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The Wonderful Wizard of Oz is one of the world's best-loved fairytales. As Judy Garland's famous film
nears its 70th birthday, how much do its followers know about the story's use as an economic parable?
Dorothy in Kansas conjures up nostalgic thoughts of childhood Christmases hiding behind the sofa from the
Wicked Witch of the West. Or those flying monkeys.
It's unlikely its young fans will have been thinking about deflation and monetary policy.
But the story has underlying economic and political
references that make it a popular tool for teaching
university and high school students - mainly in the
United States but also in the UK - about the economic
depression of the late 19th Century.
At a time when some economists fear an onset of
deflation, and economic certainties melt away like a
drenched wicked witch, what can be learnt from Oz?

The 1939 film
is the most
famous
evocation of
the story

The 1939 film starring a young Judy Garland was
based on Lyman Frank Baum's book, The Wonderful
Wizard of Oz, published in 1900. It told of an orphaned
Kansas girl swept by a tornado into a fantastical world,
but who wants to return home to her aunt and uncle.
Thinking the great Wizard of Oz can grant her wish, she sets out to meet him with her beloved dog, Toto, joined
by a scarecrow, a tin woodman and a lion.
Baum published the book in 1900, just after the US emerged from a period of deflation and depression. Prices
had fallen by about 22% over the previous 16 years, causing huge debt.

Farmers were among those badly affected, and the Populist political party was set up to represent their interests
and those of industrial labourers.
The US was then operating on the gold standard - a monetary system which valued the dollar according to the
quantity of gold. The Populists wanted silver, along with gold, to be used for money. This would have increased
the US money supply, raised price levels and reduced farmers' debt burdens.
Yellow brick code
In 1964, high school teacher Henry Littlefield wrote an article outlining the notion of an underlying allegory in
Baum's book. He said it offered a "gentle and friendly" critique of Populist thinking, and the story could be used
to illuminate the late 19th Century to students.
Since its publication, teachers have used this take on the tale to help classes understand the issues of the era.

SYMBOLISM OF CHARACTERS
Dorothy: Everyman American
Scarecrow: Farmer
Tin Woodman: Industrial worker
Lion: William Jennings Bryan, politician who backed silver cause
Wizard of Oz: US presidents of late 19th Century
Wicked Witch: A malign Nature, destroyed by the farmers' most precious commodity, water. Or simply
the American West
Winged Monkeys: Native Americans or Chinese railroad workers, exploited by West
Oz: An abbreviation of 'ounce' or, as Baum claimed, taken from the O-Z of a filing cabinet?
Emerald City: Greenback paper money, exposed as fraud
Munchkins: Ordinary citizens
And Littlefield's theory has been hotly debated. He believed the characters could represent the personalities and
themes of the late 1800s,with Dorothy embodying the everyman American spirit.
US political historian Quentin Taylor, who supports this interpretation, says: "There are too many instances of
parallels with the political events of the time.
"The Tin Woodman represents the industrial worker, the Scarecrow is the farmer and the Cowardly Lion is
William Jennings Bryan."
Bryan was a Democratic presidential candidate who supported the silver cause. But he failed to win votes from
eastern workers and lost the 1896 election. In the same way, the Lion's claws are nearly blunted by the
Woodman's metallic shell.
The Wicked Witch of the West is associated with a variety of controversial personalities, chief among them the
industrialist Mark Hanna, campaign manager to President William McKinley.
In this scenario, the yellow brick road symbolises the gold standard, the Emerald City becomes Washington DC
and the Great Wizard characterises the president - and he is exposed as being less than truthful.
Off to see the President
Yet none can help Dorothy return home. Eventually she discovers that her silver shoes (changed to ruby for the

film) have the power to take her back to Kansas.
The possible implication is that gold alone cannot be the solution for
the problems facing the average citizen. But Professor Taylor thinks
it's unlikely the book took sides. Instead he says it was merely
explaining the story of the Populist movement, some of whom
marched on Washington DC in 1894 to demand government improve
their plight.
Their demand for the use of silver with the gold standard was not met,
although within a few years, inflation returned after discoveries of gold
in South Africa and other parts of the world.
In Baum's story, Dorothy loses her silver slippers in the desert before
she reaches home - a possible reflection of the decline of the silver
cause after 1896.
But not everyone believes The Wonderful Wizard of Oz includes any
hidden meanings.

The allegory is still taught in schools

"Nobody ever suggested it until 1964," says Bradley Hansen, who is a professor of economics at the University
of Mary Washington.
"There's no solid evidence that Baum had written it as a monetary allegory," he adds. "While it may have
grabbed students' interests, it doesn't really teach them anything about the gold standard and, in particular, the
debate about the gold standard."
Professor Hansen thinks the author was just trying to create a new kind of fairytale, the "Harry Potter of its time".
Soon after
publication,
There's no solid evidence that Baum had written it as a monetary allegory
Baum adapted
his book into a
stage musical
for adults which
opened in
1902. Ranjit
Bradley Hansen, economics professor
Dighe, who
wrote The
Historian's Wizard of Oz, says it poked fun at Theodore Roosevelt and the Populists, but Baum was playing for
laughs, like Jay Leno.
Little can be learnt from Baum about the modern economic crisis, says Professor Taylor, although in both
instances people have demanded more government action.
The Bank of England has - as the Populists more than 100 years ago demanded - provided a boost to the
monetary supply, although the term "quantitative easing" was probably little known in the 1890s. And ultimately
the US defeated deflation by creating money from new discoveries of gold abroad.
L Frank Baum died before the debates over his true intent had started. But in the book's introduction, he stated
that he was only writing to please children.
He was no doubt unaware of its future appeal to economics students.
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The Wizard of Oz is a beloved children's story that includes both the book, published in 1900, and the movie, which came out in 1939.
For years, fans have been drawn to behind-the-scenes gossip about the movie and the strange conspiracies surrounding The Wizard of
Oz. But is there a secret political message also hidden in L. Frank Baum's book? Historians have found a number of symbols in The
Wizard of Oz, and they all point to one thing: American politics in the 1890s, when Baum was writing the book. The Wizard of Oz
symbolism goes incredibly deep, from the main characters to the cyclone, those famous slippers, and even Toto. And the central
message in the book is all about the rise of Populism and the debate over gold versus silver. The music in The Wizard of Oz ranks
among the most recognizable and cherished ever. Keen viewers might notice, however, that after Dorothy & co. meet the Wizard the
first time, no further songs appear in the film. This happened more by coincidence than by design. Original plans for the music in Oz
featured songs all the way through the film. On the way to the castle of the Wicked Witch, Dorothy and the gang were to have
encountered an evil insect called â€œthe Jitterbugâ€ that would have forced them all to dance. MGM ordered the elaborate number cut
during editing, as the studio thought the song slowed down the pace of the film.Â Know a secret we didn't share? Tell us in the
comments! Share. Share Tweet Email. 0. Comment. 1. Most on the munchkinsâ€™ voices were dubbed in the film because the majority
of them had fled from Nazi Germany to seek refuge in the U.S. 2. The snow used in the poppy field where Dorothy and the scarecrow
fall asleep was actually potent chrysotile asbestos, which has well-known health hazards. ADVERTISEMENT. 3. The munchkins were
only paid $50 for a six-day work week said Jerry Maren, who played one, while the dog who played Toto was paid $125 a week!
ADVERTISEMENT. 4. Dorothyâ€™s hair length actually changes during the film â€“ at one point it only reaches her collar bone, but
towards the end of the film itâ€™s past her shoulders. ADVERTISEMENT. The Wizard of Oz is a simple political allegory of politicians
running away from trouble when they find out and leaving trouble in the hands of the ordinary. The Wicked Witch is our blame culture,
the one the politicians pin the problems on. Elphaba, Kiamo Ko.Â For my money, it's still the best "children's" movie ever made, and it's
nice to have a girl for a hero for a change. Diane Jenkins, Albuquerque, NM, US. I had always thought of the Wizard of Oz as a warning
against advertising, as seen then in the catalogs, and the promises of their products solving life's problems. Is this its own economic
parable or connected to the one stated in the article? David DeNaples, New Haven, CT, US. The remarkable art of the Wizard of Oz is
its ability to appeal on several levels. â€œThe Wizard of Oz: Parable on Populismâ€ paints Dorothy as the average American, the
Scarecrow as the farmer, the Tin Man as the factory worker, and the Cowardly Lion as one-time presidential candidate William Jennings
Bryan. But in reality, it was just a childrenâ€™s story. Author L. Frank Baum created Oz, its inhabitants, and its visitors during nightly
story time with his four sons. His mother-in-law, Matilda Joslyn Gage, recommended he put his stories in writing â€” which turned out to
be great advice. denofgeek.com.

