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GERD SNELLMAN

Approaching Laestadianism as an insider  
researcher

Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0)DOI: https://doi.org/10.30664/ar.85998

In this article, I discuss my experiences of being 
an insider researching Laestadianism. I present 
my research, noting the advantages and dis-

advantages, ending with a conclusion in which 
I refer to the discussion among anthropologists 
and ethnologists, especially in the study of reli-
gion. The outcome is that even though the dis-
tinction insider–outsider researcher is compli-
cated, both insider and outsider researchers will 
improve the research, contributing to its nuanced 
presentation.  

Introduction
Upon starting my church-historical re -
search on Laestadian1 women (Snellman 
2011), I labelled myself as researcher who 
was female, Laestadian and affiliated to the 
Laestadian branch located in the northern, 
Swedish-speaking area of Ostrobothnia in 
Finland. Though acknowledging the chal-
lenge of being part of my studied object, 
I was unaware at that time of the ongoing 
insider–outsider debate (see McCutcheon 
1999). The label ‘insider researcher’ ap -
peared later in my academic studies. 

1 When using the expression ‘Laestadian’ in 
different connections, I refer to the Word of 
Peace branch (WoP), which means, if not 
separately mentioned, that all other Laes-
tadian branches are excluded in this art-
icle. A more detailed description of WoP is 
included in the following section.

Yet I knew the study would be challeng-
ing because I would be implicated in the 
study at least on two specific levels – being 
a woman myself, and further, being a 
Laestadian woman. The topic was also close 
to me from another point of view. I was 
going to do research into the everyday life 
of a community of women amongst whom 
I had been surrounded since I was born. 
There was my mother, my grandmother, 
and later on, my mother-in-law. Besides, 
there were an uncountable number of other 
Laestadian women, mothers, and friends, 
in the Laestadian community, of which I 
was a part. 

I am an insider researcher, who, accord-
ing to the standard definition, has been 
raised in, or converted to, the studied reli-
gious group, thus accepting its belief system 
and values. Outsiders have not had this 
experience (Duffy 2014: 1–2). The ongoing 
discussion about the advantages and dis-
advantages of being either an insider or an 
outsider researcher has chiefly been carried 
out in the field of the study of religion. In the 
anthology, The Insider/Outsider Problem in 
the Study of Religion (McCutcheon 1999), 
the theoretical and methodological issues 
in studying religion are discussed thor-
oughly. According to Alasdair MacIntyre 
(1999: 37–49), outsider scholars (skeptics), 
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though able to observe religious (Christian) 
behaviour, are lacking access to the inner 
meaning of it. In this sense, knowledge 
includes ‘emphatic insights’. Although the  
relationship between studies in theology  
and the study of religion seems to be 
somewhat blurred, scholars in the study 
of religion have argued against the idea 
that knowledge about religion epistemo-
logically requires understanding because, 
according to them, faith in practice – the 
trad ition – theoretically can be analysed by 
both believers and skeptics (Wiebe 1999: 
270; Hedges and King 2014: 43–6). The two 
standpoints assume that there are bound-
aries and locations within the position of 
insider–outsider. The question has, mean-
while, been whether neutrality is desir-
able – which scholar is better equipped to 
achieve objectivity (Gregg and Chryssides 
2019a: preface).

However, insiders, as well as outsiders, 
will situate themselves in relation to the 
studied religion. As an alternative to the 
two standpoints – either that one needs to 
be an insider (believer) to study religion 
(theology) (see Duffy 2014), or that access 
to a particular form of knowledge does not 
require insiderness (Gardiner and Engler 
2012), many scholars have stressed the 
shifting identities of both insider and out-
sider researchers (Narayan 1993; Chavez 
2008; Knott 2008; Meintel and Mossière 
2012; Iancu and Kovacs 2015). Recently a 
more nuanced understanding of ‘insider-
ness’ and ‘outsiderness’ has, referring to 
the complexity of life, been presented. 
Hence, it is suggested that the use of queer 
theory methodologies, beyond the binary 
approach of the past, would benefit under-
standings of religious identity (Gregg and 
Chryssides 2019b: 25). Another way of solv-
ing the dilemma lies in focusing on how, 
rather than by whom (insider or outsider), 
the object of knowledge is constructed; this 

is called the emic/etic approach (Sutcliffe 
2019: 30). 

This article aims to present a practic al 
discussion on the benefits and complica-
tions I have encountered as an insider 
church-historical researcher in the Laestad-
ian Word of Peace branch (WoP). Starting 
with a brief presentation of WoP and my 
relationship to it, I will continue reflecting 
on my insiderness during the stages of the 
research process. The article ends with a 
concluding discussion. 

Inside the Word of Peace branch
WoP is a Laestadian sub-branch which in 
the year 1934 emanated from the Con-
servative Laestadians, the largest Laestadian 
group since the schism which occurred at 
the end of the nineteenth and beginning 
of the twentieth century. After this emer-
gence from Conservative Laestadianism, 
the majority of the Swedish-speaking Con-
servative Laestadians in Ostrobothnia 
affili ated with the WoP (Wentin 1986: 
69–76; Talonen 2001: 13–16). Other adher-
ents of WoP were found among the Finn-
ish-speaking Laestadians in the north 
of Finland, and Laestadians in the north 
of Sweden, Norway, and North America 
(Snell man 2011: 49–50).2 

2 The five ‘members’ of the Word of Peace 
branch are the Laestadians in the prayer 
house congregations in the Laestadian Fed-
eration of the Peace Associations (Laestadi-
anernas Fridsföreningars Förbund, abbrevi-
ated LFF), the so-called LFF Laestadianism, 
the Mission Association of the Word of 
Peace (Lähetysyhdistys Rauhan Sana ry) 
in the northern parts of Finland, the Swed-
ish Laestadians in the valley of the Tornio 
River, the so-called East-Laestadianism 
or the Laestadianism of the valley of the 
Tornio River (Tornedalslaestadianismen), 
the Norwegian Laestadians in the area of 
Alta, the so-called Alta Laestadianism, and, 
finally, the Apostolic Lutheran Church of 
America (ALC). 
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The WoP adherents in Ostrobothnia are 
members of the prayer house congregations, 
which in 1968 constituted the Laestadian 
Federation of the Peace Associations (Laes-
tadianernas Fridsföreningars Fö rbund, 
abbreviated LFF).3 

LFF is the publisher of the Sions Mis
sions tidning (Zion’s mission magazine, 
abbreviated SMT), a monthly bulletin 
which serves as a voice/spokesman for the 
Swe dish- (and Norwegian-) speaking WoP 
adherents, thus emphasizing the cultural 
identity of the group.4 SMT has been the 
primary source in several studies I have 
conducted. Each prayer house association 
plans their activities sovereignly: religious 
meetings, Sunday school for children, and 
handiwork meetings for women. Recently, 
there have been youth groups, Bible stud-
ies, and, besides, activities organized by 
LFF, such as men’s nights, women’s nights, 
youth nights, and children’s camps during 
the summer. 

WoP has grown, as have other Laestad-
ian branches since the final decades of the 
nineteenth century, as a consequence of 
religious education within the Laestadian 
homes. Hence, the Laestadian heritage has 
been transmitted to the younger gener-
ations through the upbringing of the chil-
dren (Raittila 2005: 16). WoP is gener-
ally considered a moderate conservative  
Laestadian sub-branch, compared to Con - 
servative Laestadianism. There is a diver - 
sity within WoP, in the form of various 

3 The LFF consists of nine prayer house con-
gregations in Finland, of which eight are 
situ ated in Ostrobothnia and one in Hel-
sinki. The LFF Laestadians are approxi-
mately 6,400 people, the children included, 
based on data from the membership regis-
ters 2019.

4 For more information about SMT see 
Snell man 2017: 13–15; Enkvist et al. 2018: 
12–13, 65.

religious-theological accents, which makes 
the WoP more pluralistic than Conservative 
Laestadianism (Talonen 2019: 46). The 
formal connection between the largest 
Laestadian branches, such as the Con  ser-
vative Laestadians, the Firstborn Laestad  i-
ans, and WoP has namely been non-exist-
ent (Snellman 2011: 51–5). Hence, a WoP 
adherent is formally a (spiritual) outsider 
when entering into some of the other men-
tioned branches. However, due to charac-
teristic features of the Laestadian tradition, 
communication between the members of 
various Laestadian groups has occurred 
(Raittila 2005: 15).

I am, according to Stephen E. Gregg and 
George D. Chryssides (2019b: 23), what is 
called a ‘birth-insider’, being born into a 
Laestadian family and enculturated into the 
WoP culture. I grew up as the next oldest in 
a family of eleven siblings. I consider my 
childhood family to be semi-conservative, 
which means partially comprising the set 
of norms of Laestadianism. Some of my 
friends had to observe, for instance, stricter 
rules when it came to clothing. I attended 
Sunday school in the local prayer house. I 
was twelve years old when I started to play 
the organ in the prayer house meetings and 
accompanied the singing until I moved 
away from the village. My father became a 
lay preacher when I was an adolescent. As 
an adult, a married woman, and a mother, 
I considered my family to be a Laestadian 
family. I have been involved in various pro-
jects within the prayer house congregation 
and the LFF. Part of the time for my doc-
toral studies, I was a member of the board 
in the prayer house in Pietarsaari. 

Reflections on the pros and cons  
of insider research
In this section, I will describe the research 
process, beginning with the fieldwork 
mainly connected to my dissertation, and, 
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besides, a few later studies. I will continue 
by scrutinizing interpretation of data, 
gained both from fieldwork and written 
sources. 

For the main part, in the church-his-
torical research into the Laestadian move-
ment in the twentieth century, the women 
have been invisible. An exception is  Den 
himmelska Föräldern. Ett studium av kvin
nans betydelse i och för Lars Levi Laestadius’ 
teologi och förkunnelse by Kristina Nilsson 
(1988). Nilsson, who used mainly writ-
ten sources which had been used by many 
researchers before her, featured the most 
important women in Laestadius’s life. Thus, 
there was a need for a change in focus in 
order to visualize Laestadian women’s 
lives. As the focus on historical research 
into Laestadianism shifted to the fields 
of the sociology of religion, social sci-
ence, and politics, the focus also shifted 
from the institutional Laestadianism to 

everyday lives within Laestadianism (see 
Hint sala 2017: 31–2). This change of 
focus has served to reveal more about the 
Laestadian women (and men). There have 
been methodological changes, too. Meri-
Anne Hintsala (2017) used ethnography 
and content analysis in her research about 
how Laestadian teaching is embodied in 
the adherents’ everyday lives, in using dis-
cussions on internet forums as sources. 
Sandra Wallenius-Korkalo (2018) has stud-
ied Laestadianism in popular culture in the 
field of feminist political studies, religious 
studies, and cultural studies. 

The studies mentioned above, which are 
concerned with Conservative Laestadian-
ism, are good examples of new method-
ological approaches. When I started my 
church-historical research into women, the 
interest in women in church history had 
been growing, and new methods had been 
suggested (see Franzen 1990). For the topic 

The most common portrait of Lars Levi Laestadius (Wikipedia) and the cover pages of Sions Mis-
sionstidning (Zion's mission magazine) from the 1960s and forward.

G
erd Snellm

an
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chosen, I knew that written sources were 
less likely to be found. Inspired by Katarina 
Lewis’s ethnographical research on the 
Schartauan women (1997) in Sweden, I 
chose the ethnographic approach, includ-
ing memory as a source of knowledge, to 
uncover the daily activities of the women. 
Hence, interviews constituted the most 
important sources of my research, together 
with written sources, for example, SMT. 

In selecting a good representation of 
interviewees, I utilised my prior knowledge 
about the historical development of the 
WoP community. The ‘conservatives’ and 
‘liberals’ within families and family net-
works were, to some extent, known. How-
ever, I wanted to present neither a ‘happy 
story’ nor a ‘sad story’; rather the complex 
stories of living within WoP. By using vari-
ous tools, I tried to avoid the risk of bias 
in the selection of participants (see Chavez 
2008: 479). 

Spiritual identity reinforces access and trust 
It is generally assumed that a common  
culture between the researcher and the 
studied group can provide a fertile ground 
for gaining access and nurturing rapport 
(Lee 2000). This ‘expediency of access’ 
(Chavez 2008: 482) involves acceptance by 
the members of the studied group (Greene 
2014: 5). To be regarded as a WoP adher-
ent, I had to relate to the WoP community 
spiritually. One criterion warranting the 
designation of insider was attending the 
meetings held in the WoP prayer house 
on Sundays, and the larger conventions 
throughout the year (Snellman 2011: 246–
8). Showing an interest in ‘listening to the 
word of God’ was likely to confirm my spir-
itual identity. However, the WoP identity 
also includes – like other religious identities 
– a social identity (pp. 257–8). Depending 
on the relational, political, or environmen-
tal context, specific identification can inter-

sect with the religious identity in a variety 
of ways (Ganiel and Mitchell 2006: 18). 
Some aspects of the researcher’s social iden-
tity may benefit, while others may compli-
cate the process (Chavez 2008: 491). My 
gender, combined with the fact that I was 
a student of theology, constituted, in my 
case, possible complications to my insider 
status. Though labelling myself an insider, 
I was not sure whether the WoP commu-
nity would actually consider me to be one. 
I was the first WoP woman in the area to 
be conducting doctoral research in the-
ology, which would possibly be an obstacle 
for being perceived as an insider researcher. 
Would I be trustworthy, or was I too pecu-
liar? Would the WoP community doubt my 
intentions? My theological studies would 
possibly be regarded as a means of becom-
ing a woman priest. Since the WoP com-
munity officially rejects the idea of women 
priests (see Snellman 2011: 90, 120), my 
theological studies could easily position 
me as an outsider researcher. Another pos-
sible obstacle pertained to the prayer house 
activities I was involved in. As a figure-
head of the children’s camps and, later on, 
women’s  nights, I was fully aware of the 
controversies which had arisen around 
these, which were, for the WoP community, 
new activities (see Enkvist et al. 2018: 66). 

In the end, I do not know to what degree 
the issues mentioned above influenced the 
fieldwork. Maybe they were part of the 
reason why some of the potential inter-
viewees I contacted declined to participate 
in the study without giving further explan-
ation (Snellman 2011: 32). The major pro-
portion agreed to participate; altogether 
19 WoP women and a few men. The fact 
that the informants knew my parents when 
I further introduced myself, seemed to 
facili tate the connections, similarly as it did 
for Christina Chavez when studying her 
Mexican family (Chavez 2008: 481–2). 
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Because of my doctoral thesis, and the 
acquisition of a researcher’s identity and 
role, I have felt confident about proceed-
ing using interviews as sources. In one 
research project within the field of social 
sciences I needed access to an enterprise, 
while the aim of the research was philan-
thropic activities in the business (Snellman 
2019: 161–97). The sources of the research 
were mainly interviews and historical writ-
ing of the enterprise. This time I was not 
only a part of the same WoP community 
as the people I was going to interview, but  
also related through marriage. Further-
more, I had been employed by the company 
earlier and been involved in different pro-
jects after employment. Due to my bonds 
to this object, I referred to an autoethno-
graphic method; the narrative autoethnog-
raphy (Adams et al. 2015; Ellis et al. 2011). 
This research methodology embeds critical 
reflections in the process and is proposed 
as a particular qualitative method suitable 
for insider research (Chavez 2008: 490; 
Greene 2014: 10).

In one study in progress, I co-researched 
together with a non-Laestadian colleague. 
The project is a part of research into the 
European Bible Belts, and the aim of our 
study is the WoP view on education. For 
the interviews, I put a note on my Facebook 
page, where I asked for WoP volunteer 
interviewees. To my colleague’s and my 
own great satisfaction, we received enough 
responses from people who wanted to share 
their experiences with us. My colleague 
does not have a Facebook account, so we 
will never know the possible influence of 
the fact that I, a WoP adherent, was the one 
asking for participants. My non-Laestadian 
colleague interviewed some of the partici-
pants nevertheless, and there did not seem 
to be any difference between mine and his 
experiences in doing the fieldwork. 

Hence, trust, according to my experi - 

ence, has brought great benefits. It has been 
manifested especially in facilitating access 
to participants of my studies; but also 
when I have asked for access to archives 
and permission to read protocols. Having 
said this, though, I have not gained access 
to every subgroup within WoP. A smaller 
group, who attend both some of the trad-
itional prayer house services, arrange, 
besides, their own independent gatherings. 
The members of this group have separated 
themselves from the LFF prayer house 
association, supposedly as a consequence 
of the changes within the LFF over the past 
ten years. A lack of trust may explain the 
denial of access. From the vantage point 
of this group, I am regarded as a spiritual 
outsider. 

Interviewing ‘sisters and brothers in faith’
Even though I had access to the field, I felt 
that access also needed to be negotiated 
for every interviewee (see Chavez 2008: 
488, 490). In this way I found that trust 
needed to be earned again and again in dif-
ferent situations (Iancu and Kovacs 2015: 
178). Despite being a spiritual insider, my 
combined status as a WoP woman and a 
researcher made me at the same time an 
outsider. As a historically skeptical attitude 
towards ‘worldly’ knowledge has, to some 
degree, been embraced within the WoP, my 
academic research would presumably be 
dubious from this perspective (Snellman 
2011: 86–8). The spiritual reciprocity 
seemed to be the dominant factor, though. 
I assumed that faith among the WoP ad -
herents would be a highly personal issue 
and that they might be unwilling to articu-
late it. As Katarina Lewis had found con-
cerning the Shartauan women, I imagined 
that similarly amongst the WoP women, 
the standpoint would be found that ‘one 
shall not talk so much’ (Lewis 1997: 122). 
This reluctant attitude I also found amongst 
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some of the interviewees (Snellman 2011: 
188–91). However, it is hard to say if this 
was a cultural, generational, or a personal 
issue. It is also difficult to say to what extent 
my insiderness promoted or prevented 
the women’s speech. It has been suggested 
that participants are more willing to dis-
close their views to an insider as opposed 
to an outsider researcher. However, it is 
also claimed that the participants may be 
unwilling to share their inner thoughts 
with an insider, who presents the possibility 
of judging them negatively (see Tinker and 
Armstrong 2008: 56; Finefter-Rosenbluh 
2017: 2; Greene 2014: 3–4). Many inter-
viewees, though, seemed more than willing 
to share their personal stories with some-
body intent on listening. The purpose of 
the interview seemed to be a minor issue. 
I – for my part – felt compelled to move 
back and forth between the insider and 
the outsider position, not only during the 
fieldwork but also in the interpretation and 
writing process. 

One of the advantages of being an  

in  sider researcher is a greater under-
standing of the studied culture (see, e.g., 
Steinlien 1990). The insider possesses 
a more profound knowledge of the his-
tory of the culture and practical ways of 
living inside the culture (Chavez 2008: 
481). Although, as Mark Q. Gardiner and 
Steven Engler (2012: 241) have claimed, 
knowing a religious language is not a pre-
requisite for access to a specific piece of 
knowledge (monopolistic), it does, in my 
experience, notably promote access and 
trust. So did my internalized use of the  
‘language of Canaan’5, of which the greet - 
ing ‘God’s peace’, for example, is most  
important (Snellman 2011: 248). Thus, 
I initially greeted the informants in the  
letters I sent, and on the phone, with ‘God’s 
peace’, which confirmed my insiderness 
(pp. 254–6). The ‘language of Canaan’ con-
sists, besides, of biblical phrases. It is used 

5 A biblically influenced language containing 
pious expressions (see Snellman 2018: 16).

Spring service in Bosund, Larsmo 2011.
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in the sermons, but to a certain extent, also 
in every day life. The ‘language of Canaan’ 
reinforces group identity (p. 250) and func-
tions presumably within WoP in the same 
way as it does within the Conservative 
Laestadian ism; it represents safety and con-
tinuity (Linjama 2013: 42–50).6 

The exact meaning of the ‘language of 
Canaan’, though, is occasionally unspeci-
fied. This blurriness implies a possible 
home-blindness by the insider researcher 
(see Iancu and Kovacs 2015: 160). For 
instance, the interviewees used the term 
‘Christian’ in different contexts. To whom 
was the informant referring when she or 
he talked about ‘Christians’, or even ‘God’s 
children’? Were they only the WoP mem-
bers, or possible members of a non-Laes-
tadian congregation? My knowledge of 
the WoP culture, the WoP adherents, and 
the history of WoP in the area enabled fol-
low-up questions. Still, I think an outsider 
would have been equally able to elaborate 
on the topic (see Tinker and Armstrong 
2008: 56). 

However, any (outsider) researcher can 
interpret the ‘language of Canaan’, which 
includes expressions originating from early 
Laestadianism. For example, Pekka Raittila 
(1976: 248–53) and Lilly-Anne Østtveit 
Elgvin (2010) have presented useful knowl-
edge about language-use within the early, 
undivided Laestadian revival movement, 
and that of Laestadius himself. Still, there 
are variations; local dialects of the ‘language 
of Canaan’, in SMT, the written source I 
have used in a couple of studies (Snellman 
2017, 2018). It seems to me that an outsider 

6 Linjama has described the use of the ‘lan-
guage of Canaan’ in the Conservative Laes-
tadianism, but this cultural phenomenon is 
a part of identity construction in the WoP 
as well (Snellman 2011: 248–56).

researcher would need assistance to dis-
tinguish, for example, the various expres-
sions for the confession of sin and receipt 
of absolution, used in SMT. The confession  
of sin publicly or privately to another 
believer expressed as ‘Open your mouth 
and ask for forgiveness in Zion’, is quite 
easy to grasp. However, the following nec-
essary absolution expressed as ‘while there 
is an open well for all sin and unclean-
ness in Zion’, might need a more profound 
understanding to grasp the meaning of. 
Confession of sin and absolution can be 
expressed in one phrase, for example, ‘to 
pour water out of the well of health’, or, 
‘to cleanse one’s robe in the blood of the 
offered lamb’ (Snellman 2018: 16, 18). The 
expressions mentioned here need, at least,  
a basic knowledge of the religious lan  guage, 
in this case, the ‘language of Canaan’. Even 
for me, an insider researcher, the meaning 
of some expressions was not accessible.

The major portion of the interviews  
was conducted in a spirit of closeness due 
to our mutual background. Still, I experi-
enced the negotiation of my subject–
object position, especially in interview-
ing the mothers . On the one hand, being a 
Laestadian mother myself facilitated topics 
affiliated to motherhood, such as giving 
birth to many children – even though my 
family is relatively small compared to the 
customary large Laestadian families. On 
the other hand, the topic had been a sensi-
tive issue for me, and I knew it was some-
what controversial to discuss. There was a 
risk of discussing the use of – or the lack 
of the use of – contraceptives as an issue 
between ‘sisters in faith’. These discussions 
were moments when I had to maintain 
an appropriate, scientific attitude to avoid 
the risk of projecting myself on the inter-
viewee, as other insider researchers have 
experienced (Chavez 2008: 489; Finefter-
Rosenbluh 2017: 2). 
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The closeness was challenging at times 
due to my combined roles. I was a re -
searcher, ‘a sister in faith’, and, besides, 
practising as a lay counsellor within the 
WoP community. Thus some interviews 
occasionally turned into confessions of 
sin (by the informants) and absolution (by 
me). This insertion of a counselling session, 
– to me not an unfamiliar situation at all – 
alerted me to the need to separate my roles. 
In alternating between my two roles, there 
was a need to know when one role ended 
and the other began. In transcribing the 
interviews, these confessional situations 
were left unwritten.

Insiderness and outsiderness are flexible 
in regard to the possibility of their various 
degrees (Gardiner and Engler 2012: 242), as  
all cultures contain internal variations. In 
religious groups, there are, for ex ample, 
liberals and conservatives. My (spiritual) 
insiderness was questioned when I inter-
viewed an elderly woman, and I, inter-
estingly enough, found myself being 
the object of rebuke by the interview-
ee.7 This incident happened when I asked 
questions about some doctrinal issues, 
which, according to the interviewee, 
should be evident to me as a believer.  
When the woman asked for my opinion 
about a specific issue, and I disagreed with 
her, I was rebuked (Interview with Linnea 
2008: 11). Thus, my (spiritual) insiderness 
shifted during the interaction with this 
informant. I was not a complete insider, 
as I was considered by her to be too lib-
eral. Hence, one’s position shifts during  
the research; one’s status as an insider or an 
outsider rarely is straightforward (Ganiel 
and Mitchell 2006: 15; Chavez 2008: 478).

7 I did not encounter hour-long ‘fire-and-
brimstone’ sermons, though, which Øystein 
Stenlien did in his fieldwork (Steinlien 
1990: 43).

Both a subject and an object in analysing  
and writing
In the insider–outsider debate, Katie Aston 
(2012) has maintained the need to take on 
a third position; the academic role, in the 
interpretation and writing, while the pres-
entation of the research results takes place 
in the secular, empirical tradition. Despite 
the status of either an insider or an out-
sider researcher, the personal experiences, 
thoughts, needs, and ethical deliberations 
affect not only the data collection but inter-
pretation and application of the findings, as 
well. There is a need for reflexivity, internal 
dialogue, and critical self-evaluation, about 
one’s positionality (Finefter-Rosenbluh 
2017: 2). The risk that the analysis of data 
is a projection of my opinions, rather than 
an interpretation of the actual phenom-
enon arising from the interviews, has con-
tinuously occupied my mind. Still, I have 
decided not to submit my analysis to the 
interviewees to receive their opinion of it 
as Margaret M. Poloma (2003: 254) did 
to those involved in her ethnographical 
research in the Toronto Blessing. Instead, I 
have adhered to chosen theoretical frames 
in the process of analysis of the data. 

The weaknesses inherent in being en -
culturated into the studied culture include 
risks of home-blindness and subjectivity. I 
have acknowledged these risks during the 
analysis stage and also in applying the find-
ings. The challenge was – and still is – to 
maintain a sense of critical distance from 
the topic under investigation. I am fully 
aware that emotions need to be taken into 
account, both the emotions of my own and 
those of the interviewees, and the impact 
they may have in the analysis. 

As a way of taking responsibility for 
my situatedness within my research, and 
the effect it may have on the data inter-
pretation, I have used mixed methods, 
multiple sources, and various theoretical 
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frameworks. Discussions with co-research-
ers and the interrogation of peer reviewers 
through the publication process have been 
other ways of ensuring the credibility of the 
analysis. 

Looking at my own culture through 
the lens of the outside world has promoted 
problematic common expressions and par-
ticular phenomena. During the period of 
my research on the WoP women, the WoP 
community was occasionally discussed 
in the media. Some blog-postings and the 
often anonymous postings in the local 
newspaper were useful tools for learning 
about the opinion of the WoP in society at 
large and thus problematic self-evidences 
inside the movement (Snellman 2011: 
60–3). 

One weakness of being an insider 
researcher, connected to the risk of hurt-
ing people, is that one might avoid stress-
ing negative phenomena, as Pihla Vuorinen 
(2002) found when using family narra-
tives in her research. Sensitive issues and 
unsolved dilemmas in WoP include, for 
example, the congregational role of women. 
The discussion about female priests had 
been only partially conducted when I car-
ried out the interviews for my dissertation. 
Notwithstanding the unanimous stand-
point that women should not be priests, a 
thorough discussion about possible other 
congregational roles of women was lack-
ing (Snellman 2011: 274–5). The question 
about female Sunday school teachers was 
connected to this issue. Upon research-
ing the WoP Sunday school in Pietarsaari 
(Snellman 2013: 339–54), where the sparse, 
early protocols indicated that there had 
been female Sunday school teachers before 
the mid-nineteenth century, I had access to 
contradictory sources of memory knowl-
edge, as well. Still, I adhered to the written 
sources. The issue of female Sunday school 
teachers was sensitive. The Sunday school 

in my prayer house had, by the time of my 
research, been reorganized a few years ear-
lier, and female Sunday school teachers 
reappeared after a break of over 60 years. 
Some of the prayer house congregation did 
not approve of the change. 

In the midst of my research on WoP 
women, the prayer house in Pietarsaari was 
shaken by a tragedy. It was revealed that a 
respected, and by that time deceased, lay 
preacher had been a paedophile (see, e.g., 
Wolf-Knuts 2016, 2017).8 I, for instance, 
as both a researcher and a member of the 
prayer house board, would not have been 
able to research the topic then. Firstly, I 
was too involved in the case. Secondly, 
researching at that time would have further 
hurt already hurting people. Thirdly, my 
research would not have been unbiased. 
Fourthly, I would not have wanted to pre-
sent negative things about my group to the 
public. 

The interpretation and writing seem 
to me to be like an intertwined process. 
In the analysis of the data, I have ana-
lysed my own culture, as well. I am both 
the author and object of my texts. I agree 
with Christina Chavez (2008: 474–81) that 
both insider and outsider researchers share 
similar methodological issues, and both are 
thus, more or less, co-participants in the 
research. 

Conclusion
The purpose of this paper has been to reflect 
on the experiences of being an insider 
researching the WoP community. I began 
by briefly introducing the insider–outsider 

8 The research into the chain of events con-
nected to the so-called paedophile scandal 
is sparse. Except for the mentioned studies, 
M.Theol. Lennart Ventin’s master’s thesis 
deals with collective shame and self-com-
prehension in the prayer house congrega-
tion (Ventin 2014).
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debate and continued with a scrutiny of my 
research. As an insider researcher, I have 
used mainly qualitative methods, and, to 
some extent, ethnographical tools. I have 
examined the content of the belief-system 
and practice within WoP. Besides, I have 
scrutinized WoP adherents’ motivations in 
beliefs and practice. 

In reflecting on my status as an insider, 
I have found, like many others before me, 
that there are benefits as well as challenges 
involved in being part of the studied cul-
ture. Many of the benefits of insiderness 
are also challenges to outsiderness and vice 
versa. Two main issues seem to connect the 
insider and outsider researcher; namely 
trust and reflexivity.

Even though the trust was established 
through my spiritual insiderness, the iden-
tification that seemed to outweigh other 
social identities, long-term fieldwork can 
move an outsider closer to the position of 
the insider. The degree of outsiderness thus 
shifts during research in similar ways that 
insiderness does (Iancu and Kovacs 2015: 
179; Gardiner and Engler 2012: 242). I 
think any researcher can earn trust, despite 
the lack of spiritual insiderness in WoP, 
while trust may help intersecting imagined 
social boundaries (see Ganiel and Mitchell 
2006: 16). 

Trust has continually occupied my mind 
through the research. Access to a particu-
lar element of understanding of the inter-
viewees’ experience does not automatically 
grant me the authority to interpret those 
experiences. Trustworthiness includes 
reflexivity, which pays attention to ‘how 
experience, knowledge, and social posi-
tions might impact the research process’ 
(Finafter-Rosenbluh 2017: 2). There is a 
need for a systematic approach to being on 
the inside, and Christina Chavez suggests 
that the insider researcher gets ‘into their 
own heads first before getting into those of 

participants’ (2008: 491). Reflexivity, in my 
case, has involved acknowledging the dif-
ference between my pre-assumptions of 
how things are, and how things seem to be 
– and how I wish things to be. Of course, 
reflexivity in all research is crucial, while 
both insider and outsider researchers will 
form a relationship with the studied culture 
(Chiener 2002: 456–86). 

Reflexivity means furthermore, to me, 
acknowledging the changes in my relation-
ship to the practices and beliefs of WoP 
during my research. I agree with Deidre 
Meintel and Géraldine Mossière (2012: 
145), in their study of migrants in reli-
gious groups in Quebec, that outsiders may 
start to question their religiosity or their 
lack thereof, while insiders will adopt crit-
ical perspectives on their former beliefs. I 
am by nature a persistent researcher who 
never leaves the field, and besides that I 
am involved in various projects in the local 
prayer house and LFF. This ongoing inter-
action influences me; as Kim Knott (2014: 
105) has maintained, studying religion ‘will 
likely challenge and change the religion in 
very small or in very big ways’. I believe 
that my research has an impact on the WoP 
environment too. One possible contribu-
tion is that my thesis has introduced a non-
sacral language to describe the meanings of 
the symbols and belief systems of WoP. The 
introduction of this new language may have 
promoted discourse and critical reflections 
within the WoP community. 

Finally, as far as the construction of 
knowledge in the insider–outsider debate 
is concerned, I would agree with Sharan 
Merriam and Maxanah Muhamad (2000) 
that ‘what an insider understands will 
be different from, but as valid as what an 
outsider understands’. Instead of trying 
to erase the boundaries between insider-
ness and outsiderness I embrace the com-
plexity of the definitions. Insiderness and 
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outsiderness do not have to compete; 
rather they may complement each other. I 
think that Professor Ruth Franzén’s state-
ment, when discussing women’s studies, is 
applicable in the discussion about insider-
ness and outsiderness: 

Research will be successful when the  
researchers, according to their back-
ground and personal reference frames, 
represent as broad a width as possible. 
Only then can a research community 
correct itself and explore even the 
blind spots which otherwise distort 
the research results. (Franzén 1990: 
122–3, my translation)9 
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