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The Wonderful Wizard of Oz                                                                       Written by Frank L. Baum just after the peak of the Populist Movement.
	
	The Scarecrow 
	 

	 


The idea for the analysis of this author and his work was derived from "The Wonderful Wizard of Oz: A Parable on Populism," by Henry M. Littlefield. His essay focused on the numerous connections between Baum's work and the United States during the late 1800s, which we now refer to as Populism. We share his point of view that The Wonderful Wizard of Oz was written as a children's story first and an allegory second. Specifically, Littlefield theorized that the author of the Wizard of Oz, Frank L. Baum concentrated on the development of the Populist Movement and the pecuniary motives of the Silverites. Littlefield opened the doorway to the symbolism of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz for us. From this point, we began research on L. Frank Baum and his career, important figures in the Populist movement, silver versus gold, the election of 1896, the state of affairs in and around the Unites States in the 1890s, and the influence of the book on the twentieth century. After giving ourselves an understanding of the information involved in these topics, we began to study The Wonderful Wizard of Oz and look for symbolism within the text. We attempted to relate the characters of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz to prominent figures during the 1890s. In this process, we identified similar characteristics between Oz characters and historical figures. After this, we chose quotations from the text that supported our theories for Baum's symbolism. We also searched the text for a single theme that commonly appeared in each of his historical symbols. We found this theme to be Baum's personal belief that the powerless majority, although evidently suffering, was not really powerless; they had the ability to free themselves from the rule of the rich minority. 

According to Henry Littlefield, the Scarecrow represents Midwestern farmers. In the character of the Scarecrow, Baum may have been responding to the attitude expressed in an 1896 editorial in the Emporia Gazette by William Allen White entitled "What's the Matter with Kansas?” In it, White claimed that Kansas had lost population and money, even though the rest of the country was growing and becoming richer. White stated sarcastically, "Oh, this is a state to be proud of! We are a people who can hold up our heads! What we need is not more money, but less capital, fewer white shirts and brains, fewer men with business judgment...."White was opposed to the Populists and the editorial he wrote was embraced by Republicans. The Scarecrow, like all of the characters in the Baum's story, possesses the virtues that he doubts. In this way Baum was refuting the notion that farmers didn't have the brains to see their own best interests. Despite the scarecrow's doubts about his own intelligence, he proves to be the most clever and resourceful of the group. In the end of Baum's book, the Scarecrow is left in charge of Oz.
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	The Tin Man 
	 

	 


According to Henry Littlefield, the Tin Man represents industrial workers. In Baum's original book, the Tin Man explains that he had once been human, but that the Wicked Witch of the East had put a curse on his axe. With each swing of his axe he had chopped off a part of his body. The only person who could help him was the tinsmith, who replaced the severed parts of his body with artificial limbs made out of tin. Eventually his entire body was made of tin. The fate of the Tin Man suggests the dehumanization of industrial labor. When Dorothy and the Scarecrow find the Tin Man he has rusted to the point where he is immobile. According to Littlefield, this is a reference to the depression of the 1890s that had closed many factories and left large numbers of workers unemployed. Most of the analysts who see The Wizard of Oz as a political allegory agree that the Tin Man represents industrial workers. According to Gretchen Ritter the Tin Man is the "hardened worker"
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	The Cowardly Lion 
	 

	 


The Cowardly Lion, according to Henry Littlefield, represents William Jennings Bryan, who made the first of three unsuccessful bids for the presidency in the election of 1896. Bryan was the Democratic Party's nominee for president and he embraced some Populist issues, most notably "free silver," the bi-metallic monetary standard that Populists thought would allow farmers greater access to credit. The Populists were faced with the choice of either running their own candidate or choosing "fusion" with the Democratic Party. The Populists opted to select Bryan as their candidate as well, risking being absorbed by the Democratic Party and dwindling as a movement. By casting their lot with the Democrats, the Populists felt they could expand their influence outside of the rural parts of the country. Ultimately, however, it appears the Populists made the wrong bet. Bryan lost the election and the Populists were never regained the influence they enjoyed in the 1890s. Perhaps the undoing of the Populist movement was their failure to attract the support of industrial workers. In Baum's original story, upon first meeting the Cowardly Lion strikes at the Tin Man, but his claws do not make a dent in his metal body—just as the Populists efforts to create a coalition between farmers and industrial workers were unsuccessful. Littlefield equates this futile act on the part of the Cowardly Lion with Bryan's failure to win the vote of industrial laborers. Littlefield suggested that Baum revealed his skepticism about politicians through the character of the Cowardly Lion. Bryan may have been a great orator, but despite his roar, he had no real power.  He points out, however, that the image of a lion was also used for the Populist Party in political cartoons, so perhaps the Cowardly Lion represents not an individual, but the Populist Party generally.
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	Dorothy 
	 

	 


Dorothy is one of the most familiar characters in American popular culture and in most political interpretations of The Wizard of Oz she represents, “the American people at their best." Dorothy demonstrates that she's determined and resourceful, and she's loyal. Perhaps Dorothy embodies how Americans want to see themselves. According to Henry Littlefield, "Dorothy is Baum's Miss Everyman. She is one of us, levelheaded and human, and she has a real problem." Hugh Rockoff expresses a similar view, "Dorothy represents America—honest, kindhearted and plucky." Though Gretchen Ritter links Dorothy to a different political movement in her analysis, she offers a similar interpretation of Dorothy as "the all-American girl from the heartland, with a big heart, independence, and daring, a fine example of the sort of woman that the suffragettes had in mind when they promoted their cause."
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	Toto 
	 

	 


Toto plays a key role in The Wizard of Oz. L. Frank Baum emphasizes the dreariness of Dorothy's life in Kansas and describes Toto as the only thing that brings her joy. Toto is the focus of the conflict between Dorothy and Miss Gulch and the reason Dorothy is caught in the storm that takes her to Oz. In Oz, Toto is the one who reveals the Wizard of Oz to be a fraud, but he also causes Dorothy to miss her return balloon flight. Given the prominent role Toto plays in the story, it is surprising that Henry Littlefield does not include Toto in his analysis of the parallels between the Populist movement and The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. 
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	The Ruby Slippers 
	 

	 


In L. Frank Baum's original story, Dorothy's slippers are silver—not ruby as they are in the 1939 MGM film. In Henry Littlefield's interpretation of The Wizard of Oz as a Populist allegory, the silver slippers play a key role in the political-economic imagery of the story. Where the yellow brick road represents the gold standard, the silver slippers represent the silver standard.[1] The Populists wanted "bimetallism", or the use of both silver and gold as the monetary standard. Farmers who joined the Populist movement embraced the idea of "free silver" as a way of easing the money supply and giving them greater access to credit. The issue took on a deeper meaning as a sort of salvation for farmers in the 1896 election. William Jennings Bryan seized upon this and used that imagery to great effect in his famous "Cross of Gold" speech in the 1896 presidential campaign. Bryan infused his speech with religious imagery, declaring that farmers were being crucified on a cross of gold. These images resonated with farmers but did not sway industrial laborers, who did not have the same interests.
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	The Yellow Brick Road 
	 

	 


In Henry Littlefield's Populist allegory, the yellow brick road represents the gold standard[1] The monetary system in the United States in the 19th and well into the 20th century was that paper money was redeemable for gold at a fixed exchange rate. Populists regarded the gold standard as unfair and argued instead for "bimetallism," the use of both silver and gold as the monetary standard. Symbolizing the silver standard were Dorothy's shoes, which were silver in Baum's original story rather than the ruby slippers featured in the 1939 MGM movie. Dorothy does not understand the power of he silver shoes, so she heads down the treacherous yellow brick road. The Populists believed that the gold standard, like the yellow brick road, had many pitfalls for ordinary people.
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	The Emerald City 
	 

	 


The Emerald City, according to Henry Littlefield, represents Washington DC. In the book, the Emerald City is not a lustrous green, but a dull gray. It appears to people to be emerald because upon entry all people have to put on emerald colored glasses—the illusion of luster suggests a cynicism about politics. In his analysis of the parallels between the Populist movement and The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, Henry Littlefield cites an editorial Baum wrote in the 1890s in which he suggested that farmers feed sawdust to their livestock after fitting the animals with green glasses to make them think that they were eating feed.
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	The Wizard 
	 

	 


In Henry Littlefield's Populist allegory, the Wizard represents the president of the United States viewed as a political allegory; The Wizard of Oz expresses cynicism about politicians. In the movie the Wizard appears to all of the characters in the same way but in L. Frank Baum's original story he appears differently to each of the characters. To Dorothy he appears as a giant head, to the Scarecrow he appears as a fairy, to the Tin Man he appears as a great beast, and to the Cowardly Lion he appears as a ball of fire. Like a politician, the wizard adopts a different appearance for each interest. That is, he attempts to be all things to all people. The president in office during the 1896 election was Grover Cleveland, who was known as the "Great Obstructionist". The Wizard cannot provide what Dorothy and her companions ask for, but he refuses to admit that. Instead he sends them on what he believes is a futile errand. 
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	Glinda, The Good Witch 
	 

	


In Baum's original story, the wicked witches are from the east and west, while the good witches are from the north and south. The good witches are from those parts of the country where the Populists had the greatest influence—the Midwest and the South.
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	Wicked Witch of the East & West 
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The Wicked Witch of the West had a sister who was killed when Dorothy's house landed in Oz. Littlefield suggested that the Wicked Witch of the East represented bankers and industrial interests, which were concentrated in the east. By killing the Wicked Witch of the East, Dorothy freed the Munchkins, or the "little people." However, that while this interpretation may work on a general level, a Populist would see the Wicked Witch of the East as Grover Cleveland, who served as President from 1893 to 1897 (he had also served a term in office from 1885 to 1889). Grover Cleveland, who was known as the "Great Obstructionist," favored the gold standard and William Jennings Bryan overcame that faction of the party to win the Democratic Party nomination in the election for president in 1896. The Populists then endorsed Bryan as their own candidate for president. Even though it was unlikely that the silver standard would be adopted, Bryan's candidacy made that seem possible because, as Rockoff puts it, "the Wicked Witch of the East was (politically) dead."
In Henry Littlefield's Populist allegory, the Wicked Witch of the West represents what he called "malign nature," the difficult physical environment in which farmers on the Great Plains were trying to make their living. The land on the Great Plains was not as fertile as lands to the east of the Mississippi River and to make matters worse, a drought was driving many farmers out of business in the 1890s. Dorothy kills the Wicked Witch of the West by dousing her with a bucket of water. Only through more plentiful water, either through greater rainfall or through irrigation, would farmers in this region be able to make a living in this harsh environment.
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	Oz 
	 

	 


Henry Littlefield does not offer any explanation of the name "Oz" in his analysis of the parallels between the Populist movement and The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. In his 1971 book The Winning of the Midwest, Richard Jensen points out that "oz." is the abbreviation of ounce, which is the standard unit of measure of silver and gold. At the time The Wonderful Wizard of Oz was published, the United States was on the gold standard. The Populists argued for "bi-metallism," a monetary standard using both gold and silver. L. Frank Baum used color in The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, particularly the colors of money. The Emerald City was green (or was made to appear green, anyway), the yellow brick road was gold and in his original story Dorothy's shoes were silver rather than ruby. Perhaps the choice of the name "Oz" reinforces the notion that Baum intentionally wrote a political/monetary allegory.

It is interesting to consider the geography of Oz, which is divided into four territories: North, South, East and West. The Wicked Witches rule over the East and West, while good witches rule over the North and South. In the Populist interpretation of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, the good witches rule over those parts of Oz that correspond with the agrarian regions of the United States (the South and the Midwest), while the wicked witches rule over territories corresponding to regions of the United States where the Populists had little influence (the West and the industrial northeast). Each territory in Oz is associated with a color and characters that reinforce these associations. 
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	The Munchkins
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	The Munchkins
	 

	 


The Munchkins represent the "little people" who have been enslaved by the Wicked Witch of the East. In the Populist allegory, the Wicked Witch of the East represents industrial and banking interests, which were concentrated in the urban centers "back east". 



Littlefield suggests that the, Flying Monkeys represent the Indians of the Great Plains. According to Gretchen Ritter, "The story's Flying Monkeys accord to contemporary images of Native Americans who banished from the northern woods and placed under authoritarian rule in the West."
Taking a Stand... 

At first, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz seems to be the average, simple children's novel. However, further investigation of the plot and the political aspects of the author, L. Frank Baum, reveal an allegory that takes a stand for the powerless majority. Written in 1900, Oz symbolically portrays such figures as the eastern worker and the Midwestern farmer as somewhat powerless; Baum believed that although these people suffered greatly, they also were able to solve their own problems. In this way, L. Frank Baum took a stand for this powerless majority, but in a unique fashion. Baum took a stand for what he felt was right. He did not directly voice his opinion; instead, he symbolically represented the significant aspects of the late 1800s and thus revealed his take on America. It is in this way that The Wonderful Wizard of Oz takes a stand for the powerless majority.
