English Literature- An Inspector Calls- Themes
RESPONSIBILITY
Most of the characters in the play feel that they have very little responsibility for others, but by the end of the play it is clear that Eric and Sheila feel more responsible and realise their actions have consequences. Inspector Goole, who personifies J.B. Priestley in the play, has a strong sense of responsibility and it is his job to try and show the others that the must look after others too. Most of the characters use the words “responsible” and “responsibility” throughout the play which shows how it is a key theme. The aim of the play is to try to get the audience to take more responsibility for their actions. 
-By contrasting the older Birlings and Gerald with Sheila and Eric, Priestley explicitly draws out the difference between those who have accepted their responsibility and those who have not. The views of the characters, including Eric and Sheila at the beginning of the play but the rest throughout, are contrasted to the Inspector who has a much broader view of responsibility. 
-Priestley creates a sense of self-satisfied smugness about the Birling family. In the stage directions, they are described as living in “a fairly large suburban house” with “good solid furniture of the time” and “are pleased with themselves”. Because the Birlings live so well, they have no sense of responsibility as they don’t realise how other people live and the struggles they have to face. This means they don’t feel like they need to think outside their family and help others. 
-Birling refers to the idea that “everybody has to look after everybody else” as “nonsense”, calling socialists “cranks” and saying “a man has… to look after himself - and his family too”. He says he “can’t accept responsibility” for Eva Smith’s death and that “if we were all responsible for everything that happened to everybody we’d had anything to do with, it would be very awkward wouldn’t it”. Instead of feeling a sense of responsibility over those less fortunate than him, Birling feels he is responsible for making his business successful saying “it’s my duty to keep labour costs down”. He thinks it is important that he looks after his family, but this is ironic because Eric reveals Birling is “not the kind of father a chap could go to when he’s in trouble”. 
-Sheila realises the purpose of the Inspector: “you talk as if we were responsible”. Her reaction towards Eva’s death, shown through what she says: “Oh- how horrible! Was it an accident” and the stage directions “rather distressed” show she is a compassionate character and feels responsibility over others. However, the way she treated Eva when she got her fired because a dress she liked, Eva was “just the right type for it as (she) was the wrong one” shows she used her power over others to get what she wanted, and not help them, so did not show a sense of responsibility to help others at this point. Despite this, she immediately admits what she has done and accepts responsibility: “so I’m really responsible” and so does show a sense of responsibility. After the Inspector has left, Sheila tells her parents “it frightens me the way you talk” and sarcastically says “we can all go on behaving the way we did” when her parents and Gerald are celebrating because there won’t be a “public scandal”. This shows she realises that the Inspector’s aim was to ensure that the characters accept responsibility and has accepted it herself but wants her parents to do the same. 
-At first, Gerald shows a sense of responsibility because he uses power for good, in order to help Eva, when he saves her from Alderman Meggarty who had “wedged her into a corner” by telling him “that the manager had a message for him”. He “made the people at the County (hotel) find some food for her” when she “let it slip… she was desperately hard up and… hungry” and “insisted on Daisy moving into” Charlie Brunswick’s rooms when he found out she “was going to be turned out of the miserable back room she had”. Gerald shows responsibility over others because he is helping Eva, when he could have easily just left her starving and on the streets. He “didn’t install her there so that (he) could make love to her” and “didn’t ask for anything in return”. 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- showing he no longer felt responsibility over her as he wanted to end the relationship. Once it is revealed that Inspector wasn’t real, he feels no responsibility. He has a selfish instinct for self- preservation which is presented through his determination to confirm Inspector Goole wasn’t a real police officer as he “met a police sergeant” and “asked him about this Inspector Goole” and that Eva Smith didn’t really die, shown when he calls up the Infirmary to ask if a girl was “brought in this afternoon who committed suicide by drinking disinfectant”. As a girl hasn’t died, he feels no responsibility for anything he has done, and he claims “everything’s alright now”. 
-Despite being the chair of the “Brumley Women’s Charity Organization”, Mrs Birling accepts very little responsibility at all. As head of the committee, she accepts responsibility to help others, claiming they’ve “done a great deal in helping deserving cases”- but only those who she thinks is “deserving” of the help and she clearly thinks Eva/Daisy is not because she allows her personal prejudices to get in the way of helping the needy. Mrs Birling admits “being prejudiced against her case” because she used the name Mrs Birling but says “she only has herself to blame”. Even though Mrs Birling could have saved Eva/Daisy from her horrific death, she accepts no responsibility for what she has done, saying she did “nothing (she) was ashamed of”. Mrs Birling says “go and look for the father of the child. It’s his responsibility”- this is extremely ironic because it turns out to be Eric! 
[bookmark: _GoBack]-Eric has very little sense of responsibility to begin with. He drinks far too much and has been “steadily drinking too much for the last two years”. When he is drunk, he becomes very irresponsible and forces himself on Eva: “I was in the state when a chap easily turns nasty- and I threatened to make a row”. However, when he finds out Eva is pregnant, Eric does take some responsibility and offers her money: “I insisted on giving her enough money to keep her going” but has stolen the money from his father’s “office”. By the end of the play, Eric has a strong sense of responsibility and doesn’t care about covering up everything he did- the most important thing to him is that he killed a girl: “The fact remains I did what I did”. He is horrified about what he did.
-Priestley has a very socialist view of responsibility which he portrays through his mouth piece, the Inspector. The Inspector reminds the characters that they are all responsible for Eva’s death: “each of you helped to kill her”. His final speech is directed towards the responsibility of the audience, as well as of the characters. He reminds us “there are millions and millions and millions of Eva Smiths and John Smiths … with their lives, their hopes and fears, their suffering and chance of happiness, all intertwined with our lives” which shows how everything we do has an impact on others and how we are responsible for others. Priestley uses the Christian reference of the fact we are all “one body” to present the socialist view that we are all responsible for one another. There is a clear warning that if we do “not learn that lesson…(we) will be taught it in fire and blood and anguish”. Therefore, the ending of the play suggests that characters have not learnt the lesson that Priestley intend us to learn because the Birlings receive a phone call to tell them “a girl has just died – on her way to the Infirmary- after swallowing some disinfectant. And a police inspector is on his way here”. This “fire and blood and anguish” also foreshadows the two world wars which the 1946 audience had to live through and so shows the audience that they need to take action and responsibility or face the risk of another war.  The Inspector’s final speech can be contrasted to Birling’s speech that “a man has… to look after himself - and his family too” which shows the differences in the sense of responsibility between socialists and capitalists. 
