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The growth of government, script and print presented new challenges for the peasantry in the seventeenth-century Swedish realm. Written communication with the crown and central bodies, but also local authorities, became increasingly common. In everyday life, too, people needed more and more documents, at a time when rural literacy skills were restricted to rote-learning of printed religious texts. Throughout the realm, popular reading and writing skills struggled to keep up with ever growing expectations. In Finland the situation was even more complicated, as the language of administration was Swedish. 
This paper addresses the following question: how could largely illiterate peasants be involved in decision-making processes at different political levels? In the county of Ostrobothnia in Western Finland, they found a congenial solution. The lack of functional and possessive literacy was remedied by recruiting parish scribes who were able to read handwritten texts and formulate documents in both Finnish and Swedish. These mediators helped people to move between written and oral communication as well as between two languages. Paid scribes are documented over 200 years, from around 1600 to the later part of the nineteenth century. Closer scrutiny of these individuals, their backgrounds and tasks provides us with new insights into the functioning of local society and how the peasantry of Ostrobothnia could participate in local administration and decision-making during the early modern period.
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