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Summary and Response: Principles of Argument

People have long believed that no matter what happens in their lives, there awaits a security and comfort unlike any other at their home. True happiness is said to be found in your backyard, and if you ever lose your way in life the best thing to do is return home.  Joel Chaston, an accomplished professor of English at Southwest Missouri State University, rejects this idea that home is the source of ultimate happiness in life. Chaston specializes in teaching courses in children’s and young adult literature. He has written several critiques of popular novels and stories, including his article “If I Ever Go Looking for My Hearts Desire: Home” published in The Lion and the Unicorn, a respected literary journal. He uses numerous examples from Frank Baum’s “Oz” books to refute the traditional opinions and beliefs of home. He uses the article to prove his theory that spectacular adventures are found the farther one travels from home. In doing so, he has created a wonderful argument to reject common values of home by using a familiar childhood favorite, the Oz series.

Chaston begins his argument in the article by describing the first six books in the Oz series: The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, The Marvelous Land of Oz, Ozma of Oz, Dorothy and the Wizard in Oz, The Road to Oz, and The Emerald City of Oz. He describes how the movie based on the first book displays the dependency of the main character, Dorothy, on her home in rural Kansas. Dorothy continuously talks of her home, and tries to convince everyone she meets on her journey that Kansas is the most beautiful place in the world, because it is her home.  Home to Dorothy means more than just a house, it is the place she belongs to and has known her entire life.  Because of this attitude that home is the only place where she can happily exist, Dorothy undergoes a long and often dangerous trek to find the one man in Oz that can send her home, the Wizard.  The entirety of the movie shows Dorothy’s journey home, and also introduces the reader to many new characters such as the Scarecrow, the Lion, and the Tin Man. The friendships that she makes with these unique individuals lasts throughout the rest of the thirteen books in the series, and the people she meets in Oz change and mature along with Dorothy as she learns to accept and even enjoy being away from her Kansas home.


In the books following the The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, the image of a perfect home begins to be undermined. Chaston points out several events and quotes that seem to portray Dorothy’s home in Kansas as a place that drains everything of beauty and life.  Dorothy’s Aunt Em screams when she hears her niece’s laughter, and Dorothy relies on her dog, Toto, to keep her from suffering the same fate as her aunt.  In addition, homes are now portrayed as confinements and places of despair. A recurring theme of imprisonment and enslavement throughout the series seems to suggest a change in opinion regarding the characters’ homes. Adventure to meet new people and discover exciting places in Oz replaces the previous journey to find a way home. This new attitude continues to develop as the characters experience ideas and events that would have never occurred had they remained in their confining homes. 


Another example of the destruction of traditional home values is the awkward and sometimes disturbing family roles in Oz. Males often do not have children, or even marry. There is no paternal guidance for any children, and a functioning family is a rarity in Oz. Several characters, such as the Tin Man, have lost the love of their life and been left heartbroken.  As a result, the characters all have a tragic flaw, such as a lack of courage or the ability to be called a real man. There are no father figures for Dorothy in any of the stories, and the only possibility for an older male caretaker has been created a cripple. This furthers the idea that the male head of a household is nonexistent in Oz. The characters of Oz do not seem to recognize this lack of a true family system and responsibilities, suggesting that the impression of home in Oz is something completely different than that of a normal human, in this case Dorothy.


Throughout the series, Dorothy continuously returns home to her aunt and uncle in Kansas, while all of her friends remain on Oz. As the novels continue, the idea that home should be a central value is rejected time and time again. Dorothy is unlike any other person in Oz, as she makes several trips to and from the magical land. The inhabitants of Oz live for adventure and thrill far away fro their homes. A young man named Tip exemplifies one example of this type of runaway life. Tip has been threatened with being turned into a statue in his own front yard, and decides to run away. The idea that a boy can run away from his mother and home just because he chooses to sends a strong message to readers. If Tip can be self sufficient enough to run away from home and be happy, what is stopping all the other characters, make believe and human alike, from doing the same? This is an important time in the series, because Baum has thrown, at this point, almost every single traditional idea and value regarding home away. 

The story takes another important turn later in The Marvelous Land of Oz. Tip has become everybody’s hero for escaping his wicked mother and his home. However, he discovers that he is actually the princess of Oz, and he had been turned into a boy for protection. This news devastates Tip, and he is forced against his will to turn back into Ozma and return to the emerald city. This type of imprisonment has become all to frequent in the Oz series. Even the lively and joyful Tip has been forced into a prison-like situation inside his own palace. This event is another example of how the author of the Oz series presents home with a negative connotation, and that living in one place for an extended time can become confining and suffocating. 

In the fourth book, the negative portrayals of home life continue. Dorothy and her cousin are sent to the middle of the earth after an earthquake, and they meet several curious people on their way down. The Mangaboos, as they are called, live in glass homes. Just like characters from Oz, the Mangaboos grow up without parental guidance. Another family that they meet is completely invisible, so that its members cannot see each other. The family cannot live in Oz because they don’t fit in with the typical broken family atmosphere, filled with wandering individuals and adventure. This family is another example of the reverse morals and value that exist in Oz, with an emphasis on solitary exploration and self-reliance. 


The succeeding novels, such as the The Road to Oz, The Emerald City of Oz, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, Tik-Tok of Oz, all contain numerous examples of characters that know no true home, an that wander drifting through Oz for the entire role in the series. Creatures such as Button Bright and the Shaggy Man are homeless and lead lives adventure. They continuously wander off from Oz, escaping from the confinements of home life. Eventually, Dorothy is able to bring her aunt an uncle to Oz, where, although she has to live separately from them, she is able to give them the life of prosperity and happiness they have always dreamed of. Aunt Em and Uncle Henry are finally happy, and decide to remain in Oz even when it is on the verge of a foreign attack. The three humans in the Oz series, Dorothy, Aunt Em and Uncle Buck have made complete changes in their attitudes toward home. They now accept lives of mysterious encounters and adventures, outside the walls of their once imprisoning homes. Chaston has demonstrated this change using example from the text and his own opinions, and has provided a strong argument to reject common home values and traditions.


My idea of home is a combination of that of Joel Chaston and Baum’s, and my own traditional home values. I have always found that my greatest experiences and memories come from times when I am away from home and my comfortable surroundings. My most fond reminiscences are from events that took place far away from my home, such as lacrosse tournaments in Maryland, or hockey championships in Canada. It seems  that, the more I branch out, the more happiness I encounter. Remaining in, “my backyard” has never been very satisfying. While I enjoy familial responsibilities and taking care of the people that I love, I always find the need to undertake a new project or adventure.


What I truly embrace in life is the unknown. I live for the fact that I won’t know what happens next, and that I will always uncover something new if I leave the confines of my house. If I can succeed in living in as many adventures and real world situations that I can, then I believe that I can beyond doubt live a life full of happiness and great satisfaction. I will forever look forward to new opportunities and the chance to take place in events that will remain important and close to my heart. And while I yearn for thrill and the unknown, home will always be a place of safety and rest for me. I respect the people in my family, and I appreciate all that they have given me for opportunity to live a live of excitement. For this reason, I will always look at home as a place to go back to, to be cared for, and to be accepted.
