English Literature- An Inspector Calls- Themes
[bookmark: _GoBack]SOCIAL CLASS AND INEQUALITY
-Priestly presents the ideas about the class system at the start. Birling is described as being “provincial in his speech”, meaning his accent shows he wasn’t born in the class and Mrs Birling is described as her husband’s “social superior”. This is developed when Birling says “Tell cook from me” and his wife replies “you’re not supposed to say such things”. 
-Social class was very important in 1912, and its importance is presented through Birling. Birling’s obsession with social class is revealed in his speeches/lectures. For Birling, Gerald’s marriage to Sheila was very important because it meant linking the Birlings, who were of a lower class as Birling wasn’t born into the class (shown in the stage directions- “provincial in his speech”) to the Crofts who were “an old country family”. It meant Sheila was marrying into a higher class and so had done well for herself socially. The importance of the class system is conveyed when Birling says to Gerald: “Lady Croft - while she doesn't object to my girl - feels you might have done better for yourself socially”. Birling’s “chance of a knighthood” is extremely important for him because it will mean he can ‘climb on the social ladder’. 
-Priestley contrasts the Birling’s house and lifestyle to Eva Smith- particularly Sheila who is about the same age as Eva. Through the stage directions at the beginning of the play, Priestley presents the Birling’s house and their comfortable existence. The Birling’s live in a large house with “good solid furniture of the time” whilst Eva is about to be “turned out of the miserable back room she had”. They have a maid and a “cook” whilst Eva is “desperately hungry”. The Inspector uses a lot of negatives when describing the way Eva was living after Birling has fired her: “no work, no money… no relatives to help her, few friends… half starved… desperate” which is a strong comparison to the Birlings who, in the opening stage directions, are “pleased with themselves” and in a good atmosphere, shown through “pink and intimate” lighting. Sheila is “very pleased with life and rather excited” whilst Eva is so “desperate” she feels that her only option is commit suicide. This shows the unfairness in the social classes of the time.
-Another contrast is between the bosses and the workers. Birling has a lot of power over Eva and he is able to tell her “to clear out” just because she asks for a raise. As there was no benefits, Eva was left with “no work, no money… half starved… desperate” There is a sense of ‘us and them’ within the play, with Birling saying “a man has to mind his own business and look after himself and his own family”. He feels no responsibility to look after his workers, he just wants to “keep labour costs down” and make as much money as possible. A similar contrast is between the influential customers, like Sheila, and the workers. Sheila uses her social status over Eva in order to get her fired from Milwards: “I told him that if they didn’t get rid of that girl, I’d never go near the place again and I’d persuade mother to close our account with them”. The Birlings probably spend a lot of money in Milwards and so the business couldn’t afford to lose them as customers but could afford to lose Eva as an employee, which highlights the social inequality of the time. 
-The way all the characters treat Eva highlights how little respect they had for the lower classes and the power each of them have in comparison to Eva. At some point in the play, all of the Birlings and Gerald use their social status over Eva in a negative way. Birling fires Eva in order to “keep labour costs down” and she wanted a “raise”, Sheila has her fired from Milwards because a dress she liked Eva “was just the right type for it, just as (she) was the wrong type”, she became Gerald’s “mistress” but he then “broke it off”, Mrs Birling denied Eva any help from her charity because she was “prejudiced against her case” and Eric treated her “as if she were an animal, a thing, not a person”. This not only shows the lack of responsibility that the Birlings felt over others but also the awful way which they used their status. As Eva Smith/Daisy Renton represents all of the working class, the Birling family and Gerald may represent all of the middle and upper classes so this perhaps suggests that this behaviour was widespread. 
-The fact that someone like Mrs Birling has a say in whether someone like Eva Smith gets help or not represents the inequality and unfairness in the social class. Mrs Birling’s refusal to help Eva directly led to her suicide. She refused to help because she was “prejudiced against her case” as Eva has used the Birling family name. Priestley suggests that society needs a benefits system to help people like Eva. Also, the audience questions why someone like Mrs Birling, who is so prejudiced towards the lower classes (demonstrated when she refers to Eva as one of the “girls of that class”) is a “prominent member – of the Brumley Women’s Charity”. 
-Priestley also shows the social inequality because of the prejudices against the lower classes. This is shown by the language that is used to refer to the Eva, such as “wretched girl” (wretched was a mild swear word at the time or could be used to show sympathy, Birling was not using it in a sympathetic way) and “girls of that class”. Mrs Birling highlights the prejudices when she refuses to believe “a girl of that sort would ever refuse money” but is shocked to find out that Joe Meggarty is a “notorious womaniser”: “Well, really! Alderman Meggarty! I must say, we are learning something tonight”. To her, the upper classes are perfect and she is blind to the reality of the awful ways in which some of them behave whilst the working classes are the ones who cause the all trouble in society, and never have any morals. This is, obviously, completely false. 
-Eva Smith/Daisy Renton represents the working class, making her an everyman character. The Inspector says “there are millions and millions and millions of John Smiths and Eva Smiths” and Smith was the most common surname of the time. The fact that Eva doesn’t say anything in the play could suggest that the working classes don’t have a voice in society, particularly working class women who still did not have a vote.  Also, this makes the contrast between the way she lives and the way the Birlings live even more powerful and poignant. 
-The Inspector is used as a dramatic device to highlight Priestley’s views about social class at the time, particularly in his final speech. It is clear that Priestley thinks the social system at the time is unfair and portrays this through the Inspector’s attitude that we are “members of one body”. This represents socialism and championing for the poor.
