J835, the latteT iruformed Lord'IGI'enrelg of the cernsorihip then 
eXlist.ing ;in MaHa, as wellQas of the adv:antaiges aTIld dis a dv,arutages' attending 
such system. The Secretary of State came to the' concllusion that such a 

(6) Royal Commissioner's Report :p. 7 . 
. (7) Mitrovitch, George - The Cause of the People of lIla/tli. London, 1836, p. 23. 

(8) Ibid., passim. 
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system was in:apt, and e:xrpressed his earnest wisih "to adrrnJiniste'l' tdJ.-e .affairs 
in Malta: in t:he flPee, open., lUnd Iconfiding spirit wlhiOO ioS t!he peClllliar excel
lenlCe of tlle Bnit,i.slh /CoJ1lstcitutilOn, and t,hat ooll'sequeJlJtly the censorship of 
t he Press should' be aiboHshed without delay" (0). 

On the 20tn Febru,a·ry 1830, the Chid Seoret'cuy to Government, Sir 
Frederic Hankey, approached t:he Chief Jutice Sir John Stoddart, and con
fidentiaJay alsked him to dlraw up tlhe 's,ketOO, to be l:aid be,tore tne Counci1 
d Government. Steddart declared that, though several difficulties could bc 
forE,se.en, yet with prudence aJld ,pe·rseverance, tJhey cou]rd be overcome, tif 
they 'were not unneaes'Sa,riJy and ~IliCalc'Ul'aJbly .augmented by being milXed' urp 
with "the a.] arms of bigotry and tlhe tenors of consciences". It was the reli
gious part of the question, he said, from \\1'hich that great and beneficial: meaSUre 
stoodtlhle grea teslt clhaJlce of making Sihipwtreok; amd,at the same time, tnat 
WlIS the part whic:h had the lewst natural' or necessary connection with those 
polQ tic-aa c/<)Dsid'Clratiom; to "wiliiclh tJhe SeClre,t ary of 'Sit a te,''S :atten.tion had be,en 
so a'lJ:xiously and so hber.aUITy directed, If religious, matters, he thererore 
opined, were to be 'left on the same footing as they stood at the motile1ft, a 
g:re.at pari IOf tlhe opposition 'wl()uld' ibe neutraljllJed'. The priJ1lCliple of political 
freedom once established, it might prepare the minds of men fo·r that rel:igious 
freedolm of discu,s·sion, ,vlhidh, be alleged, "Wle Protestants ooIllsider to be so 
valuahle an Engine for the attainment of Eternal Truth". Hence he suggest
ed a "II,ruwfuUfreed:om of the 'Preiss in al11 matteI'ls oot conoernring Reltigion (10). 

Tlhe Acti,ng Lcieuten.a'nt Governor e:xlpIained Ito'Lqrd' GlenC'lg how matters 
stlOod in 'Malta ,.andamong 'obher thing.s Ihe wrote jjba,t the proposed rubolit,jon 
of Censorship w.as not popul.a,r ih ,the Island. "The Cler:gy", he said, "who 
inift'Uence ..... , It'he grerut mass oftihe 'population a,pprelhe~d f.rtom it a'n attack 
on tihe Cath10Iic Religion froon bheAJgents.of .tihe Miiss.iona.ry Societies. or OthClrS, 

from wlhach tiha·t ReEgrion ihad 'been hit:herto protected .tbrouglh t:he CensO'l'
S'hrrp". But he wa,s of opinion that tlhe then prevaHing feeling,s, h05ltile to Vhe 
intended meas,me, w(yaM graduaJl!ly sUJbside. Healoo 'a:cqUiainted tlhe Secretary 
of St·a:te wath &toddlart's Vliews and transmitted to ihlim tho latter's Memoriall 
on t:he 'subjeet (11). 

The Archbishop Mgr. F.S. Ca.ruana-· walS not, however, a passive witness 
t.o t!he proposal 'of the lntroduc'tion of the freedom of tlhe PreSls'tin U1Ji,9 DiocelSe, 
whiclh mealsur'e Ihe fetared' ClouId be used 'a:s la weapon againsl\: the Roman Ca
tholie Religion. In point of faet, OIl March 18 of the same year 1836, he 
add.res-s'ed a' representati<)J1. to th~ Government and i.n Ihis capacity as Head 
oftihe 'Ca.thoJ!;c ReFgdon in 'MaTta he prayed lthe Governor that ISudh freedom 
nt the Press would' not Ihe granted in the sa-nile /IIN/sune (IS it was practi.~C'rl '41). 
liJngl(l.lld, because the most fatal 'oonselquenees to good morals and to the 
Roman Catlholic iReoligi.on were to be exlpected 'therefrom. Nay, tlhe freedom 
of the Presls:in Ha'ly OOJIg lIDudh restricted, he feared' le,g,t aJJ1! tbe Jirrelligiou'S 
writings be sent to be printed here, and Malta would become loaded ,."jth 

(9) Hoyal Malta Library (R.l\I.L.) - Despatches 1836 1. - Cardew to Clenclg: 1. iii. 
1836, p. 442. 

(10) Ibid. - Stoddart to H{lnkey: 8. iii. 1836, pp. 4.63/5. 
(11) Ibid. - Cardew to Glenelg: 1. iii. 1836, p. 4,t9. 
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detrimental books m01"0 t'h'an any IOtiher country (12). 'A copy, t()lgeth~ with 
tille trarusl:ation o'f the .B:ishop~s letter, was traJlJS!rnriUed to Lord: Glenelg by 
t.he Ac.tillg Lieutenant Governor on AJpriI'I, 1836 (13). 

In June 1836, the laUer in Council palstsed two Ordinances on the freedom 
of the 'P;re's:s, "Ivlhicih (he, however, later on, deemed: ine.:x;pedlent to pUlt ~nto.fol"Ce 
as framed. 'flbe rea,son, laiS wals eXiplained 'in a MemorandUiffi dra.wn UQ> by 
the Chie,f Secretary to Lord Glenen.g, was the reference they had to, and the 
conlI1ex:ion t!hey ,had twit;}), anotiller mOIst. il!ll\Portant me3lSUT'e t'hen on. tJhJe eve 
of cOlIIlJpH'tItion i.e. ,tllie promu!lgation of 'the New Codes of Crimina.l 1JdIWIS and 
Pl'ocedure (14), draw:n up by .tw,o Maltese JuQ",CJlCIS - Lglllll.tUUIS Boruwvita and 
ClaluQ<iJo BonniC:i - comrnrissioned by 'His Majesty King WdUiam IV, on tlhe 
15ili of Novernlber 1831 (15). 

'Jibe Ordinances, ,he relported lin tthe Memora.ndum, Wl{)Te a distinct piece 
of legi!Sllation contraddctarry and qpposed to the Codes, in &tyle, liangu'age, 
princiJp~e a.nd -spirit, and would consequentily Il"e'nder the iruterpretation of the 
Codesslu,b'ous, and paralyse t'heir effect. He thereforesuggestJed tlhat -soon 
aftetr· 0 tlhe prDm"J1gation of tlhe Codes (which he hhouglht was very near), Ithe 
w'ho]\e subst,anoe of the tw,o Ordinances could be inoluded lin one Ordinance 
symmetricad wi'vh t'he ITa.nguage, rSt)'ile, rprjncipIe, -stpirit ·and provasions of the 
Codes. 1n 'SUM' a measure t'he Orders of t:ho SeiCretrury of State would lbecar
ried into effect in a fitting manner (16). 

'B~ LlO1'd Gle!lJeLg~s order, t1he promulg·ationiWas indeed s'll1spemded until 
the -sUlbject had been in.ve,stigat·edby the Commissioners of Enquiry into the 
Affa:il'lS of Malta, to be !l!npoi.ntediby H.M. arud dueto,aT1rive shor.tiy after (17). 

On July 21, 3! Minute was published' over SiT Frederic Hankey's signature, 
prornlWIgating the NelW Pena,l Code, a'nd: the Code ofProceduxe in Penal Mat
ters, aUowdng 'a; texm of tlh:ree !ll1IOntlhs :!lor observations :and remarks on ilie 
Codes (18). Tlhis per~od was later extended toamotihe.r date in ,tfu,e fo}[owirug 
year. 

Alliliougrh in !t!hei;r Pcroject of Penal LruWiS presented un thle year 1843; the 
'Maltese Commissioners had laid down a section in Book J[ called "Dei Reati 
cont'l'O La. Religtioll,e", contrary to w,hat Col. Cardew had promised, the New 
todes were sHent in regard to tlhe freedom of tlhe Pre.ss. 'But the Miruute just 
mentio.rueid stated tlhwt "tlbere were positive 'Ol'dems of His Majesty's Govern
ment Ito abol~.s!h tlbe ,Censol"s!hiip, now in the 'hands of ,tlhe 'loca.l GoverlltIDe1Jt, 
and .to le&talbldlSh the freedoon of !tlJ.w Plress Ii'll 'these !.Possessions". If we w.ere 
to :beJiove tille Ohief Ju'Stice, Sir John -Stoddart, wfho was IlltOt 'alma'yiS precise 
in his !alLeg'illtioD1s, tihj$ .1mprudent pu'l:)]ication !created eff.eJ.'IVescence. jlJl Ia. 1a.rge 
and very influential part of the population (19). But let us not forget what 
the GovetrnOT wrote to the lS!:X'l'e.tary .of Stateaoout 'tim,s 'pe1'oonagej tlhat he 

(12) Ibid. - Caruana to Hankey: 18. iii. 1836. pp. 476/8. 
(13) Ibid. - Cardew to Glenelg: 1. iv, ]8:1(;, p. 474. 
(14) R.M.L. - Desp. 1836 II. - Cardew to G:enelg: 1. vii. 1886, p. 61. 
(15) R.M.L. - Desp. 1831, pp. 499 sqq. 
(16) R.M.L. - Desp. 1836 II. - Memorandum 1. vii. 1836, PP. 613/65. 
(17) Ibid. - Note on' Governor's Despatch; 29. vii. 18$6, p. 62. 
(18) Ibid. - Minute: 21. vii. 1836. 
(19) Ibid. - Stoddart to Hankey: 8. xi. 1836, p. 314. 
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ide<nt,:ifi~d' ImlII1lSelf "itih the p.eop~e to OiPpose the 100M Governmelrut an" order 
to d;lSparage tlhe compiJe.rs .of t1he Codes; (20). 

The Bishop, as in duty b.ound, had already informed Rome 6f the pro
posed iPrelS'S LaiW9 '<lind had aJso received iDlSltiructionlS from tlhIe :Secretrury .of 
Sot.ate, Ca!I'dlinaJ LalIllibrusdhlini, on the llinle I()f oonduct'.h.e, 'had' to take iin f·ace 
of t:l:l6 /proiposatl. He l;ruter informed 'the HOlly !See .of Ihis poSlibi.vle opposition 
totlbe Press L'aw, laiI1ldCa.rdin'al Lambrulsdlli'lli, the ,new Papal ,secretary, ex
prelssoo the Holly 'Fatlher"s compl'adency f.or the J3iiisruop'lS oompLi8'l1ce rwithtlhe 
Papal inlStructJon£l (21). 

Ey King William IV',s orders dated the lOth September 1836, a COiIllIffiiiS
sion was ap!pointed' to enquire into thc affairs of Mal;ta in the principiles and 
practices of the Judicature, the Chi I and Ecc'lesi,astica,j Estalba1shirnents in 
M'a/lta. The CO!Il1lIlla'ssrroners were J{)Ihin Aust\i'n Esq. a,nd Gel()rge Cornw8JlJ 
Lewis Esq. (22). 

tA. G.overnlIllemt Noitiee W8JS i'ssuecf on the 25th October, Iproci8J!iming sudh 
Commission. The next day, the· C.Qiffimi,ssioners arrived in the Island. AIt 
that ·tilme tlhe new G,overnOT, Sir Frederic Bouverie, 'bIad Rot yet been a 
month exercising his Oovernatoriaa duties. 

"At t,h'e tilIlle of OUIf 8il'Taval in the JIsaand"; t1he iCOffiIIllissionel'SrelpOrted, 
"·the CeTgy oontemplra.t1ed tdle 8JbolJtion:of the Censodhip 'with ·some ala.rm or 
anooiety ...... They feaTed tlhat the wb:oIlli'bion of the tampol"aJ censorship wouJ(j 
involVe! tJJ.at of tlhe IsJrinit,uau, and assuming that uhe latter wouJd be wbol1shed, 
they wushed to see their re'ligion protected by the la'lv of libel from attacks 
by a:rg'u.rnent, as wem as. from insults". Just about the same time, .250. mem
ber's of he SlC'cuJra:r Olc!I'gy, :among wiholIll there wexe sever.al pari~h priests, 
eleoted a Committee of englhit eccliesliastics, who 'woulld defend the Chu.rch}s 
and tihe Cile'fgy~s Tights be!fore the COIIlllll'>isSlion. According to the Comluris
sion'C'a's' l'ePoll't, 'this Committee 'approved of the freedom of 1ilie Press, but 
qualified its ap!prov,al witlh .uhe foUowrrng resol'ut,i.o)l, tlhatevery printed attaok, 
dilrect or indiireJc't, 'Upon f,he Cathollic ApOSl\:ol.i~ Rowan Religion,aIS de'tJe'r.mlined 
by the Sacred Canons, ough.t to ,be prohib:ted under the severest penalties, 
or mgre Cllearly that the La,w of Libel would protect the Roman Catholic Re
rtigion from attacks by ·arguJillentsas weIll as from i11lsu.Jt,s (23). 

In g,pite of t:heB~shop's representati()ns and the Holy Fa1her's eXlp!:icit 
condemnation of the proposed introducti.qn o'f the freedom of Press, as wel:l 
as the ab()vement:oned state of wlarm and anxiety among the Clergy, the 
Royal C()lJl)lIlJilis'sioDler,s too01k Uip 8JS thleir fi,rst subj,ect '1lhe llibetty .of tJhe PreSIS. 
They heard several witne.sses, clergymen not excluded, and exa:rrrined wll the 
advoantages and: the ddsadva'11tages wh~ch tlhilS freedom wQuld e:ntadl. Among 
the di,sadvantages they enumeratcd the following:-

. i) The Eing~s ,Government i11l 'the Is[taloo would: Ibe exposed to dan
gerous attacks; 

i!i) the amity between Engl:andand foreign Nations w.ouJd be preju
diced; 

(20) Ibid. - Bouverie to Glenelg: 3. xii.. 1836, p. 355. 
(21) A.A. - Corresp. ann. 1838-40 - Lambruschini to Caruana: 6 viii. 1836, p. 825. 
(22) Royal Commissioners' Report - 1836, p. 4. 
(23) Ibid., p. 16. 
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.iii) private ,ruM public lPersons would be Dpt.'tD to attaokis in:their !pl'iv'ate 
character; 

iv) Religion ~C'.(XUJrl be slIibiect to inS'lIlt and a.ttacks; and' 
v) dangeroU/s disclosures coneer.rui'l1g tihe miJitary defences of the Ls:l'illnd 

migh!t be rrnade' (2.1). 
'It seems that the moot thorny question JWalS the objecti.on .acising from 

t,he re;lrigiDuS' stalnd'point. T.he CO!IIllIDiissioners, f.oreseeling some troUible, situ!
died the questiDn whether it was eX'Pedient to. introdUiCe a Censorship limited 
to pirunited tm a aers cO'l1cer.ning 'Reldgii.on. But they expreSsed their fear llest 
the same Censorship would have to ibe extended to writings on allI subjects, 
s1ruce any writling, tlhey said, may oorucern Rel.igion;and ~bl this way the, frele
dom of Pres's ,yould become nug!a·tory (25). 

Hence t'he·y dec·ided that all .C1hirlistian Religions - ,aM not .only t·he .R0-
man Ca'VhoJic -~lhould be defend!ed '·from ·anyat.tack in the w.ay of vituper
ation, ridicule or other insult, but not, as the Clergy had aoked, even from' 
argumentative attackis, because no English Government, they said, would 
ever grant to any Rdigion the protection from being attacked by argument. 
This was in accord with the rule to be gathered from the decisions of the Eng
lish Courts of Just;ce at that time (26). 

The Commissioners ba,sed their decision on the following grounds. FiflSt: 
the wbdlition of temporal censorship - they sa·id - would in no way involve 
tl1e av.O'l.itj.on of'tihe \Spiritual censors\hJip, as the ·Olergy s·eemed. to hav·e feared 
i.n t11e begin.ning, and ,the Maltes'e Catiho1icls would therHone remain 'boll'nd by 
tlhe 'ecc1es,i.asticail l·al\v, not to Ireiad ihere'trroal or dtlher ,bookis 'oond'e!ffill1ed by the 
spiri tua]. censors. 

In the second place, theTe ,v,as no fear that the albolition wQuiId' open a 
way to Protestant propaganda, since in spite of a.ll the Protestant MioS'Sion
llTie·s' zeal and extrinsic help, thejr endeavours, in Malta had been wholly or 
nearly fT'wit:l'C'>!g: .s,iiIlC.e the Ies1J:ablisihmel1t of the Britlish ·Goverruinerut lIb lMallt'aJ 
only 5 or 6 'Persons 'had' 'been convert-ed 'to Proh~s'ta;ntj.sm fault of tlhe wihole 
Maltese ,popu.lla,tion. 

Tih~Tdly - tihey 'added - wit,h the freedom of Pr'es's clheckied by ,a L~w of 
Libel, the Catih.of1ic Relqgion would .enjoy a more ample proteotiol1 >tha·n it !had 
derived thereto by the Government monopoly and censorship: the hi'W in fact 
wouJd ibe extended aa>so to irrelig~o'l.ls and immoral hooks, so ofar freely and 
wtt'h [impunity imporltedfr·om rubroad. T,he~concluded tihat, a~ maltters stood, 
the Mtis'sionary Socilety of Eng,Ja,nd as weN ,as 'that .of the. Un.jtea Staotes, with 
!Ill the money placed at their dis'posal, oould easily import attacks upon the 
Catho1lic Reijigion, and were consequently in a better position than that Df 
the Catholics, who could not print any religious discussion in Malta; nor' 
could they afford to 'Print religious script.."1 albroad, with the result that' the 
former could attack, 'Wcit,llOut the latter having opportunity or means to de
fend themselve'S. A lib~Tlty of printing and prubli'shing would place the two 
parties on an indis.putaible footing of equality (27). 

(24) Ibid., pp.lSj18. 
(25) Ibid., p. 17. 
(26) Ibid" pp. 15/17. 
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The J;ast two motives wea:e, very reasonatble and 110 one of the Clergy could 
impugn their veracity; hence the Commissioners came to the cOll(~lusion, which 
we cousjd:e,r to.o 1ar Ifetched, tlhait tohey believed many of the respecbalble order 
of the C~ergy atPprovC'dof the degree ,.of ,securilty,wlliidh tihe Lai\v of Ubel would 
give to the Church, and zn:n: fatITom desiring to see it protected by the Lww 
from purely argumentative at,tacks; that the iDlstrThCted and enl~g!hltened Cler
gy were c()lD;vmCiedbha t ~o religion ouglhit t.o be protected by law from. sincere 
but decorous examillation; that such a protection wou1ld naturally raise a 
presumpti()n ,againslt 'the soundness of its doctrines; and that s"deh protectiO'Ilt 
in the XIX century would expo~'e the people of Malta to the ridicule of 
oivtilizedEurope ... , wouQd !redound 't.o the disgrace of its aulthors, and would 
cause tlbe loss of the clergy's infi'u,c;nce oVler the laity (28). 

In November H)30, there arose in the Island an, ex,traordiinwry ferment 
among the people. Some were for the introduotion of the freedom of the 
Press, others were aga,inst it. ThO' Editor of the, "Gazzetta di lUalta - Il 
Jlcilitcna11!eo" , ]8 months arter the event, mentioned this upheaval in the 
"p.m,<;pectth~" which he c;rculated previous to the publica'tion of the first issue 
of his paper. And 'he re'ported that those who were contrary to the introduc
tion were moved Iby fheir l.ove of ipreserving a;ncient habtits' and by the 'fea"rs 
of some evjJ tha;t could come out of thi,' new practice (29). 

The saine Editor went on to say that the sound judgement of weJil in
formed ~tizeus hlad ibee'nsuffioienrt t.o remove prejudices and bald sUICCeeded in 
calm:ingthe IconsciBnces of ipious men d'isil:ul"be,d !by tidea.! feM's. Who oould 

. these pious 1/IlINI be, if not the member'S of the Clergy? As a matter of fact, 
after the forme,r anxieties, no less than 372 sccullar clergymen, sand the writer, 
togetiher witih 11,4,85 uayrrnen signed the mos't serious and fervent a;pplaeatioOOl 
on this subject to Her Majesty's Commislsioners (30). 

Xmrrnediately befme or after the ferment the 'same ecclesiastics - this 
time 31-I in number - after the explanation made by the Commissioners 
to those of the Clergy who aprea,red .before them as witnesses, to the effect 
th3lt the abolition of the temporal censorship would not involve the, spiri
tual censmship,and that the Englis.1h Government would not grant to 
any Rel~gion tlhe protectj'Ou from ,argUllIlelltiative ,arttalcks, conceived a :reS()-o 
lution which ,Yass,igned, on November 17, and transmitted ,to the Commis
sion. In this resolution, they eXJpressed their unanimity in the .opinion thalt 
since the establis'hrnent of the British Government in Mallta, books, a;gainst 
Religion were ,introduced wit'hout hindrance, and were sold and circulated 
with imlp"dllil!:y; t!h'ey were 'al'so unanimous ~:n cOillipUailling thia t several' p-resse,s 
in Ma1t:a had been employed ill;prin1ing books of the same nature without any 
punislhment ever beingi'nfljcted upon the printers, seNers or distributors; 
they !agreed \i\Il .fibe opinion that, if the Ililbert.y oftlhe 'Pres<s were gra:nlted by 
the Government - or better, \if the Cens.ors;hip ·tlhen existing w'ere abol5shed 
-:- and this gr,ant were accompanied by aLa w th.at ,v;hoever irudecent.ly offe,nd-

(27) lbid., pp. 15/17. 
(28) Ibid., p. 17. 
(29) :\Ialla Government Gazette: lao 'Vi. 18a8, p., :HS. 
(30) Ipid. 
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ed or insulted our dOlllin:amt Religi.on with books or writings should be punish
ed, this system woU!1d 'be mr preferabl'eto the firs t, and mUM more useful 
an.d adv.antageous t:o the R,oman Oalthol.ic OhUlrch. But, a.t the 'S\ametime they 
asserted that it was t'heir unanimous opinion that Ca.tholic Christians will 
not by the a!boLtion of the c:vil censorship be dispen,sed from the spiritua:l 
censorship imposed uipon t,hem by the Canon LaiWs. And they conc1uded say
ing ,tli\at in 't!hi's se'nse mus:t be underst.ood &ny opin,ion theretofor expressed 
by any of them (31). 

'Ehe 'Coorliinission reached the conclusion thM the then :exist,jng Govern
ment Cenlwr,ship ,and Monppoly was to Ibe subs'tituted.'by a libeTty ofptinting 
a,nd publis'hing accomr,ian,ied by 'a Law for :preventing 'abuses (32). 

The Bishop seems to have received beforehand a Memorandum from the 
R.oyal COlIlllllllissioners, beea use, siince December.3 of the .previous year, 'he 
had tr,ansmit1t'ed 'to tihe Ciardfinal Secretary o!f Stiat:e the lsaJllieMemoTla.ndUJlli, 
in which the Royal Commis,sion had communicated their op:nion of what they 
caJled la modJerate freedom of the Press. Mgr. Oarua.na ,informed the Oardina,1 
Secretary of {hiis line ,of C!olnduc't in respect of .tlhis ma tter and ask·ed f{)lf further 
Papal instructions. In answer to this despatch, t,he Pa'paJ Unde.r-Secretary, 
Mgr.ICa:pacdnli, recaUled the fa,tia] consequences ()If Isuah freedom and t.he'Sen
timyn:ts manifested iOn the Buibje>Ct by ,t.he Holy F.ather ,in lhis CircUlI aT letter 
addresised :to the Bis!hOtps of the Catholic ,world as fra.r ba.ck as the 15th August 
1832 (33). He then approved of the Archlbishop'" satisfactory behaviour in this 
respect and exhorted him not to deviate from the rline of condu.ct so far pm
sued, beea,use in iSipTte of the !Law ~n:tended -t,o refram ,abuse, wherever ,the 
fre,e.d()tll1 of 'tilie Press existed, ,tihe heaviest ,;nJuiTie's b,ad rbeen borne· by Reli
gion. Moreiover - he said - the Law would prevent neather tibe discussions 
of every kind 'a.gainst 'the Cat!holrc Re,ligion, nOT liJJe pr:nting of 'books ex
plic~t.1y ;m,pugning and combating its dootrines: nay, these bookis could be 
printed w.!ih impunity, and consequently the evil would be caused not only 
by the oirculation of imported hook,s, a's before, but also by the printinCf of 
new ones. The Pope coulrl not approve of the Bishop'S ever yielding to' th"'e in
troduction of tlhis ~liiberlty. Mgr. ,OaipalCciniailso cl£lilled to the Bisihop's mind' 
the right he Ihad to pers~st in the eXipostulat:on, in virtue of the prorni,se made 
by the HritLish Government to ma,intain to the Maltese Catholics in its integr,i:ty 
the,ir EcdesiaJStioo:l Esta'b1ishment; \\~hich integri,ty would 'celalse all'togetiher witih 
the qiberty of the Press. He finally eXipressed Hils IHold,llJe'ss';g lhope It'hat Ithe 
project of 'S'Udh mealsure wouJd remain w,;,tlhout effledt, if !\:ihe lBishop 'atv:aJi[ed 
h'imself ofsuah T.easonS 'mnd sealsoiliably interposed hi,s lbeSit 'effoTts (34). 

On 'the 10t,h M~rdh 1837, tJhe 'Comlmissionel's wer'e in a position ,to Bend to 
the Secretary of St-a;te nm only a, deta~led Iieport on the sUl'bdect, but alJSo 
dlfaft Ordinance's TCqr-<.lired' by 'the changes tbey propos'ed to be put in mrce 
wit.h tbe IRome 'amd :tlhe Loca.l Governments' 'consent (35). E[eV'en month'S 
l'aJter - on t:ble6tlh Febt'U!9..ry 1838 - the Commis's:ioners' ptupers on the S'trute 

(<:i) Royal Commissioners' Report - 1836, p. i7. 
(32) Ibid.,' p, 13. 
(33) Gregorius XVI - Misol'i vas. C,LC. Fontes, Vol. II. N. 485, § § 15-24, 
(34) R.M.L. - Desp'. 1837 - Capaccini to Caruana: 17" i. 1837, pp. 280/3, 
(35) Royal Commissioners' Report - 1836, p. 6, 
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. ----of the Pres's, {Jf the grain ,supply land oth -.------------
n... H M' 'c er 'affianr . ,..<: the Pia:rlila:rnentuy era]8stys o:rntrlband s 1:n IT.liall-ua. were lalidbef-Ofle 

solived 10 'Print such {pa;pers. 'T'heSle PrU l1ted' and the Horu;e of Commons re
the Reports and Correspondenc of 'the Co~~pe,rs, containing e::rtr,8ICDS from 
Elttalte for tlhe Colo'ninl Department, 'Were .. SSJo~ers wJtill the Secretary {Jf 
of M~rch, and Mr. Lujg:; Tonna. and Mr. F:~celVed III Ma1ta"during the mont'll 
sion of t:he s·a'id p'adJers (36). In the !l1'ea~~Po ~~zo puNished ~.1n (fbaili'an ver
mission to import printing pres·ses into tIh I~e vhe GOv;ern,oi' had given per
me itJhe:rn u.nder Uhe CIh~ef secretaJrY"s'C'eDJ:'Or~d and granted the licence to 

By thoi·s time the Ital:lian Govefll:rnent . 
tests against the introduction of the fl'e~ see:rns. to 'have launched some pro
zcUc, pel;hl3.~S in >alii :i,slsue 'of 'bhe year 1838 press In ,Mwlta. The F107"ence Ga
no effect in London;, land alnnOllllced t:halt '~\p<I,aHIil'ed tlru<llt S'uclh pro.tests ha(} 
published in the ;Usland \Va,s being circUlat~ ~rospectus of ·a ,neiW jO"u.rrulfr, to he 
Itahall Governments prote,grt'ed We do nol kIn Rome. For which motives tfue 
is that the Flo11M1C£ Gaz.ette .va.s wrong . now . 1Vlha£ we know f.or eer'tl8lin 

.' 1n annou . 
tion 'had aJroody been procl·ammed. We sUip nClllg that the Pl'CSS legisla-
printing pre:sses int{J the 1s:1and, a,s w·ell a. thp-os~ that tJhe ,permi'ssiOJ1. to .import 

Ch ' f S' S e hce under the le ecretwry!s -.ce.nsorship .t nce to com'rnence to Ulse them 
h '. 1 ." ogether . h ' , prot;'F'Cetns of be ;new ]Ou·rlla! mentIonec}' . WIt the CIrCUlatlOn of the 

a OOtnclrtlsion. Tihe G{Jvernment Gazette ' m:ght have led 1he Editor to such 
that, although the La'w .'was not yet pro~,V~~Jed itself of this news to affirm 
G I t .la,ltrned 't ov·ernment to promu gae, as SOOn as th d .' 1 was the intention of the 
ati-on sihouUd have been arranged, a Law e h ~ta'I!s \vthich were then in prepar
sion of all 'suibject's connecterl with the alff~~ lclh woulld permit the free d;iscUls-

On the 23rd of Apr:il, ·t;be firSit numb. 'Irs a,nd i'nterests .of the Lsland (37). 
tatone 11I11xllrzillle, in Italian, saw the 1icr~~i()fi'he monthly newspaper Lo S]Jot
:pc"nd·enlt. pruper \VIas haded by the GOV~rn' he [t'ppearance Qf the first inde
history of Malt'C·se IJiteralture and poHtiCial~ent ,<?azette as 'an e'P'odh in the 
pr;etor of this journal was the priest Can ;ondIhon ., The project.or alUd ·pro
ter \Va,g Mr. Luigi Tonna. The typograph' ~rtunato Pwnzaveccrua. The prin
could have been eXlpected from jb; infant Jea a?pearanc5e far sur:passed ;,vhat 

In the 'sihort spalll of three months ,eslt8lbhsh:rnent (38). 
. d' b SIX ocail in English, in Ita1halll an In ; oth langua.cres newspapers ,vere published, 

Secr.etary to Government was very lU.ild. b B' The Censorship .by the Chief 
rence for 011'1' purpose :w~s the public\l.tI·J>, ut the most noteworbhy occur-. . ",nl of jo ' 
attacked the Rom'an Calt:hohc Relig.ion. R' . UJr.IlJals wmclh argurrnen'tativdy 
conscience was thus sanctioned. The Ph ' ehhglOUs freedom or tihe li:berty of 

, 'J f hi k' 08p 07'U wa.s la typica.t examp e 0 t . s '!lid of pe . d' s or 1'1nglo-MOlltese Misc;ellany 
ardson and saId at S. Sa~d's Coffee Bouse rl? lcwls. Eidrrted by Mr. James Ridh
ica!: supported the Protestant Religion ' m Str,ada Reale no. 248, this period-. 
fnrmation, proclaiming the liberty of ~o:r:achmg the pninciples of the Re
trines, such as the Papall Infalli'hiHty and s~:l1ce; attacking tlhe CathQlic doc-

. eXlstence of Hell, alIld backing 

(36) 'Malta Government Gazette: 28. iii. 1838, p. 118, 
(37) Ibid.:' 7. iii. 1838, p. 90. 
(38) Ibid,: 25. iv. 1838, p. 158. 
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Malt1hus:iau~sm (39) .. 
The Bishop did not fai'l to inform the Holy See of these articles. Tlhe 

Ca.rdinoatl S€cre'ta-ry of Sit'llite could nDt hut exihort ithe Miall'tese Prust or to do 
his utmost to pre·vent the faitlhful (rom drinking from Isuoh poisouous spring 
and lJe SIU:ggested 31S 'tlhe filUest meaiIls to alttain -th,~s sco,pe the pUlbliooitiion of 
H Catholic paper, in which those baneful articles: could be firmly, bUlt ca1mly 
and decoroulSly 'r'efuted. This pUlblication could be entrUisted to one or more . 
learned eccilesia·stics. But, a·bove all, the Bishop should prohibit his sl1bjects 
from reading pa~ers ~valiclh ~aivoured ProtestantaslID. Only the ,arpplicrutio.n of 
thes'e mleam:s, the Cbl-rdinal Secretary wrote, could aJlev~ate tlhe sorrowful heart 
of the Holy Father (40). 

Albiding by the Papa:} ,instruction,s, tihe Bishop by a pa,storal letter ordered 
the preachers to impugn the doctrines of the PhosphortHS from the pulipitiS and 
to acq"uaint the peoplle of the '.Pwhllibit.iO'l1 >of its reading !Mud circulation. We 
know thlat the Maltese re'aders .of ISluch palper were but Je'\v. Cardina.l Lann
bruschini eulogized Mgr. Caruana for his pastoral letter Hndhis earnest zeal 
in the' mIalt'ber,( ,n). 

On itlhe ~9th of JlaiIluarr'y 1839, Lord Glenelg transmitted to the Governor 
copies ofa dmft of theLJaw drawn u,p by Her l\~aijes<ty'lS Commns'Sioners of 
Enquiry for the Alb()lition of Censorship and for the provision against the 
!lIbuses in the Liberty of t:hJe Press. He instrudted him to oClI1nmun;crute these 
papers together ",lith the re1lative iHu~tratiye annotations to his CDuncil with 
the viEI\" of all enraotment of an Ordinance balsed on the drailt transmitted, 
but wilt.h g·uoh modificfl,tiO'l1s alS would aippet3!r necessary or practicajble to the 
circumstlrunces of the pl'ace ('t2). 

Hav,ing ,given d"ue c'(lll>sidemtion to such papers, the Gover.nor deemed it . 
advisable to pubJlish the Oirdinalllce without loos of tiime, amd, after tJhe ex
piry of a three week publication, to prqpose it to the Council. He also 
remaT'ked to Lord GJeneUg that a llaiw of Libel W{lIS new to-'tnle Council, u.s 
well as to the inna:bi,tallts of Malta, and bh:at they consequently could not. R,t 
once judg(· of the expediency of tihe new LllJw: time and experience, he 
thoughil:, would aanend wfu3Jt migilit prove to be iiaJulty in the L:awand rec'Ou-
c,ile Ithe people to its enructments (43). I 

On'Mar.bh 1-1-, fue Council, of IGo.vernment sanctioned tlhe proposed ,]jaw 
wjth slight amend:ments. The Gov,ernment Gazette rem~ined no longer a news-
paper: it changed jts nature and 'became a weekl~ official Ga-zette (44). . 

The next day, Ordinance No. IV of 1839 was published, wihereby it was 
enacted: - "Whereas printed writingsl printed in these Islands are liable 
and subjected' to the CensorSihip, and other tprinted maUers' ,alre liable' 
to the same ,Censorship, although in practice they are not slIbjected 

(39) 

(40) 
(41) 
(42) 
(43) 
(44) 

This publication was plinted at Valletta, .138, Strada Cristoforo. It was sold at 
14d. per copy. The first issue saw the light on NoV'Cmber 6, 1838. -

A.~. - Corresp. ann. 1838-40 - Lambru:ichini to Caruana: 18. xii. 18138, pp. 86Zj:i. 
IbId. : - Lambruschini to Caruana: 27. xii. 18118, p. 89·t. 
R.M.L. - Desp. 1839: Bouverie to Glenelg: 18. ii. ]839, p. 87. 
Ibid.: pp. 87/88. 
Ibid.: Bouverie to Normanby: ]9, ZO. iii. 1839, pp. 117. lZ1; Malta Government 

Gazette: 22. iii. 18119, p. 10Z. 
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1 here:to: And wlheroul; it is eX!pedient tihJut. the a:foresaid''tCensor&hip, shQ'"uJd lbe 
a boE~'};.ed: threfore Hds Excell'ency the Governor wit,h 'the ad'V'ice klOO con
sent of t,he Council of Governrrl1'ent hereby enacts a,s fo]l!ows: From the dUly 
cf the promulgation of the present ,Ordinance no 'printed' writing s,han be 
subjected to t.he Censorsh;p wlhichi,s now exercised lin t,hese Ishmds'by Her 
Majesty's GovcJ'nment thereon ... and t,he provisdons in the II and following 
Chapters shal]] have in these Island'S the fDrce Df LUiw" (Chap. I, Sect. I). 

Oha'p. III, Sect. VI prohibHed the pub!.icat.ion of any writing reviling, 
ridiculing, or ohherwisc insuWng run ,essential of funda.ment,ul ·doctrine of the 
Ghri,s:tianReligion, i.e. a. doctrine received by the generali'ty of ChrristiaI1s of 
every 'Church,Society, or d'cnorrnalllation. S;IID1~laJr!y \\iSlS prohihit.ed by the 
same {}rdin-a11ce amy writip.g, revili-ng, ridicuJrrng, orotlherwise ~ns'TIlting 'any 
doctrine or the government or discipline, or a,ny ritual or other religiouSi db
servance of the Roman CathO'lic Ohristial1!s of any dass or description (para. 
2), or .I().ftlhe Esil:alblis'hed Church of EngJalnd (para. 3), or of ap.y'churoh or 
society of Christians (para-. 4). Whoev,er shall offend against the proh:bition 
by pUibliela.t;on >or by amy conttrjbution. to runY,,'TIM puhlication shaH be purni:sh
able witih impriwnment not excee<.ling twelve months. 

Section VII extende<.l· tlhis proh'hition. land punis!hrment to pubhca,tion of 
any obseene writing (,15). 

By this L'alW the Roman Oa:tih'olic ReHgion 'watS pull: on thes'a:me footang 
with the Anglican ·arnrl; Dt'her Chrjst,ian 'OhuJ'c:he,s, societies and denominations, 
aind ,al'gurm en tal1:,ive altrt:lacks Slgia.iI1st. oUJ' Es,tlaiblished Religion w'ere SlaAlctloue<.l 
aJS legan. 

* 
* * 

In thedevdopment o()f tibis const;tutionall a<Dd legal measure, we note ,two 
phases: a first. phase, in which a cOlllflict was waged by the people of Mia.l'tla 
aga,inst the British GDvernment, foil' the aU,ajnment of a right most esS'enHal 
to a pe.ople to express 'their viiews and theh feelings; and a secDn<.l phase, in 
which a·battle ;WlalS roughlt. between t'he Ohurch and the Governmenrt, because 
Df the incompatible Tei}j,gjO()l1s ;principles held by eitlher. 

In the first sltrug;gle 'the protagDnists were t,11e Maltese peopile amd tihe 
B'riti-slh Governmen't; ,the Basihop alnd 1:,heOlergy were hardLy involved in :j,t" 

or at .lealst,they ·werein the backgrou.nd. . A'S 'a matter of fact, . :tho<lgh the 
M,altese Clergy had been alway.s in t·he forefrDnt in leading their people, in 
this first pha-5e they playe<.l no important role. This is why George Mitrovitch 
in ] 836compl'arined of ,the 'Bishop, WIhD ,hUld 0hecked ,his CI,ergy fwm taking 
part in the politiCal! aHa·irs of the lSiland ('t6). 

T1here 1-51110 doubt, however, tihat the Clergy were in flavour of a moderaJte 
freedom of the Press, or such that wDuld not degemerate into immDra.lity and 
offenc.e Ito Religion. 

Of 't:his 'struggle there is bUl lit,tle for ·u.s to' say in connexion with >oUJ' 
subject. We can and sh'<1'l1 say m ueh more a bou t ·tlh e se~nd p'halse. 

Once Ithe, Bri,tish Government had (perceived, art,er So many pet,itioDns amd 

('i5) Hoyal Commissioners' Heport - 183G, pp. 122/4. 
(J.6) Mitrovich George - Correspondence beiween G. iViitl'ovich and II.il:J. 

Govel·nment. London, 1858. 
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repres.entations iby the peopl'e ,of MiaUt.aI, 'llliat tlhe CensorSlh~p system wms illlalpt., 
a'nd decided "·to grant rtot'he ·s.amepeople a iJ'1~g'h,t. t.o ~dJmiJi,ster their Slifa,irs 
in t·be free, 'open Rna OOIIlfidling 'spirit, which IS the pecuLiar excellence of the 
British Constitution", tihere remained only the question to what extent 
could.' this freedom bcgranloo wirt:houti,nITing'ing tlhe rights of the Established 
Ca.tholic Ohmoh in ,MaRta. 

I .What wa.s the Church'~ attitude toward1s the freedom of the Press, as 
to it,s 'alppJiication ? 

From what we ha,ve so far read in books, or learnt from hearsay, or per
haps even from a iSlhaJ.!{)Iw knowJedge of \,-iha.t h!a,d pru;;sed between GovernmeUJt 
and Clhurchr tlhe ·llattell' seems to, hlave strO'Ilgly .opposed tlh'e introduction of the 
freedom of the Pres'S .in the' Island. Bitt this is n.ot t:he CMe. The Hol~Fa!ther, 
tJIe Biislhop -Ulnd the Cl'ergy alS 'a; whole dlid' aJl want 'tnas. freedom, but a freedom 
qu;a.lifierl ,w;,t:h JregaTd to Reljigion. 

ArC:hbishpp Ca!l'UaiDa. was,. not ngadnst. rt:the Pwss but only algains't am; .a!b
solu te exercise of it. As (l maher IOf fact, in his le1t:ter to Ha'nkey, he prayed 
the Government that suoh freedom would not be granted im the sQ)ne 1ncwmrre 
as it was prachsed in England, where tlhe press was most liberal. From an 
11m restri'cted Pre's·s, i.n fact, he expected tbe most fatal consequences to good 
morals and. to the Roma'll Cai:iho),ic Clhurch. He knew of Iai stricter :mieaS11T'e 
in Italy, and he con.sequently feared lest Malta would _become the emporiUiffi 
for the pri'llting of immoraJamd irrdigious 'books, '\v!biClh cou~d JUot be printed 
on tbe Continent. 

T:he Holy Father, whose feelings on this 'sUlbject had a!reooy been mall1-
fested in h~s Circular to the Bishops of the Catholie world since August 15, 
1832, a.nd who knew by eXiperie'nce bo\v -baneful Ibhe ururesrtricted IITeed·om of 
the Presls pro\ned' to Ihe on ,other countries, could not but approve !the 'Bis:hop'.s ~ 
line of eonduct in 't;h~s anlaltter, and ·encouraged' him to' continue Ito take 'a; firm 
~:tand against t:he introduction of the freedom of the Press, even if accom
panied by fhe Law of Liibd, because with an absorwtJe freedom Qr better with 
a freedom ex'tendi'llg to reHg.i'otls matters the integrity of ·<tbe Ecc]e'Si'flJstticail 
E<stifIJblismane'llt in Mallba would· ceruse' aJt,ogether, in 'spite of 211tbe !promi,se!:. 
rrwde by Great Brit.ain to protect this E'sta\};}lisihanent. 

One of the most debatl,l:ble Foints in the introduction of the freedom of 
the Press in Malta is undoubtedly the Clergy's attitud'e with regard to this 
innovation. ' 

TJl'e a'ssertions made by 'the Royal Comm<iss.;on,' confirmed ,by -aUl unofficiai 
report 'of 'the answers g,iven by ·wi-tness·es - severa'! of wlh·om ,were ecclesiastics 
and the most enlightened too - to the Royal Comm;ssioners prove this' as
sertion. This report was: draiwn up by such ,persons as George Mitrovitc,h, 
Dr. Ludovico MifsuclToman.ms:i, Dr. Naud'j 'and Dr. :Fratncesco Calruaoo Di.ngili 
and signed by NotaiTY G.A, Parodi. We ,learn from this report or "Note''' (4,7), 
asj;lhey are styled, ,that the 'llumber of priests in thescc'UJ,ar Clergy ,o:f , the 
time <aUI"ountea 'to about 720, and 'tha>1: O'\lJt of ·these .only 200 had' boon pre
sent at tbe first mee,t-ing oftt-he Clergy in Oct,6ber 1836. (Evidence: Dr. Can.. 

(,t7) These" N ales" are in the possession of Prof. W. Ganado, who was kind enough to 
lend them to me for the period dUring which I was writing this article. 
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F. CaruaJll3,iDingili, p.B4). Lialter .on, .this number lle;relaiSed land 327 priests 
signea. the petition launched lo the Royal CoJIl)mission. . 

Leaving apart tlhe half of t'he Clergy wilio did nei,ther 'attend the meeting, 
nor sig,n the petition, let us examine what "were the views of the 327 who 
showed more intere,st in nhe matter. 

Dr. Paolo Scio'rtino cate1gor;cally asserted that the Clergy together with 
the Bis.hop [lilld the GoveTI1D:uent were the chief PPp'one'llts' ,to t,he introduction 
of a nee Press (p. 14). The same feeling was displayed by Dr. Giovanni Conti, 
v"ho alEsecrtcd I!:nia,t the Clergy were contra.ry t,o ,i.,\:s 1ntr.oduction,but that ,they 
wouJd lhiave "'rleco-nciled t:bemseJve.s to !the common opinilon (p. 44,). Paolo 
Erynaud, merchant, ent'ertained the same view and' the same hope (p. 51). 

We prove, ho'wev,er, from several evidence;:! bhwt the greater part of the 
Clergy were not against the Press Law a.s such. 

Dr. Emma'nuele Caruana, the King's Senior Counsell, in his evidence 
e!as,sified 1he Clergy in.to Itlhree gu'ou,ps: 

n,) Tfhe gro'up 'Of ,tme en1Ii'g1h,tened and ithe we,ll-il11Elaning - 'thes,e were the 
majority - who were ,paea!Sed ;\¥itih the introduc~tilOn of 'the Free 'P:ress; 

b} 'the gr,oup of the timid 'and the bigot,s, >\1ho dud not d'are: tlO itaIk'e la 
decision, because 'they could not ,ima~ine the good: .effects of thencw sy,siem; 

c) the group of t.hose who did no,t Eke the innovia,tion, 'beOOlUse they fealTed , 
i'cst with the new system their 'shortcom'ings and defects would be made 
public (pp. 43, 4,7, 48). 

The maj.ority admitted t'he utility, nay the necesslity of a free Press' in 
Malta; a part Off them insisted on h'cvving a Lalw 'Pll'otecting 'tihe Roman Oa,... 
tholic Religion from invective and .insult,s; while- others a&ked fo,r its pro
tection eVBn from, a!t'gullllen,taltlive alttack'S. 

Among fhose who would nave, the Roman Cathol:c ReJig,ion protected not 
only from invective, but also nom argumentative attackis we enumerate the 
Archlb~shop's Secretary, Dr. Can. Filippo Amato,. t,he Pwfessor of Dogmatic 
Theology, Can. P.P. Psaila, Canon 'Leopold Fiteni, Archpriest of Sengllea, and 
Dr. Saly,ato're L.anzon, Archdeacon of tne Cathedral Chapter and Vicar Ge
neral, and up to a certain point also Dr. Ludovico Mi£sud Tommasi. 

Dr. Amiato depose<d before the Royad CommrissioneI's that he feLt ,t'h:am:kfuI 
t o:wta:ros it.heKjng f,or'tihe concession of ,tbefreed'om of ·tne Press 'in M'alta a:s 
rega;rds poI.itical matters. He stated that with the tihen existting sys~em the 
Cathol,ic was not protected, and consequent'ly a free PreJss: accompanied hy a 
Law of lJilb(>1 would prove more efficien1t. But he w(llUld l1Jotpemn:it tlhe pThb
licaJion of any book or pamphlet such 3;S cameo tlhe Ronian ,Oa:thol:ic Religion 
n, fa']se ,Religion: tthis allega:tion, aceording 'to \him,rumounted to a'll immlt 
and would be dangerous and 'worse than any other means of perversion (p. 38). 

Canolll Psaila admhted the utility of a Free PreSs in c;vil matters, but 
he 'IVa,s for a censorship even of publications containing arguments not offen
sive to or :1D/S'uJt.ing tl:he Roman ,oatholic Religion (pp. 38/39). 

11t. seems 'thiatCa'n. Fiteni \,~als 'of the s'ame ,opinion. isince· \he would 'haNe 
t:he G~)Vernment ban the distriburt:ion of Prot'estant books and asked for a 
prev:ious censorslhipof TeUi'giious bookis (p. 28). 

Anothe:r prominent ecclesiastic, Dr. Salvaitore Lanzon, eXipressed his v,iews 
as ·a sp;rituatl :he'ad of'-the Ohurch, and said 'tlhla:tthere should be Ia: free Pr.ess. 
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gQverned by It he HalwS of the Cihuroh I8JS regal1'ds conscience i.e. ia, prevtious 
CfDS()'fsbip of religl;ous' pubH<l8ItiQns ,(po 38). 

We 'kn{)w for ceTit.ain that tlhe Arc'hpa:iest ad'the Ca,thedl"ai \Ch<a.p.ter, Dr. 
Giuseppe ,Galea, ladmitted befQre the 'R{)y!ail OommissiQn bh~\t the Wberty of 
the 'Press was useful, 'Dai)' very useful, b'wt only wlhe;n Religion land! g.ood 
mQI'a:ls were not jmpaired by it; alIld Iconsequently, while he cQIllPladned of 
the pr~J.Cftice then Qbtaining, whereby irreligious and imm{)Tal, books ,were ~m
ported with ;'ll1pwIliity, the insisted on 'StiU halVing a temporal! censorshi..p on ' 
pubHcat.io,ns in. the interests of ReligiQn ('p. 36). He, however, deemed it im
preC'tkilble to bave a ptrevaQus <tempQra,} censorslhip of reli.gious booklS of ltl,n 
argulillentative charader in a country ruled by Protestarits, who ,vQuId not as 
,8 cQnsequence be free to re,ad whlat they liked (,p. 37). 

But, /Side by sid.e with these ihigih dignitaries of the Maltese 'Church, there 
were not wanting other ecclesiast;ca:l persona.lities who, were in favQur Qf thc 
freedom of P,res's wieth the abolitiQn of Ce,nsQT'SIhip, ,even in religiQus:matte'rs, 
accompanied by a Law of LibeL These we~e fhe ma.jority. 

George Mitrovitch oplll1Cd that the view of the greater part of the Clergy 
w.as t!hJart; there should be no OensQrship (p. 32). 'Mr. 'Emman:uele Zammnt, 
tradesman, alleged that only SQme of the Clergy were against a free Press, be
cause all the o,ther clergymen were Jll f-avour of ilt. They only reqnested some 
reS'trici,ions of tJheh own (p. 153). 

iA similar declJaration wa" made by Mr. Giuseppc Gauci Azzopardi who 
stated that the 'few priests he came in touch with were in falvour of the free
dorm of the Pres'S (p. 57). Similarly Dr. Gi'acomo 'P!antaleone 'Bruno .spok'e 
of the oppos;,uion I()f is'ome e,ccle,siastics to 'the proposled law ('p. 45), bu\t he 
en:tert'arrned ir opes tha'talJ the C],ergy w'Ou1d ilmer on 'h1a'V0 been persua.ded of 
the utility Qf such freedom, just a,s thc maj'or;ty - the iiulepe'nde'l1.ts as he 
Clrul~,s them - imalVeahemdy realized (p. 49). 

Robert hl"ngslow, (the iKing'rs P.rocurator Genera.l, ,opfned il:hat the Clergy 
in its majQrity would have been satisfied wtith a Law protecting the Roman 
Catholic Reloigion from offensive arguments (p. I,tl). 

FrQm Dr. Francesco Cu,ruana Dingli's evidence we glat'her t'1i!tt the eigih't 
ecclesiastics' forming the Committce of the Clergy, together with a consider
aible num'her of the priests who abtendcd the meeting of October - nruy the 
greater. part of them - were in favour of the freedom of the Press, provided 
tha.t the WI\V pu,ndshed IaJly publicrution conta~nlThg invective, or insults 'agains,t 
the Roman Catholic Religion (pp. 34/85). 

Dr. Ludovico Mifsud Tommasi, O'ne of the eight, was for the .jjoleration 
'Of '8 Free Press in MaH'8 eqU'a) to kha:t :of the Protestant wJorship then exiost
ing in Malta (p. H). This frecdom was to, be on the same foO'ting as it was 
in England to, the effect that the Law shQuld mete out severe punishments to' 
tihose1wi}1O ansu.lted the C8it'hO'I~c Rcli:glion (p. 15).~ Accord~lllg)to h.im, ~nce!thl'S 
Religi'On isuhe d'O'll1inant Religion. I in Mailta., .the 'Catholics shQul.d have the 
privil'ege of spe'aking ir'eely in favou,r of 'their Re~igiolll, eve,n laittackiing .o,tihoeT 
ReligiO'ns (p. 17). A Protestant" howeV'er, who defended his Religion from 
'thesea;t.tlalCks ,by means .of pure a,rgum~mts ''''ail; 'to' ibe itolera.too, !even jf hesadd 
that the Roman CatihoJic was not thc true ReligiO'n. In other circumstances 
however, even argumentative attacks CO'uUd be subjected to, censure, because 
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of the po.ison they might contain (p. 17). 
He went so far as to deem worthy of tolerance t,he diistribut,ion of ,religious 

tracts by the MiS'Sionary Societies (p. 18), because, he stated, the Ca
tho!':c Religion fears no aMack. Thi~ was his view as a citizen; as a priest, 
however, he ,thought ?therwi,se, and 'a'S such he sl\:aited ~hat booksI 9f a. rehigious 
chiax3citer shou.!d be subjected to previous ceIlJSorship (p. 15). 

!Ferlhaps the staunchest supporter of a Free Press up to the limit of per
mitting argumentative attalcks was Dr. Salvatore' Cumbo, Professor of Mor:al 
Theology and one of the sUibscr<ibers of the Note to the Royal CO'lllmission 
(p. 64) • 

. The Roy 311 Commis~ioners ex:pressed their belief that many of the res
pect'a'hle order of ,1:he 'Clergy approved of the, security of ,the proposed mea,s
ures and that the instructed and enlightened among them were far from 
des~rjJlg to see tfhe ChurCh pr:otected \by the LUlw from pUirely wrgumentlaltive 
a.tlt'dlems (48). 

Therefore it is logical to conclude that the Pope, ,the Bishop and the 
Clergy, alt l]ea'8t in the;r majority, were of one and 'the same opinion on this 
matter, that is, they would have a liberty of the Press, but suc'h as 'Would 
not be harmtul to the Established Roman Cathojjc Religion in the Island (-19). 

If the Church were agaimt a moderate freedom of the Press with no 
tendency of abuse, she would have been despotic al1ld wrong. But as we have 
said above, this wa.s not the case. What she opposed wa,s the grant of a free
dlom lin 'the IsMl1e me-MUTe 'ellS it was !prac'tised in Eng.liand, w,here IVhere were 
no rejjgious restrictions. The moderate,ly free press which the Church wa'S 
for w.ould have 'ex:clllded 't!he i.mport<ait10n, ,the 'printing,bhe scUi'ng and lfhe 
cil'cutla,tion 'not only oQf ibooks oollltiaining a vi'tupera.tive, lbut als.o .of books 
with argumentative attacks on the Romain Catholic Religion. 

"Dhoug,h wi,th no iritention to favoQurvhe Oatlholic Church, 'the ,Chief Jus
tice Sir J. Stoddard had well understood this position, when he opined that 
if il'eJigiO"JS lIl1atters we.re Jent on :the same foo.ting 'alS .they 'st-oodat 'the mo
menlt i&M Ja l:wwfuJ !Tee-donn of tfh.e 'Press were given ,in 'aUl 'lIl3ltters DOt oon-

(48) Royal Commissioners' Report - 1836 p. 17. 
(,t!J) To the Protestants, this provision seem;, to be a restl'lctJon of human liberty. The 

Church, however, imposes this restriction as a right and as a duty to safeguard 
the faith and morals of her children (can. 138't C.LC.). And she sanctions this 
restriction by laws prohibiting the printing, ,selling and reading of books dan
gerous to the spiritual welfare of the faithful. In this the Church is only inter
preting the Divine Law, which forbids men to expose themselves to danger-of 
losing their faith and their good moral conduct. And since the Faith is one, as 
Truth is one, and J[oralit); is one as Right is one, and this one Faith and one 
Morality are those preached by the Roman Catholic Church, she would not 
suffer the weak and the ignorant to fall victims of the snares of Error and Vice. 

Leaving apart theological arguments, we adduce other argnments to prove 
that an unrestricted freedom of the Press is not always advisable, not only 
from a religious standpoint, hut not even from a political point of view. Who 
of the Protestants would dare' denOUlll'e a Government who, in time of war, 
prohibit the publication and the circulation of writings favouring the enemy? 
Or who would condemn the British -Pariiament if, at a future time, they were 
to ban communistic views as dangerous to the British interests? No wonder, 
therefore, if the Church strives to keep away from her children all writings 
which she deems to be dangerous to their souls! 
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cerning ReUigion, a great ptlTt of the opposition to the innovation would have 
been neutTlalized. 

The Commissioners,however, were at variance with Stoddart in the,ir 
vierwlS fUlOOUt Ithis maUer, amd t\heyagreed with Ih!im Ion Ithe 'Other \point Where 
he stated that religious freedom 'of d'iseUls5ion was ",so valuUlbile an Engine for 
tihe atta,inment of Eternal Truth": which is the Protestant princi'ple on this 
SUibjedt. Tillis is eMily unders.toOd since the 'CommissioneTs land Ibbe lJ:rllajoTi'ty 
of the Parliamentarians were Protestant, and consequentlry held the same' 
vieWlS>. 

O'n Ithe Dlthe,r !haind, howeve,r, .tlhe British, Gove,rnment wGJs bound by se-" 
veral official andformall promises to safegualfd the interests of the Established 
Roman Catholic Religion of the Maltese people. This conflict between views 
and duties gave ri"e to a pTOIblem of a difficullt solut:on. 

On several previous occasions, the British Government had taken measures 
in favour of the Roma,n Catholic 'Church; on other occasions tihey carne to an 
agreement with the Ecclesiastical Authorities; but,there were not mis'Sing 
opportunities in whieh the British Government had gone ahead wjth their reso
lutions, not heeding the represents1tions made by the Bishop or even by the 
Holy iFia:tiher. The qu.e'Stion in/hand 'IVa's wIved in 'tJbe Uas'!: mentioned mJa'nneT. 
In fs;prite of Itlhe LPOipe's and the 'Bishop's representations', 'the oiMsystem of 
censors'hip wa.s a,bo1:i.shed and the freedom of Press with tlhe Law of Libel pro
tecting alil Religions from invective or insult was introduced. 

,We !beEe,Vle tbat tbeBl'iti,sh Government 'Would :have. complied· !With the 
Church'lS demandls, of limit:ng the Cemorshi:p to religiou'S matter, but we should' 
not forget that besides the Protestant mind and Protestant standpoint of the 
C<ml1lI1li~sioners amd tlhe, Parl.iam.enta:rian~, ,ilieProtestant MIssionary Society in 
England 'and in IMailta 'h:ad, been constantly aiSking 'and'inlsilSltling upon tlhe h{)(ffie 
and the local Governments for a freedom to print, to selll alnd to circulate Bibles 
and religiouls tracts. On tlh:is occasion tibey wouild have, doubled thfcir efforts 
amd 'the !Britislh Government found ,an opportunity to c{)(ffiply iwith their Te
ques1fs.. 

For the ,sake of telling the :wlhole 'truth, rwe 19hoUild 'n'Ot 'PMS in ",silence the 
attitude of the people in this affair. Sir J. Stoddard, thougih not a man be
yond ,exce'ption, stated that the determination of ills ,Maje,sty',s Government to 
aboili,sih the old system 'and sUlP'pl,ant it <by the 'freedom of Press had created 
an e·ffeJ"V1eseence fi,n a Ja:rge and very influential pa:rt of tlhe population. ,'Illie 
Acting Lieutenant Governor, Coil. <;ardew, Iseems to ihaveentertained tlhe 
same v.ieo.vs when he wrote to the Secretary of State, that the Clergy, who 
influ.ClDce tlhe Igreat IDaiSS :of the population, 'apprehended' ,from tfue freed()!lIlJ ,of 
the Press an attack on the CatJholic Rell':gion from the Agents of the M~'ssionary 
Society and otlhers. The 'Lieutenant Governor, 'Sir Frederrick iBo'U.verie, WM 

not free from the fear of a reaction of the people against, the shortly to be 
pu.blisbed: Press- Legisl,atiO'Il, !'wlhose 'eXipediency the lllew COWlcil, 'as well as the. 
inha:bitants, could' not at once judge. T.imeand eXlperience, he boped, would 
re<!onCi[e the people to 'its 'enacbments. 

'lllie extraordinary ferment of the people dl1uing, tlhe mon'fu of November 
1886, all1uded \to by the "Mediterrameo" oonfumed 'the unpopularity of the 
proposed'leg;islation. iBut according totlhe s'ame, a dhange ofvi,ew soon took 
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place 'and. (!oniSciences wel"e caUmed. 
,Wlhat we know for sUU'e u's tihat when on Marcil 14, 1839, 'tihe proposed ;Law 

\\1a,S brought before the locali Government, it was san,ction,ed with s:light amend
ments from 1:Ih'e unofficiall Memlbers, and ()n the part ,of the people ,there seeun
ed ,to thave been no dhsati:sfaction. 

Events, however, proved that the Church's preoccupations and feaJl's, were 
weJJ-lfo'UlIlded. In fact, with tihe l!icence of tlhe use' ()f printing preSJSes in the 
Lsland, since a year 'before the IProcllrumation of the OrdinanCie for the fr,eedOlIll 
of the Press was notified, newspapers such as "The Phosphorus" or "11nglo
kmJelr~can :lIIJisceUany", e&ited Iby Mr. James Ricilards'OiI1,staxted to be !pUlb

lished l~iIU.pporting the Protestant Religion. 
,And ,but a, fe'\v day,s alter the promUilgatiol1 of the Press Legislation, tihe 

same writer was pl"Osecu,ted under the new ,lruw for revWng tt,lhe Roman Catho
lic 'Rellgi,on in the ne'W.s.paper "HGirZequiml' catll-irrlg it "a ,system 'Of reJi~on tlhe 
most detestalbJe tlhe 'World ,has 'ever se.en" alIld "a ,system :w!hich ~eaves the 
mind rut a loss to determine 'whethh it is better not to ha:ve any religion tat 
all" (50). He was· condenmed Ito a fi'ne of 100 dollars or to 6 montlhts im
prisonment. Some members of the H'Ouse of Lords left no stone unburned t'O 
free him from 'jan, but thei;r efforts' were vetn. He 'Was set at liJberty afber a 
month's impris,onment an,d t!h,e paymelIlt of a fine proportional to rtJhe remain
ing five moutlhs. A pardon 'would 'have entaii~ed a defeat of the Commi,gsioners' 
aSSU11ances and, prom~s·es (51). 

The Church's ,fears 'proved true, but at the same time tlhe n·ew law p1"Qved 
efficient L '" clleck the atbuses it was merunt for. 

(50) Harlequin: 12, vii. 1839. 
(51) R.M.L. - Desp. 1839: pp. 211/30. 




