The Social and Historical Context of ‘An Inspector Calls’











Priestley born in Bradford to middle class parents.





Start of the First World War. Priestley serves in the trenches of France. Tanks, shells, warships, submarines, machine guns, poison gas and bomber planes used for the first time in war. Income tax doubled to pay for the war.





Britain has more homeless people than at any time since 1888. One in forty-one people rely upon parish charity for food. 156 people die in Welsh pit disasters.





General Election landslide victory for Liberals. Of a population of 33 million, 10 million workers are living in chronic destitution.





Nation-wide violent riots over low wages and rising prices. 200,000 on strike. Armed troops brought in to quell rioters. 2,500 children die in heat-wave. London the second unhealthiest city in the world. 300,000 mill workers locked out by owners retaliating against wage claims.





Queen Victoria dies. Edward VII comes to the throne.





H. G. Wells’ short story ‘The Time Machine’ first published. Wells was a socialist who write science fiction visions of apocalyptic futures. He believed that society’s salvation could only come about through education and from learning from history.





Hitler starts the Second World War. Killing and atrocities take place in this war on a scale that exceeds even that seen in the First World War. Civilian deaths are higher than in any previous war. Aerial bombing of cities occurs on a massive scale.





The ‘unsinkable’ Titanic sets sail and sinks. 2% of Londoners dying weekly from the cold. British Medical Association outraged by plans to extend medical aid to the poor. The year in which ‘An Inspector Calls’ is set. Priestley is 18 years old.





The Great Depression. Mass unemployment. Jarrow Jobless March.





2,500 sick children in workhouses. 26 miners killed in South Wales pit explosion. 350 men and boys killed in pit explosion in Lancashire. Miners’ strike, to0 campaign for eight hour day, spreads and develops into violent riots. 700 mills in Lancashire lock out workers who are demanding higher wages. Edward VII dies and is succeeded by George V.





George Bernard Shaw’s plays first performed. Shaw was a socialist whose plays attached lies and hypocrisy. He believed society could make progress through the evolution of human nature.





First sick and maternity benefits introduced. 50 girls die in factory fire. Emily Davison dies trying to stop the King’s horse in the Derby. 400 miners killed in Welsh pit fire. 500,000 British children ill-fed and diseased according to Chief Medical Officer for Schools.





End of the Second World War. 55 million dead including 6 million Jews. The world’s first atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki by the US. Each bomb kills 70,000 civilians instantly. Many more die later of radiation poisoning. Priestley writes ‘An Inspector Calls’.





The Women’s Social and Political Union founded by Emmeline Pankhurst to fight for the vote for women.





Welfare State proposed – social security from the cradle to the grave.





Fascists come to power in Spain, Italy and Germany. In Britain, the Fascist movement gains popularity. Rise in anti-Jewish violence throughout Europe.





End of First World War: 10 million dead. Trench warfare led to deaths on an unprecedented scale. Rationing introduced. 2,225 Londoners die in one week in flu epidemic. Women vote for first time in UK election. Abolition of workhouses proposed.





Spanish Civil War attracts thousands of men and women from all over the world who join the fight against Fascism.





2000 cotton workers go on strike in the north of England. 83 miners killed in explosions in Lancashire and Somerset. 200,000 people join Sufragette demonstration in London.





Over 200,000 strikers in many industries including Tube strike in London. Nation-wide coal miners’ strike last several weeks. Number of unemployed rises from 927,000 to 2.2 million. General strike in protest at mass unemployment and treatment of the miners.








