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Destitute pea pickers in California. Mother of seven children. Age thirty-two. Nipomo,
California

Creator(s): Lange, Dorothea, photographer

Date Created/Published: 1936 March.

Summary: Photograph shows Florence Thompson with three of her children in a

photograph known as "Migrant Mother." For background information, see "Dorothea

Lange's Migrant Mother' photographs ..." http://www.loc.gov/rr/print/list/128 migm.html

Sociological imagination is a theory introduced by C. Wright Mills.

Sociological imagination refers to the ability to see the relationship between individual
experiences and the larger social and historical forces that shape them. This perspective allows
individuals to understand how their personal lives are influenced by broader social, economic,

and political contexts.
Using sociological imagination involves:

e Recognizing how personal experiences are connected to larger social patterns.
e Seeing how individual lives are affected by historical and social structures.
e Challenging taken-for-granted assumptions about society and examining how they shape

individual behavior and beliefs.


https://www.loc.gov/pictures/related/?fi=name&q=Lange%2C%20Dorothea
http://www.loc.gov/rr/print/list/128_migm.html

By applying sociological imagination, people can gain a deeper understanding of the forces that
shape their lives and the lives of others, leading to a more informed and critical perspective on

social issues.
The "Destitute Pea Picker'" photograph

The "Destitute Pea Picker" is famously depicted in Dorothea Lange's 1936 photograph "Migrant
Mother," which portrays Florence Owens Thompson and her children during the Great
Depression. This image powerfully exemplifies the concept of sociological imagination by

illustrating how individual hardship is intertwined with larger social and economic forces.
Here’s how the sociological imagination applies to this case:

e The photograph shows the personal suffering of Thompson and her family, but through
the lens of sociological imagination, one can see how their trouble is a result of
widespread economic collapse and social dislocation during the Great Depression. Their
personal struggles are not just individual misfortunes but are deeply connected to broader

economic conditions.

e Thompson's life story, as a migrant worker struggling to survive, reflects the larger
historical context of the 1930s. The Dust Bowl and the Great Depression led many
families to migrate in search of work, highlighting the connection between personal

biographies and historical events.

e The photograph challenges the notion of individual responsibility for poverty. Instead of
seeing Thompson's poverty as a result of personal failure, sociological imagination
allows us to understand it as a consequence of economic systems and policies that failed

many Americans during that period.

By using sociological imagination, one can see beyond the immediate visual impact of the
photograph to understand the deeper social realities that shape individual lives. This perspective
helps in comprehending how economic policies, social structures, and historical events

contribute to personal experiences of poverty and hardship.



The "Destitute Pea Picker" photograph Questions:

1. What can you examine in the photograph? List everything you can observe in the

photograph. Do not forget to look for details that are not readily apparent.

2. Who are the people/person in the photograph? What can you say about
him/her/them? What are your clues?

3. What mood does the picture seem to have? Why do you think this?
4. What clues do you see in the photograph about time?

5. What are some other clues/evidence of social status that you see such as

culture, race, economic status, etc.?

6. What do you think is the story behind the photograph? Write a few lines to describe the
story.

7. Why does the concept of the sociological imagination help us see the relationship

between our individual experiences and the larger society?

8. How might this concept be applied to studying a personal problem that Florence

Thompson was experiencing?



