Exemplar answer: How much sympathy do you have for Eric Birling?
Introduction: Eric starts off as a rebellious character, someone who has little concept of morality or responsibility, and who lives to waste his time away getting drunk and chasing women. However, by the end of the play Priestley shows us how a character can change and learn their lesson by the consequences of their actions and the effect they have on other people. In this way, we feel sympathy for Eric because deep down he was not a bad person and he is shown to ‘come good’ in the end. The play is like a right of passage or ‘growing up’ period in his life, in a similar way that it is for Sheila.
Examples/Discussion: His theft of money from his father was an immoral thing to do. Even thought it’s tempered slightly by the fact he says he intended to pay it all back, it’s still theft. However, he was forced into it by the fact that the girl he was seeing was desperate for money as the rest of his family had unintentionally conspired to remove her from a succession of jobs and therefore put her in the position that she was in. He loved her and could not see her suffer, so we feel some sympathy for him and his difficult position. His father also believed him (and other young men like him at the time) to have too much money and too little responsibility, but he was not aware of his position with Eva (and her subsequent pregnancy). Priestley believed that Eric represented a generation of young men with too much time and money and he uses him to show how he feared for the next generation and what they may become – however, ultimately, they are shown to be ‘good’ through Eric’s acceptance of his mistakes, despite Priestley’s worries.
Link to other characters: Eric’s mother and father also know about Eric’s heavy drinking, although they choose to ignore it and pretend it’s not happening. They don’t support him in any way and can certainly be seen as cold, aloof, ‘stand-off-ish’ parents. They don’t display their emotions (as per the stereotype of upper class people of the time) and they don’t appear to have a particularly close relationship with their children. This creates a slight degree of sympathy for Eric, particularly when he says to his father “you’re the last person anyone could turn to for help”.
Moral/philosophical discussion: Eric appears to be guilty about his philandering ways and his tendencies to use women, either in relationships or prostitutes. In this way we feel a little sympathy for him because at least he recognises the errors of his ways eventually, even if we cannot be completely sympathetic because otherwise he wouldn’t have allowed himself to get into the mess that he does. Eric represents how the youth are more open to change than their parents (the Inspector says “we often find that with the younger ones, they’re more impressionable”) and so he represents a spirit of community and togetherness, in a form of socialism. 
Link to other characters: He is appalled by his parents’ lack of compassion towards others, especially those less fortunate than their own family. In this way, he represents the socialist spirit that Priestley tried to embed into both of the characters who come out of the whole affair with the fewest stains on their character (Eric and Sheila). Whereas his parents represent staunch capitalists that are only interested in themselves, profit and neglecting people who are members of a lower class. They do not see their workers as people – just ways of making money.
How has the play changed him: By the end of the play, Eric represents this socialist spirit by being fully aware of his responsibility towards others and his obligation towards a caring society. So, in terms of sympathy, we should acknowledge that Eric’s foolishness and immaturity get him into trouble in the first place, though we eventually are left with an image of him that, overall, is positive due to him seeing the error of his ways and we are therefore sympathetic towards his plight. We understand the remorse and regret that he now genuinely feels, as opposed to his parents who just regret being caught – they do not regret their actions as they don’t appear to feel they have done anything wrong, as shown by the fact they were ready to celebrate when they thought the Inspector wasn’t real.
