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INTRODUCTION



Even as a millennial, I can’t really remember a time when I didn’t know about MGM’s cackling, green Wicked Witch of the West. Kids born after 1939 are almost born knowing who she is thanks to MGM and their technicolor ingenuity. When I was growing up in the 1990s, my mother could—to my terror—mimic Margaret Hamilton’s “I’ll get you my pretty and your little dog too!” perfectly, and the green Wicked Witch became embedded into my psyche with a mix of intrigue and horror. Intrigue at the novelty of the cloaked supernatural entity and horror at the sheer wickedness of the world’s first neon-colored sorceress.

Similarly, I can’t remember a time when I didn’t identify as a feminist even before I had the right words to claim such beliefs. Like the Wicked Witch, feminism also became embedded into my psyche with a mix of intrigue and horror—intrigue at my place as a woman in the possibilities of the world, and horror at the pervasive oppression women battled daily for respect, recognition, and rights.

The concept of witches is almost as old as time itself. The “witch” has deep roots in ancient belief systems, where supernatural powers were often associated with healers, herbalists, and those with great spiritual perspectives. In pre-Christian Europe, these figures, who were often women, were respected for their connection to nature and healing, but with the rise of Christianity, anything that even resembled paganism was increasingly viewed as dangerous and taboo. Witches became tied to ideas of heresy and demonic pacts that were strictly prohibited by the Bible and those in both the Catholic and Protestant authorities who interpreted it. By the late Middle Ages, fear and superstition escalated into torch-carrying mob mania in “witch hunts,” with accusations 
often leading to persecution, torture, and death for the accused. Over time, the image of the witch evolved from folklore and reclaimed a more spiritual, empowering identity in the modern and postmodern eras, but what a horrific, bloody journey it was to arrive at empowerment.

This book is written from a Western feminist perspective, with some topics streamlined for clarity and focus. The issues explored are deeply important to me, especially for those who, like me, are passionate about feminist ideas. Since the Wicked Witch was originally created and has mostly evolved within a Western context, much of the discussion naturally leans that way. However, I also touch on other perspectives as they relate to her place in pop culture.

As this icon continues to evolve universally, surely there will be many more tenets to discuss regarding how she intimately relates to all types of feminists within our own unique “Lands of Oz.” As Black feminist luminary Angela Davis once said, “The process of empowerment cannot be simplistically defined in accordance with our own particular class interests. We must learn to lift as we climb.” Luckily, we all have our flying brooms to help us both lift and climb in uniting our own unique empowerments.

In using the broad terms “feminist” and “feminism” throughout the book, I am simply referring to those persons who deeply believe in and advocate for full social, economic, sexual, educational, religious, and political equality for women in all spheres including in the workplace and in healthcare. For simplicity, I am using this general definition of “feminism” to describe how, throughout history, many women have fought for social justice, equality, and breaking down systemic barriers. The use of these terms is rooted in Eleanor Roosevelt’s famous definition: “The fundamental premise of feminism is that women should have equal opportunity and equal rights with every other citizen.”

Further, while each wave of feminism is described in terms of the primary issues socially and politically championed during each, this is only 
for discussion’s sake. The waves are much more nuanced as comprehensive approaches to feministic thought on manifestations of era-specific patriarchal sticking points. I hope to never narrow feministic waves down through an “issue A, issue B, issue C” grid, but again, for the sake of discussion, many waves are described by the main issues they represented at given points in history.

There are many, many schools of thought within the broader philosophy of feminism, including but not limited to liberal feminism, radical feminism, Black feminism, socialist feminism, cultural feminism, Jewish feminism, intersectional feminism, Indigenous feminism, European feminism, eco-feminism, postmodern feminism, Christian feminism, Muslim feminism, Middle Eastern/Arab feminism, Asian feminism, Latina feminism, disabled feminism, womanism, womanists, general egalitarians, HeForShe advocates, queer feminism, LGBTQ+ feminism, and more. While there is discussion on many of these individual categories and feminism within individual people groups, I want to clarify that for the scope of this book, I have not delved deeply into every type of feminist category or people group, though I respectfully acknowledge the importance and contributions of countless people groups around the world to the broader feminist movement. Feminism as a blanket definition for the purposes of this book is a universal concept that affects all people on planet Earth, but in the spirit of brevity and laser focus on the character of the Wicked Witch, unfortunately, not every community can be deeply explored. Please know that no group is intentionally omitted, as I truly believe it has taken a world of women (literally) to bring us to where we currently are with feministic awareness, and what we will continue evolving toward. This movement, though nuanced for various people groups, truly requires us all in history, present, and future. I truly believe there is more that unites us than divides us, and as you join me on this yellow brick road journey, I hope you feel as I do that the Wicked Witch is a unifying figure for all of us who have been “othered” by the mainstream majority for centuries no matter 
what your unique type of spell-casting nonconformity may be. As Jennifer Baumgardner says:


This insistence on definitions is really frustrating because feminism gets backed into a corner. People keep insisting on defining and defining and defining and making a smaller and smaller definition—and it’s just lazy thinking on their part. Feminism is something individual to each feminist.1





It is also important to note that each of the mainstream feminist waves is outlined in the era-specific discussions. These are not exhaustive, but in general terms, I am following the exposition of Martha Easton:


Feminism itself can be defined as the struggle for equal rights, and as a political and social movement it has been described in terms of “waves.” The first wave corresponded to the battle for women’s suffrage finally achieved by the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920. The second wave, during the 1960s and 70s, advocated for greater equality in education, the workplace, and the home. The third wave focused more on identity politics in the attempt to correct what some perceived as a lack of attention to race, class, religion, and other markers of difference between women. And despite the historical specificity of the initial uses of the term, there has also been an attempt to look even further back in history to discern paths of resistance to the patriarchy.2





We are now in postmodernism’s fourth-wave feminism as of the early 2000s, which is generally characterized by digital activism, a focus on intersectionality, and advocacy against sexual harassment, body shaming, and gender inequality. This will surely give way to a fifth wave in the near future.

In discussions of reproductive rights, this book includes the terms “pro-choice” and “pro-life” in generality, which can often be very politically charged. The exploration of such an important and layered topic as reproductive rights should not be simplified to these politically colored terms, but for the sake of 
brevity in general discussion, I use these terms from a high-level perspective simply in reference to the mainstream “opposite” ends of a complex spectrum.

Further, this book does not delve into the disciplines of witchcraft or Wicca as practices or spiritual paradigms; rather, it is written about the fictional character of the world’s most infamous witch: the Wicked Witch of the West that has been created out of the historical understandings of various interpretations of “witch.” The Wicked Witch, as she is referred to herein, is the one within The Wizard of Oz franchise, though she certainly goes by a variety of names.

While witches are indeed universal figures with a universal history in literature, this book is written largely from a Western perspective. It focuses the discussion primarily on the interpretation of European and American literature, media, and popular culture of witches. The term “European” in this book is generally used as an all-encompassing euphemism for the continent of Europe as well as the UK’s countries. I acknowledge and appreciate Brexit, but for the sake of historical and cultural context, “Europe” in this text includes influences of both Europe and the UK unless otherwise specified.

Unless otherwise noted, “Wicked Witch” is used to refer to the Wicked Witch of the West beginning in L. Frank Baum’s original book The Wonderful Wizard of Oz through to Elphaba Thropp. MGM and Margaret Hamilton’s Wicked Witch are the same and are referred to interchangeably throughout. I have also explored some of the most well-known works related to The Wizard of Oz franchise, as it would be quite impossible to explore Oz’s entire canon across literature, stage, film, radio, television, song, and so on.

You may also notice there is more detailed emphasis on the film portrayals of the Wicked Witch compared to those on the stage. This is only because many stage productions are unavailable for continued viewing, which makes analysis more difficult, so forgive any discrepancies between the film and stage versions of certain productions such as The Wiz with regard to the image of the 
Wicked Witch. For example, in the film, Evillene wears a single red costume, while in the stage adaptation, she wears multiple costumes. This may not seem significant, but in the examination of how the image of the Wicked Witch has evolved, it may be a sticking point for some readers who are more familiar with the nuances of the stage version than I. The same is true in the interpretation of Wicked, as there are nuances in the original book, Broadway adaptation, and recent film that may not translate across the franchise.

The analyses I have made throughout are general at times, as the evolution of the Wicked Witch for 125 years she has been around must be condensed for discussion’s sake.

As an additional caveat, I want to say that while I know the Wicked Witch of the West is a classic antiheroine who behaves in all sorts of devious ways, I am exploring her as a symbol rather than a figure who is in need of redemption or defense. I do not condone any true villainous or tyrannical behavior, nor am I referring to “witchy” qualities in a negative or literal way. The witchy qualities described in the context of this discussion are those of empowerment: independence, power and authority, defiance of gender norms, a sense of agency, unconventional appearance, fearlessness, social capability, boldness, social and political consciousness, and vulnerability, which are all celebrated humanistic qualities that our world needs more of in their use for the greater good.

Matilda Joslyn Gage, feminist activist and mother-in-law of L. Frank Baum (author of the original Wizard of Oz), wrote a powerful preface to her 1893 book Woman, Church, and State: The Original Exposé of Male Against the Female Sex. This preface, written more than a century ago, makes a fitting introduction to this book on the feministic legacy she helped foster. Gage’s influence is felt both through her dedication to first-wave feminism and through her indirect impact on the creation of the Wicked Witch of the West. Gage says:

This work explains itself and is given to the world because it is needed. Tired of the obtuseness of Church and State; indignant at the injustice of both towards woman; at the wrongs inflicted upon one-half of humanity by the other half in the name of religion; finding appeal and argument alike met by the assertion that God designed the subjection of woman, and yet that her position had been higher under Christianity than ever before . . . Read it; examine for yourselves; accept or reject from the proof offered, but do not allow the Church or the State to govern your thought or dictate your judgment.3

Here’s to defying gravity with you.



1
Before the Green


A young Kansas prairie girl named Dorothy is swept away by a cyclone to the magical land of Oz, along with her little dog Toto. Alongside her new friends—a Scarecrow, a Tin Man, and a Cowardly Lion—she embarks on a journey to find the great Wizard of Oz, hoping he can help her return home while evading the Wicked Witch of the West, who seeks revenge for the death of her sister . . . and of course, who also really wants her late sister’s shoes back—the late sister whom Dorothy’s house accidentally unalives during the tornado’s fury. We all know the beloved story of Oz, and we’ve all dreamed of musically skipping the yellow brick road in Dorothy’s slippers ourselves. MGM’s 1939 Technicolor masterpiece transcends all generations and has captivated audiences around the globe for eighty-six years, but the Wicked Witch herself is actually much older.

Whether through MGM’s classic or L. Frank Baum’s original novel The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, most of us were first introduced in childhood to Dorothy and her whimsical friends on their harrowing journey from the Dark Forest to the Emerald City. The Munchkins, Scarecrow, Tin Man, Cowardly Lion, and the Good Witches of the North and South delighted and enchanted us as enduring symbols of friendship, courage, and the magic of believing in oneself. Yet behind the melodious and vibrant Munchkinland and the winding Yellow Brick Road lies the darker, more complex figure who looms large over Oz—the villainess we’ve all come to fear yet can’t help but be fascinated by.



We love villains, don’t we? We love heroes too, of course, but it’s a different type of love. We may admire, respect, and empathize with the cause of a story’s hero, but the villain or villainess grips us and tantalizes our darker selves in a way the hero never can. So, are we all just a bunch of psychopaths who secretly love evil? Research has a lot to say about our preoccupation with villains and villainesses, and it turns out, we’re all pretty normal in our captivation with certain larger-than-life antagonists like the Wicked Witch of the West.

Psychology has pervasively found that humans possess overall favorable perspectives of themselves and tend to avoid others who are similar to themselves yet have negative traits.1
 This tendency reportedly arises from the fear that the villain or villainess’ qualities may reflect poorly on us. However, psychology also says that when there’s no immediate threat such as in the context of a film or book, humans may actually be more curious about these similar people with negative traits. Stories provide a safe space where this fear is reduced, allowing people to explore negative characters without feeling guilty or judged, which can increase the interest in those villainous characters over the heroic ones.2
 We see ourselves as favorable perhaps, but subconsciously fantasize about possessing the power behind the more negative traits
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