Populism and the Wizard of Oz

The popular film was brilliantly adapted from L. Frank Baum's venerated children's book The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (written in 1899 and published in 1900).  The book was made into film versions several different times both in black and white, and in color, and both with and without sound.  The most famous version (1939), had both sound and color, and featured Judy Garland as Dorothy.

The plot of The Wizard of Oz has often been used, rightly or wrongly, as a Parable on Populism in the Gilded Age, to explain the political situation at the time of its writing, including the 1896 Presidential election, and the turn-of-the-century Populist movement. 

What most American's don't know is the political allegory to be found in Baum's story, about the Populist period in late 19th century history.

Baum was born near Syracuse, N.Y., in 1856 to a wealthy family and enjoyed some success writing plays. In 1887, he moved with his wife and two sons to Aberdeen, S.D., a small prairie town, where he edited the local weekly until it failed in 1891. That year he moved to Chicago, where he continued to write, and where he authored The Wonderful Wizard of Oz in 1900.

Baum's travels and experiences placed him amidst the whirlpool of Populist agitation of the persecuted.

His brief stay in South Dakota spanned the period of the formation of the Populist Party, an attempt by Midwestern farmers to use the ballot to restrain the power of the banks, railroads, and other economic interests that had been squeezing farmers through a combination of low prices, high freight rates, and continued indebtedness. The Populists, an alliance of farmers and some urban workers (many affiliated with the Knights of Labor), advocated government ownership and operation of the railroads, telephone and telegraph industries, and graduated income tax, postal savings banks, secret ballot elections, direct election of senators, and silver coinage. Although their presidential candidate, James B. Weaver of Iowa, lost to Democrat Grover Cleveland in 1892, he did receive about 9 percent of the popular vote and carried Nevada, Idaho, Colorado, North Dakota and (significantly of Wizard aficionados) Kansas, a leading Populist state, and the setting of the book's beginning.

Baum's move to Chicago coincided with the Panic of 1893 and the militant stirrings of the labor movement. The depression of the 1890's was the worst in U.S. history up to that time. Farm prices sunk to new lows. Unemployment caused havoc, desperation and union militancy among the urban working class. In 1894 American Railway Union president and soon-to-be socialist Eugene Debs led the Pullman strike in and around Chicago. 

Populists received 40 percent of the vote in the 1894 congressional elections and looked forward to winning the Presidency--and the silver standard--in 1896. That election, between Republican William McKinley and Populist - Democrat William Jennings Bryan, Congressman from Nebraska, revolved around the issue of gold vs. silver. During that campaign Bryan add the speech that concluded: "You shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold." The election proved a disaster for the Populists. McKinley received 271 electoral votes to Bryan's 176, almost all in the Midwest. Bryan opposed McKinley again in 1900 (when Baum penned The Wonderful Wizard of Oz), but by then the Populists' strength had been dissipated.
The 1939 MGM film made a number of changes to Baum's original story. In Baum's book the Emerald City isn't green at all but a bland white. People are required to wear green glasses upon entry to give the city the illusion of being emerald colored. Also, when the group visits the Wizard of Oz, he appears to Dorothy as a giant head, to the Scarecrow as a gossamer fairy, to the Tin Man as a beast, and to the Cowardly Lion as a ball of fire, just as a politician tries to be all things to all people. These changes blunt the cynicism about the self-serving nature of politicians in the original story. In order to get what they desire, the Wizard of Oz tells them to kill the Wicked Witch of the West, who represents the destructive forces of nature according to Littlefield. Dorothy kills the Wicked Witch by dousing her with a bucket of water, symbolizing the end of the drought that had been plaguing the West in the 1890s. When Dorothy and her friends return to the Wizard of Oz with the broom of the Wicked Witch of the West, he is exposed as a fraud. "The fearsome Wizard turns out to be nothing more than a common man, capable of shrews but mundane answers to these self-induced needs. Like any good politician he gives the people what they want."  The Wizard of Oz manages to provide everyone in the group something to satisfy their desire. Everyone except Dorothy, that is, because her goal of returning to Kansas, which Baum describes as dull and gray, is selfless. 

Another change that the 1939 film made to Baum's original story was that in the book, Dorothy wore silver shoes rather than ruby slippers. MGM wanted to highlight the Technicolor cinematography and changed the color of Dorothy's shoes. Ruby slippers may have been a more appropriate choice for the film, but the imagery that Littlefield suggested was lost. The silver shoes, with the magical powers to solve Dorothy's dilemma, symbolize the silver standard, just as the Populists believed that free silver would solve the problems facing farmers. But like many people, however, Dorothy does not understand the magical power she possesses. Instead she sets out on the yellow brick road, symbolizing the gold standard, which proves to be a perilous journey. She finally learns of their power at the end of the story, but the shoes are lost when Dorothy returns home. With the decline of the Populist Party, the free coinage of silver also faded as a national issue

Think about the movie and about the Populist movement.  Re-read the paragraphs above if necessary.  Who do you think all of the following characters represent?
The Characters:
· the Scarecrow –  the wise, but naive western farmers 

· Dorothy – the good natured American people (or specifically, a young Mary Lease, leading figure in Populist movement)
· the Tin Woodman – 
· the Wicked Witch of the East – 
· the Good Witch of the North – 
· the Good Witch of the South – 
· the Wizard – 
· the Cowardly Lion – 
· Toto – 
· the Yellow Brick road – 
· the land of Oz – 
· Emerald City – 
· the Poppy field – 
· the flying monkeys - 
