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It’s a Wonderful Life: The Moral Premise 

As George Bailey stands on a bridge in his hometown of Bedford Falls on a cold, 

snowing Christmas Eve, looking down at the river below, he has a choose whether or not to stay 

there. Up until this point in the film It’s a Wonderful Life, we have seen George grow up, have 

dreams of traveling the world and making a great impact, and gradually, year by year, give up 

those dreams to stay in his hometown, marry a local girl, and take control of his father’s Building 

and Loan Company. But now, as he faces the possibility of going to jail after the company 

misplaces money, George is almost ready to jump into the river. But then comes Clarence 

Odbody, an angel sent from Heaven to help George change his mind. As Clarence starts walking 

with George in this dark time, he reminds him of how much his life really matters – and he 

reveals to the audience the Moral Premise of It’s a Wonderful Life. 

The film has very unique storytelling in the sense that from the very beginning, we know 

that George is in trouble. As the film starts, we hear the voices of many people, whom we will 

meet as the story goes on, praying for George, and those voices reach the “heavens” where angel 

Clarence is instructed to console George and is given his life story before going to him. The next 

hour and a half or so of the film, leading up to when we actually see George on the bridge, is told 

in flashback, from his childhood up until that day. The majority of the film is essentially “setup” 

to the real story of Clarence walking with George through that night. Although the events in 

George’s life that we see up until that point flow well into each other, and George Bailey is 

certainly on a journey through the film to figure out how to serve others and make an impact, his 

journey culminates as he stands on the bridge contemplating suicide. 



This is where Clarence comes in and lets George know that, even if he doesn’t see it or 

believe it, he has made and is making an impact in the lives of everyone around him. This idea 

comes from the film’s Moral Premise. Dr. Stanley D. Williams writes on this concept in his book 

The Moral Premise, that it goes beyond the story’s “theme” and expresses a universal truth to the 

viewer. He puts it in these terms: “Vice leads to undesirable consequences; but virtue leads to 

desirable consequences.” (50) Williams has even applied this general form to It’s a Wonderful 

Life on his blog: “Selfish hording [sic] leads to a miserable life; but sacrificial giving leads to a 

wonderful life.” 

For most of the film, we see the Moral Premise demonstrated in the dichotomy between 

George Bailey and Henry F. Potter, the film’s rich and ruthless antagonist. Potter represents the 

“vice”, the “selfish hoarding”, as he takes over practically every business in Bedford Falls for his 

own personal gain. George represents the “virtue”, the “sacrificial giving”, as we see him save 

his brother Harry from drowning as a boy, drop his plans of studying at a university to stay and 

keep the Building and Loan from closing, wed Mary and move into the most broken-down house 

in town, and even give away his honeymoon money to people desperately in need of a loan. 

However, when he faces his financial crisis, he feels that nothing matters in his life and he needs 

to end it all. 

But again, this is when Clarence arrives to save George’s life, give him hope, and make 

clear to us the film’s Moral Premise. In fact, a good amount of Clarence’s dialogue is devoted to 

expressing the Moral Premise to George: “You just don’t know all that you’ve done!” “Each 

man’s life touches so many other lives; and when he isn’t around, he leaves an awful hole, 

doesn’t he?” “You see, George? You really had a wonderful life. Don’t you see what a mistake it 

would be to throw it away?” This not only fulfills Clarence’s purpose as George’s guardian 

angel, giving him counsel and reminding him that he doesn’t have to end his life, but it also 



clearly states the film’s Moral Premise. Williams even writes that some films in their conclusion 

will use dialogue to “clarify” this (46, 57).  

But the filmmakers know that just stating the Moral Premise verbally isn’t enough; they 

have to reveal it through actions, and this is what most of the film’s third act is devoted to. After 

Clarence grants him his wish of never being born, George sees Bedford Falls for what it would 

have been had he not lived. This is incredibly impactful for George, as he sees all his friends and 

family for what they might have become, but it is also impactful for us viewers, because up until 

now, the film has chronicled George’s whole life and his interactions with so many other people. 

And we realize – along with George – that the characters are far worse off if George 

Bailey had not existed. Harry would have drowned to death if George hadn’t been there to save 

him. His uncle Billy would have ended up in an asylum if George hadn’t saved the Building and 

Loan Company. His wife Mary would have ended up alone and reserved. His friends would have 

unfulfilling jobs. And the town of Bedford Falls as a whole would have become Pottersville, 

with all businesses taken over by Mr. Potter. Because the film connects us viewers with each 

character in the story, not just George, there is an appropriate build-up and storyline for them all, 

making the dark third act very effective and even heartbreaking. 

But when George finally sees all this despair and begs God for a second chance at life, 

the film concludes on a positive note after all, as all the characters come to George’s house that 

night to help him raise the money that he needs. This not only brings George’s character arc to a 

satisfying conclusion, as he comes to love his family and friends more than he ever did, but it 

also reinforces the film’s Moral Premise. Because we have seen George give financially and 

emotionally so much to so many people, the experience of seeing them give back to him is 

incredibly fulfilling, for him and for us. It may even make the viewer want to give more of him 

or herself to others, to experience that same kind of fulfillment. 



Unfortunately, despite its hopefulness, It’s a Wonderful Life has still had mixed responses 

over the decades since its 1946 release. On the one hand, the first audiences that saw it deemed it 

too dark a story for the very beginning of post-World War Two life. On the other hand, viewers 

today call it too sentimental for its own good. In fact, Joe Carter of First Things magazine has 

even suggested that the story of a man who gives himself back to his community and throwing 

away his desires “sounds anti-American, if not downright communistic.” (Director Frank Capra, 

however, has stated that his desire was “to combat a modern trend toward atheism” [Cox, 11], 

which is also evident in the religious aspects of the film, even the very celebration of Christmas.) 

But even Carter and others say that they cannot avoid seeing the power of George Bailey’s self-

sacrifice. No matter what subtext may be found underneath the film, there is still a universal truth 

that viewers can acknowledge in the Moral Premise of It’s a Wonderful Life. 
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