English Literature-An Inspector Calls- Themes
[bookmark: _GoBack]IDEAS ABOUT GENDER AND GENDER INEQUALITY
-Mr and Mrs Birling have very traditional views about women. Even as her husband’s “social superior”, Mrs Birling believes that wives must come second to their husband’s work: “men with important work to do sometimes have to spend nearly all their time and energy on their business”. This presents the idea that women are much less important than men and, even worse, less important than work. Mrs Birling highlights the type of women that have accepted their lower status is society and don’t realise the need for change- she is the type that would not be involved in campaigning for the vote. 
-Sheila’s engagement to Gerald is very important to her because, at the time, hopes of having a decent life was down to marriage. The Birlings and Gerald are feeling “pleased with themselves” and Sheila is “very pleased with life and rather excited”. Women were possessions of their husbands and did not work/have careers, which shows it was patriarchal society. For most upper class women, the best they could hope for was to impress a rich man and marry well - which could explain why Sheila spent so long in Milwards.” Through the engagement, Priestley also creates a male stereotype. Birling has a very practical, business attitude to the engagement. Firstly, Birling is happy about the engagement because it could mean the merging of “Crofts Limited” and “Birling and Company” for “lower costs and higher prices”, showing the engagement is more about business than love to him. Also, after Gerald confesses his affair and Sheila gives back the ring, Mr Birling says “you must understand that a lot of young men…” showing that he is very practical about the engagement, he wants it for his business but also knows Sheila needs to get married in order to have a good life. None of the characters are overly shocked by Gerald’s affair which suggests that this was common at the time, and so shows the inequality between the ways men were allowed to behave compared to women. 
-Sheila is a very stereotypical girl at the beginning of the play. Sheila’s attitude when her engagement ring is presented indicates her being impressed with material things: she says “I really feel engaged” and looks at it “admiringly”. As the inspector’s interrogation begins the audience feels the change taking place in Sheila, from asking if Eva is  “pretty?” to arguing “But these girls aren’t cheap labour- they’re people.” By the end of the play she cares about much more important things and even declines the engagement ring back from Gerald, saying “it’s too soon”.  She gradually breaks the socially accepted way for woman to behave and becomes much more independent. It is likely Sheila is the type of girl who, with her newfound maturity and independence, would be campaigning to give women the vote. 
-Men were seen as the decision makers. When Gerald presents Sheila her ring, Sheila asks “Is this the one you wanted me to have?” and later in the play, once they have realised the Inspector wasn’t a real police inspector, Mrs Birling says “your father can decide what we ought to do”. Girls are shown to be very passive and submissive and the man was thought to be the leader and decision maker at the time. For Sheila, she also has less power because Gerald is her social superior but Mrs Birling is her husband’s social superior which shows that gender was more important than class. Mrs Birling allows her husband to make the decisions because men were seen as more intelligent and practical so better at making decisions than women, who were seen as superficial and unintelligent. 
-Priestley contrasts the ‘male’ behaviour after dinner, with the men drinking “port”, having a “cigar” and “telling stories” in a separate room to the women who are “talking about clothes”. This presents the different stereotypes and gender roles that were placed on men and women at the time.
-Mr Birling is very patronising towards women, which Priestley shows through the way he talks about them. When talking to Gerald and Eric about women and their clothes he says: “...not only something to make 'em look prettier - but - well, a sort of sign or token of their self-respect.”  He has a very stereotypical view of women and does not see them as individuals but suggests that all women think in the same way. Mr Birling sees Eva as just one of “several hundred young women” who worked at his factory. This shows that in his view, all of his workers have no value. By saying “they keep changing” he shows the audience he did not even care if he dismissed Eva as she was just cheap labour to him. Therefore, by the victim of the play being a working class female, Priestley highlights the vulnerability of women in those times, something that was socially acceptable.
-Through Sheila’s perceptive comments about the Inspector, Priestley portrays that women are smarter than they are given credit for. She realises that Gerald knew Daisy Renton from his “startled” reaction the moment the Inspector mentioned her name and is the first to realise Eric’s part in Eva’s suicide at the end of Act 2: when her mother is talking about how the father is to blame, Sheila says “mother- stop – stop!” and speaks “with sudden alarm” showing she has realised that the father of this baby is her own brother. Near the end, Sheila is the first to consider the authenticity of the Inspector, saying “it’s very queer… it doesn’t matter much now, of course- but was he really a police inspector?”. This directly contradicts the idea of men as the decision makers, because they were seen as smarter. Priestley tries to show that women deserve more influence in society, but that they don’t have it and so this presents the inequality. 
-Women were seen as delicate. The men try to protect Sheila from hearing about Eva’s suicide, with Birling saying “that’s enough of that” when the Inspector was saying how Eva “wasn’t pretty when (he) saw her today”, and “Why the devil do you want to go upsetting the child like that” after Sheila becomes very upset when seeing the photograph. Sheila is also protected from the knowledge that there are “women of the town” (prostitutes) in the stalls bar when Gerald and Mrs Birling bring them up and Birling says “I see no point in mentioning the subject- especially (indicating Sheila)”. However, it is clear Sheila already knows about this when she says “Go on, Gerald. You went down into the bar, which is a favourite haunt of woman of the town.” Priestley presents that women are much more knowledgeable and intuitive and less delicate than the men think they are. Birling wants to protect his daughter: “I protest against the way in which my daughter, an unmarried woman, is being dragged into this-” but does not protect Eric, his son, in the same way. Mrs Birling also seems to be protected from the knowledge about the prostitutes at the stalls bar as, when Gerald mentions it, she questions “Women of the town?”. Similarly, she didn’t know that many upper class men attended prostitute bars (the ‘stalls bar’). She is shocked to find out that Joe Meggarty is a “notorious womaniser”: “Well, really! Alderman Meggarty! I must say, we are learning something tonight”. She doesn’t know that her son has been “steadily drinking too much for the last two years”, saying to Gerald “you must know it isn’t true”.
-Gerald is very sexist and makes superficial comments about the women in the stalls bar: “I hate those hard-eyed dough faced women”. Gerald shows that he can be very superficial in his view of women. If they don’t meet his standard of how they 'should' look, he dislikes them. Also, we question why, if he hates them so much, he even goes into the stalls bar to begin with.
-Eric and Gerald both exploited Eva. Gerald uses her as his “mistress”. Gerald describes Daisy Renton as “young, fresh and charming” which implies that, for him, she was just someone he could amuse himself with until he decided he no longer cared for the relationship. He homes her and looks after her which shows that he knew she was vulnerable and in need of help; however, soon he just abandoned her. This reinforces the power men held over women’s lives regardless of class.  Eric forced himself on her, suggesting rape: “I was in the state when a chap easily turns nasty- and I threatened to make a row”, with the Inspector saying he treated her “as if she were an animal, a thing, not a person”. Women were used as possessions or sexual objects by men. (Notably, women were expected to remain chaste before marriage but men had more freedom) Eric and Gerald were free to sleep with young-working class women as they pleased but women were not expected to behave this way. However, Eric’s remorse about the way he treated Eva: “Oh- my God! - how stupid it all is” also shows how Priestley believed if the men and women all realised the need of change with regards to attitudes to women, things would become better for everyone. 
-The way Mrs Birling treats Eva Smith also suggests the ideas about gender. She suggests that Eva cannot have feelings: “She was claiming elaborate fine feelings and scruples that were simply absurd in a girl in her position.” Priestley shows that even women like Mrs Birling can be just as cruel and old fashioned as the men are. She does not try to empathise with a member of her own gender and doesn’t stand up for other women. This also highlights her negative attitude towards the working class. Her charitable committee was a sham: a small amount of money was given to a small amount of women, hardly scratching the surface of the problem.
-It is important to realise why Priestley chose to base his story around a working class girl, rather than a working class man. It makes her much more vulnerable and a victim, this is mainly due to the exploitation she faces from Eric and Gerald- a woman would never treat a man the way that Eric and Gerald treated Eva. Eva has absolutely no influence or power in society. For working class women, a job was crucial. There was no social security at that time, so without a job they had no money. There were very few options open to women in that situation: many saw no alternative but to turn to prostitution.
JB Priestley’s message/intended effect on the audience
-The vulnerability of women evokes sympathy, which supports Priestley’s belief in gender equality and community as “one body”.
-Priestley includes a strong range of female characters in An Inspector Calls from an upper class snob, through a vain daughter to an oppressed factory worker, showing he wanted to convey women from all types of social backgrounds

