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Dorothea Lange's photograph of the Migrant Mother is one of the most discussed images of the twentieth century.
 
 
The photograph itself was part of several images taken by Lange of 32-year-old Florence Owens Thompson and three of her children on a pea pickers camp in Nipomo, California, in March 1936. This camp was in a destitute state as the pea crops had failed and the migrant workers had no money to move on for new work, food and water was scarce and shelter poor. 


I am going to critically evaluate the meaning of the photograph, mainly looking at the politics and propaganda. 

To do this we must first define propaganda, the best definition I could find, which sums up what I am trying to review is:
The definition of propaganda in 1908 was:
[bookmark: _Hlk152419253]‘The systematic dissemination of information, esp. in a biased or misleading way, in order to promote a particular cause or point of view’ www.oed.com
I believe I can justify that the image – the migrant mother was a propaganda image for the following reasons:

It was a government department, The Farm Security Administration (FSA), previously the federal government’s Resettlement Administration that commissioned a team of photographers, which included Lange to capture these migrant workers living in terrible conditions. All this was under the New Deal-era agency created to support destitute farm workers.
So, what exactly was the FSA’s New Deal purpose? It was designed by the government to help create jobs, to aid individuals’ self-esteem, support the ethnic and marginalised groups and aid the financially and politically disenfranchised, especially women and children. Basically, New Deal created a social safety net and spurred economic growth.

‘It is important to note that the photographers were given specific subjects to cover. The photographers would read reports, newspaper articles and books to further understand the type and style of the photographs they needed to create. They would be encouraged to record anything that might shed additional light on the topics. Lange stated within an article for Popular Photography in 1960:

‘There she sat in that lean-to tent with her children huddled around her, and seemed to know that my pictures might help her, and so she helped me. There was a sort of equality about it’.

However, one could ask as per Lange’s quote was the scene natural or was it staged? Are the two children shying away from the camera? 
[bookmark: _Hlk151902507]Lange’s work was required to fit the New Deal’s ideology handed down from the Roosevelt administration. In order to achieve these mandates, Lange significantly manipulated her subjects. Encyclopedia.com

As Lennard J. Davis stated in March 4, 2020
‘The haunting and disturbing part of this account is when Lange describes the encounter as having “a sort of equality about it.” How could there be an equality between the well-dressed woman with her camera and the poor, rain-soaked migrant with her three children’. 
So, was it Florance who was being used by Lange? Especially since Lange did not take accurate notes regarding Florance and her situation, with several inaccuracies exposed later. Even down to the fact that at the time Lange never took Florence’s name and did not state the fact that Florance was a Native American Cherokee, which would have added a different dimension to the story and photograph, 
This would have made the image more important to the plight of native American Indians and the larger history of American migration and displacement, rather than just white American migrants. So why was this not done?
For this reason, we need to look further at the image, we need to understand why it was taken and for what purpose. The 1930’s economy in American was on the brink of collapse (The Great Depression), with over 25% of Americans unemployed during this period and Roosevelt’s government was deemed to be turning a blind eye to the people struggling to live, this is especially true for the migrant workers. So: 
[bookmark: _Hlk151907845]“These photographs were intended to be used to raise awareness of the plight of the migrant workers. The image has come to represent not just the FSA but concerned documentary photography in general.” Stephen Bull 

The above quote is important as it highlights the fact the FSA’s remit from Roosevelt must have been to photograph “migrants and poverty”, for its propaganda campaign. The government had in the previous years spent a lot of time and money supporting the Native American Indians, with bills, such as: 
The Johnson-O'Malley Act providing federal funding for schools that have American Indian children enrolled (1934).
The Indian Reorganization Act establishing the cornerstone of New Deal Indian policy (1934).
Congress creates the Indian Arts and Crafts Board to promote Indian cultural traditions (1935). Encyclopedia.com
[bookmark: _Hlk151907874]

However, as there was still a large proportion of the government and populous that was still outraged at the treatment of native American Indians, the general public most certainly did not need to know that Florance was Cherokee, which added to the fuel that American Indians were still living in destitution.

Following the publication of Lange’s photographs, which highlighted the destitution of migrants but also helped build empathy and awareness of their plight. The government sent over 20,000 dollars in aid to the pea pickers campsite, which shows how imagery can aid propaganda. 
Did this money help Florance, no, as she and her family had already moved on from the camp. In fact, Florance never earned a dollar from the photograph.
Langes image is powerful, but alone did it support the migrants. To be honest that is unlikely, when published it was with several other images which combined to show the story. The narrative that Lange and the other FSA photographers were employed to capture was in deed fulfilled. The FSA wanted dramatic images showing poverty and hardship of migrant workers and they certainly got what they wanted. The government wanted proof for congress and the general public through their taxes that they were spending money correctly and that the New Deal scheme was right in the making. 

It was through the image; we know as the Migrant Mother that became the symbol of the government backed FSA. Which is best summed up as:
Migrant Mother, became a symbol for a plethora of causes after successfully being created as propaganda to legitimize the New Deal.
newyorkessays.com
Why? simply because it was the one image that showed the public a poor family unit. A mother and three children. It almost need not depict desolation or hardship; it was just a family that was photographed in such a way that the viewer could and did see it in a multitude of different ways. This is summed up by Dziga Vertov in 1923:
‘As an image is open to depiction and the viewer will read into it what they want at that time depending upon their feeling and thoughts at that time.’ 
And also, by Tom Berger:
 ‘I am an eye, a mechanical eye. The machine shows you a world the way only I can see it.’ John Berger
The image of the migrant mother image has been adapted to many differ situations and has been altered to fit many situations also and is still used in propaganda today. This is because the image is so powerful, regardless of if it is staged or not, that people relate to it, they feel for her and emphasise for/with her. This is summed up by Therese Heyman who stated ‘Figures in history whose hardship the present viewers incapable of healing – symbols of timeless sorrow’. Tucker 1984.
But, what did Florance actually think about the image? When she was eventually spoke up about the image some 30 years later, she told a reporter never thought the image would be used over the years as it had, and that she did not like it being used without her consent. 
This is summed up In an Associated Press article that followed, titled “Woman Fighting Mad Over Famous Depression Photo,” Thompson told a reporter that she felt “exploited” by Lange’s portrait. Geoffrey Dunn  2002.

The photograph of the migrant mother is defiantly a propaganda image, which could have been used at the time of taking for a number of different reasons. Which it has done so since. The one thing that stands out is that propaganda imagery depicts what the viewer is leaned on to see. However, it does not always help or support the individual who is being used within the image, which in some cases has a detrimental effect upon them.
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