It's a Wonderful Life:  Myth and Reality

 Hollywood's Frank Capra limned a widely-shared conception of "civic involvement" for the World War II generation with his film "It's a Wonderful Life."  Although not a big hit when it first came out in 1946, it has since taken on an iconic place in the mythology of American civic life.  The film's screenplay, a not always happy collaborative effort among Frances Goodrich, her husband Albert Hackett, Capra himself and another Hollywood screenwriter Jo Swerling, evokes a slice of American history, running roughly from the early 1900s to 1946, through its portrayal of the film's self-denying hero, George Bailey (played inimitably by Jimmy Stuart).
  George and his saint-like father, Peter Bailey, are altruistic figures who engage in business, but who, due to their big hearts, are not really considered "businessmen."  Upon closer examination, however, we find that the Baileys do in fact embody a certain ideal type of businessman:  one who does well, while doing good, in this case, at the Bailey Building and Loan.  The Bailey's, as it turns out, were men of considerable vision:  what management experts would call "leaders" as opposed to managers.

At the center of this tale is the Building and Loan, a mutual savings association dedicated to helping young families achieve home ownership through pooling their resources.  The founder and guiding spirit of the B & L is Peter Bailey, who runs this "measly" institution for 25 years until his sudden death sometime in the late 1920s.  At a meeting of the B and L's board of directors three months after Peter Bailey's death, the Scrooge-like slumlord Henry F. Potter (a rather improbable member of the board, who Peter Bailey hoped (naively?) to co-opt by bringing into the institution's inner councils) makes a motion "to dissolve this institution and turn its assets and liabilities over to the receiver."  Potter, who hates the B and L and has been trying to take it over or destroy it for years, argues that with Peter Bailey's death, the B and L has essentially ceased to exist:  "I'll say that to the public Peter Bailey was the Building and Loan," Potter says with a sneer and then he makes the crucial observation that “Peter Bailey was not a businessman” because he allowed his heart to overrule good business judgment.  “Oh I don’t mean any disrespect to him. . . ,” Potter disingenuously protests:  “He was a man of high ideals, so-called, but ideals without common sense can ruin this town.”  George vigorously rejects Potter’s contention that Peter Bailey – and George himself – were wrong to approve mortgages for local residents who Potter asserts were unqualified and likely to default.  George turns on Potter at the board meeting and denounces him as a greedy old man who wants to keep the town’s working class confined to (Potter’s own) run-down rental housing.  George then turns to the other board members, trying to convince them of the wisdom of making homeowners out of Potter’s slum dwellers:  “You’re all businessmen here.  Doesn’t it make them better citizens?  Doesn’t it make them better customers?”  In other words, Peter Bailey’s faith in these working class people, who are seeking a better life, was not just morally right, in the long run this faith would also be likely to pay dividends to the hard-headed businessmen sitting around the table.


It would be difficult to find any “Potters” in today’s America.  If they ever really existed, they are long gone and the system of “credit for all” which Peter and George Bailey championed has triumphed.  Apparently the “idealism” of the Bailey’s was actually “vision.”  These were men who saw the country’s great future and how growth could benefit everyone, except of course men like Potter, whose privileged positions were evidently threatened by the wonderful opportunities presented by America’s boundless promise.  By today’s measure (and one suspects, by the measure of the 1940s as well) Peter and George Bailey were extremely good businessmen.  They put their faith in the future and in the essential honesty of the average man and, as a result, their business flourished.  Of course you would never know this from the film’s purposeful downplaying of the Building and Loan’s financial success.  It is characterized again and again as a seat-of-the-pants operation, living from day-to-day on borrowed money.   But, at the same time, it is bringing about a small-scale real estate boom on the outskirts of Bedford Falls, in a former open field now called “Bailey Park.”

Further evidence of Potter’s appreciation for the Bailey’s business acumen, at least that of young George, who is in many respects his father’s alter ego, comes in a later scene when Potter tries to co-opt George by bringing him into the Potter organization at a big salary, ironically parodying in a way what Peter Bailey had tried to do by bringing Potter into his own organization a few years before.  George, initially tempted, repulses Potter’s shabby ploy.  Before his meeting with George, Potter has been briefed by one of his business managers, who admiringly describes “Bailey Park” and the adverse impact it will have on Potter’s own investments in slum-like rental housing elsewhere in the city.  The hand-writing is on the wall, his man more or less tells him, it is Potter the “slumlord” versus George Bailey the “real estate developer,” with the inevitable outcome being that Potter will lose.  In a highly unlikely piece of dialogue, Potter’s manager even tells the old man point blank that he himself might decide to jump ship and join Bailey’s organization.  So much for George Bailey as “a miserable failure,” as Potter calls him in one of the film’s climactic scenes, when George pleads with him for a loan to cover a sudden and inexplicable loss at the Building and Loan. 


While the Baileys and their Building and Loan did exist in one form or another in the period covered by Capra’s film, it is doubtful that there were a significant number of “Potters” out there conniving at undermining and destroying their idealistic efforts to bring a brighter future to all Americans.  In fact, the Potters of this world, if they ever really existed, were certainly a dying breed by the 1920s.  When his guardian angel Clarence takes George around the town of Bedford Falls to see what life would have been like if he had been granted his wish “never to have been born,” we see that it is no longer Bedford Falls at all, but has been renamed “Pottersville.”  In real life, however, we can be pretty sure that a man of Potter’s wealth – ill-gotten though it may have been – would not have continued exploiting the poor by renting them shacks.  Instead, he (or perhaps his “investment advisor”) would have seen the opportunities for much greater profits in building subdivisions into which his former tenants would move as homeowners.  This, of course, was exactly what George did, when he created “Bailey Park.”
  “Potter,” in other words, is a cardboard cutout, not a real life figure.  He is a villain worthy of Charles Dickens or Harriet Beecher Stowe, but hardly a convincing portrait of an American businessman of the 1920s.

The entrepreneurial spirit, the willingness to take risks in order to realize big projects, the idealism (or vision) of George Bailey were (and are) aspects of many successful businessmen.  These are the qualities that American business likes to believe it embodies.  Not so much the desire to achieve big profits, as the desire to do great things, to realize ambitions, and, in the process, make this a better world for everyone.  Adam Smith and some later objective commentators on capitalism recognized that the free market, by unleashing man’s creativity, goaded by a healthy dose of self-interest, produced not just individual wealth, but “the wealth of nations.”  This entrepreneurial spirit could be found in a penurious tinkerer like Henry Ford, or a taciturn finance capitalist starting life with great wealth, like J.P. Morgan.  In Capra’s film, George Bailey is a model of the small-time capitalist at the service of society; while Potter represents something more like a J.P. Morgan, whose ill-gotten gains have no apparent redeeming features.  But, in fact, America’s economic development was usually the work of wealthy individuals like Potter (or real estate development companies owned by many investors seeking to get rich a la J.P. Morgan). This combination of ambition to build big projects and the quest for profits led to the subdivision of the American landscape and to the construction of the vast sprawl of single-family suburban homes which we see today.  The function performed on a small scale by the Bailey Building and Loan was, in due course, taken over by big banks and mortgage companies backed by government loan guarantees.  There was no longer any need for altruistic individuals like Peter and George Bailey to struggle heroically to “build a better America.”  The free market (and government subsidies), operating in its unerring wisdom, would efficiently provide credit to post-War homebuyers.

Interestingly, George Bailey is a frustrated architect, who nurses a life-long ambition to build great projects.  In this respect, this liberal icon is not much different from the architect Howard Roark in Ayn Rand’s 1943 potboiler The Fountainhead, which became one of the basic texts of post-war American conservatism.  Both the liberal screenwriters of It’s a Wonderful Life and Rand, the conservative intellectual, considered themselves interpreters of America’s post-war Zeitgeist, which they viewed as menaced by unscrupulous capitalists and the welfare state, respectively.

On one level, then, It’s a Wonderful Life is a hymn of praise to America’s small businessmen.  Working under the sage leadership of a public-spirited professional man like Dr. Campbell (its chairman), members of the Building and Loan’s board of directors are the essence of small town, Main Street America.  In addition to Dr. Campbell, the screenplay notes that the Board consists of a lawyer, a real estate agent and an insurance agent.  The affiliations of other members of the 12-member board are not noted in the screenplay.  At least one of them is an ally of Potter and seconds his motion to dissolve the B and L.  But, as we know, when the vote is taken, the board rejects Potter’s attempt to scuttle the institution, on the condition that George agrees to step into his father’s shoes as president.  In other words, they recognize in George the same spirit of big-hearted generosity (and vision) that made Peter Bailey such a beloved figure.  


We meet a number of other small businessmen during the course of the film.  There is Mr. Gower, the pharmacist.  He runs his own pharmacy, of course.  This is not a faceless CVS or Rite Aid.  It is the emanation of a man – somewhat flawed it’s true – but redeemed by George’s goodness.  There is Joe Hepner’s luggage shop.  Joe knows George personally, naturally, and presents him with the big, expensive suitcase which Mr. Gower has bought for him to take on his (never to be realized) European tour.  Perhaps the most significant small businessman in the movie is Giuseppe Martini (perhaps a creation of Frank Capra’s imagination), who runs the inevitable Italian restaurant and bar on the road into town.  Martini and his amiable bartender Nick are just the sort of people that the Bailey B and L helps to achieve home ownership, a point made when we see George and his wife Mary helping the Martini family move into their new home in Bailey Park.  In addition to these small businesses there is, of course, a bank, which Potter dominates, but which also seems to be a source of credit for the B and L, although during the “run on the bank” segment of the film, we learn that the bank has “called in” its loan to the B and L.  We are left to understand that this is doubtless the work of the nefarious Potter.  Main Street also has a movie theater and a store called the Emporium. There is, finally, Ernie Bishop, the operator of apparently the only taxi in town.  Although it is not clear that he actually owns the taxi, (George approved a $5000 loan for Ernie to build a house based in part on “his salary.”)   Ernie could be considered a small time entrepreneur of a sort.  George’s decision to give him the loan is later attacked by Potter as a sign that loan decisions were based on such intangibles as “character,” (which George vouches for) rather than hard business sense.  Even the town sex-pot, Violet Bick, turns out to be a small-time entrepreneur, having opened her own beauty parlor, of which, the screenplay tells us, she is quite proud. 


It is during the nightmare sequence of the film, when Clarence shows George what the town (renamed “Pottersville”) would have been like had he “never been born” that the screenplay’s authors most tellingly make their point about the indispensable role of upstanding hometown businessmen in creating a healthy community.  The sequence starts at what was the warm, friendly “Martini’s” on the edge of town.  Now it is “Nick’s Place,” run by a hard-bitten Nick the bartender (Martini’s absence is not explained).  After George and Clarence are physically ejected from Nick’s by a couple of bouncers because they are adjudged nut cases by the owner, they wander into what used to be the pleasant downtown business district of Bedford Falls
 At this point George sees the sign reading “Pottersville” and then the garish neon lights and signs and the blaring music issuing from the degenerated town center.  As the screenplay puts it:  “Where before it was a quiet, orderly small town, it has now become in nature like a frontier village,” complete with night clubs, cafes, bars, liquor stores, pool halls, etc.  The old movie theatre has become a “burlesque house” and Gower’s drugstore is a pawnbroker’s establishment.  Stopping before what used to be the Building and Loan, George looks up to see a “garish electric sign over the entrance reading:  ‘Welcome Jitterbugs.’”  His beloved Building and Loan, the institution that (had George lived) would have been the backbone of the town’s real estate market, is instead a rowdy dance hall.  To top it all off, the police are hauling away a number of “screaming women” while a raucous crowd looks on.  Among those being hustled into the patrol wagon is George’s friend Violet Bick, who, the screenplay notes, was “arrayed like a tart.”  Instead of running a beauty parlor, Violet, we are led to understand, is getting drunk and disorderly, or maybe plying some less respectable trade. 


It is, of course, hard to believe that the absence of one man could have made such a difference in the fate of this town.  That is the message that the film seeks to deliver, but even if we do not accept this somewhat outlandish proposition there is another, more subtle point being made here which may very well be credible.  And that is:  when reputable businessmen are driven out of business by economic forces beyond their control (personified by Potter), their place is often taken by highly unsavory enterprises that make a profit by catering to human vices.  One need only look at the efflorescence of legalized gambling establishments throughout Middle America (and the explosion in the number of franchise eating and drinking businesses in American towns) to obtain some idea of how reputable small businesses and their owner/operators are a vanishing breed.  Perhaps I am reading too much into what the film is saying, but for George, the thought that the warm, civic goodness of Bedford Falls had been replaced by the crass degeneracy of Pottersville was almost too much to bear.

As noted in the study of Arlington, however, the economic transformation generally is from small, locally-owned businesses to larger, chain store establishments.  This transformation has occurred in almost every American city where there is money enough to support a Starbucks, a Pottery Barn, a Gap or Old Navy, and the other “branded” outlets of national concerns.  As we have seen, the managers of these retail outlets usually lack local roots and do not take part in civic affairs, except to provide money or “sponsorship” for events that build “good will” and might eventually have a positive effect on the business’s bottom line.  In reality, the Bailey Building and Loan would have not been turned into a “jitterbug” establishment, but would have  been absorbed by a larger banking firm and would have lost its local nature.  


Just how much George’s loves the “Main Street” institutions (and the values that they represent) is shown when, after he has been given his “nightmare tour” and then realizes how much Bedford Falls means to him, he runs down a snowy Main Street yelling out “Merry Christmas” to the Emporium and the “movie house,” as well as to the “wonderful old building and loan.”  To George these are more than just businesses, they are the center of civic life, the agora.  He is not drawn to a church or a temple to celebrate life, he goes directly to the center of commerce, Main Street, to express his joy and his thankfulness.  It is these businesses, individually and as a whole, that represent the sacred fire around which the citizens of Bedford Falls cluster.  If these businesses – which are actually the reflections of individual entrepreneurs – are extinguished, or replaced by the fires of false gods (the gods of human vice, you might say), the town itself, its very soul, is destroyed.  In many respects, chain retail outlets, whether in a shopping center or in the old, but renovated, business district, have much the same destructive effect on civic involvement that would have occurred had they been gambling dens, pool halls or bars.  In this reading, the message of “It’s a Wonderful Life” turns out to be, quite unexpectedly, that small locally-owned business is the essence of American life and that, without it, we are lost.

One wonders if the liberal authors of the screenplay and the New Deal director of the movie were aware of any such message buried in the often sappy sentimentality of their work?  Did they inadvertently make a moral statement that was actually at variance with their conscious ideological bent?  While raising the small businessmen of Bedford Falls onto a pedestal, and devoting great (almost loving) care to the creation of sets and characters representing a highly-idealized private sector, there is almost nothing about the town’s “public sector,” its government and political structures.  Law enforcement seems to be pretty much in the hands of the cop Bert (one half of Sesame Street’s later “Ernie and Bert” duo).  There is a state bank examiner, who is hardly a sympathetic figure, and a somewhat hapless sheriff, who awaits George’s return from his wild night with Clarence in order to present him with a summons (which he ends by tearing up).  There is also the comical “tollkeeper” who does something at the bridge over the river that George either does or does not jump into.
  We know there is a functioning city government due to arrangements being made for the return of George’s heroic brother Harry.  Bunting is put up and preparations are afoot for a parade and speeches (rather incongruously planned to take place on Christmas day).  There is also a public library where Mary Hatch  (Mrs. George Bailey, in real life) works as a librarian in the make-believe world that would have existed if George had never been born.  These few hints at a public infrastructure are all the film gives us, thereby further accentuating the primacy of businessmen and private life as the protagonists and the setting, respectively, for the playing out of human destiny in modern America.

But, as we all know, big business and big government have combined to essentially obliterate the world portrayed in this epochal film.  Sixty years after the release of “It’s a Wonderful Life” the economic development whose first glimmers could be detected in the creation of “Bailey Park” has gone on to overwhelm the setting where this cozy little human comedy was enacted.  Ironically, the Bedford Falls that George Bailey knew and loved has disappeared, in many ways the victim of George’s success.
Bedford Falls:  Sixty Years Later


If George were to run up Main Street in 2006, he wouldn’t find the Emporium or the movie house, but he wouldn’t find a burlesque theatre or a pawnbroker’s shop either.  There might be a shop selling second-hand clothing, a place selling arts and crafts made by local artisans, perhaps a struggling restaurant or coffee shop, but nothing lurid or debauched.  Main Street after dark, even on Christmas Eve, would, in all likelihood, be a dead area.  If Bedford Falls had attracted the right type of upwardly mobile, well-off consumers favored by large national retailers, Main Street could be lined with the usual brand name outlets and a few cutesy locally-owned shops.  But, in all likelihood, George would have to get in his car and drive to the mall outside of the downtown area if he wanted to see the area’s commercial hub.  Maybe he could express his joie de vivre by driving around the parking lot beeping his horn.  I don’t think Frank Capra would have found this scene as captivating or as meaningful as the one he depicted in “It’s a Wonderful Life.”  Had Bedford Falls had the good fortune to be “gentrified,” George could have run down Main Street yelling, “Merry Christmas Old Navy,”  “Merry Christmas Starbucks,” but somehow this would not have had the same meaning. 


What happened to Frank Capra’s America?  In many ways, it was done in by George Bailey’s success, as already noted.  Successful economic development in the sixty years since the film’s release has transformed the physical landscape of America, replacing the cozy community of George’s day with a more rationalized and commercialized, but considerably less attractive landscape.  The locally-owned commercial establishments once concentrated  “downtown” were part of an organic community that contained not only businesses, but the town library, the train station and (somewhere out of camera range) the town hall, the police station, and the post office.  Economic growth leading to a generalized increase in scale, has brought about the physical separation of formerly undifferentiated functions into more specialized zones.  Today, shopping is done at a commercial mall; the town hall is located in a “government center,” post offices are now usually “postal stations,” located in shopping centers or other places accessible almost exclusively by car.  This dispersal and separation, necessitated by the incredible growth in population and wealth of America in the past sixty years, and, even more so, by the use of the automobile to reach almost all destinations, means that the sense of community generated by familiar Main Street stores and their owner/operators has disappeared.  

Why does a “shopping mall” inevitably fail to evoke the same feeling of place that “downtown” used to create?  First of all, the mall, unlike downtown, caters strictly to material needs.  It is a place to shop.  You are unlikely to meet anyone you know there.  The stores in the mall all almost all outlets for national or regional chains.  They are not “locally owned and operated,” like the places along Main Street used to be.  We all feel that, in some way, we need to regain the sense of community that we lost along with Main Street, but, so far, no one has been able to figure out how to find our way back to that good feeling.  Somehow or other, however, we know that that feeling is what we mean by “social capital.”
�  See David L. Goodrich, "Wonderful it May Be, But Not to Everyone," The New York Times (Film Section) Dec. 2, 2001.  Significantly, for what follows:  Jimmy Stewart's father was the epitome of the small town businessman:  the life-long proprietor of a hardware store in Indiana, Pennsylvania.


�  Today, the government-chartered Federal National Mortgage Corporation -- Fannie Mae -- says much the same thing in its advertisements touting its role in promoting home ownership in America.


�   Potter's ploy is an example of the theory that "everyone has his price."  This old adage has been pulled out and dusted off by psychologists seeking to understand human economic behavior under the rubric of REMM for the "Resourceful, Evaluative, Maximizing Model."  (see Jensen and Meckling, "The Nature of Man," Journal of Applied Corporate Finance 7, no. 2 (1994): 4-19 and Henry Mitzberg's critique of it in Managers not MBAs (San Francisco:  Berrett-Koehler, 1994), 147-149.





�  Incidentally, where he got the money to buy the land and build the houses are questions that remain unanswered; perhaps his rich friend Sam Wainwright bankrolled the venture, but the screen play does not go in that direction.  As we find out in another one of the film's crucial scenes, Sam is going to make his fortune in plastics, and had invited his good friend George to "get in on the ground floor."  George rejects this notion and -- as we later see -- becomes a real estate developer instead.  


�  Interestingly, those signs on the highway that used to direct travelers to a town's "business district" are largely irrelevant these days, since the "business district" doesn't really exist in most places anymore, most of the business having moved to strip malls along the major roads outside of "downtown."


�  One of the film's unresolved issues:  Did the so-called "tollkeeper" -- the fellow who pulled George and Clarence out of the river -- really exist; or was he already part of the "dream/nightmare" sequence of the film?  No one else from George's real life actually saw Clarence.  By the way, the word "tollkeeper" -- a title given him by the screenwriters -- is not in the dictionary.  If he was there to collect tolls, he probably was a public employee too. Whatever.  





