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Active middle men, enlightened reformers? The agency of deans in the late 18th century Swedish realm / Western Finland

In my paper, I study the position, role and agency of deans in late 18th century South-Western Finland, which was an active part of the Swedish realm. I scrutinize their active administrative participation and role as intermediaries between the local communities and central government. Swedish and Finnish researchers have already recognized the role of clergy and the parish meetings as a central part of the political system and development of political culture. However, the participation and multifunctional role of the deans as intermediators not only at the ecclesiastical matters, but also as administrative agents at the late 18th century, has been largely an unaddressed research topic. 
The parishes had the main responsibilities of running the local administration in 18th century Sweden. The local clergy led the parish and they had a multifunctional role as ecclesiastical, social, administrative leaders at the local level. The clergy had diverse responsibilities of managing, for example, the local parish assembles and church building projects. At the end of 18th century, the fast population growth increased the amount of ecclesiastical services. At the same time, in the spirit of enlightenment and rational thinking, the central government delegated new tasks and ideas to parishes, which increased the clergy’s work and responsibilities even more at the local level.
Deans led their administrative regions, so called deaneries, which usually consisted of approximately 10 parishes. Since the tasks of local parish were increasing, deans also had more responsibilities to supervise at their areas. Hence, I scrutinize, whether the influence and importance of deans were increasing too.
In this paper, I study three key functions of deans, which were: 1) ecclesiastical and administrative supervision 2) distribution of information, and 3) supporting the local clergy. Deans were not only regularly supervising and controlling the ecclesial work, but also all the social, administrative, economic and political activities at local level. All of the information was gathered and written down in minutes, which were sent to the central authorities (Cathedral chapter). Deans’ authority was present at the local level when making regular visits, but also by sending and delivering an increasing amount of letters and public announcements to the local clergy at parishes and chapels. Deans delivered information, instructions and orders from the central government to the local clergy in deanery. Thirdly, I look at how deans were assisting, solving, guiding and helping the local clergy especially, when problems or conflicts accrued with the local community. The more complicated parish administration became, the more advanced administrative and negotiation skills were required from the local clergy in order to lead and to co-operate with the local community.
This paper is based on diverse source material; the letters and minutes of the cathedral chapter (Turku/Åbo), and the supervising minutes of deans and the parish meeting minutes. This paper is also a part of my ongoing post-doctoral research project “Making the rural citizens”.
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