Who in your opinion, is most responsible for the death of Eva Smith?

‘An Inspector Calls’ presents us with the death of Eva Smith, a girl who had been driven to suicide. The question put forward in this play is: “Are the Birlings’ just to blame, or are we, as society, responsible?” 

‘An Inspector Calls’ was written in 1945, a time when there was a great deal of guilt about the Holocaust. Priestley wrote the play for people to realise that: 

“We don’t live alone. We are members of one body. We are responsible for each other.”

Priestley set the play at a time when the prevalent views were perhaps that “community” was all “nonsense.”

J.B. Priestley believes in moral responsibility, a theme that flows throughout the play. He expresses his views as the Inspector, when he ‘preaches.’ Priestley believes that people’s actions do affect others. Whether they are good or bad, we are all partly responsible for the fortunes or misfortunes of others.

It is hard to assign blame for the death of Eva Smith to one person. Each character came in contact with her and altered her life, allowing the next person to get involved.

The first person to come in contact with Eva Smith was Arthur Birling. The playwright sets Birling up as a right wing, pompous factory owner. He remarks; “-that a man has to mind his own business and look after himself…” showing that he doesn’t believe society exists. In the middle of his speech, the doorbell rings. This notifies the audience that the Priestley’s views are in contrast to those of Arthur Birling. 

Priestley uses dramatic irony to show the foolishness of Arthur Birling. When Birling is making his speech, celebrating his daughter’s engagement, he implies that in 1940, “There’ll be peace and prosperity and rapid progress everywhere-” showing that he believes that the, “silly little war scares” are nothing to go by. This is effective because the audience knows that that kind of attitude was paid for in the future.

Birling sacked Eva Smith because she asked for a raise. He felt that she was a troublemaker and that it was his duty, “to keep labour costs down.” This explains to the audience that Mr Birling is a very self-obsessed man and doesn’t see Eva Smith as a person, but as an, “added twelve per cent.”

At the end of the play, when everyone had been exposed, Mr Birling failed to grasp that fact that he shared some responsibility. Given that the characters believed that there was no Inspector, Mr Birling feels that a lesson didn’t have to be learnt. Because of this, Arthur Birling represents the fool who doesn’t learn from his mistakes.

Sheila was the next person to come across Eva Smith. She used her power to get Eva Smith sacked. At first, Sheila says, “I couldn’t be sorry for her,” but then matures noticeably during the play.

Sheila starts as a very selfish, giddy girl. When Sheila hears about the suicide, she replies, “Oh I wish you hadn’t told me,” immediately making the situation about her. However, over the course of the revelations, Sheila grows up and realises her responsibility. Her remark, “The point is, you don’t seem to have learnt anything,” shows that she can’t understand why her parents and Gerald do not see what they have all done individually as well as a unit.

In contrast to Sheila, Gerald Croft was pleasant to Eva when he met her at a bar. He didn’t know her as Eva Smith, but as Daisy Renton. He then persuaded her to move in a flat, which he was looking after.

Gerald was compassionate towards Eva Smith; he supplied her with food and money. When he reveals this, he says, “I want you to understand that I didn’t install her there so I could make love to her,” trying to convince the others that what he did was out of the kindness of his heart.

Although Gerald was caring towards Eva, he was still a ‘sneaky’ man. When Sheila suggests that he tells the Inspector about his involvement, he replies, “We can keep it from him,” confirming that he doesn’t feel as though he was an important factor in Eva Smith’s death.

When Gerald first realises that a girl committed suicide, he doesn’t comment much about it. It is only when he is being questioned that it hits him. “My God…I’ve suddenly realised…taken it in properly…that’s she’s dead,” informs the audience that he was emotionally distant when the inquiry didn’t involve him.

Gerald sides with Arthur and Sybil Birling when they discover that the Inspector was a fake. He comments, “But how do we know it’s the same girl?” which shows that he is trying to detach himself from moral responsibility.

Sybil Birling met Eva Smith when she came to her charity for help. Eva falsely claimed her name as ‘Mrs Birling,’ which made Sybil Birling biased against her case without hearing it. She believed that Eva was lying about being pregnant. “I did nothing I’m ashamed of,” shows Mrs Birling’s stubbornness and her attitude towards responsibility.

In contrast to Sheila, Sybil is a cold woman. She constantly keeps telling her daughter, “Sheila, I simply don’t understand your attitude,” referring to Sheila’s visible knowledge about everybody’s guilt. When Eric reveals that he was the father of Eva’s child, Sybil remarks, “There must be some mistake,” revealing her distress, but not because he was the father, but because the family name would be shamed if it gets out.

Unlike Gerald, Eric Birling is a quiet young man who speaks his opinion when he feels it’s best. When the others are being interrogated he makes unnecessary comments such as, “That might have started it,” which he said to his father when it was revealed that Eva Smith used to work for him. This shows that Eric isn’t as shy as first made out to be.

Similarly to Gerald, Eric met Eva in a bar. Although he was drunk, Eric followed her home and spent the night at her house. Eric protests, “I wasn’t in love with her or anything,” showing that he didn’t care for Eva in an intimate way.

Eric understands his guilt and moral responsibility along with his sister. At first, he pushes the blame on his mother by shouting, “my child-your own grandchild-you killed them both,” showing that he isn’t ready to acknowledge his guilt. But when the Inspector leaves, he agrees with Sheila when she says, “But it doesn’t make a difference, y’know,” about the Inspector being a fake.

The main point that Priestley is trying to make in ‘An Inspector Calls’ is that all the characters that come in contact with Eva Smith are partly responsible for her death. No one person is entirely to blame.

In my opinion, I think that Gerald Croft is mostly to blame. He left Eva Smith when it suited him best. Gerald gave Eva Smith food, shelter and hope. Although she knew it would have to end soon, she still was upset when it ended. He built her a fairytale lifestyle, and then took it away.

Ultimately, I don’t think it really matters who is to blame for Eva Smith’s death. J. B. Priestley tries to teach the audience something. Not only is he saying, “Look at this family’s imperfections,” he is also saying, “Look at your own.”

