An Inspector Calls
How important is Eva’s social background in understanding Priestley’s message, that we are responsible for each other?


Though she never actually enters the play, Eva Smith, nonetheless, dominates the whole story that An Inspector Calls has to tell. By the end of the play she is as familiar as the other characters, and it is possible to feel a wealth of sympathy for her. Eva is presented in an idealised way: she was very pretty, with large dark eyes and soft, brown hair. She was also lively, intelligent and warm-hearted. Eva’s social background carries a lot of importance in comprehending what Inspector Goole has to portray. During the play we come to know of the tribulations Eva has had to endure at the hands of the Birlings’ and Gerald Croft. These occurrences point out the need of personal responsibility in every member of society; responsibility not only for individual actions, but also for the way our actions affect others. The Inspector is the voice for these views and is joined by Sheila, and even Eric to a lesser degree. 

Mr Birling is the first to be questioned by the Inspector. Birling conveniently ‘discharged’ Eva just because she was one of the ‘ring-leaders’ of a circle of workers’ who had gone on strike, for a rise in wages. Eva does not have a prominent social background; this is why Birling found it appropriate to discard of Eva when she asked for ‘more money’. Birling says this was because it was his duty to ‘keep labour costs down’. What Birling doesn’t seem to realise is that it is also his ‘responsibility’ to take care of the welfare of his employees. Sheila Birling is a character who actually seems to learn from what the Inspector has to put across, unlike her father. However, she too, used her superior social distinction to direct the Milwards staff to ‘sack’ Eva. She told them ‘that if they didn’t get rid of that girl’ she’d ‘never go near the place again’. This is just one example of a Birling using social supremacy to intimidate, and ‘get rid of’, Eva Smith. Gerald Croft, fiancé to Sheila Birling, also uses his superiority in society to use Eva/Daisy for his pleasure, then discard of her when he became bored. He says that he gave her living space this because he was ‘sorry for her’, this shows that Gerald pitied Eva/Daisy’s poor condition, since she was ‘going to be turned out of the miserable backroom she had’. For the few weeks he kept Daisy at Morgan Terrace, Gerald played ‘Fairy Prince’ to her, as Sheila describes. However when he was obligated elsewhere (‘on business’), he ‘broke’ off the illegitimate relationship he had with Eva/Daisy. During this time Eva/Daisy had ‘been happier than she’d ever been before’. Her dreams were shattered yet again by someone with more power in society. Her indistinctive social background had been a victim to human-inflicted hardship time and again. When Eva/Daisy fell prey Eric Birling’s lust she decided to, unsuccessfully, approach Mrs Birling’s charity. This was because, as Mr Birling so frankly expresses it, Eric decided ‘to go to bed with her’, and hence she fell pregnant. Eric had met Eva/Daisy for the first time at the Palace Bar, when he had been ‘a bit squiffy’. He had ‘began to talk to her’ and this led to Eric meeting Eva/Daisy a few times and making love to her. Eva/Daisy finally realised that she was pregnant with Eric’s child, but ‘didn’t want’ Eric ‘to marry her’. This shows that Eva/Daisy knew that she and Eric would not be compatible. Finally Eric decided to steal money from his father to supply for Eva/Daisy’s basic needs. Mrs Birling then superimposed her social background on Eva, and then used her supremacy with her charity to refuse Eva help, just because Eva had called herself ‘Mrs Birling’ when first speaking to Sybil Birling, and this, in Mrs Birling’s eyes, was ‘gross impertinence’. 

This attitude of the Birling family as well as Gerald Croft, of using social superiority to get what they want ruthlessly without considering whom will be affected with their actions, ties in closely with the speech Birling is making before the Inspector appears. Mr Birling advises Gerald and Eric that if a man is to get anywhere in his life he ‘has to mind his own business’. He also says that we do not have any responsibility towards others in our community, and a man ‘has to look after himself and his own’. 
As if to contradict this directly, one of the ‘cranks’ which Mr Birling is speaking of comes in. the Inspector teaches the Birlings’ and Gerald a lesson which is supposed to be well learnt. He tells them that there are ‘millions and millions and millions of Eva Smiths and John Smiths still left with us’, and that we must take responsibility of each other. What we do and say affects many others around us as we are all ‘members of one body’. The Inspector uses this as his concluding speech. It creates quite a dramatic effect after all the Inspector’s questioning. It is as if the Inspector’s whole purpose of appearing in the Birling household was to teach them this lesson, of accepting social responsibility, and how others’ ‘lives, their hopes and fears, their suffering and chance of happiness’ is all interlinked with us. Eva Smith is a representative of this part of society – the part of society whose lives depend on those socially superior to them. For this reason Eva’s less well-off background is crucial for the Inspector to put across his message of social dependability.  

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

