In what ways does the story of Eva Smith’s life as revealed by the Inspector make you aware of the attitudes of people at the time the play is set? You should refer closely to the text in your answer.

The question expects you to look closely at the views presented through the main characters when confronted with challenging situations as told by the Inspector. The character’s views need to be seen as a reflection of society’s attitudes at the time.

Introductory point

The views presented in the texts are complex and vary from character to character, for example Sheila comes to recognise her responsibility for Eva’s death, whereas Birling never does.

· Birling sees Eva as commodity and this is reflective of the views of many in society at that time that saw the masses as merely a workforce and a way of maximising profit. He further implies that they need to repress in order to avoid conflict. He also suggests that they have a choice, she could have worked somewhere else (laissez faire capitalism), however, for her and others like her there was little choice if they wanted to survive.

· Sheila uses her position and status to have Eva sacked. She views this as acceptable. This also emphasises a common lack of empathy for fellow human beings. Sheila like the other characters in turn is able to insulate herself from reality by immersing herself in her social group.

· Mrs Birling’s treatment of Eva reflects society’s view that morality was determined by social status. Despite Eva’s predicament Mrs B decides not to give her any assistance. As a single mother/ not married, Eva is looked down upon and denied any assistance from a charity. The father of the child is condemned. It is however, suggested that if Mrs B had know Eric was the father, her attitude would have changed markedly.

·  The characters complete failure to take on board any responsibility for Eva’s demise reflects the attitude of society that responsibility is a largely personal matter and not one of wider concern for everyone in society. It could be said that this reflects the emergence of capitalism as a potent force and the emergence of socialism to challenge this.

· Eva’s fall is revealed as a chain of events that all the characters have responsibility for.  Society at the time did not consider that individual behaviour had wider repercussions. Priestley is trying to expose this.

· The outlook of the main characters and the juxtaposition of the different social groups suggest that society was very fragmented and people’s views differed depending on which group they felt they belonged to.

· The upper class world of the Birling’s is exposed as being a world of hypocrisy and lies. Gerald condemns Alderman Meggarty for his conduct with women, when his is far from ideal.

Conclusion

Various characters and the events they are implicated in are used expertly by Priestly to expose the flaws of a capitalist society. This is evident in people’s attitudes.
