EDITORIAL

Approaching Laestadianism
DOI: https://doi.org/10.30664/ar.95047

T

he Laestadian movement has, since
it arose in the mid- and late 1800s,
become the largest Christian revival
movement in Scandinavia. Today, however, the term ‘Laestadian movement’ in
the singular is highly questionable. The
core reference is to a conservative, evangelical Christian movement with its historical
background in the revival instigated by
the Swedish minister Lars Levi Laestadius
(1800–61). All Laestadian groups today in
some way or another refer to this common
heritage.
The research on Laestadius, and especi
ally on the Laestadian movement, has
grown significantly in the past fifty years.
For a long period, theology and church history were the academic disciplines domin
ating the research. In recent decades, more
disciplines have contributed. Church history and theology are still the dominating
disciplines in this research, but contributions from academic disciplines such as
history, philosophy, political science, social
anthropology, sociology and the study of
religion have approached the man and the
movement with research questions and the
theoretical tools characteristic of each discipline. This is important in order to take
the research further. Still, as indicated in
the articles of Bengt-Ove Andreassen and
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Rolf Inge Larsen in this issue, there are still
Laestadian groups that are hardly covered
in the research. Therefore, there is also still
a need for empirical and historical research
that helps to map and cover different
groups’ histories and identities.
There are, thus, different ways of ap
proaching Laestadianism. The aim of this
thematic issue on research on the Laestadian
movement is to dwell with and look back
on how the research on Laestadius and the
Laestadian movement has developed, but
at the same time show the latest developments in this research. In order to do so,
we invited researchers from the Nordic
countries to contribute to a thematic issue
on research perspectives on the Laestadian
movement. We wanted to present theoretical articles and research overviews in
order to present updates and tendencies in
the research about the Laestadian movement. The contributions are by Finnish
and Norwegian scholars, and working on
this special issue made us aware that the
research activity on Laestadius and the
Laestadian movement in Sweden, is currently very low. Hopefully, that will change
in the near future. There are of course more
researchers and research on Laestadius and
the Laestadian movement than referred to
and discussed in this special issue.

1

The first article is Sandra WalleniusKorkalo’s ‘Care, longing, and control: representing corporeal Laestadianism in
popu
lar culture’, in which she analyses
how the Laestadian movement has been
represented in different popular media in
Finland. The article shows how theoretical
developments concerning intersectionality and perspectives on religion and (popu
lar) media contributes to the research on
the Laestadian movement. WalleniusKorkalo’s article should be an obvious
inspiration for doing the same kind of ana
lysis in a Norwegian and Swedish context.
Anssi Ollilainen’s article ‘The Firstborn
Laestadians and the sacraments: conceptual analysis as an approach to answering the question of why the Firstborn in
Finland began administering the sacraments’, provides insight to one of the latest
developments in the Laestadian movement;
namely a division among the Firstborns in
Finland. In his article, Ollilainen discusses
the concepts of the ‘priesthood of all believers’ and (the lay) ‘preacher’ and argues that
these concepts help shed light on why the
Firstborns broke with a long tradition
when they began to administer the sacraments by themselves. Gerd Snellman offers
a self-reflective discussion about doing
research on the Laestadian movement
as an insider in her article ‘Approaching
Laestadianism as an insider researcher’.
Doing so, she enters an extensive methodological debate among social anthropologists and study of religion scholars.
Snellman provides interesting examples of
how she as an insider faces challenges and
has access to data that other researchers do
not.
Roald E. Kristiansen writes about the
pictures that early scholarly work created of
the Laestadian movement in his article en
titled ‘Depictions of Laestadianism 1850–
1950’. Kristiansen argues that society’s
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emerging view of the revival is characterized by two different positions in two different time periods. The first period (1850–
1900) is characterised by an evaluation
of the revival focused on Laestadius, and
interprets the characteristics of the revival
based on perceived personal shortcomings of Laestadius himself. In the second
period (1900–50), Kristiansen argues, the
views of Laestadianism are replaced with
an ‘exoticizing phase’, characterized by an
increased interest in and openness towards
the revival as a phenomenon of the religious and cultural north. Rolf Inge Larsen’s
article ‘A Research history of Laestadianism
in Norway: from the 1960s to the present
day’ introduces and discusses the history of
research on Laestadianism in Norway over
the last sixty years as offered in master’s
theses, journals, periodicals, and books on
reminiscence or local history after 1960.
Larsen provides an insight into the richness
the research on the Laestadian movement
has gained in Norway. However, Larsen
also points to some ‘holes’ and challenges
for this research. Larsen leaves out doctoral
theses, which is the focus of Bengt-Ove
Andreassen’s article. Andreassen provides a
review of all doctoral theses on Laestadius
and the Laestadian movement in the period
from 1937 (when the first doctoral thesis
was handed in) until 2018. The article refers
to thirty-one doctoral theses dealing with
either Laestadius or the Laestadian movement. Finnish theses are by far dominant.
Andreassen also shows that since the turn
of the millennium, there have been more
academic disciplines producing doctoral
theses on Laestadius and the Laestadian
movement. The approaches in the research
on Laestadius and the Laestadian movement have thus been more varied.
The articles in this special issue illustrate that the research on Laestadius and
the Laestadian movement is developing, in
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different ways. Still, the idea of this special
issue was that it also might contribute to a
process of self-reflection in the research on
Laestadius and the Laestadian movement,
as well as inspire more research. 
Bengt-Ove Andreassen,
Roald E. Kristiansen and Rolf Inge Larsen
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