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Summary  

Vintage: The making of  the Maltese wine sector 

Rachel Radmilli 

	 This ethnographic study tells the story of  the Maltese wine sector where the first traces of  its 

existence on the Maltese islands date back more than 2000 years. This thesis will show that wine-

making highlights the complexity of  cultural production and the fluid nature of  the invention of  

tradition while taking a critical look at the conditions for wine business to flourish. Periods of  success 

are the fruits of  a few enterprising minds who manipulate the challenges presented by their socio-

political and natural environment to make something of  value. There are various key elements 

which need to come together to produce a heritage product that can be recognised as Maltese and 

which is more than just a product of  economic value. Heritage in turn is used to add a stamp of  

quality to the wine sector that has a local and international reach. 

	 To understand how enterprise works towards producing a traditional product like wine I 

explored the changing legislation (pre and post EU membership) governing the sector and 

questioned the context within which entrepreneurs operate in small face-to-face societies. A 

comparative study of  different theoretical models was also used to establish the best theoretical 

framework to understand the nature of  such sectors. Wine business is a process that often requires 

open spaces and a degree of  vagueness for creative individuals to recognise opportunities and to 

develop ‘new' traditions in this case, in the form of  wine of  good repute. Today these individuals, 

whether they are owners of  large established companies or small boutique wineries, have the power 

to influence legislators and at the same time navigate different communities to legitimise their 

existence in a competitive world that transforms a natural process into a cultural one. These cultural 

products are the outcome of  entrepreneurial action within a family context where businesses are 

managed with drive and conviction.   

	 In conclusion, I argued that embeddedness, context and networks theory are still valid 

theoretical concepts that  can be applied to this kind of  research for a better understanding of  food 

sectors such as the wine sector within a Mediterranean context. There was also the three-point 

exploration of  entrepreneurial action relevant at individual, business, and institutional level. Of  

these three, the most significant driver in an agricultural sector like wine-making is the individual. In 

practice, individual agency is what combines business acumen, drive and knowledge of  a sector to 

keep a heritage product alive. Individual agency, drive and their quest for meaning are key forces in 

changing heritage processes.


