The Wizard of Oz as Political Allegory

[An Attempt to Compile the Conglomeration of Interpretations]

THE AUTHOR: L. Frank Baum...

15 May 1856 
L. Frank Baum is born in Chittenango, New York.

1868-69 
Baum goes to the Peekskill Military Academy but leaves quickly. His life-long hatred of the military is traced here. (Your esteemed instructor was a member of PMA’s last graduating class in 1968.)
1900 

The Wonderful Wizard of Oz is published for the first time.

1902 

The Wonderful Wizard of Oz is made into a play.

1919 

Baum dies at age 62 

1939 movie

1. Dorothy = represents America - honest and kind-hearted
2. Yellow Brick Road = Gold standard

3. Dorothy’s silver slippers = Soft Money (but no one knows how to use their power)

4. Scarecrow = Midwestern farmers (who are seen as stupid but actually have wisdom)

5. Tin Man = Eastern Labor victimized by Wicked Witch of the East

6. Wizard and city of OZ = Eastern Establishment

7. Cowardly Lion with Big Roar and no bite = William Jennings Bryan

8. Wicked Witch of the East = Corporations of Eastern Finance

9. OZ = An ounce of gold or silver

10. The Wizard of Oz = McKinley and Mark Hanna (or any other president during Gilded Age)

11. Flying monkeys = Plains Indians who were once free but now subdued by witch.

12. Wicked Witch of the West = Forbidding frontier environment (drought, tornados, etc.)

13. water = boon that will thwart drought (Wicked Witch of the West)
14. Munchkins = the “little people”

15. tornado = Populist Party success in 1894 elections

16. Toto = probably a reference to the Prohibition Party, Toto being short for teetotaler. The Prohibition Party generally supported the free silver movement.
· In the story, Dorothy is swept away from Kansas in a tornado (the Populist / free Silver success in the 1894 elections) and arrives in a mysterious land – a flawed utopia - inhabited by “little people” and controlled by cruel witches. Her landing kills the wicked witch of the East (bankers and capitalists) who “kept the munchkin people in bondage.” 
· The good Witch of the North (the northern electorate) tells Dorothy that the Wizard of Oz may help her return to Kansas (to normality). To reach the Emerald City she must follow the yellow brick road, which can be safely traversed only with the magical silver slippers (gold and silver must be in proper parity). Dorothy is protected on her trip by an indelible kiss from the good Witch of the North (an electoral mandate.) NOTE: In the movie, Dorothy begins her journey through the Land of Oz wearing ruby slippers, but in the original story Dorothy’s magical slippers are silver. 
· Along the way on the yellow brick (gold) road, Dorothy meets the Scarecrow, who is without a brain (the farmer, Baum suggests, doesn’t have enough brains to recognize what his political interests are).
· Farther down the road she meets a Tin Woodman who is “rusted solid” (a reference to the industrial factories shut down during the depression of 1893). The Tin Woodman’s real problem, however, is that he doesn’t have a heart (the result of the dehumanizing work in the factory that turned men into machines). Alone he is helpless - he cannot oil his joints - but in teamwork he proves effective and compassionate. (The selfish industrial workers, dehumanized by industrialization, need to become aware of their latent compassion, and must cooperate in a farmer-labor coalition.)
· Next Dorothy meets the Cowardly Lion, an animal in need of courage (William Jennings Bryan), with a loud roar but little else. Bryan, who never actually won a presidential election, ran many times, including the 1896 election against William McKinley. In speeches such as the Cross of Gold, Bryan was known for his tremendous oratory skills. 

· Together they go off to Emerald City (Washington / green = $) in search of what the wonderful Wizard of Oz (the president) might give them. When they finally get to Emerald City and meet the Wizard, he, like all good politicians, symbolizes the American criterion for leadership -- he is able to be everything to everybody. As each of our heroes enters the throne room to ask a favor, the Wizard assumes different shapes, representing different views toward national leadership. He also plays on their fears. To Dorothy, he is a disembodied head; to the Cowardly Lion, he is a predatory beast; to the Woodman, a glowing ball of fire. The Wizard has asked them all to kill the Witch of the West.
· Dorothy destroys the evil Witch by angrily dousing her with a bucket of water. Water, that precious commodity which the drought-ridden farmers on the Great Plains needed so badly, and which if correctly used could create an agricultural paradise. Plain water brings an end to malign nature in the West.

· But soon the Wizard is revealed to be a fraud – only a little old man “with a wrinkled face” who admits that he’s been “making believe.” “I am just a common man,” he says. But he is a common man who can rule only by deceiving the people into thinking that he is more than he really is.
· “You’re a humbug!” shouts the Scarecrow, and this is the core of Baum’s message. Those forces that keep the farmer and worker down are manipulated by frauds who rule by deception and trickery; the president is powerful only as long as he is able to manipulate images and fool the people.

· At last Dorothy is able to get home with the help of the Good Witch of the South and the aid of her magical silver shoes. (If the west and the south could join forces then they could achieve their goal of political power.)
· Dorothy (and America) had the answers all along: She just had to click her silver shoes three times (add silver to the money stock). The point is that the solutions to their problems lie in the ability of Dorothy and Americans to show faith in themselves and their abilities.
· When Dorothy returns to Kansas she finds that her silver shoes are missing: the silver issue was disappearing from the scene. In 1900, the US officially returned to the gold standard with the passing of The Gold Standard Act.

ALSO IN BOOK BUT NOT MOVIE:

· In the palace, Dorothy is led to her room via seven passages and three flights of stairs. This is a reference to what is called the "Crime of '73." In 1873, the coinage of the silver dollar was eliminated and this was later seen to be responsible for many of the difficulties.

· Imperialism Represents the Cat and the Mouse... "He (the Tin Woodman) saw . . .  a great, yellow wildcat, and . . . running before the beast was a little gray field-mouse, and although he had no heart he knew it was wrong for the wildcat to harm such a pretty, harmless creature. So the Woodman raised his axe, and as the wildcat ran by he gave it a quick blow that cut the beast's head clean of. . .." The passage illustrates the Tin Woodman's heart for the weaker creature as well as Baum's sympathies for the weaker country, which could have easily been the Philippines. 

