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CETS – Church of England Temperance Society
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NUWW – National Union of Women Workers
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Author’s Note


In the majority of instances I refer to Mary Sumner although there are occasions where, in the interests of euphony, only Mary is used. I also refer to the Mothers’ Union in the introduction section, in titles, headings and at the start of paragraphs; thereafter MU is used.


[image: image]


The Mothers’ Union logo





Timeline






	1823

	Charlotte Yonge born at Otterbourne House.






	1824

	George Henry Sumner born July 3rd.






	1827

	Charles Richard Sumner becomes Bishop of Winchester






	1828

	Mary Elizabeth Heywood born December 31st at Swinton, Manchester.






	1833

	Thomas Heywood moves to Hope End, Herefordshire. Publication of Tracts for the Times.






	1839

	First Custody of Infants Act allows divorced women of unblemished character the right to see their children.






	1842

	The Mines Act bans women and children from working underground.






	1844

	Charlotte Yonge publishes Abbey Church.






	1846

	Mary Heywood meets George Sumner in Rome.






	1848

	Mary marries George Sumner at Hope End July 26th.






	1849

	Mary and George move to Farnham Castle where George serves as his father’s chaplain. Margaret Effie Sumner born. Laura Elizabeth Palmer (later Ridding) daughter of Roundell Palmer, first Earl of Selborne and Lady Laura Waldegrave born March 26th.






	1850

	Louisa Mary Alice Sumner born. Factory Act stipulates ten and a half hour days and no night work for women workers. Establishment of Roman Catholic hierarchy in England.






	1851

	George and Mary Sumner move to Old Alresford Rectory near Winchester.






	1853

	(George) Heywood Manoir Sumner born.






	1854

	Publication of figures from 1851 Census figures for religious worship show numerical challenge to Church of England represented by numbers of adherents to other denominations.






	1857

	Matrimonial Causes Act makes divorce possible without a private Act of Parliament and allows adultery as grounds for divorce to men but not women.






	
1866

	Death of Thomas Heywood, Mrs Heywood moves to Old Alresford Rectory. Death of Tractarian John Keble, George Sumner attends the funeral. Dr George Ridding becomes Headmaster of Winchester College.






	1869

	Samuel Wilberforce translated to see of Winchester. Girton College become the first university college for women. The Endowed Schools Act provides funding for Grammar Schools for girls. Municipal Franchise Act allows unmarried women rate payers to vote in municipal elections.






	1870

	Death of Mrs Heywood. First Married Women’s Property Act allows £200 of earnings to be retained by women. Elementary Education Act permits Women rate payers to vote and serve on new school boards.






	1871

	Louisa Mary Hubbard publishes Anglican Deaconesses: Is There No Place for Women in the System?







	1872

	Margaret Effie Sumner marries Arthur Percival Heywood. Girls Public Day School Trust established.






	1873

	Edward Harold Browne translated to see of Winchester.






	1875

	Mary Sumner is a ‘Founding Associate’ of the Girls’ Friendly Society in Winchester. Starts parochial GFS Branch. The GFS becomes an officially sanctioned Anglican organisation.






	1876

	Parish mothers’ meeting is distinguished by cards for mothers. This date is marked as the founding of the MU. Mary Sumner’s sister Margaret converts to Roman Catholicism.






	1882

	Louisa Mary Alice Sumner marries Rev. Barrington Gore Browne.






	1883

	Heywood Sumner marries Agnes Benson.






	1883-4

	Mary Sumner’s friend Mrs Augusta Maclagan starts a parish Mothers’ Union in Lichfield.






	1885

	Mary Sumner speaks at the Portsmouth Church Conference on her vision of a religious society for mothers and canvasses support through correspondence. Winchester Diocese adopts MU as official organisation.






	1887

	Mary Sumner presides over the Winchester Diocesan Conference of the MU as President. First Diocesan Conference held in November. There are 57 MU branches, 11 of which are just starting.






	1888-9

	
The MUJ, edited by Mrs. Jenkyns, is conceived as a newsletter from Mary Sumner. Circulation has risen to 46,000 by 1889. MU branches initiated in Ontario, Canada and Christchurch, NZ.






	
1890

	Mary Sumner addresses a meeting to instigate the London Diocesan MU and continues correspondence and writing articles for The MUJ. Reads paper at Hull Church Conference. Lady Horatia Erskine and the Hon. Evelyn Hubbard start London Diocesan MU.






	1891

	Charlotte Yonge is asked to edit the new publication MIC for ‘educated mothers’.






	1892

	Winchester Diocesan MU under the presidency of Mary Sumner considers central organisation. Conference of Diocesan Presidents to discuss centralisation in London. MU is organised in 28 dioceses in 1,550 branches with 60,000 members.






	1895

	Mary Sumner’s collected addresses from The MUJ published as Home Life.






	1896

	Mary Sumner is Central President of the MU. First Central Council, meeting constitution adopted. Office space in Church House Westminster, London.






	1897

	Royal patronage begins. The ‘Bracket Clause’ exempts Scottish and New Zealand branches from the requirement for officials to be communicants of Anglican Church. Feast of the Annunciation March 25th adopted as Annual Day of Prayer and Thanksgiving.






	1898

	Mary Sumner continues as Central and Winchester Diocesan President. Charlotte Yonge and Mrs Jenkyns are made members of Central Council in recognition of their editorial work on MU journals.






	1900

	Annual Service in St Paul’s Cathedral initiated.






	1901

	Death of Charlotte Yonge. George Sumner takes over as editor of MIC until 1908. Year of National Mourning for Queen Victoria.






	1902

	Empire substituted for England in Second Object in MU cards. MU protests against Parliamentary Bill to allow marriage to deceased wife’s sister. Finance Committee instigated. Branches in China, Japan, Persia, Madagascar and other overseas locations.






	1903

	MU pledges to resist attacks on marriage.






	1904-5

	Mission of Help to South Africa following South African War.






	1906

	Literature Committee established.






	1907

	Religious education book scheme. A representative of Central Council tours Australia, New Zealand and Ceylon (Sri Lanka).






	
1908

	Mary Sumner chairs, speaks at, and receives a standing ovation at the first MU Mass Meeting at Albert Hall addressed by her friends Archbishop Maclagan of York and Bishop Lang of Stepney. The Pan-Anglican Congress MU hosts reception for overseas delegate bishops and their wives. Mary Sumner insists on infant baptism and protests at alteration of card wording by Australian Baptists not in favour of this.






	1909

	Mary Sumner resigns as Central President; continues as Winchester Diocesan President. Diamond Wedding celebrations are marked by MU and royal patrons. Death of George Sumner. Mary writes for advice concerning an anti-divorce petition to Archbishop Lang of York. She signs letter of protest against legislative relaxation of grounds for divorce addressed to Lord Gorell as chairman of the Divorce Commission. MU supports a missionary worker in India, Miss Rix of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel (SPG).






	1910

	Mary Sumner deemed Honorary President of the MU. Continues as Winchester Diocesan President. Corresponds with Lady Chichester the new MU Central President. Lady Horatia Erskine visits Mary Sumner to keep her in touch with the anti-divorce campaign. Evidence presented to Divorce Commission. Mrs Hubbard speaks for ‘educated mothers’ and Mrs Steinthal and Mrs Church present evidence against divorce representing working classes. MU becomes an Incorporated Society to legally protect the use of the name Mothers’ Union. Support for ‘Morality Bill’ to increase the age of consent to 16.






	1911

	Corresponds with Mrs Maude Central Secretary of the MU and others on MU matters’ Continues to write journal articles and pamphlets. Representatives sent to Central Councils of Women’s Church Work and Parents’ National Educational Union (PNEU). Literature Committee issues Coronation cards. George Sumner’s memorial Buttress Fund started. Meeting to warn against dangers of Mormonism. Committee to oppose disestablishment of Welsh Church, Mrs Gell and Mrs Wilberforce preside.






	1912

	Mary Sumner yields to pressure to revise wording of membership cards. Laura Ridding initiates ‘Watch Committee’ ‘to give information and to advise on desirable action with regard to legislative proposals in Parliament concerning matters affecting the welfare of the mothers of the nation.’ MU invited to discussion of minority report of Divorce commission. Scottish MU opts for affiliate status to avoid the requirement for official workers to be Anglican Communicants. Church Mission Society (CMS) worker Miss Davis supported in Southern India.






	1913

	Mary Sumner undertakes her Great Northern speaking tour to Newark, Sunderland, Durham and York where the annual MU conference is hosted by invitation of Mary Sumner’s friend Archbishop Lang. MU resolution against birth control. The Bishops are asked for a ruling, but their response is indecisive.






	1914

	Launch of Workers Paper Magazine, as well as the Mothers’ Union Religious Education Scheme






	1915

	Mary Sumner donates Winchester Cathedral Buttress Fund surplus to promote overseas work. First Official Handbook issued. MU joint conference on Religious Education with the Headmistresses’ Association.






	1916

	Mary Sumner resigns as Winchester Diocesan President. MU sends patriotic message of sympathy to women of France. Fund established for building ‘The Mary Sumner House’. Mrs Wilberforce becomes Central President.






	1917

	Mary Sumner attends opening of temporary Mary Sumner House opened by Princess Christian and the Bishop of London. Miss Lucy Soulsby attends the International Congress of the World’s Purity Federation Kentucky, USA as MU representative. Mrs Russell Walker daughter of Mrs Wilberforce becomes Central Correspondent for Temperance Work. Marriage Defence Committee formed to oppose Matrimonial Causes Bill which made three years of separation grounds for divorce – this was withdrawn but issue remained topical. Mothers’ Union in Australia launched.






	1918

	Inauguration of Naval Division of MU. Church of England Zenana Mission Society worker for Punjab Miss Gibson adopted. Evidence collected on declining birth rate.






	1919

	Queen and Princess Mary visit Mary Sumner House. MU anti-birth control resolution.






	1920

	Mass meeting at Albert Hall. 10,000 women sign anti-divorce petition. Conference of Overseas Workers – over 100 – many bishops’ wives from Lambeth Conference at same time. 80 Overseas Dioceses, 800 branches, 10,000 members. Mrs Hubert Barclay elected as Central President.






	
1921

	Death of Mary Sumner August 10th. Her funeral in Winchester Cathedral is attended by 4,000 mourners. Worldwide membership 391,409. Publication of Mary Sumner: Her Life and Work and A Short History of the Mothers’ Union.







	1925

	Opening of purpose-built Mary Sumner House by Princess Mary, Archbishop of Canterbury and Bishop of Southwark. Guests of Honour include Princess Beatrice as well as Mary Sumner’s daughter, Louisa Gore Browne.






	1926

	Jubilee pageant takes place June 21st at the Royal Albert Hall and a service is held in Westminster Abbey. 490,000 members worldwide. Publication of MU’s history, Fifty Years.











Objects of the Mothers’ Union 1896


I. To uphold the sanctity of marriage.


II. To awaken in mothers a sense of their great responsibility as mothers in the training of their boys and girls (the future fathers and mothers of England).


III. To organise in every place a band of mothers who will unite in prayer, and seek by their own example to lead their families in purity and holiness of life.
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Mary Sumner soon after her marriage c. 1848





Introduction


Mary Sumner: Her Life and Work, Perspectives, Sources, Interpretations


‘What a wonderful life it has been!’ exclaimed the Archbishop of Canterbury Dr Randall Davidson in his foreword to Mary Sumner: Her Life and Work. Published in 1921 as a combined edition with A Short History of The Mothers’ Union shortly after Mary Sumner’s death, the book served as a eulogy and memorial to the woman who, for over forty years, had personified the organisation that she founded. The Archbishop’s congratulatory tone was understandable given that the Mothers’ Union had at that point attracted a transnational membership of nearly four hundred thousand. The Mothers’ Union commemorates its origin as 1876, the year in which Mary Sumner issued membership cards to attendees at her parish mothers’ meeting. However, it was her extemporised speech at the 1885 Portsmouth Church Congress that was the catalyst for the adoption of the Mothers’ Union as an official organisation by the Diocese of Winchester.1 The biblical motto ‘train up a child in the way he should go’ encapsulated Mary Sumner’s intention that the Mothers’ Union should promote the role of mothers in the religious education of their children. By leading their families in ‘purity and holiness of life’, mothers would contribute to the improvement of national morality and hence redress social ills.2


The Mothers’ Union followed the Girls’ Friendly Society (GFS), established in 1875, as the second religious organisation to be established for women run by women to be sanctioned by the Church of England.3 Drawing on traditions of class patronage and against a context of a proliferation of women’s engagement in philanthropy, the Mothers’ Union grew rapidly in numbers and geographical reach over the following decades. By 1892 membership had reached 60,000. In 1896 the Mothers’ Union became centrally organised. Mary Sumner served as its Central President until 1909 and continued in office as Winchester Diocesan President until 1915.4 She died in 1921, having lived to see the Mothers’ Union become the dominant organisation for women in the Church. Her achievement merited an obituary in The Times, which reported that her funeral in Winchester Cathedral attracted 4,000 mourners.5 The Mothers’ Union today claims four million members drawn from eighty-three countries in the worldwide Anglican Communion. Mary Sumner’s grave, which attracts visits from Mothers’ Union members who find spiritual inspiration in her story, is behind the eastern end of the cathedral. She and her husband George, who served the diocese as Archdeacon and later Bishop of Guildford, are also commemorated by plaques on the cathedral buttresses and in Old Alresford Church.


Mary Sumner was the author of three full length books and a short volume, To Mothers of the Higher Classes, published in 1888. Home Life (1895) was a collection of material reprinted from journal articles concerned with promoting the Mothers’ Union.6 Our Holiday in the East (1881) and George Henry Sumner, D.D., Bishop of Guildford (1910) were respectively a travel diary and a memoir.7 Our Holiday presents an account of an extended family tour of the Holy Land. The memoir, written when Mary was recently widowed, describes George’s career as a clergyman and, although very much a eulogy, it gives attention to married life and the MU, and like other perspectival sources signals the possession of attributes considered by the author to be desirable.


Mary Sumner was also the author of pamphlets, speeches and articles intended for publication in The Mothers’ Union Journal and Mothers in Council. The absence of personal papers, which were destroyed on her death in 1921, leaves a gap in her archive. Despite some material relating to Mary Sumner in family memoirs, this means that remaining sources, including correspondence, largely represent documentation collected in the construction of official archives or materials produced with the intention of promoting the Mothers’ Union. Mary Sumner: Her Life and Work and a Short History of the Mothers’ Union (1921) and Fifty Years (1926) all fit into this category and valorise Mary Sumner as the ‘foundress’ of the society.8 Early histories of the GFS such as The Girls’ Friendly Society, first published in 1902, and Friendship’s Highway (1926), which pertain to Mary Sumner in her network of philanthropic Anglican activists, were produced with a similar promotional agenda.9 These perspectival sources illuminate the key messages that Mary Sumner and Mothers’ Union officials wished to present in their preferred version of archive. Through drawing upon material produced by, or relating to, members of Mary Sumner’s networks beyond official Mothers’ Union sources, this book seeks to give contextual location to this material and to align the sources as representative (or not) of the social and religious category to which Mary Sumner belonged.10


A sympathetic narrative of Mary Sumner and her husband was published in 1965 by Joyce Coombs, a former London Diocesan President of the MU. George and Mary Sumner: Their Life and Times locates the careers, religious views and family life of George’s relatives, his uncle, John Bird Sumner, Archbishop of Canterbury, and father, Charles Sumner, the Bishop of Winchester, in a historical context. Coombs includes Bishop Samuel Wilberforce, the distant kinsman of the Sumner family, and identifies the links of patronage between them. Coombs does not attribute her sources, some of which are anecdotes from anonymous eyewitnesses.11


Mary Sumner’s significance has been marked by Brian Heeney and Sean Gill in their work on Women and the Church of England from the Eighteenth Century to the Present and The Women’s Movement in the Church of England 1850-1930 respectively, and her participation in the Girls Friendly Society has been noted by Brian Harrison.12 The most substantial scholarly reference to Mary Sumner to date is in Cordelia Moyse’s A History of the Mothers’ Union: Women, Anglicanism and Globalisation 1876-2008 which is highly authoritative in its reference to official archival sources. However, in this officially authorised work, Moyse’s primary interest is in the development of the corporate Mothers’ Union and her focus is on the spiritual empowerment of MU members worldwide within the Anglican Communion.13


The significance of religion as a mediating factor in the negotiation of constraint and agency has formed a rich strand in scholarship concerned with understanding women’s lives in the period concurrent with Mary Sumner’s life trajectory and activism.14 Religious institutions are a socio-cultural construct, related to sites of power and informing assumptions of value and contingent understandings of, and hierarchies of, knowledge. In this book I explore how religion mediates authority, identity and opportunity and how religion relates to education, gender, class, race and nation. I put Mary Sumner at the centre and offer a new perspective on her life and work by drawing on the ideas of Pierre Bourdieu, who understands social reality as a relational interplay between agents [persons] and social structures [family, institutions] to analyse the cultural forces, notably, religion and education, nuanced by class and gender that framed and informed Mary Sumner’s identity, values, horizons of possibility and claims to authority. The book deploys Bourdieu’s analytical thinking tools of habitus, capital and field to situate Mary Sumner in her informal and formal networks and explore her activism in relation to the values and practices of dominant social, gender and religious categories. Bourdieu’s theory of reproduction, which sees dominant groups seeking to maintain their position through the assertion of their preferred values as legitimate, is deployed to locate Mary Sumner as an agent of, or recipient of, domination and position her in relation to the reproduction or negotiation of power.


Mary Sumner’s life trajectory, her activism through the Anglican Girls’ Friendly Society and the discourse of motherhood she promoted through the Mothers’ Union were framed against a background of evangelical religious revival, stimulated by evangelical enthusiasm across denominations. In the field of religion there was a sustained contest over matters of doctrinal authority as the privileged position of the Established Anglican Church was pressurised by the demands of other Christian denominations for more equitable treatment.15 The ‘ownership of the goods of sal va tion’ was also contested by factions within Anglicanism which placed diff er ent emphases on the interpretation of doctrine and forms of worship.16 Mary Sumner’s activism occurred against this contested context in which a defensive Anglican Church sought to maintain its status and authority.


The Established Church was patriarchal in excluding women from positions of power and in asserting biblical authority to legitimise their subordinate position.17 Religion was significant in informing gendered female identities and was drawn on to legitimise activism in philanthropy.18 The civil, legal and financial status accorded to women (despite some amendments) throughout much of Mary Sumner’s lifetime also involved exclusion, constraint and prohibition. Yet as a woman from a dominant class, personally connected to high-status clergy and socially advantaged women, who exercised patronage over others and agency towards self-realisation, she cannot be categorised exclusively as an oppressed victim of her biological sex.19


Mary Sumner’s activism also played out against, and engaged with, the growth of the British Empire. Religious preference was a significant element in legitimising imperial rule, codifying hierarchies of race and mediating the relationship between metropole and periphery. This book is distinctive in exploring Mary Sumner’s experience as a traveller in the Middle East in relation to informing her response to race and religion, and contextualising her activism with regard to empire and transnationally. I use the concept of mission to position Mary Sumner in relation to varieties of religiously inspired activism ‘at home’ and overseas. Mission concerns missionaries and missionary societies seeking converts overseas which invites consideration of identities (racial and gendered), relations and transactions of meaning and power between ‘home’ and overseas, in diverse spaces and contact zones.20 The term mission, evocative of valorous spiritual endeavour, was drawn on to sanctify by association women’s performance of gendered roles within the home. It also applied to philanthropic activity beyond the home legitimised by religious authority, much of which was educational in that it sought to modify behaviour.21 The expression ‘women’s mission’ was used in both these senses by Mary Sumner, her network associates, and other contemporaries, to refer to the performance of home duties and philanthropic and to religious outreach ‘at home’.22 The notion of a ‘civilising mission’ encapsulates the assumption of superior values and standards of behaviour and an assumed authority to impose them on groups categorised as deficient.23 This book considers Mary Sumner’s interplay with mission through these three interconnected strands, domestic, philanthropic and engagement with distant spaces.


The inception and growth of the Mothers’ Union occurred at a time when educational provision expanded and reformed in ways that were contested. It was also a period in which the understanding of child hood was subject to change. Mary Sumner’s views on the nature of child hood and peda gogy have received little attention. Her activism, via the MU, relates to key themes in education, the contest for power in the educational field between the Established Anglican Church, other denominations and the state in mass elementary education.24 Her advocacy for the home as a site of religious education and for the mother as a religious educator also occurred in the context of expansion in the provision of schooling for middle and upper-class girls and the articulation of aspirations for higher education amongst women. This involved the negotiation of gendered identities and roles and the development of contingent curricula deemed to be appropriate. The expansion of professional and voluntary roles for women within the sphere of education, whether as mistresses in middle-class schools, elementary teachers or as philanthropic ‘workers’ and members of school boards, was related to women’s increasing pedagogic authority and thus bound up in the negotiation of the purpose and practice of women’s education. Religion mediated women’s educational experience in several ways. It informed assumptions about women’s spiritual, emotional and sexual nature, as well as their intellectual capacity, and it legitimised domesticated roles and the notions of self-restraint and service. In so doing it framed responses to the purpose and practice of education for women.25 These issues can be located against a context of increasing literacy and mass print communication, in which media were used to assert contested religious and secular orthodoxies.26 Mary Sumner qualifies as a popular educator according to a definition that encompasses informal means such as philanthropy and the dissemination of materials intended to change behaviour amongst the populace.27 In this book I explore and locate her educational ideas in context and analyses the strategies she deployed in the dissemination of her educational message.


Mary Sumner’s identity was informed and her activism was negotiated in relation to other agents and to social structures invested with power that included the family, the Church and philanthropic organisations. She can be linked with a number of significant individuals through kinship, social milieu or affiliation to interest groups. Her life trajectory intersects with a number of ‘churchwomen’ of distinction, including novelist Charlotte Yonge, educationalist Charlotte Mason and imperialist Ellen Joyce, who exemplify the religiously inspired philanthropic or educational activism that was a characteristic feature of women’s negotiation of agency at the time. A situation that affirms the relevance of Barbara Caine’s advocacy for looking at individuals in the context of their familial and social networks in order to illuminate the intersecting boundaries of private lives and public action. The incidence of connected lives also suggests the utility of an approach that draws on prosopography to identify shared attitudes or attributes common to a given group.28


Mary Sumner’s Mothers’ Union and The Girls Friendly Society, as networks of women with common goals seeking to influence public policy via lobbying and the distribution of information, exhibit characteristics that can be located within Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink’s category of ‘advocacy network’. Their claim that network actors contribute ideas and offer discourses which may serve to change perceptions of the category they represent, thereby mediating behaviour towards them in state and society, is of interest to an analysis of Mary Sumner that seeks to position her activism in relation to agency and change in relation to women’s horizons of possibility.29 Eckhardt Fuchs identifies ‘exchange theory’, which assumes that organisations establish voluntary relations for the transfer of desired resources, as in the case of Keck and Sikkink’s category of advocacy network. He also notes the contrasting ‘power dependency theory’ which asserts that relations are based on competition for advantage and thus involve conflict and power.30 Both categories may be applied to advocacy which seeks to win adherence to one view in opposition to alternative perspectives, as is the case with Mary Sumner’s Mothers’ Union. For Fuchs, a key purpose of the study of networks is to illuminate the interaction between individuals and structures, both social and organisational, and the unofficial social interactions which consist of less well documented or quantifiable data, notions in accord with Caine’s advocacy for seeing a life in context and pertinent to the examination of Mary Sumner’s negotiation of agency, and claims to authority in relation to the Anglican Church and in a gendered and socially stratified social context.


Interpreting Mary Sumner’s life requires a conceptual framework that accommodates the perspectival nature of the sources; positions her activism in the context of social structures, institutions and significant others; interrogates assumptions of value and belief; and engages with the negotiation of agency and considers on whose behalf it was enacted. I draw on the conceptual tools and theoretical stance of Pierre Bourdieu to address the challenges of understanding Mary Sumner’s negotiation of constraint and agency, and her position in upholding and transacting power across domestic, local and global spaces in relation to the fields of religion, mission, and education with motherhood as a connecting theme. In the following chapter I outline my interpretation of Bourdieu’s key concepts and relate his ‘thinking tools’ to the analysis of a temporally situated subject.


I then begin to ‘think with Bourdieu’ in order to examine Mary Sumner’s life trajectory not as a linear narrative but in relation to the strands of religion, mission and education which form an organising framework for analysing aspects of her activism. These strands are seen as related, for doctrinal preference provides and informs a mandate for activism in support of religious goals via mission, and mission itself, in seeking converts to religious knowledge or religiously authorised conduct, is educational in intent and practice. Furthermore, religious preference defines what constitutes legitimate knowledge and mediates who has access to it. In Chapter 2, I focus on exploring Mary Sumner’s experience of religion in family life and locating the Anglican faith that underpinned her MU activism against a context of evangelical revival and competition for allegiance amongst rival denominations. Chapter 3 also focuses on doctrinal preference but moves the focus outward to consider notions of good womanhood, the role of women in the Church, and Mary Sumner’s strategies for establishing the Mothers’ Union in the Anglican religious field. Chapter 4 explores Mary Sumner’s formative experience of understandings of mission in relation to gendered roles and philanthropic traditions in family life. The chapter engages with Mary Sumner as a traveller and gives further context to her activism through the MU by documenting the views and practices of the GFS in relation to ‘civilising mission’ through philanthropy and engagement overseas. Chapter 5 takes the theme of ‘Missionary Mothers’ and explores how notions of mission and constructions of identity drawn from transactions between the British imperial metropole and periphery informed MU practice and claims to authority. Mary Sumner is positioned as an advocate for empire, and the MU as an imperial organisation is related to Church power. Chapter 6 introduces the theme of education with a focus on Mary Sumner’s personal experience of education and attitude to the education of women encountered in family life. The chapter also explores her understanding of childhood and views on child rearing. The following chapter considers Mary’s strategies through the MU to promote education of the populace and positions her and her organisation in relation to state-sponsored mass elementary education, denominational education and higher education for girls. The book concludes by thinking with Bourdieu to reflect on Mary Sumner’s life and activism in relation to power agency and change.
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Chapter 1


Thinking Mary Sumner with Bourdieu: Habitus, Field, Capital, Pedagogic Authority, Symbolic Violence and Reproduction


Bourdieu’s ideas were initially framed within the disciplines of anthropology and sociology, drawing upon the work of Weber, Durkheim and Marx on the objective structures of society. The ideas of Marx were a particular influence on Bourdieu’s conception of an economy of symbolic ‘goods’.1 As an anthropologist Bourdieu was also responsive to, but also critical of, Levi-Strauss’s ideas concerning the generating rules of the structures in society. He also reacted against the existentialism of Sartre as inadequate in accounting for the objective structural realities and the pragmatism inherent in the negotiation of the social world. Bourdieu was influenced by Merleau-Ponty’s ideas on understanding the social world as inscribed and embodied in persons, and drew on the ideas of Gaston Bachelard concerning the contextual relation of epistemology in time and space, and in the location of the thinker. Ervin Goffman’s notions of dramaturgy, which concern self-presentation by the individual as mediated by the situations in which they are located, also influenced Bourdieu’s understanding of the transaction between the person and social structures.2 In this chapter I seek to synthesise Bourdieu’s ideas and demonstrate that his thinking tools and conceptualisation of the way life choices are informed and power transacted, provide a useful ‘tool kit’ for the historian and are an appropriate framework for interpreting the life of Mary Sumner.


Bourdieu insists that theorising follows the observation and analysis of practice and describes his approach as ‘a philosophy of action’, which is ‘condensed in a small number of fundamental concepts, habitus, field, [and] capital and at its cornerstone is the two way relationship between objective structures (those of social fields) and incorporated structures (those of habitus)’.3 These categories seek to overcome simplistic oppositions of freedom or constraint and dominance or submission. They provide tools for conceptualising how identity is informed and agency negotiated that I apply to analysing how Mary Sumner occupied and negotiated these different positions. The category of capital pertains to valued attributes, their deployment, and negotiation towards securing advantage. Bourdieu makes frequent use of the analogy of game-playing when explaining his ideas and theoretical interpretation of how society works.4 This encapsulates his interest in agents as ‘players’ who seek advantage (capital) on the (structural) field of play within the constraints of the ‘rules of the game’. I draw on this analogy in exploring the assets and strategies that Mary Sumner drew upon in establishing and promoting the Mothers’ Union.


Habitus concerns the subjective understanding of social reality vested in the ‘player’ or collectively in ‘players’. Habitus can be understood as those unthinkingly assumed habits of mind that the individual acquires through socialisation within their contextual back ground. Habitus concerns the practical, situational negotiation of life. For Bourdieu, the concept of habitus was intended to:


account for practice in its humblest forms – rituals, matrimonial choices, the mundane economic conduct of everyday life, etc. – by escaping both the objectivism of action understood as mechanical reaction ‘without an agent’ and the subjectivism which portrays action as the deliberate pursuit of a conscious intention, the free project of a conscience positing its own ends and maximising its utility through rational computation.5


The significance of habitus is its mediating function between the individual and the structures in social reality, which exists in time and place, as well as inside and outside agents. Habitus is ontologically specific, being realised through individuals, yet epistemologically generalisable to social and cultural structures. It is relational as well as mediating. It concerns where one is in time, space and circumstances, who one knows and what one thinks proper or possible. This acknowledges a ‘knowing subject’ within what Morwenna Griffiths, in her assertion of the significance of the multiple influences, contexts and relationships in the establishment of identity, has conceived of as a cultural ‘web’.6 Habitus implies an accumulation of collective understandings and assumptions, which are durable dispositions that are embodied in individuals or collectively.7 Bourdieu uses the terms ‘doxa’ and ‘doxic relations’ to explain the embodiment of social and cultural messages and practices within habitus. Doxa concerns the apparent self-evidence of social reality which in its habitual familiarity goes unquestioned.8 Habitus is generative of dispositions in that it structures and normalises unconscious assumptions of how the world is, and thus orientates the agent towards interpretation of the social world. Habitus informs logical preferences for action against culturally historically determined possibilities, and is a ‘practical sense of the game’.9


Habitus does not rule out a measure of calculation of opportunity but this is defined in relation to the structuring perception of the habitus itself, which predisposes the agent towards the recognition of horizons of possibility and likely outcomes of certain choices.10 However, Bourdieu refutes claims that this is a deterministic view.11 He insists that habitus is not merely passively received social inheritance, for the dispositions thus acquired by the individual (despite their durability and the tendency of experience to affirm them) allows for ‘regulated improvisation’.12


Habitus is not the fate that some people read into it. Being the product of history, it is an open system of dispositions that is constantly subject to experiences, and therefore constantly affected by them in a way that reinforces or modifies its structures.13


One aim of this book is to position Mary Sumners’ activism in relation to change or conservation of the religious and social doxa characteristic of her habitus. To this end I locate Mary Sumner’s in relation to her religious upbringing, education, experience of family relationships and married life. Her social status and relationships, and clerical and philanthropic networks will also be considered in relation to identifying attributes of the wider group habitus in which she was positioned.


Mary Sumner’s activism was realised within the spheres of religion, philanthropy and education. Thinking with Bourdieu, these may be conceptualised as fields; that is, structured systems of social relations that exist in relation to one another. A field consists of a set of objective, historical relations anchored in certain forms of power (or capital).14 Fields are related to habitus because fields structure the location in which identity is established and agency is enacted. Fields mediate between the practices of the participants and their social and economic context, and are consequently sites of cultural engagement and differentiation. Many fields are interrelated, and fields may have sub-fields within them. A defining characteristic of fields, if the game analogy is pursued, is that the players have a common tacit belief in the game, ‘a recognition that escapes questioning’.15 This recognition is constitutive of the boundaries of the field, which is the sum of what is valued within it. Fields are locations for the production of value, knowledge or symbolic goods.16 Fields assert value for the purpose of legitimising and upholding their ascendancy, and in so doing, they construct an epistemology of social reality, and determine who and what is within them. They are sites for the acquisition of advantages and of competition for them.17


Mary Sumner’s activism on behalf of the Anglican Church, whether through parochial work in support of her husband, or through organisations such as the Church of England Temperance Society (CETS), the Girls’ Friendly Society or the MU, locates her in the field of religion. She is associated through her kin and social contacts to those with high status within the Anglican Church, a dominant presence in the field of religion. Mary Sumner is also located in the field of education through her engagement in disseminating religious knowledge via her publications for the MU, her engagement in parish educational initiatives, and her involvement in the CETS and GFS, all of which aimed to inculcate religious values. Her male relatives connect her by association to the fields of political power (her father-in-law, a bishop, sat in the House of Lords) and economic power (her father was a retired banker and landowner).


In seeking to explain how power is upheld and transacted within fields, Bourdieu uses the term capital in relation to transactions of value and the pursuit of advantage in the field. The notion of symbolic capital expands on a market analogy from Marxist theory to suggest that capital allows the possession or acquisition of that which is perceived to have a value.18 Despite acknowledging his appropriation of economic terminology, Bourdieu refutes a classical economic Marxist model of capital because he considers that it fails to acknowledge attributes other than material goods that may accrue from, and be transacted for, advantage. Capital and field are mutually constituting and relational. Capital consists of attributes individuals (and groups) seek to acquire. It refers to those qualities and credentials that are valued in the field and are recognised as accruing advantages (power) to the players of the game.19 It is the field itself that defines and legitimises those assets that will be valued within it. Conversely, the assets acknowledged within it are constitutive of the field itself. These assets can be exchanged for advantage. Moreover, position in the field will possibly define the capital of an individual or group and affects dispositions (habitus) and opportunities for its further acquisition.20
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