An Inspector Calls
Q5) P.g. 71

‘Sheila: (passionately)…Mrs B: They’re overtired…’

It seems as if the young people have been changed by the Inspector’s visit while the parents are ready to go on in the same old way. Do you think this is true? Consider:

· The attitudes the younger generation have about social responsibility

· The changes that have taken place in Eric and Sheila during the play

· The effect of the Inspector’s speech about ‘fire and blood and anguish’

I agree with this statement because Sheila and Eric seem more remorseful of their actions towards Eva Smith than do their parents. Gerald, however does not have seemed to have learned anything from the Inspector’s visit. The Inspector however has been successful in rattling the Birlings and Gerald, young and old!
The word ‘responsibility’ occurs frequently in the play. The attitudes, to social responsibility, are one and the same at the beginning of the play, then vary towards the end, in the younger and older generations. Sheila, the Birlings’ daughter, is deeply affected by the Inspector’s revelations. She has an essentially honest character, and lacks the cold-blooded attitude of her parents. After Sheila’s interrogation by the Inspector, she seems to be almost an accomplice to the Inspector. Sheila had little sense of social responsibility when she tells the manager of Milwards ‘to get rid of’ (p.g. 23) Eva, just because Sheila had ‘caught of her smiling at the assistant’ when Sheila had been trying on her new dress. This shows that Sheila did not care of how her actions would affect Eva later on. All she did care about was getting Eva fired out of her new job. However, towards the end of Priestley’s play, Sheila seems to be more aware of the fact that between them, the Birlings and Gerald Croft ‘drove’ Eva ‘to commit suicide’. Sheila seems to be the Inspector’s mouthpiece once he has left.
Eric was harsher with his treatment of Eva Smith. He met her at ‘the Palace Bar’ and later he decided ‘to go to bed with her’ (p.g. 52), this resulted in Eva becoming pregnant with Eric’s child, and to provide for Eva Eric stole money from his father. This reflects barely any social responsibility from Eric. He seems to be childish in his treatment of Eva and does not care about who he hurts along the way. Moreover Eric is a drunkard and when he met Eva for the first time he was ‘squiffy’. He does not seem to have any moral values, and he is the one who destroys Eva mentally and emotionally, along with Mrs Birling and Gerald Croft. Nonetheless, Eric is the only other character, after Sheila, who seems to be regretful of his actions. Eric says towards the end of the play that he does not ‘see much nonsense about it when a girl goes and kills herself’. This shows a growing maturity in Eric’s attitude. Although he is not as upset as is Sheila, he still has a different approach to the treatment of Eva towards the end of the play.

Mr and Mrs Birling and Gerald Croft however have learnt very little from the Inspector’s visit. In fact, at the end of the play, Gerald has an unregretful approach to the whole situation, and can think with a clear head. He is cool and can think about the identity of the Inspector. He is first to begin devising a way out, and shows initiative in telephoning the infirmary to check if a dead girl has actually admitted. However Gerald shows some responsibility towards Eva/Daisy when he provides for her before he left her. Mr and Mrs Birling, however are ruthless when dealing with Eva/Daisy and after the Inspector has left.
Inspector Goole’s message is that a great wrong has been committed. Although only Eric has committed a crime in the legal sense of the word, the Inspector has forced them all to see that it is not enough simply to behave in a ‘proper’ way, according to a code of manners. The Inspector has an almost biblical tone of the Inspector’s words, when he warns them about ‘fire and blood and anguish’. This is a message to the audience about the First and Second World War. The Inspector’s prophecy was intended, by Priestley, to shake post-war audiences out of their growing satisfaction and remind them of the necessity of being responsible for one another.
Therefore the younger generation, apart from Eric, have learnt this message. Mr and Mrs Birling continue to see only how the Inspector’s visit will affect them socially. They blind themselves of the wrongs committed against Eva Smith. Hence it can be agreed that the young people have been changed by the Inspector’s revelations (excluding Gerald) while the parents are ready to be blissfully unaware of hoe their actions affect society in general.

For the e-tutor: please mark my answer out of 25!

