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ABSTRACT: The article discusses the conflict between lived religion and the state control of poor relief
in a modernizing society by analysing the case of Emma Mikinen’s private orphanage. Emma Miki-
nen’s philanthropic work among neglected children was motivated by her Evangelical Revivalist con-
viction. Because of her trust in the transformative power of faith, she considered it appropriate to
establish an orphanage next to a shelter for ‘fallen” women. This decision led her onto a collision
course with the State Inspector of Poor Relief and the general public, who did not share her religious
views but emphasized the legislative and moral aspects vis-a-vis organizing social work. The conflict
demonstrates, firstly, how the ancien régime and the traditional religious authority of the Evangelical
Lutheran state church in particular was challenged by individual agency in voluntary associations such
as the Evangelical Revivalist Free Mission. Secondly, the case of Emma Mikinen’s orphanage reflects
how new kinds of boundaries were created by the encroaching of state control into the sphere of pri-
vate philanthropy, followed by the strengthening role of scientific theories and nationalistic thinking in
social work. Thirdly, the conflict opens up a view on border-crossings, thus emphasizing the undefined
nature of a modernizing society.
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Introduction
In February 1890, a Finnish newspaper Nya Pressen reported on an outbreak of a
venereal disease in a private orphanage on the outskirts of Helsinki. According to
the newspaper, four girls, the youngest of whom was 12 years old, were taken to a
clinic for further investigation. While one of the girls was given a clean bill of
health, the three others were diagnosed with syphilis and treated accordingly (NP
18.2.1890).

What was especially peculiar in the case was the location of the orphanage: it
was situated in an annex to a private shelter for ‘fallen’ women—an institution for
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prostitutes and other women who were regarded as morally corrupt. As there was
reason to suspect that the children had been infected because of their close contact
with the women in the shelter, the state authorities intervened. Both the orphan-
age and the shelter were inspected by Gustaf Adolf Helsingius', State Inspector of
Poor Relief, who demanded that the two asylums be separated from each other
immediately (NP 11.4.1890).

A new kind of state office, the Inspector of Poor Relief, had been introduced in
the Grand Duchy of Finland as the first country in Northern Europe two years
prior to the syphilis outbreak. The Inspector was the highest authority in Finnish
public sector poor relief, responsible for ensuring that the existing poor relief and
health legislations were observed in the municipalities. In case of possible omis-
sions, the Inspector was obliged to report to the Governor of the province in ques-
tion, who initiated medical and police investigations if necessary. Thus the estab-
lishment of the office significantly intensified the state control over the municipali-
ties (Pulma 1990: 178; Jaakkola 1994, 116-117; Pulma 1995: 106-107).

The Inspector was also responsible for ensuring that private philanthropic in-
stitutions obeyed the laws. Moreover, he was required to see that social work in
private philanthropic institutions did not conflict with municipal poor relief. It
was his duty to counsel the management of private institutions to change their
practices if significant shortcomings were found. As in the case of public sector
poor relief, the Inspector was to report to the Governor if the management of a
private institution refused to take action to remedy any perceived shortcomings.

Inspector Helsingius took an interest in the orphanage by virtue of the above-
mentioned definition of his responsibilities. According to Helsingius, it was against
the existing health regulations to let the morally corrupt inmates live in the same
premises as the ‘respectable’ ones, or to allow sick inmates to mingle with healthy
ones in an institution. Helsingius suggested that as there was reason to suspect
that the syphilis had originated in the shelter for ‘fallen’ women and spread to the
orphanage unhindered, the management had not taken heed of the health regu-
lations (NP 11.4.1890; NP 19.4.1890).

The orphanage and the shelter for ‘fallen” women were managed by an Evan-
gelical Revivalist teacher called Emma Miikinen.” She had found her spiritual
home with the Free Mission, an originally Anglo-American Evangelical Revivalist
movement, which gained popularity in Helsinki in the late 1870s. The thought of
serving Christ in the weak was central to the members of the Free Mission. Emma
Mikinen’s conversion from Lutheran Christianity to Evangelical Christianity in

1 Gustaf Adolf Helsingius (1855-1934) was the son of the pastor of Lohja parish. He graduated
from Helsinki Polytechnic School in 1879, but gave up his work as a railway engineer for a ca-
reer in the state control of poor relief (Harjula 2004: 748-754).

2 Emma Mikinen (née Ahman, 1849-1915) graduated from Jyviskyld Teachers’ College in 1870
and worked as a teacher between the years 1870-1880. She married Free Mission evangelist
Antti Makinen in 1886 (Markkola 2005: 818-819).
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1879 led her to abandon her career as a primary school teacher to work among
‘fallen women’ and neglected children. Mikinen established a shelter for ‘fallen’
women in 1880 and an orphanage next to it in 1883 (Annola 2003; 157-160). In
1890, there were a total of 32 children at the orphanage, both boys and girls of all
ages. At the same time, there were 22 inmates in the shelter for ‘fallen’” women,
some of them as young as seventeen (NP 18.2.1890).

The majority of the inmates in Mikinen’s shelter for ‘fallen’ women were not
actual prostitutes but women who had deviated from contemporary feminine pu-
rity norms. The most obvious deviation was extramarital sexual activity, which
manifested itself in giving birth to an illegitimate child. A woman could also lose
her reputation and be deemed to have ‘fallen’ by committing a crime, drinking
alcohol, dressing inappropriately, behaving unconventionally, appearing in public
at indecent times or in dubious company or neglecting her children (Higgman
1994; Whiteaker 1997; Litzen 1998; Markkola 2000; Annola 2003; Valverde
2008). The main objective of Emma Mikinen’s shelter was to ‘raise’ the ‘fallen’
women by teaching them orderliness and practical household skills which they
could use to find respectable employment (Markkola 2002: 236-237; Annola 2003:
164; Markkola 2011: 160).

Emma Mikinen, who considered the two institutions to be her religious voca-
tion, reacted strongly to the way the syphilis incident was discussed in public. In
order to set matters straight and to put an end to rumours, she published her own
rejoinder in the press. While conceding that syphilis infection had indeed spread
to her orphanage, she emphasized that it had been an isolated mishap, not a con-
sequence of long-term mismanagement of the institution. In addition, Mikinen
published her correspondence with Inspector Helsingius and her letter to the
Governor of Uusimaa Province in Nya Pressen (NP 20.2.1890; NP 11.4.1890).

However, Mikinen’s action did not pacify the situation. Instead, a public con-
troversy arose in the press, and two factions were formed. On the one side there
was Inspector Helsingius backed up by a group of concerned citizens, who were
absolutely horrified by the fact that innocent children had been exposed to a ve-
nereal disease because of Mdkinen’s negligent management of the orphanage. On
the other side there were Emma Mékinen and her sympathizers, many of whom
were probably Evangelical Revivalists.

By analysing the debate this article discusses the case of Emma Mikinen’s pri-
vate orphanage as an example of a conflict between lived religion and the state
control of poor relief in Finland at the turn of the 20th century. The term lived
religion refers here to an Evangelical Revivalist perception of faith, according to
which Christian conviction was a choice that was to guide both the thoughts and
the deeds of an individual. According to Pirjo Markkola, Evangelical Revivalism
emphasized that everyone should and could be saved, which resulted in the initia-
tion of a plethora of Evangelical philanthropic endeavours in both Europe and
North America (Markkola 2002: 430-433).
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In a broader sense, the conflict between lived religion and the state control of
poor relief sheds light on a modernizing society. It was characterized, firstly, by
the increasing civic activity in the press, in voluntary associations and in religious
movements that positioned themselves outside the sphere of the Evangelical Lu-
theran state church; secondly, by the expanding role of the state; and thirdly, by a
new understanding of social work as a means of safeguarding the morals of soci-
ety.

Emma Mikinen and Gustaf Adolf Helsingius are the two main protagonists of
this article. What makes the interplay between Mikinen and Helsingius especially
interesting is the fact that their contemporaries considered both of them to be
prominent agents on their respective fields. While Mikinen’s institutions were
counted among the first and most ambitious Finnish examples of Evangelical Re-
vivalist philanthropy (Markkola 2002: 235, 245-246; Annola 2003: 162),
Helsingius was the first man to hold the office of State Inspector of Poor Relief.
He has been referred to as ‘the founding father’ of Finnish public sector poor
relief (Pulma 1995: 110, 122-123; Satka 1995: 34; Annola 2011: 39-40). Therefore
it is fair to assume that the conflict between lived religion and the expanding role
of the state was personified in Mikinen and Helsingius.

The philanthropic work of Emma Mikinen has previously been analysed by
Pirjo Markkola (2002; 2011) and the present author (Annola 2001; 2003). The
establishment of the Inspector’s office and G. A. Helsingius’ proceedings have
been discussed by Veikko Piirainen (1958), Panu Pulma (1995), Mirja Satka
(1995), and myself (2011; 2013).

The source material of this article consists of small items of news and letters to
the editor published in the spring of 1890. Most of them appeared in Nya Pressen,
which was a Helsinki-based newspaper, traditionally favoured by the Swedish-
speaking upper classes of the capital. This was probably because both Inspector
Helsingius and many of the leading figures of the Free Mission were recruited
from these circles.

The article proceeds as follows. The first section describes the controversy on
the outbreak of syphilis in the orphanage in the wider contemporary context in
order to understand why a relatively minor incident led to a public argument in
the press. In the second and third sections the pivotal role of lived religion in the
philanthropic work of Emma Maikinen is discussed as a reason for the parties to
the controversy failing to find common ground.

At the Interface of Public and Private

The debate on the outbreak of syphilis in Emma Mikinen’s orphanage is an ex-
ample of a situation where a state official intervened in private philanthropy. Thus
the debate is linked to the demarcation process between public sector social work
and private philanthropy, and also to the discussion on the role of social work as
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the mediator of contemporary moral norms. These questions will be analysed in
the following.

The rejoinders of Emma Mikinen and her supporters indicate that the
boundaries of the Inspector’s legal power were unclear to the general public. In
the first place, the ambiguity resulted in objection. In her rejoinders to Helsingius
and later in addressing the Governor of Uusimaa Province, Emma Méikinen went
to great pains to explain that Helsingius’ allegations were groundless. She noted,
firstly, that the syphilis infection probably did not originate from the shelter for
‘fallen’ women but was brought into the orphanage by one of the children; sec-
ondly, that the sick child had been placed in a separate room as soon as it had
become obvious that she was sick; and thirdly, that the children were not living in
the same building as the ‘fallen’ women. According to Mikinen, the sporadic en-
counters between the children and the women always took place under strict su-
pervision. As for Inspector Helsingius’ request to separate the orphanage from the
shelter, Mikinen stated that even though having two separate institutions would
certainly be an ideal solution, she could not finance such an expensive enterprise.
The orphanage was to stay as it was (NP 11.4.1890; NP 25.4.1890).

Moreover, Emma Mikinen and her supporters questioned Helsingius’ right to
interfere at all with the management of the orphanage. Mikinen suggested that it
was not Helsingius’ place to impose expensive corrective measures on private
philanthropic institutions (NP 11.4.1890; NP 25.4.1890). She was backed up by an
anonymous supporter ‘-ei-’,> who wrote in Nya Pressen: ‘One could ask what gives
the Inspector the right to demand that Mrs. Mikinen should take the responsibil-
ity for new heavy expenses in her private charitable institution, which (...) is sup-
ported by neither the state nor the municipality?” (NP 15.4.1890).

In Helsingius’ opinion, however, the practices in private philanthropy were to
be brought into line with the developing standards of poor relief. In this case, the
standards stemmed from a new understanding of the mental development of chil-
dren which was gaining ground at the end of the 19th century. According to this
view, a society could combat moral corruption by raising its children into decent
citizens. Therefore special attention was to be paid to the mental and physical
environment in which children were brought up. As children were regarded as
fragile beings who could easily be corrupted if exposed to the company of im-
moral adults, every means necessary was to be taken to keep them out of the
adults’ sphere of influence (Pulma 1987; Himilidinen 2007).

3 It is possible that ‘-ei-’ was Edvard Bjorkenheim (1856-1934), who owned a large estate in
Isokyro, Western Finland. He was a Free Mission activist, who gave financial support to Emma
Mikinen’s institutions. He was a friend of both Emma Mikinen and her husband—and a
schoolmate of G. A. Helsingius from Turku primary school (Mikinen 2003: 630-632; Letter
Collection of Edvard and Ingrid Bjérkenheim; Bjorkenheim 1915).
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Helsingius was convinced that if private philanthropy was not aligned with
public sector poor relief, it could undermine the effectiveness of poor relief. Over
the years, Helsingius came to perceive the relationship between private philan-
thropy and public sector poor relief as somewhat problematic. According to him,
the mission of poor relief was not only to provide food and shelter for the needy,
but also to encourage the able-bodied poor to take care of themselves. Therefore
it was not rational to give the able-bodied poor alms without demanding work in
return. From Helsingius’ point of view, private philanthropists could endanger
the mission by giving assistance too easily. Similarly, whereas poorhouse directors
were expected to fight against the spread of moral corruption by keeping the de-
praved inmates apart from the ‘respectable’ ones, the negligent managers of pri-
vate institutions could unbalance the situation by not classifying the inmates (An-
nola 2011: 223).

One of Helsingius’ claims against Emma Mikinen’s orphanage centred round
the very presumption that the existence of the orphanage as such, annexed to the
shelter for ‘fallen’ women, could work contrary to municipal poor relief. This
claim, too, was rejected by both Emma Mikinen and her supporters. Mikinen’s
rejoinders indicate that she was aware that according to the Poor Relief Act of
1879, every able-bodied adult was obliged to support not only him/herself but also
his/her offspring. Municipal poor relief was therefore responsible for providing
only for those children who had no parents. In Emma Mikinen’s judgment, her
orphanage was actually supplementing municipal poor relief by helping those chil-
dren whose parents were alive but could not take proper care of their offspring,
and by offering a home for women with illegitimate children (NP 11.4.1890; NP
15.4.1890; NP 25.4.1890).

Although Emma Mikinen and her supporters emphasized the difference be-
tween private philanthropy and public sector poor relief, Mikinen’s institutions
were actually semi-public institutions. On the one hand, the operational costs were
mostly covered by private donations and the small-scale laundry, ironing and
handicrafts businesses in which the inmates of the shelter were expected to engage
themselves. On the other hand, however, Emma Mikinen relied on public finance
more than once: in 1885 she was granted a state loan of 40 000 Finnish marks to
build new premises for the institutions, in 1887 the Governor’s Office donated
2500 Finnish marks, and from 1890 onwards the Senate subsidized the shelter
with 5000 Finnish marks annually. Moreover, the orphanage received modest
monthly support from the municipal poor relief funds (Annola 2001: 39-47;
Markkola 2002: 239-240; Annola 2003: 160-161).

Apart from the flawed argument of the anonymous supporter ‘-ei-’, the public
funding of Emma Maikinen’s institutions did not emerge in the discussion. It
seems likely that the general public was not totally aware of the structure of the
funding, especially as the Senate subsidization period had only begun a couple of
months earlier (SWL 25.10.1890). Rather, Mdkinen’s institutions had been pro-
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filed as prime examples of private, religiously motivated philanthropy, which is
why private donations were mentioned more than once. The participants used the
discussion as an opportunity to campaign both for and against donating money to
Mikinen’s institutions.

Those taking a stand against the orphanage claimed that it was their duty to
reveal the truth about the dubious conditions in the institution because it was
funded by private donations (NP 18.2.1890). In their view, people who were gen-
erous enough to donate money to the orphanage and the shelter for ‘fallen’
women had a right to know that they might actually be contributing to moral cor-
ruption. More maliciously, one of the critics suggested that Emma Méikinen had
published her correspondence with Inspector Helsingius in Nya Pressen only to
gain the approval of the general public, whose benevolence was her financial life-
line (NP 27.4.1890).

Second, the ambiguity regarding the Inspector’s legal power caused acrimony.
Emma Mikinen and her supporters were apparently annoyed by Helsingius’ in-
terference, which they considered unfair. In her letter to the Governor of Uusi-
maa Province, published in the press, Emma Mikinen veiled her annoyance in
lamenting: ‘It seems peculiar that people [Mikinen was actually referring to
Helsingius] have taken such a great interest in ruining this small-scale work for
neglected children, which is only a drop in the ocean in regard to everything that
ought to be done’ (NP 25.4.1890). Mikinen stated that she would close her or-
phanage if it was not needed, but as long as there were children living in ‘un-
healthy and dirty dwellings, with nothing but vice in front of their eyes’, her work
was certainly necessary.

While Mikinen managed to keep her tone neutral, some of her supporters ex-
pressed their irritation by resorting to derisive remarks about Inspector
Helsingius and his actions. For example, an anonymous person under the pseu-
donym ‘-ei-’ stated in an ironic tone that the authorities should be interested in
finding out whether their allegations were based on real facts or on ‘a mere con-
jecture or a rumour’. He went on to suggest that the authorities take the trouble
to ascertain whether the possible shortcomings were caused by a fault in the man-
agement of the organization or if they were just a temporary mishap that could
happen anywhere (NP 30.4.1890).

Emma Mikinen’s and her supporters’ opposition and displeasure regarding
Inspector Helsingius bears a resemblance to the situation in public sector poor
relief. There, too, the demarcation line between state control and the traditional
sphere of municipal self-government tended to be unclear. Numerous conflicts
arose because of Helsingius’ rejection of the methods of poor relief favoured by
the municipal decision-makers (Pulma 1995: 110; Annola 2011: 47-48).

Similarities can be found especially between the case of Emma Mékinen’s or-
phanage and Helsingius’ crusade to get children out of the poorhouses. According
to Helsingius, municipal poorhouses were usually occupied by morally corrupt
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inmates who might exert an evil influence on the young. Therefore children were
not to be put in poorhouses unless there was a separate building in the institution
to house an orphanage. However, as establishing an orphanage was often consid-
ered too expensive an endeavour by municipal decision-makers, they were reluc-
tant to agree to Helsingius’ demands. More than once, the disagreements between
municipal decision-makers and Inspector Helsingius in regard to keeping chil-
dren in a poorhouse had to be resolved in the Governor’s office (Jaakkola 1994:
135-137; Annola 2011: 180-181).

Because Emma Mikinen refused to separate the orphanage from the shelter
for ‘fallen’ women, the Inspector of Poor Relief reported the case to the Governor
of Uusimaa Province. According to a statement published in the press, the Gover-
nor ordered the institutions to be inspected by the health authorities of the state.
As the inspection found no cause for complaint from a sanitary viewpoint, it was
concluded that the outbreak of syphilis in the orphanage was indeed an isolated
incident. Emma Mikinen was allowed to continue her philanthropic work as be-
fore. However, in future she was to keep the children strictly apart from the
women, and also to ensure that all new inmates were given a medical examination
to detect possible cases of venereal disease in time. Were Emma Mikinen not to
obey the orders, she was to be fined one hundred Finnish marks (Finland
9.5.1890, 29.7.1890; NP 28.7.1890; WL 2.8.1890).

Lived Religion as Guiding Principle in Social Work

For Emma Mikinen, her philanthropic work among the ‘fallen” women and ne-
glected children was first and foremost a religious vocation, which generated a
fundamental difference of opinion between her and her opponents in the debate
of 1890. Mikinen’s religious vocation and its reception among the public are ana-
lysed below, including a discussion of the extent to which the controversy refers to
the tense relationship between Evangelical Revivalist Free Mission and the Evan-
gelical Lutheran state church.

When reporting on the outbreak of syphilis at the orphanage, the newspaper
Nya Pressen stated that Emma Mékinen was plainly ‘experimenting with defense-
less children’ by establishing an orphanage next to a shelter for ‘fallen” women.
After all, the shelter could be regarded as nothing but ‘a nest of individuals who
had been dregs of society a couple of weeks earlier, and would probably return to
being such the very next day’ (NP 18.2.1890; NP 20.2.1890; NP 11.4.1890).

For Emma Mikinen, the proximity of the shelter and the orphanage was not a
problem for two reasons. First, she did not share her opponents’ view of the
‘fallen” women as something irreversibly corrupt. For Mikinen, the ‘fallen’ women
were helpless girls who had drifted into bad company because of their poverty or
ignorance. They were victims of circumstances, who could be redeemed by offer-
ing them a helping hand (Annola 2003: 167). Mikinen’s way of picturing the
‘fallen” women as victims was typical of European and North American philan-
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thropists, who sought to justify their controlling activities by reducing their
protégées to powerless children (Mahood 1990; Vammen 1998; Markkola 2002;
Jansdotter 2004).

On the other hand, Mikinen’s understanding stemmed from the fact that she
herself was an illegitimate child of a maidservant. Her mother, Kristina Grénlund,
was originally a rural girl who had come to Helsinki at the age of 19. Before giv-
ing birth to Emma in 1849, she had already been delivered of a son, who had died
in infancy (Vihti Moving Records 1811-1841; Helsinki Birth Records 1837-1844,
1845-1851; Helsinki Records of Deaths and Burials 1827-1842). While Kristina
Gronlund had been lucky enough to find employment and eventually contract a
marriage, this was not the case for all young women entering the capital—in fact,
most prostitutes in Helsinki were incoming rural girls with no place to go (Hikki-
nen 1995: 127). Emma Mikinen wanted to save the girls from sinking into actual
prostitution by offering them a decent home and decent work.

Emma Mikinen likewise emphasized the unfortunate circumstances in regard
to the children in the orphanage. According to her, most of them came from poor
homes. Their parents were usually alcoholics who either abused their children or
totally neglected them. Because the home life of these children was virtually non-
existent, they were ‘wandering around in the streets, seeking for place to stay for a
night, crawling on the ground, intoxicated’. Therefore it was certainly better for
them to be brought up in the orphanage, where they would have food, shelter
and clean clothes (NP 25.4.1890).

Second, Emma Mikinen did not consider the co-existence of the shelter and
the orphanage to be morally questionable because of the special atmosphere that
prevailed in both institutions. In her rejoinder to Inspector Helsingius, Mikinen
described the conditions as follows: ‘In a moral sense, we have never noticed that
the closeness of the shelter would have damaged the orphanage during their
seven years of co-existence. That is made possible by the Christian spirit and indus-
triousness that prevail in the institutions, as well as by the fact that both the older
and the younger are under constant supervision’ (NP 11.4.1890).

Emma Mikinen’s remark on ‘Christian spirit’ is the key to understanding her
work among the children and ‘fallen’ women. Mikinen’s notion of ‘Christian
spirit’ was bound to her strong trust in the transformative power of Christian
faith, which had changed her own life. Since Emma Mikinen’s involvement with
the Free Mission and her conversion in 1879, faith had been the guiding principle
of her life. At times, following this principle had led to major changes, the most
ambitious of which was the establishment of the shelter for ‘fallen’ women only a
year after her conversion.

It is likely that Midkinen’s rapid transformation from a primary school teacher
into a manager of a philanthropic institution was influenced by the way conver-
sion itself was emphasized within the Free Mission: a convert was expected to
change her life by making a break with everything that was considered ‘worldly’
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(Heikkild & Seppo 1989: 82-83; Markkola 2002: 73-83; Annola 2003: 157-159).
For Emma Maikinen, abandoning her previous career was a way of securing a
place of her own among her new Evangelical community. Moreover, as non-
Lutherans were not allowed to teach religion at schools, Emma Mikinen’s career
as a teacher would have become more difficult, if not impossible, after she was re-
baptized in 1883 (Annola 2001: 37).

At the same time, however, Emma Mikinen genuinely considered the estab-
lishment of the shelter to be her calling, a special mission from God. Mikinen’s
understanding of herself as a humble instrument in the hands of God is revealed
in a letter her friend Mia Sahlberg wrote to their mutual Free Mission friend Ed-
vard Bjorkenheim in the autumn of 1880: ‘I am sure you have (...) heard of the
urgent need of a shelter here, and of how the Lord has put this very issue into
Emma’s heart. Emma is willing to leave everything behind in order to serve Jesus
in these unhappy fallen creatures, who live in misery, loathed by themselves and
the others. It is joyful to see how Emma has no other doubts but: Does the Lord
want this right now? And does He want me to do it?’ (Sahlberg 1880).

Thus for Emma Mikinen, faith was not merely a tool for spiritual reinforce-
ment. In Mikinen’s view, God actually kept watch over both the shelter and the
orphanage. She assumed trustingly that no insurmountable economic problems
would arise were it God’s will that the institutions should flourish. It was Maki-
nen’s understanding that God took care of the institutions’ economic situation by
encouraging private persons to donate money to the cause. As for the leaner peri-
ods, Emma Mikinen considered them to be God’s way of testing her faith and
patience. Midkinen’s inclination to link economic issues with God’s will made it
difficult for her to accept public funding for her institutions. It was only after a
long inner struggle that she applied for the state loan in 1885 and for the annual
Senate subsidy in 1889 (Markkola 2002: 239-240; Annola 2003: 160-161; Mark-
kola 2011: 163-164).

In Mikinen’s case, the thought of ‘raising’ the ‘fallen” women was linked with
the transformative power of faith she had herself experienced: if faith had
changed her life, surely it could also change the lives of the inmates? She did not
force conversion on the inmates, however, because according to the Free Mission
perception of faith, conversion was a personal decision everyone was supposed to
make for him/herself. Instead, Emma Mikinen sought to imbue the shelter and
the orphanage with a ‘Christian spirit’ in order to create a morally upright and
loving atmosphere, which encouraged the inmates to pursue orderly conduct, self-
improvement—and in some cases, even conversion.

In the controversy surrounding the outbreak of syphilis in the orphanage,
Mikinen’s confidence in the power of the ‘Christian spirit’ in her institutions be-
came manifest in the way she compared the orphanage to the venereal disease
clinic. Although Emma Mikinen admitted that the syphilis had probably spread in
the orphanage because of her deliberate choice not to send the first patient to the
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clinic immediately, she clearly considered her institutions to be fundamentally
different from the clinic: ‘Earlier in the previous year, a 12-year-old girl, who had
been treated for an unknown illness for a couple of months, was diagnosed with a
venereal disease. I refrained from sending her to the clinic, because I knew that
loose women and children are kept in the same rooms there, without being super-
vised or kept busy, which creates preconditions for moral depravity. Instead, I
organized a room of her own with a separate entrance, and let her be taken to the
doctor at given times. [She] was sent to the clinic only later on, as—to my regret—
we discovered that two other children and a young woman staying in the orphan-
age in order to take care of her baby, had been infected as well.” (NP 25.4.1890).

Emma Mikinen’s understanding of the morally protective influence of the
‘Christian spirit’, meaningful work and constant supervision contributed to the
fact that in her mind, the way children spent time with ‘fallen’ women in the clinic
had nothing at all to do with the way that the very same thing happened in her
institutions. According to Emma Mikinen, the co-existence of women and chil-
dren in the clinic could only lead to the moral corruption of the children. How-
ever, as Mikinen described in Nya Pressen, the co-existence of women and children
in her institutions was an arrangement which could have fortunate consequences.
Without actually using the word ‘family’, she referred to the moments when all
inmates spent time together like a large family. She explained that the women and
the children had sometimes ‘attended times of prayer or festivities together, and
the singing and rejoicing of the children has had a good impact on the older ones’
(NP 25.4.1890).

Emma Mikinen also argued that the children’s wretched background consid-
ered, their casual encounters with ‘fallen’ women in the shelter were not harmful.
After all, the women, who were being integrated into an organized and industri-
ous life in the shelter, could serve as the only examples of such a life for the chil-
dren. Moreover, the fact that the women were invariably punished if they broke
the rules of the shelter, could serve as a valuable lesson to those children who
were old enough to understand what was going on (NP 20.2.1890).

‘Christian Spirit’ and Public Response

Inspector Helsingius did not comment on Emma Mikinen’s understanding of the
role of the ‘Christian spirit’ in the management of the orphanage and the shelter.
This was probably because engaging in religious debate was not among his official
duties. His reluctance to take a stand on this particular issue may also have
stemmed from the fact that as a religious individual (Harjula 2004: 748-751), he
actually came to agree with Emma Mikinen. When writing instructions for poor-
houses in 1899, Inspector Helsingius emphasized the importance of the ‘Christian
spirit’ in the management of a poorhouse. According to him, it was necessary for
the director of a poorhouse to be strict towards the inmates, but the strictness
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could be combined with the lenience typical of a ‘true Christian’ (Helsingius 1899:
93).

It should be noted, however, that in the case of Helsingius and his instructions,
‘Christian spirit’ and faith in general were not understood as the sole guiding
principle for life at the poorhouse. Rather, religious behaviour was one of the
tools for managing the institution. Helsingius stated that if the director of the
poorhouse worked ‘in the spirit of Christ’, reverence for God would gain ground
among the inmates. This, in turn, would make the inmates more peaceful and
therefore easier to control. Moreover, Helsingius never encouraged poorhouse
directors to go against the existing legislation or norms. Religious behaviour was
to be subordinate to obeying the law and following the contemporary moral code.

The others involved, however, noted Emma Mikinen’s remark on the ‘Chris-
tian spirit’. As expected, Mikinen’s supporters shared her perception of ‘Christian
spirit’ as the central factor that contributed to the success of the orphanage and
the shelter for ‘fallen’ women. One of them stated in the newspaper Satakunta that
even though some of Mikinen’s inmates had reverted to vice after leaving the
institution, the success rate of the shelter was still higher than one could expect.
According to the anonymous writer, it had been thought that women who fell ‘in
immorality and drunkenness’ were lost beyond redemption. In that sense, Emma
Mikinen had succeeded in curing the incurable. The reason for Mikinen’s success
was the ‘Christian way of life’ that prevailed in the shelter. Christianity was the key
to turning life in an institution into a family life, which had a beneficial effect on
the inmates (Satakunta 22.3.1890).

Similarly, in his contribution, Pastor Elis Bergroth sought to draw public atten-
tion to the family-like conditions prevailing in Emma Mikinen’s orphanage. He
described the orphanage and its inmates in warm words: “Their healthy little faces
were so merry and trusting. They had grown up under the sunshine of love.
Their small beds looked so inviting, the simple household goods, and the paint-
ings on the walls, everything contributed to the indescribable spirit of home, with-
out which the upbringing of children cannot be successful.” In Pastor Bergroth’s
opinion, one could hardly give his/her mite for a better cause than supporting
Mikinen’s institutions, which is why he urged the public to be generous in their
support in the upcoming event at the Alliance House (Finland 5.5.1890).

As Bergroth was known as a strictly Lutheran pastor, who considered Anglo-
American Evangelical Revivalism and Alliance Christianity in general as a threat to
the unity of the state church (Lauha 2003: 573-574), his letter can be regarded as
a special concession to Mikinen’s institutions. The way Bergroth interfered in the
matter thus supports Pirjo Markkola’s interpretation according to which Emma
Mikinen managed to stay on good terms with Lutheranism in spite of her promi-
nent position within the Free Mission (Markkola 2002: 245). Her good relations to
Lutheranism did not contradict her Evangelical Revivalist conviction, because the
Free Mission particularly emphasized Alliance Christianity, i. e. co-operation be-
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tween Christians of different denominations. Besides, for Mékinen, cooperation
with the Lutheran clergy may have been necessary for the very reason that her
institutions were partially subsidized by the state.

Pastor Bergroth’s letter nevertheless indicates that on a larger scale, the discus-
sion on the outbreak of syphilis in the orphanage may have had to do with the
schism between the state church and the Evangelical Revivalist Free Mission. Ac-
cording to Bergroth, the Evangelical Revivalists regarded the debate as a relig-
iously motivated witch-hunt orchestrated by the state church (Finland 5.5.1890).
Given that Mikinen’s philanthropic work was closely connected to the Free Mis-
sion, the notion of a witch-hunt was not far-fetched. Moreover, Emma was mar-
ried to Antti Mikinen, who was one of the leading figures of the Free Mission.
The institutions served both as the meeting place for various Free Mission gather-
ings and as the Mikinens’ private home. Therefore attacking them would have
been a good way of criticizing the Free Mission itself.

The opponents of Emma Mikinen were not convinced by her portrayal of the
central role of the ‘Christian spirit’ in her institutions. In a letter published in Nya
Pressen, it was stated that while ‘Christian spirit’ certainly was a powerful element,
there was no evidence whatsoever of the presence of such a spirit in Mékinen’s
institutions: the results of the shelter for ‘fallen’ women were not sufficiently con-
vincing. Too many women had come there only to stay for a short while before
returning to a life of vice. The writer(s) pointed out that ‘Christian spirit is not
something you put on or take off with the institutions’ uniform, nor can it be
guaranteed by regular prayers or remorseful lamentations’ (NP 27.4.1890).

Moreover, the critics protested strongly about the picture Emma Mékinen had
painted of the family-like encounters between the children and the ‘fallen’ women.
They claimed that Mdkinen did not have a clear overall view of the situation in the
institutions: ‘We do not doubt that children have a beneficial effect on the less
corrupt women; their singing and innocent joy can melt even the hardest of
hearts for a while, but we do ask: are these children there for the women? Are not
their more sensitive minds profoundly and devastatingly influenced by the ‘fallen’;
a glance, a couple of ill-considered words, sanctimonious expressions are enough
to dim a child’s soul’ (NP 27.4.1890).

In a sense, Emma Mikinen and her supporters nevertheless prevailed in the
controversy of 1890. As mentioned earlier, the two institutions were not sepa-
rated. Moreover, as the Governor of Uusimaa Province characterized Mikinen’s
philanthropic work as a ‘successful and self-sacrificing endeavour’ (NP 28.7.1890),
and as his statement was published in several newspapers, Mdkinen could con-
sider her institutions to have been vindicated on the part of the state authorities.
It may, however, be that in the long run, Mikinen’s decision to publish her corre-
spondence with the state authorities was a mistake. The shortcomings of Miki-
nen’s institutions, which had been brought to the fore in the controversy in 1890,
were not forgotten by the general public. A seed of doubt and mistrust had been
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sown in people’s minds. The co-existence of the orphanage and the shelter had
become an awkward issue, which was dredged up every time Mikinen faced diffi-
culties in managing her institutions.

In 1900, Emma Mikinen’s husband Antti Mikinen had an affair with one of
the inmates in the shelter for ‘fallen’ women. As a consequence, the inner circle of
the Free Mission woke up to the thought that the shelter could be considered a
den of vice—and that the company of its inmates could indeed have a harmful
impact on the children in the orphanage. Emma Mikinen described the oppres-
sive atmosphere in a letter to her husband: ‘As the matter now spreads like wild-
fire, I do understand that our friends [in the Free Mission] will be put at a disad-
vantage because of us. I do not write this in order to hurt you time after time but
because I want you to know how things are. I was nevertheless delighted that
Mimmi* expressed her sympathies and that she considered it impossible that
something like that could have happened here. I mean, that she evaluated the
atmosphere the way she did—and not like many of the believers, who think that
the air here is so foul that no-one can remain pure. (...) The friends are now in a
hurry to separate the orphanage from the shelter. May the Lord help and
strengthen me, as it will be difficult to find a place for the homes’ (Mékinen 1900).

Ten years earlier, Emma Mikinen’s friends in the Free Mission had stood by
her when she had refused to separate the institutions from each other. Now the
situation was different. The inner circle of the Free Mission realigned itself with
Inspector Helsingius’ standpoint, demanding that Emma Mikinen was to reor-
ganize her institutions either by transferring the orphanage to a rural area or by
closing it altogether. It was even suggested that the donors within the Free Mis-
sion would regard it as a matter of conscience not to fund the institutions in their
current state. According to Pirjo Markkola, the inner circle of the Free Mission
considered Antti Mikinen’s affair to be an ‘industrial accident’, which undermined
the credibility of Emma Mikinen’s philanthropic work and endangered the repu-
tation of the entire Free Mission (Markkola 2002: 248-250; Annola 2003: 173-
174).

The turbulence within the Free Mission coincided with the growing awareness
of the importance of child welfare at the beginning of the new century. The state
authorities intensified their efforts to formulate guidelines for child welfare. A
state committee was set in 1902, with a special emphasis on the upbringing of
poor children. Although the memorandum of the committee did not lead to legis-
lative reforms, it nevertheless standardized the methods of public sector child care
by recommending the establishment of municipal boards of child welfare. One of
the members of the committee was Inspector Helsingius, who in 1907 published

4 Emma Mikinen was probably referring to her co-worker Mimmi Puupponen, who taught
ironing to the women in the shelter (Annola, 2001: 54).

PERICHORESIS 13.2 (2015)



The Conflict between Lived Religion and State Control of Poor Relief 91

an influential handbook on child welfare (Pulma 1987: 108; Harjula 2004: 750;
Harrikari 2004: 129; Haméldinen 2007: 101-104).

However, Emma Mikinen did not give up: the plans for separating the or-
phanage from the shelter were not realized. Unfortunately for her, Antti Mdkinen
did not give up either: in 1912, he was caught having another affair. This resulted
in a major scandal both inside and outside the Free Mission, and the arguments
against the co-existence of the orphanage and the shelter were reiterated in an
even sharper tone than before. Antti Mikinen was dismissed from his position as
an evangelist. It is hardly a coincidence that in 1913, a new precondition appeared
in the terms of the annual Senate subsidy for Emma Mikinen’s shelter for ‘fallen’
women: the state would not continue subsidizing the shelter if Mikinen continued
to refuse to close the orphanage. Because Emma Mikinen could not afford to lose
the subsidy for her shelter, she had no option but to close the orphanage the same
year (Markkola 2002: 250-252; Annola 2003: 174). Emma Mikinen died two years
later at the age of 66.

Conclusion

The philanthropic work of Emma Mikinen stemmed from her Evangelical Reviv-
alist vocation, according to which everyone should serve Christ in their less fortu-
nate neighbours. Mékinen’s way of organizing her orphanage and her shelter for
‘fallen” women as well as her trust in the protective influence of a ‘Christian spirit’
led her into conflict with both Inspector Helsingius and the general public who
did not share her religious views.

In a broader sense, the very eruption of such a conflict reflects the moderniza-
tion of society. Firstly, the conflict emerged because of the increase in civic activity
in the Grand Duchy of Finland at the end of the 19" century. Emma Mikinen’s
commitment to the Free Mission and the way she participated in a public contro-
versy in the press reflect a process by which the traditional society of estates was
slowly replaced by a modern civic society. Whereas the society of estates was based
on privilege and the concept of subservience, modern civic society was based on
the notion of liberty and the sovereignty of an individual. The new idea of sover-
eignty was manifest in the way people expressed themselves through the expand-
ing press and their activity in a growing number of voluntary associations such as
the Free Mission: the ideology was one of encountering each other as fellow citi-
zens, free from the boundaries imposed by the old system of four estates (Alapuro
et al. 1989).

The controversy over Emma Mikinen’s orphanage indicates that the emer-
gence of voluntary associations was not always unproblematic if these associations
appeared to challenge the traditional authority of the state. For example, many
representatives of the Evangelical Lutheran state church considered Evangelical
Revivalism to constitute a threat because the Evangelical Revivalist associations
questioned the religious supremacy of the state church. By being re-baptized in
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1883, Emma Mikinen challenged the state church’s monopoly on baptism, and by
becoming a Free Church evangelist, Antti Mikinen questioned the state church’s
monopoly on preaching the gospel. From a strict Evangelical Lutheran point of
view, the Mikinens’ decisions as well as their interest in Alliance Christianity viti-
ated the strength and unity of the state church.

Secondly, the conflict between lived religion and the state control of poor relief
developed because of another phenomenon typical of a modernizing society: bu-
reaucratization. While old boundaries were challenged by the emergence of vol-
untary associations, new ones were created by the simultaneous expansion of state
control. The responsibility for local-level poor relief was transferred from the par-
ishes to the municipalities in 1865, and municipal poor relief was subjected to
state control by the establishment in 1888 of the office of State Inspector of Poor
Relief. The change manifested in a constant struggle between the old forms of
poor relief often favoured by the municipal decision-makers, and the new prac-
tices of institutionalized poor relief propagated by the state officials.

Similarly, the regulations related to the Inspector’s office reserved for the state
the right to intervene in the practices used in private philanthropy. As Mékinen’s
case indicates, state intervention in private philanthropy was not a straightforward
process. In the 1890s, the boundaries of the legal power of the state vis-a-vis pri-
vate philanthropic institutions were still unclear to the general public, which is
why the Inspector’s attempts to influence the way Emma Mikinen was managing
her institutions gave rise to objections and acrimony. It is possible that in Maki-
nen’s case the objections reflected the strained relationship between the Free Mis-
sion and the Evangelical Lutheran state church. After all, the State Inspector’s
intervention in Mikinen’s philanthropic work could be considered to have been
an attack against the sovereignty of the Free Mission itself.

The expansion of state control into the sphere of private philanthropy was
interlinked with the diminishing influence of religion in social work. While Emma
Mikinen was managing an orphanage which was based on the Evangelical Reviv-
alist perception of faith, the focus of public sector child care was slowly shifting
from religion to bringing up children as decent citizens. The new tendency
stemmed from both nationalism and scientific theories, according to which envi-
ronmental factors contributed to children’s physical and moral development.
Thus Emma Mikinen’s understanding of the central role of the ‘Christian spirit’
in child care and social work in general was becoming obsolete.

The fact that the inner circle of the Free Mission abandoned Emma Mikinen
and her cause in the early 1900s reflects the pervasiveness of the new norms of
child care and social work. The inner circle’s decision not to support the co-
existence of the orphanage and the shelter for ‘fallen’ women is also connected to
the question of the public image of the Free Mission. In the early 1900s, the Free
Mission was experiencing inner turbulence because of the morally reprehensible
conduct of one of its leading figures, Antti Mikinen. The way the inner circle of
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the Free Mission re-aligned itself with the modernizing norms of social work can
be considered a strategic choice in a situation where the moral credibility of the
Mission was challenged. One might also wonder whether the rejection of Emma
Mikinen as well as the dismissal of her husband were a part of the process where
a new generation superseded the older members in the inner circle of the Free
Mission.

In addition to the modernization process, the conflict between Emma Miki-
nen’s orphanage and the state control of poor relief sheds light on the undefined
nature of a modernizing society. The flexibility becomes visible first in the way
Emma Mikinen and one of her supporters, the strict Lutheran pastor Elis Ber-
groth, were able to cross the border between Evangelical Lutheranism and Evan-
gelical Revivalism. Their communication challenges the traditional approach to
church history, which tends to take the borders of different denominations as self-
evident and unbridgeable. The relationship between Emma Mikinen and Elis
Bergroth was not determined by their religious differences but a shared under-
standing of a Christian home as a precondition for turning neglected children into
moral adults. Although they may not have found common ground on doctrinal
issues, they found it vis-a-vis the social question.

Secondly, the flexibility is manifest in the way Emma Maikinen’s philanthropic
work was located on the border between public sector and private sector social
work. According to Mikinen’s own understanding, she was supplementing public
sector poor relief by offering care for those children whose parents were alive and
able-bodied but who nevertheless could not take care of their offspring. Moreover,
in addition to voluntary donations, her institutions received public funding in the
form of several subsidies. It should be noted that even though public sector was
expanding, semi-public institutions and associations remained as an important
form of social work in Finland until the 1930s.
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