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Character Analysis 

Mr Arthur Birling 

Arthur Birling is a wealthy, self-made middle class factory owner of the Edwardian era.  We first learn 

about him from the stage directions.  Priestley describes him as ‘rather portentous’ suggesting he is 

serious and self-important.  This characterises his attitude throughout the play where his sense of his 

standing in society and the rights this affords him prevent him from the learning the lesson of 

responsibility that forms the main theme of the play. He dresses in expensive tuxedo suit, tie hat and 

gloves to look god on his daughter’s engagement party. 

Mr Birling’s views and beliefs at the start of the play show us that he is an arrogant and proud man. 

He is very concerned with his place in society and within his family. We know this at the start of the 

play when he tells Gerald, with great pride, that he may soon receive a knighthood from the Queen. 

He enjoys talking a lot, making other people listen to him and telling the younger people in the play 

how to live their lives. For example, just before the Inspector arrives he speaks in a very teaching way 

to Eric and Gerald, explaining how a man should put himself first and not worry about the community 

and society, as if we ‘were bees in a hive’ This shows us that he does not worry about the position of 

those less fortunate, or less wealthy than him, and he dismisses people who do think like this as 

‘cranks’. Birling is also a political man.  He believes that his success entitles him to comment on affairs 

of which he has little real knowledge: ‘…I’m talking as a hard-headed, practical man of business.  And I 

say there isn’t a chance of war.’ 

 Priestley cleverly uses dramatic irony to burst the bubble of Arthur Birling’s selfishness. The play is set 

in 1912; two years before the First World War and by pointing up Birling’s weakness the audience are 

less likely to agree with his views on the personal and social responsibility he declares throughout the 

play. Priestley also makes fun of Mr. Birling’s beliefs by including this speech in his statement ‘Look at 

the Titanic! Absolutely unsinkable!’ when in fact the Titanic sank shortly after the period the play was 

written in. Mr Birling can be seen as the main representative of a set of beliefs that Priestley sees as 

responsible for some of the disasters of the early 20th century. 

Mr Birling’s reaction to the Inspector shows us his concern for status, as he is constantly trying to 

influence the Inspector by dropping the names of important local policeman and politicians. This 

shows us how self-important he is and how he thinks that his power can overcome the law. However, 

the Inspector is not concerned at all by these names, which seriously affects the behaviour of Mr 

Birling. He gets angrier and angrier at the Inspector, calling him ‘officious’ and threatening to report 

him. There is a fight of authority and beliefs between the two men, which again can be seen as the 

argue between the two main ideas of Socialism and Capitalism. His self-interest contrasts clearly with 

the horror we feel at the sad and painful suicide of a young girl resulting in our dislike of him and the 

lack of social responsibility he represents. 

Another aspect of Mr Birling’s character is revealed through his attitude to his son Eric.  There is 

tension between them throughout the play but their relationship is shown best in an exchange after 

Mr Birling discovers Eric is a thief, a drunkard and responsible for fathering Eva’s child: ‘You damned 

fool why didn’t you come to me when you found yourself in this mess.’ 

Eric’s reply that his father was not ‘the kind of chap a man could turn to when he’s in trouble’ indicates 

how divided they are.  Mr Birling is shown as a careless and unapproachable father who would have 

used his position to prevent a family scandal rather than show sympathy for his son who is clearly 



unhappy with no direction in life.  His treatment of Eric has led to Eric’s downfall so that ironically his 

earlier words that a man has to look after himself and his own seem hollow. 

Finally, Mr Birling’s behaviour at the end of the play shows us that he has not learnt anything at all 

from the night’s events. At the end of the play, he is less concerned with whether or not he might 

have been responsible for Eva Smith’s death than whether or not he will be found guilty. He is more 

concerned his knighthood will be put in danger. He still believes that he can carry on the way he did 

before, not worrying about other people, sacking the workers in his factory and using his power and 

influence to make sure nothing is investigated. On hearing of the death of Eva Smith, he cannot see 

that his actions in firing her had any consequences: ‘Look there’s nothing mysterious or scandalous 

about this as far as I’m concerned.  Obviously it has nothing to do with the wretched girl’s suicide.’ 

Therefore, the importance of Mr Birling to the play is to show how strong his beliefs are, but also to 

show how such beliefs can end in disaster. 

 He is described at the start as a "heavy-looking, rather portentous man in his middle 

fifties but rather provincial in his speech." 

 He has worked his way up in the world and is proud of his achievements. He boasts 

about having been Mayor and tries (and fails) to impress the Inspector with his local 

standing and his influential friends. 

 However, he is aware of people who are his social superiors, which is why he shows off 

about the port to Gerald, "it's exactly the same port your father gets."He is proud that 

he is likely to be knighted, as that would move him even higher in social circles. 

 He claims the party "is one of the happiest nights of my life." This is not only because 

Sheila will be happy, but because a merger with Crofts Limited will be good for his 

business. 

 He is optimistic for the future and confident that there will not be a war. As the 

audience knows there will be a war, we begin to doubt Mr Birling's judgement. (If he is 

wrong about the war, what else will he be wrong about?) 

 He is extremely selfish:  

Mrs Sybil Birling 

She is described at the start as "about fifty, a rather cold woman and her husband's social superior." 

 She is a snob, very aware of the differences between social classes. She is irritated when Mr 

Birling makes the social gaffe of praising the cook in front of Gerald and later is very dismissive of 

Eva, saying "Girls of that class." 

 She has the least respect for the Inspector of all the characters. She tries - unsuccessfully - to 

intimidate him and force him to leave, then lies to him when she claims that she does not 

recognise the photograph that he shows her. 

 She sees Sheila and Eric still as "children"and speaks patronisingly to them. 

 She tries to deny things that she doesn't want to believe: Eric's drinking, Gerald's affair with 

Eva, and the fact that a working class girl would refuse money even if it was stolen, claiming "She 

was giving herself ridiculous airs." 

 She admits she was "prejudiced" against the girl who applied to her committee for help and 

saw it as her "duty" to refuse to help her. Her narrow sense of morality dictates that the father of a 

child should be responsible for its welfare, regardless of circumstances. 

 At the end of the play, she has had to come to terms that her son is a heavy drinker who got a 

girl pregnant and stole money to support her, her daughter will not marry a good man of nobility. 



Eric Birling 

 He is described at the start as "in his early twenties, not quite at ease, half shy, half assertive." 

 Eric seems embarrassed and awkward right from the start. The first mention of him in the 

script is "Eric suddenly guffaws," and then he is unable to explain his laughter, as if he is nervous 

about something. (It is not until the final act that we realise this must be because of his having 

stolen some money.) There is another awkward moment when Gerald, Birling and Eric are chatting 

about women's love of clothes before the Inspector arrives. Do you feel that there is tension in 

Eric's relationship with his father? 

 It soon becomes clear to us (although it takes his parents longer) that he is ahardened 

drinker. Gerald admits, "I have gathered that he does drink pretty hard." 

 When he hears how his father sacked Eva Smith, he supports the worker's cause, like 

Sheila. "Why shouldn't they try for higher wages?" 

 He feels guilt and frustration with himself over his relationship with the girl. He cries, "Oh - 

my God! - how stupid it all is!" as he tells his story. He is horrified that his thoughtless actions had 

such consequences. 

 He had some innate sense of responsibility, though, because although he got a woman 

pregnant, he was concerned enough to give her money. He was obviously less worried about 

stealing (or 'borrowing' from his father's office) than he was about the girl's future. So, was Eric, 

initially, the most socially aware member of the Birling family. 

Gerald Croft 

 He is described as "an attractive chap about thirty, rather too manly to be a dandy but very 

much the easy well-bred man-about-town." 

 He is an aristocrat - the son of Lord and Lady Croft. We realise that they are not over-

impressed by Gerald's engagement to Sheila because they declined the invitation to the dinner. 

 He is not as willing as Sheila to admit his part in the girl's death to the Inspector and initially 

pretends that he never knew her. Is he a bit like Mr Birling, wanting to protect his own interests? 

 He did have some genuine feeling for Daisy Renton, however: he is very moved when he hears 

of her death. He tells Inspector Goole that he arranged for her to live in his friend's flat "because I 

was sorry for her;" she became his mistress because "She was young and pretty and warm-hearted 

- and intensely grateful." 

 Despite this, in Act 3 he tries to come up with as much evidence as possible to prove that the 

Inspector is a fake - because that would get him off the hook. It is Gerald who confirms that the 

local force has no officer by the name of Goole, he who realises it may not have been the same 

girl and he who finds out from the infirmary that there has not been a suicide case in months. He 

seems to throw his energies into "protecting" himself rather than"changing" himself (unlike 

Sheila). 

 At the end of the play, he has not changed. He has not gained a new sense of social 

responsibility, which is why Sheila (who has) is unsure whether to take back the engagement ring. 

Inspector Goole 

 He is described on his entrance as creating "an impression of massiveness, solidity and 

purposefulness. He is a man in his fifties, dressed in a plain darkish suit. He speaks carefully, 

weightily, and has a disconcerting habit of looking hard at the person he addresses before 

actually speaking. " 



 He works very systematically; he likes to deal with "one person and one line of enquiry at a 

time." His method is to confront a suspect with a piece of information and then make them talk - 

or, as Sheila puts it, "he's giving us the rope - so that we'll hang ourselves." 

 He is a figure of authority. He deals with each member of the family very firmly and several 

times we see him "massively taking charge as disputes erupt between them." He is not impressed 

when he hears about Mr Birling's influential friends and he cuts through Mrs Birling's 

obstructiveness. 

 He seems to know and understand an extraordinary amount:  

o He knows the history of Eva Smith and the Birlings' involvement in it, even though she 

died only hours ago. Sheila tells Gerald, "Of course he knows." 

o He knows things are going to happen - He says "I'm waiting... To do my duty" just 

before Eric's return, as if he expected Eric to reappear at exactly that moment 

o He is obviously in a great hurry towards the end of the play: he stresses "I haven't 

much time." Does he know that the real inspector is shortly going to arrive? 

 His final speech is like a sermon or a politician's. He leaves the family to consider the 

consequences of their actions.  

 He is authoritative; he is firm and takes charge when arguments begin. 

 He seems to be very quick and clever; he knows everything that has happened in Eva/Daisy’s 

life and their involvement only two hours after her suicide.  He seems to know more than he 

lets on, and seems to be able to foresee events happening, ‘I haven’t much time’. 

 The Inspector is a medium used by Priestley to voice his socialist views, ‘We are responsible 

for each other’, and warns the characters (and the audience) of the ‘fire and blood and 

anguish’ that will come if things do not change. 

 The Inspector may not be real.  He could be a ghost, Inspector ‘Goole’, which is similar to 

‘Ghoul’. 

 

Eva Smith 

Of course, we never see Eva Smith on stage in the play: we only have the evidence that the Inspector 

and the Birlings give us. 

 The Inspector, Sheila Gerald and Eric all say that she was "pretty." Gerald describes her 

as "very pretty - soft brown hair and big dark eyes." 

 Her parents were dead. 

 She came from outside Brumley: Mr Birling speaks of her being "country-bred." 

 She was working class. 

 The Inspector says that she had kept a sort of diary, which helped him piece together the last 

two years of her life: 

 However, in Act 3 we begin to wonder whether Eva ever really existed. Gerald says, "We've no 

proof it was the same photograph and therefore no proof it was the same girl." Birling 

adds, "There wasn't the slightest proof that this Daisy Renton really was Eva Smith." Yet the final 

phone call, announcing that a police inspector is shortly to arrive at the Birlings' house to 

investigate the suicide of a young girl, makes us realise that maybe Eva Smith did exist after all. 

What do you think? 

 Think about Eva's name. Eva is similar to Eve, the first woman created by God in the 

Bible. Smith is the most common English surname. So, Eva Smith could represent every woman of 

her class 
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An Inspector Calls – ESSAY Questions (40 minutes) 

 

 ‘Mrs Birling only met Eva Smith towards the end of her life, yet she is the most 

responsible for her fate.’ To what extent do you agree with this statement? Remember 

to support your answer with reference to the play and to comment on its social, 

cultural and historical context. . 

 

 Explain how and why Sheila Birling changes during the course of the play. Remember 

to support your answer wit reference to the play and to comment on its social, cultural 

and historical context.  

 

 What does An Inspector Calls reveal about attitudes to women in the early 20th 

century? Remember to support your answer with reference to the play and to 

comment on its social, cultural and historical context. 

 

  To what extent is it possible to sympathise with Mrs. Birling? Remember to support 

your answer with reference to the play and to comment on its social, cultural and 

historical context. 

 

 An Inspector Calls has been described as a play about deception, hypocrisy and lies. 

How does J.B. Priestley present this in the play? Remember to support your answer 

with reference to the play and to comment on its social, cultural and historical context. 

 

 Eric and Gerald both had an affair with Eva Smith/Daisy Renton. With which of these 

two men do you have more sympathy? Give reasons for what you say. Remember to 

support your answer with reference to the play and to comment on its social, cultural 

and historical context. 

 

 What do you think of Inspector Goole and how he is presented in An Inspector Calls? 

Remember to support your answer with reference to the play and to comment on its 

social, cultural and historical context. 

 

 Who do you think is the most responsible for the death of Eva Smith?  Write about the 

character you have chosen, giving reasons for your choice. Remember to support your 

answer with reference to the play and to comment on its social, cultural and historical 

context. 

 

 Of all the secrets revealed by the Inspector during his visit, which do you think an 

audience would find most shocking and why? Remember to support your answer with 

reference to the play and to comment on its social, cultural and historical context. 

 

 To what extent is it possible to feel sympathy for the character of Eric Birling? 

Remember to support your answer with reference to the play and to comment on its 

social, cultural and historical context. 

 



 Inspector Goole says “We are responsible for each other.” How does J.B. Priestley 

present this theme in An Inspector Calls? Remember to support your answer with 

reference to the play and to comment on its social, cultural and historical context. 

 

 To what extent is it possible to feel sympathy for the character Sheila Birling? 

Remember to support your answer with reference to the play and to comment on its 

social, cultural and historical context. 

 

 Each member of the Birling family and Gerald Croft is guilty of abusing their position of 

power. Who would you consider the most guilty of abusing his or her power, and why? 

Remember to support your answer with reference to the play and to comment on its 

social, cultural and historical context. 

 

 How does Priestley use the character of Sheila to highlight aspects of society at the 

time the play is set? Remember to support your answer with reference to the play and 

to comment on its social, cultural and historical context. 

 

 How does Priestley use the character of Mr or Mrs Birling to highlight aspects of 

society at the time the play is set? Remember to support your answer with reference to 

the play and to comment on its social, cultural and historical context. 

 

 How does Priestley use the character of Mr Birling to highlight aspects of society at the 

time the play is set? Remember to support your answer with reference to the play and 

to comment on its social, cultural and historical context. 

 

 How does Priestley highlight the different views of the older and younger generation in 

society at the time the play is set? Remember to support your answer with reference to 

the play and to comment on its social, cultural and historical context. 

 

 How does Priestley explore the attitudes of society towards morality at the time the 

play was written? Remember to support your answer with reference to the play and to 

comment on its social, cultural and historical context. 

 

 What do you think of Eric and the way he is presented to an audience? Remember to 

support your answer with reference to the play and comment on its social, cultural and 

historical context.   

 

 

 



Example essay 

What do you think of Mr. Birling and the way is presented to an audience? How does 

the character develop over the course of the play? 

In the initial stage directions for the play An Inspector Calls, the character Mr. Birling 

is presented as a “heavy looking, rather portentous man in his middle fifties with fairly easy 

manners but rather provincial in his speech.” This suggests that Mr. Birling is a man who 

enjoys his wealth but because of his accent we know he was not born into an upper class 

family, he is a business man.                                                                                       

 At the start of the play in Act 1 Mr. Birling gives a speech to the younger men in the 

family (Eric and Gerald) about his attitude towards family and business. Mr. Birling states “a 

man has to make his own way, has to look after himself and his family.” This highlights his 

selfish character and how people in this era saw themselves and separate from the rest 

because of the class system. Mr. Birling sees his views as the most important and most valid, 

therefore when speaking to Eric and Gerald he teaches them his opinion on community and 

politics. He dismisses the idea of socialism by calling socialists ‘cranks’ and says “as if we 

were all mixed up together like bees in a hive.” Here again we see his selfish outlook and 

how he only cares about himself. In private Birling discusses with Gerald the implications of 

his engagement to Sheila. He says “your mother Lady Croft – feels you might have done 

better for yourself socially.” This creates awkwardness because Mr. Birling perhaps doesn’t 

have the upper class politeness and manners not to mention it. However we know that Mr. 

Birling used his own marriage to climb the social ladder as his wife is his ‘social superior’ and 

therefore wants his daughter to marry into a title. This is all because of his obsession with 

social hierarchy. Furthermore Mr. Birling’s dismissive comments on war and the Titanic reflect 

his portentous behavior. He says “I say there isn’t a chance of war” and that the Titanic is 

“unsinkable”. This creates dramatic irony because the contemporary audience would have 

lived through two world wars and the sinking of the Titanic all because of people like Mr. 

Birling. He also says that “you’ll be living in a world that’ll forgotten all these capital versus 

Labour agitations,” this shows how he is a capitalist business owner who is only focused on 

profit. 

Mr. Birling’s first attempts to impress or intimidate the Inspector reflect how he 

assumes his can get him out of any trouble or problems. Firstly Birling brags to the Inspector 

about how he plays “golf with the Chief Constable.” This can be seen as a threat, suggesting 

that because Birling has friends in the police force he can manage to perhaps use bribes to 

get himself out of the situation. Also towards the end of the play Mr. Birling claims that he’d 

“pay thousands,” to repay what he had done, again seeing money as a way to get him out of 

trouble. This suggest to the audience how Mr. Birling is very insensitive and that he sees that 

money is more important that morals. Another point in the play where we see that Mr. 

Birling is obsessed with money is when he tries to justify his treatment of Eva Smith. This 

reason he sacked Eva was because she wanted higher wages. Mr Birling denied this because 

he said he “ works for lower costs and higher prices,” this is the typical capitalist view of an 

early twentieth century business owner, they could not care less about staff welfare – all that 

is on their mind is profit.                                                                                                             

   Another thing the audience observes in the play is Mr Birling’s reaction to the 

other members of the Birling family’s interviews. Mr Birling is completely shocked when he 

learns of his wife’s treatment of Eva, however Mr Birling is only shocked because he is 

worried about scandal, and he doesn’t want the press to learn of his actions and for anything 

bad to happen to his business. This highlights again how self-obsessed he is. Additionally 



when his son Eric is interviewed Birling does not try and support his son at all. Instead he 

explodes in anger when he finds out money has been stolen from his business accounts. He 

barely even acknowledges that Eva was pregnant by his son. This kind of bad parenting from 

Mr Birling we also see when Eric says “you’re not the type of father a chap can turn to,” we 

can gather that again because Mr Birling is so selfish and business driven he hasn’t made 

time to bond with his children, perhaps ultimately leading to Eric’s drinking problem.                                                                                                                                     

   

In summary, Priestley includes the character of Mr. Birling to symbolise the “hard-

headed practical business men” of the time. These men were insensitive, inconsiderate and 

were only concerned about the interest of the capital. Mr. Birling’s character represents the 

type of men who got Britain into the two world wars and other tragic events because they 

were so profit driven. They cared more about securing their money and social status than 

sustaining human life, as we know Mr. Birling is the complete opposite of a socialist and 

does not care for people ‘below him’. Furthermore Mr. Birling clearly represents selfishness, 

at the end of the play he even turns on his own family, when it comes down to it his main 

priority will always be himself.   

 

An Inspector Calls has been described as a play about deception, hypocrisy and lies. 

How does J.B. Priestley present this in the play? 

An Inspector Calls is a play built around deception, hypocrisy and lies. J.B Priestley presents 

this in a number of ways. Primarily, Priestley presents deception through a number of 

characters. The first is Gerald. Gerald deceives Sheila during the summer he spends time with 

Eva Smith, who he knew as Daisy Renton. Sheila is meant to be his fiancé, so by doing this he 

is deceiving Sheila because he has led her to believe she is the only woman in his life. The 

other character deception is presented through  Eric. Eric deceives his parents by concealing 

a number of things; his drinking problem, his womanising and his stealing. Eric hiding these 

things from his parents highlights the dynamics of his relationship with his parents, or lack of 

a relationship. It shows he does not trust his parents, but also that they do not pay much 

attention to him so would be unlikely to know these things even if they were obvious.  

 Additionally, Priestley presents hypocrisy through a number of characters also. The 

first is Arthur Birling. Mr. Birling denies Eva and other workers a pay rise as he wants to 

maximise his own profits; “Working for lower costs and higher prices.” This is hypocritical 

because he wants to make more money and that’s exactly what the workers want  as well. 

This emphasises his capitalistic attitude and his selfishness. Another example is Sybil Birling. 

Mrs. Birling heads a charitable committee but refuses help to someone which reflects that 

she doesn’t actually like helping people but just wants to look good. It is hypocritical 

because she is the head of a charitable committee, but refuses to help Eva at a time when 

she is pregnant, probably homeless and desperate. Also, Mrs. Birling blames the father of 

Eva’s unborn child for Eva’s problems; “He should be made an example of” but backtracks 

when she discovers it is Eric; “No – Eric – please – I didn’t know – I didn’t understand” which 

shows she has double standards and is a major hypocrite. 

 Finally, Priestley presents lies as one of the main themes throughout An Inspector 

Calls. Priestley presents lying as a habit for the Birlings and Gerald Croft as they unthinkingly 

lie to one another throughout the play to delay the Inspector’s exposure of each of them. 

However, the irony is that not one of the characters can lie to the Inspector in the end. One 

example of this is when  Gerald Croft is shown to have lied to Sheila when he tells her he is 

busy with work when in actual fact he was busy seeing another woman. Another example is 



when Mrs. Birling lies when she claims she doesn’t recognize the woman in the photo that 

the Inspector shows her. However, the Inspector himself lies when he tells the family he is a 

police inspector which leads the family to believe everything they have been told is a lie at 

the end of the play. This leads to the older members of the family and Gerald to come to the 

conclusion that what they have done is okay meaning they have not learnt their lesson. This 

in turn means the chain of events was not broken and Eva Smith actually dies. This is 

Priestley showing the audience that the two world wars were caused by entrenched views 

and people not learning from their mistakes. This is backed up by the quote from the 

Inspector’s final speech; “If men will not learn that lesson, then they will be taught it in fire 

and blood and anguish.”  

 In conclusion, I feel that Priestly effectively uses each theme well but uses hypocrisy 

the most successfully. This is because the hypocritical views and action of the characters in 

An Inspector Calls show that they believe they are better and more worthy than other 

people. These stuck-up views are what ultimately lead to the death of Eva and they highlight 

the main message of the play; we must work together as a community or problems will arise. 

Which is also why it was set before the two world wars; to show precisely the consequences 

of such views.    

Grade A  

WWW: Good discussion of the three complex themes which are very nicely dealt with 

and supported. EBI: To use more evidence or quotation. To focus more on the 

contextual implications of these themes e.g. the hypocrisy in society that Gerald, Eric 

and Alderman Meggarty’s use of the Palace Bar represents. 

 

 

How does J.B. Priestley use Inspector Goole’s character to explore ideas and concepts 

relevant to An Inspector Calls? 

The titular character of J.B. Priestley’s ‘An Inspector Calls’ represents a number of themes 

which can be grouped into three main categories: the idea of a universal constant of 

morality, the promotion of socialism and the inevitability of what some would call 

“progressive” social change.  

 

Throughout the play the Inspector serves to bring to light the Birling family (and Gerald 

Croft)’s misgivings against Eva Smith. Directly contradicting the contemporary idea that 

moral substance and class went hand in hand, the Inspector adds context to a morally lax 

outlook on life by his scrutiny of the actions of each character as an omniscient being. The 

inherently theistic nature of a universally constant morality suggests that the Inspector’s 

presence and interrogation of each character in the form of Godlike judgement, especially 

considering the supernatural nature of his visit and the apocalyptic imagery of “fire and 

blood and anguish” used in his final speech in direct reference to mankind’s failure to 

recognise the immorality of the actions. Religious or otherwise the crux of this point is the 

conclusion of the play. While the Inspector’s visit and, presumably, the “scandal” that is 

constantly referred to are the direct, personal consequences faced by the Birlings, a 

metaphysically causative relationship could be assumed between the Birlings and Gerald’s 

failure to fully repent for their actions and Eva’s suicide. The Inspector’s acting as the voice of 

conscience and consequence throughout may lead the audience to believe that their refusal 

to answer not to the Inspector himself but to the aforementioned concepts is their true crime 

here.  



 

On a more material level, the Inspector, on multiple occasions represents socialist thought as 

an alternative to the capitalist doctrine so fervently adhered to by Mr Birling. Eva’s story 

revolves, primarily, around the economic conditions of the time (1912) so for the Inspector to 

promote an ideal of responsibility for all, irrespective of economic gain would likely have 

been seen to contemporary audiences as a radically socialist concept. However, such an 

audience would likely also see the Birling’s abuse of their station as a failing of said duty, 

highlighting the disparity between morality and politics that existed in Priestley’s time and 

persists today. However the Inspector’s acting as a catalyst for the ideological change 

experienced by Sheila and to a lesser extent Eric, gives the impression that, rather than 

attempting to force the Birlings to change their minds, Goole more attempts to bring them 

in line with the mode of thinking that brought about the social changes that occurred 

between the play’s setting and writing.  

 

The presentation of the Inspector’s objectivity (accomplished successfully through his 

characterisation as a high ranking police officer) is used to present the ideology logically and 

pragmatically as all including Eric must “wait his turn” in direct contrast to the deliberate and 

selective ignorance perpetrated by all of those around.  

 

Perhaps most prominently, the Inspector represents the inevitability of social progress.  

Taking the dining room in its lavishness, expensively furnished but with immovable and 

uncomfortable objects,  as a metaphor for society at the time, the Inspector’s presence as an 

unstoppable force, bringing alien notions of social responsibility and morality that ruin 

everything that the upper class have built must then be representative of the surge in 

popularity of socialist movements and the rise of the Labour party in the 1940s as well as 

change such as the founding of the National Health Service in the UK. The fact that the 

Inspector’s methodical approach is used to structure and sequence the events of the play 

“one line of enquiry at a time” lends an inevitability  to the supposed justice he brings and 

the idea that capitalist exploitation of the poor cannot continue forever. As such the 

Inspector serves as the harbinger of a new world. Priestley, having lived through the time of 

the play’s setting , witnessed and observed the trend towards equality being taken by society 

, driven by a reprioritisation of morality as mirrored in the play by Sheila and Eric and 

ironically dismissed by the other characters despite the Inspector’s poignant reminder that 

“Public men, Mr Birling, have responsibilities as well as privileges”. 

  

In conclusion, the Inspector ought to be judged on his merit as a character but on the sum of 

the many themes he symbolises. As the total antithesis to everything the Birling’s stand for, 

Priestley uses the Inspector to promote debate on the status qua and to shine a light on 

such morally ambiguous but disturbingly commonplace views and ideals through the laws of 

infallible judgement.  

  

GRADE A* WWW: Sound and detailed overview with excellent understanding of the 

key purpose of the character.  

EBI: Substantiate and support with more specific details from the text either direct 

quotation or paraphrased ref to key events from the text (as with the nice detailed ref 

to the furniture in the opening stage directions).  

 



 



Example extract response    
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A grade 

 



 

Foundation:  What do you think of the way Sheila speaks and behaves here? Give reasons for what you say, 

and remember to support your answer with words and phrases from the extract. [10]  20 mins 

Higher:  Look closely at how Sheila speaks and behaves here. How may it affect an audience’s feelings 

towards her at this point in the play? [10]  20 mins 

 

 



 

 

Foundation:  How do you think an audience would respond to this part of the play? Give reasons for what 

you say, and remember to support your answer with words and phrases from the extract. [10]  20 mins 

Higher:  With close reference to the extract, show how J.B. Priestley creates mood and atmosphere for an 

audience here. [10]  20 mins 



 

 

 

 

Foundation:  What do you think of the way Mrs. Birling speaks and behaves here? Give reasons for 

what you say, and remember to support your answer with words and phrases from the extract. 

[10]  20 mins.  

Higher:  With close reference to the extract, show how J.B. Priestley creates mood and atmosphere 

for an audience here. [10] 20 mins 

 


