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Case 1.4 
It’s a Wonderful Life

[bookmark: _Hlk525734640][bookmark: _GoBack]In developing an appreciation of the differences that are evident between ‘individual’ and ‘group’ property, popular culture is helpful. In the film It’s a Wonderful Life (1948) by Frank Capra, George Bailey runs a credit union called the Bailey Building and Loan that provides a refuge from the profit-maximising property empire of Henry Potter. Potter is portrayed as a person selfishly out to accumulate as much power and wealth as possible. Bailey’s credit union, on the other hand, provides ways and means for people to escape Potter’s power over their lives and the “slums” at excessive rents they live in, owned by Potter. For example, Bailey Building and Loan have built houses for its members. 
In one scene, members flocked to take out their money in the wake of the 1929 Wall Street banking crisis. This is not unlike the rush of customers that sought to take their money out of Northern Rock when weaknesses in UK and US banking institutions became a matter of widespread public concern (see BBC, 2007). Bailey pleads with his members, explaining how the assets of the credit union are invested in all their houses. They have only a limited amount of cash and cannot pay back everyone’s account at short notice. Through careful persuasion and restraint on the part of members, the Bailey Building and Loan survives while resisting the attempts of Henry Potter to use the crisis to engineer a takeover. Bailey’s commitment is personal: he uses his own savings to help the organisation (and its members) survive the crisis.
While the Bailey Building and Loan is portrayed as having few cash reserves, the Potter empire is awash with money. In terms of the wealth created and distributed, however, the picture is quite different. One scene portrays Potter as he considers the high-quality homes built by the credit union, and the damage this is doing to his attempts to control both the people and institutions of the town. Potter tries (and fails) to bribe Bailey into leaving the Bailey Building and Loan by offering him a job with double the salary and the opportunity to travel. A stark contrast is drawn between the wealthy Henry Potter and the relatively poor, untraveled, George Bailey. The backdrop, however, is the wealth Bailey has distributed while Potter has impoverished the town’s citizens.
The most powerful scenes come towards the end of the film. After mislaying $6,000, and facing bankruptcy, George Bailey contemplates suicide. An angel is sent from heaven to dissuade George from killing himself. When George says he ‘wished he had never been born’, the angel shows George Bailey what the town would have been like if he had not existed. The town is a desolate place, with casinos and bars transforming its landscape and character. The houses built by the Bailey Building and Loan as well as the strong families and communities that own them, no longer exist. These final scenes offer a proxy for community life without a vibrant social economy able to offer an alternative to the private sector. 
It is noteworthy that George Bailey is not presented as a philanthropist: he does not engage in systematic charity and draws a living wage from the credit union. He is presented as a man who practices non-exploitation and fairness in trading activities who takes delight in enriching the lives of those that rely on the credit union for their survival while acutely aware of the way he sacrificed his own life goals for others. Despite the religious overtones of the film, George Bailey is not portrayed as a person driven by religious conviction. In the final scene, both George Bailey and the community save each other when door to door collection quickly raise the $6,000 needed to save the credit union from collapse. In the final scene, George Bailey is toasted as “the richest man in town” by his younger brother on the basis that goodwill that people feel towards him.
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