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isfired from two jobs because of Mr Birling and Sheila. We can see how easy it would be for her to have
ended up trapped by Alderman Meggarty, Gerald and Eric. By presenting Eva's experience on stage,
Priestley shows the 1945 audience how important it s that workers are protected.

Charities

As there was so lttle protection for people ke Eva Smith, they were reliant on charities for help. When
Eva Smith finds herself unemployed, pregnant and penniless, a charity organisation such as ‘The Brumley
‘Women's Organisation’ (run by Mrs Birling) was the only place she could turn to. However, this left her at
the mercy of women like Mrs Birling, who would decide whether to help or not. Priestley wanted to show
his 1945 audience how unfair this system was. Priestley wanted to create support for the ‘welfare state’,
introduced in 1945, which entailed the creation of the NHS, benefits for the unemployed, state pensions
etc. It meant that the vulnerable in society would be offered some protection. Priestley used the play to
Show how vl this was.

Troubled Futu
10

Mr Birling thinks the future looks good — he explains to Sheila and Gerald that ‘when you mary, you'll be
marrying at a very good time. Yes, a very good time'. However, he is completely wrong. Priestley is
deliberately presenting Mr Birling as foolish to a 1945 audience, who have experienced two world wars, the
Great Depression, social unrest, strikes and a widening gap between rich and poor. The Inspector is
accurate when he predicts the future, warning the Birlings of the ‘fire and blood and anguish’ that everyone
will experience if they do not learn to take responsibility for one another.

The Role of Women

At the time the play was set, women had fewer rights. They were subservient to men. Rich, middle class
n Women were expected to get married. Poor women were used as cheap labour. The difference in the way
wWorking class and middle class women were treated in the play can be seen through the different
‘experiences of Eva Smith and Sheila Birling. Eva was objectified by Alderman Meggarty, Gerald and Eric,
and suffered greatly. However, Sheila and Mrs Birling are seen as delicate creatures who need to be
protected from the harsh realities of the world (e.g. Mrs Biling was protected from the knowledge that
many upper class men attend prostitute bars and that her son drank heavily).

However, the fight for gender equality had begun by 1912 with the suffragette movement. As the play
progresses, Priestley shows that Sheila begins to fight for equality — refusing to go to bed, standing up to
her father, refusing the ring Gerald offers. In this way, the 1945 audience may have recognised that Sheila
represented hope for gender equality in the future.
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Sample Essay Questions

How and why does Sheila change in An nspector Calls?

What do you think i the importance of the ending in An Inspector Calls?

How and why is the Inspector presented as a dramatic and powerful figure in An Inspector Calls?

What do you think i the importance of the opening in An Inspector Calls?

What do you think is the importance of Gerald's character in An Inspector Calls?

How does Priestley explore the idea of class in An Inspector Calls?

How does Priestley explore the position of women in An Inspector Calls?

What s the importance of Eva Smith in An Inspector Calls?

How does Priestley explore the importance of class in An Inspector Calls?
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Plot Summary
Actone

The Birling family and Gerald Croft are celebrating Sheila’s engagement to Gerald
2 Although there are a few signs that not everything is perfect (M Birlingis too anxious to impress Gerald, Eric
seems nervous and Sheila mentions that Gerald did not come near her the previous summer) there is a
happy, light-hearted atmosphere.
M Biring makes arrogant speeches, telling the other characters his views on science, the Titanic and the
relationship between bosses and workers, saying that a man ‘has to mind his own business and look after
himself’
His speech i interrupted by the arrval of a police inspector, named Goole. Inspector Goole i investigating,
the suicide of a young woman named Eva Smith
The Inspector shows Mr Birling a photograph of Eva Smith. Mr Birling adits he employed her in his factory
but sacked her for demanding higher wages.
Sheilais shown the photograph and realises that she had Eva Smith sacked from her next job as a shop
assistant, because she thought Eva Smith laughed at her.
3 The Inspector reveals that Eva Smith changed her name to Daisy Renton. Gerald's reaction makes it obvious
that he also knew the gir.
The Inspector suggests that many people share responsibilty for the misery which prompted Eva Smith /
Daisy Renton to end her life.

ActTwo

+Gerald admits he met Daisy Renton in the spring of the previous year and that she was his mistress
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that he also knew the gir.
+The Inspector suggests that many people share responsibility for the misery which prompted Eva Smith /
Daisy Renton to end her life.

ActTwo

Gerald admits he met Daisy Renton i the spring of the previous year and that she was his mistress.
Sheila s hurt and angry, yet she praises Gerald for at least being honest.
Mrs Biring tries to bully the Inspector and control events.
While Ericis out of the room, Mrs Birling i forced to adit that Eva / Daisy asked for the help of her charity,
1 but that Mrs Birling refused to help her. She was offended because Eva Smith called herself ‘Mrs Biriing”
Itis revealed that the girlwas pregnant. Mrs Birling ays the blame for the girs death on the father of the
unborn child
At this moment, Eric enters the room again.

Act Three

Eric confesses that he got Eva Smith pregnant and that he stole money from his father's firm to support her.
Eric learns that his mother had refused to help Eva Smith. He blames his mother for Eva's death.
The Birling family begin to accuse one another angrily. The family atmosphere has changed completely from
the polite scene at the start of the play.

2 The Inspector takes charge and makes a dramatic speech about the importance of social responsibilty. He
leaves.
Gerald and Mr Birling begin to suspect the Inspector. They gradually prove that the man who called on
them was not a real police inspector.
Atelephone callto the Infirmary (hospita) reveals that there has been no recent suicide.
Eric and sheila stilfeel guity, but the others now shrug off guild.
Mr Biring answers the telephone: a young woman has just died and an inspector is o his way to make
enquires.
The play ends here, leaving the audience wondering who the original Inspector was and why history seems
t0 be repeating iself.
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8 Context

Setting of ‘An Inspector Calls’

“Annspector Calls s set in a fictional industrial town of Brumley in 1912. Priestley wrote An Inspector
Calls in 1944 and, like much of his work, the play contains strong political messages. Priestley deliberately
set “An Inspector Calls in 1912 because that era represented the opposite of what people were hoping for
in 1945,

Priestley’s Politics

Priestley was a socialist. Socialsts believe that capitalists (such as Mr Birling) benefit the rich over the poor.
Socialismis based on giving power and rights to the working class (such as Eva Smith, working in the
factory). Socialists strongly support unions, organisations that protect workers rights.

During the 19305 Priestley became very concerned about of social inequality in Britain,
‘and in 1942 Priestley and others set up a new politica party, the Common Wealth Party, which argued for
public ownership of land, greater democracy, and a new 'morality' n politics. The party merged with the
Labour Party in 1945. Priestley was influential in developing the idea of the Welfare State which began to
be put into place at the end of the war.

By 1945, socialism was  fresh and very popular movement. In the UK general election of 1945, held two
months after the end of the Second World War in Europe, the Labour Party beat Winston Churchills
Conservatives, winning a majority of seats for the first time in British election history. Priestley, along with
nearly 12 million other Britons, voted for Labour.

Key Contextual Ideas

“Annspector Calls s set in 1912, the Edwardian era. The play is set just before the Titanic sinks, and two
Years before the start of World War One. Here are some of the key contextual ideas of the play:

Social Position in 1912:

Your place in society was far more important in 1912 than itis today. Industrialists like Mr Birling made
‘enough money to rise p the social ladder — but this wealth was not shared with their workers like Eva
Smith. Arthur Birling has made his money through building up a successful manufacturing business. Mrs
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Key Contextual Ideas

“Annspector Calls s set in 1912, the Edwardian era. The play is set just before the Titanic sinks, and two
Years before the start of World War One. Here are some of the key contextual ideas of the play:

Social Position in 1912:

Your place in society was far more important in 1912 than itis today. Industrialists like Mr Birling made
‘enough money to rise p the social ladder — but this wealth was not shared with their workers like Eva
Smith. Arthur Birling has made his money through building up a successful manufacturing business. Mrs
Birling’s social snobbery and her desire for trictly ‘correct’ behaviour suggest that she has come from a
socially “better” family background than Mr Birling. Mr Birling has improved his social status by becoming
Lord Mayor and accepting the duties of a magistrate. He hopes to improve his social status further by
being awarded a knighthood. Mr Birling is delighted that Sheila is engaged to Gerald Croft a the start of
the play, because this will improve his socialstatus. His focus on social position explains why Mr Birling is
50 worried about creating a ‘public scandal' that may damage his reputation. Priestley makes Mr Birling’s
9 ‘obsession with social position look foolish and immoral to his 1945 audience.

Workers and Boss

At the time the play i set (1912), the rights of workers like Eva Smith were not taken too seriously by many
‘employers. Workers didn't have much job security and being fired from 2 job meant you had no
references, making it harder for you to find another job. There was no unemployment pay or benefits,
system to help you when you were out of work. This is why life becomes so difficult for Eva Smith after she

u

isfired from two jobs because of Mr Birling and Sheila. We can see how easy it would be for her to have
‘ended up trapped by Alderman Meggarty, Gerald and Eric. By presenting Eva's experience on stage,
Priestley shows the 1945 audience how important it is that workers are protected.
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