
Characters

Mr Birling                       Mrs Birling                    Gerald Croft                         Sheila Birling                              Eric Birling                 Inspector Goole                     Eva Smith (Daisy Renton)

Context

Historical context
The play was written and first performed in 1945. However, it was set in 1912.  This is what 
creates the dramatic irony; the fact that the audience in 1945 (and beyond) is aware of all the 
events that have occurred since 1912 and of which the characters on stage are not.

Social and Political context:
In the 1930's, Priestley became very 
concerned about the consequences of 
social inequality. During 1942, he and 
others set up a new political party, the 
Common Wealth Party, which argued for 
public ownership of land, greater 
democracy, and a new 'morality' in 
politics. The party merged with the Labour 
Party in 1945, but Priestley was influential 
in developing the idea of the Welfare 
State which began to be put into place at 
the end of the war.
He believed that further world wars could 
only be avoided through cooperation and 
mutual respect between countries, and so 
became active in the early movement for a 
United Nations. And as the nuclear arms 
race between West and East began in the 
1950s, he helped to found the Campaign 
for Nuclear Disarmament, CND, hoping 
that the UK would set an example to the 
world by a moral act of nuclear 
disarmament.

++ Theories of time
Priestley was fascinated with the time 
theories of Ouspensky and Dunne, and An 
Inspector Calls is referred to as a ‘Time Play’.
Ouspensky’s Theory of Time (1931): when 
we die we re-enter our life once more from 
the beginning.  We are born again into the 
same house to the same parents and 
continue to repeat all the events of our life.  
This cycle would go on if we changed 
nothing of significance.  If, however, we 
improved in some spiritual way we could 
eventually open the way for us to escape 
into a new life.
Dunne’s Theory of Time (1927): Dunne laid 
out the idea that you could be given the gift 
of seeing forward in time as well as looking 
back.  This would mean that, just as you 
could look back and see what actions led to 
your present situation, you could look 
forward and see the consequences of your 
actions.  So, if you wished, you could change 
those actions and so avoid the 
consequences.

1912 1945

• First World War starts in two 
years. Birling's optimistic that there 
would not be a war is wrong.

• There were strong distinctions between 
the upper and lower classes.

• Women were considered to be lower 
than men. All a well off women could do 
was get married; a working woman was 
seen as a poor person.

• The ruling classes saw no need to 
change the status quo.

• The Second World War ended on 8 May 1945. 
People were recovering from six years of 
warfare.

• Class distinctions had been greatly reduced as 
a result of two world wars.

• As a result of the wars, women had earned a 
more valued place in society.

• There was a great desire for social change. 
Immediately after The Second World War, 
Clement Attlee's Labour Party won a landslide 
victory over Winston Churchill and the 
Conservatives.

Priestley deliberately set his play in 1912 because the date represented an era when all was very 
different from the time he was writing. In 1912, the Edwardian era of rigid class and gender 
boundaries seemed to ensure that nothing would change. Yet by 1945, most of those class and 
gender divisions had been challenged. Priestley wanted to make the most of these changes. 
Through this play, he encourages people to seize the opportunity the end of the war had given 
them to build a better, more caring society.

Themes

Social Responsibility
An Inspector Calls was first performed in the UK 
just after the end of World War Two, in 1946. It 
was a time of great change in Britain and many 
writers were concerned with the welfare of the 
poor. At that time there was no assistance for 
people who could not afford to look after 
themselves. Priestley wanted to address this issue. 
He also felt that if people were more considerate 
of one another, it would improve quality of life for 
all. This is why social responsibility is a key theme. 
Priestley wanted his audience to be responsible for 
their own behaviour and responsible for the 
welfare of others.

Age
Priestley uses the theme of age to 
show how he believed that there 
was hope in the younger 
generation's ability to learn and 
change. The older characters' 
opinions and behaviours are 
stubbornly fixed. Mr Birling refuses 
to learn and Mrs Birling cannot see 
the obvious about herself and her 
children. Eric and Sheila however are 
younger - they accept their mistakes 
and offer the chance for a brighter 
future.

Gender
An Inspector Calls was written after World War 
Two. As many British men went away to fight 
during the war, their positions in work had to be 
filled by women. This helped change existing 
perceptions. Men had to acknowledge the fact 
that women were just as capable as them. As a 
result of this, many women enjoyed a newfound 
freedom that working and earning money 
allowed them. Not all men saw this change in 
attitude as a good thing and stayed stuck in the 
past. Priestley explores the impact of these new 
gender roles through the independence of Eva 
Smith and the sexist attitudes of Mr Birling.

Class
Before World War Two, Britain was divided 
by class. Two such classes were the wealthy 
land and factory owners and the poor 
workers. The war helped bring these two 
classes closer together and rationing meant 
that people of all classes were eating and 
even dressing the same. The war effort also 
meant that people from all classes were 
mixing together. Priestley wanted to 
highlight that inequality between the 
classes still existed and that the upper-
classes looked down upon the working-
class in post-war Britain.
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• The Birling family 
are celebrating 
Sheila and 
Gerald’s recent 
engagement.

• When the ladies 
leave the room, 
Birling lectures his 
son and Gerald.  
He tells them that 
a ‘man must look 
after himself’.

• Inspector Goole 
arrives, 
investigating the 
death of a young 
woman, Eva 
Smith.

• Birling is shown a 
picture and 
remembers that 
he sacked her in 
1910 for leading a 
workers’ strike.  
He feels justified 
in this.

• The Inspector also 
discovers that 
Sheila also had 
Eva sacked from 
her next job in a 
department store.  
Sheila regrets this.

• The Inspector 
reveals that Eva 
changed her 
name to ‘Daisy 
Renton’.  Gerald 
acts guilty.

• Stage directions regarding the Birling’s house: “substantial and heavily comfortable, but not cosy and homelike”
• “the lighting should be pink and intimate until the inspector arrives and then it should be brighter and harder
• stage directions About Mr Birling: ‘heavy looking, rather portentous man.. But rather provincial in his speech’
• Stage directions about Mrs Birling: “a rather cold woman and her husbands social superior”
• Stage directions about Sheila Birling: “very pleased with life and rather excited”
• Stage directions about Gerald Croft: “very much the easy well-bred young man about town”
• Stage directions about Eric: “not quite at ease, half shy, half assertive”
• stage directions about whole family: “all…are pleased with themselves”
• Mrs Birling chastises her husband about his social etiquette: “you’re not supposed to say such things”
• Sheila playfully teases fiancé “[with mock aggressiveness] “Go on Gerald – just you object” and her brother: “don’t be an ass Eric” and speaks in a 

childish way to her father, “I’m sorry daddy.”
• Mr Birling, while congratulating the pair on their engagement: “we may look forward to the time when Crofts and Birlings are no longer competing”
• Mr Birling about himself and the future: “I’m talking as a hard‐headed practical man of business. And I say there isn’t a chance of war”
• Mr Birling about the Titanic: ‘unsinkable, absolutely unsinkable’ 
• Mr Birling implying Gerald’s parents don’t think the Birlings are good enough, “I have an idea that your mother – Lady Croft – feels you might have 

done better for yourself socially”
• Mr Birling stating his capitalist philosophy: “‘a man has to mind his own business and look out for himself and his own -” (He is interrupted by the 

doorbell ringing signalling the arrival of the inspector. 
• Mr Birling dismissing socialist ideas:‘ the way some of these cranks talk and write you’d think everybody has to look after everybody else, as if we were 

all mixed up together like bees in a hive - community and all that nonsense’
• Stage direction about the inspector: “an impression of massiveness, solidity and purposefulness”
• Mr Birling following the inspector’s questioning: “I can’t accept any responsibility. 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?”
• Inspector: “Its better to ask for the earth than to take it”
• Mr Birling: [attempting to intimidate the inspector: “I ought to warn you that [the Chief Constable] is an old friend of mine”
• Sheila: “Sorry! Its just that I can’t help thinking about this girl – destroying herself so horribly – And I’ve been so happy tonight. Oh I wish you hadn’t 

told me. What was she like?...pretty?”
• Sheila: “But these girls arn’t cheap labour – they’re people”
• Inspector: “It would do us all a bit of good if sometimes we tried to put ourselves in the place of these young women”
• Mr Birling: “We were having a nice little family celebration tonight. And a nasty mess you’ve made of it now”
• Sheila, regarding her actions in getting Eva Smith fired: “I felt rotten about it at the time and now I feel a lot worse”. [miserably]: “So I’m really 

responsible?”  
• Sheila regarding her motivations, “If she’d been some miserable plain little creature, I don’t suppose I’d have done it. But she was very pretty and 

looked as if she could take care of herself. ”
• Sheila promises to change, “I’ll never, never do it again to anybody”
• Sheila regarding the shop, Milwards, “I feel now I can never go there again. Oh – why had this to happen?”
• Sheila to Gerald regarding the inspector,: “[laughs rather hysterically]: Why- you fool – he knows”
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• Gerald explains that he 
had an affair with Eva, 
but has not seen her 
since Autumn 1911.

• Sheila gives the 
engagement ring back 
to Gerald.

• The Inspector turns his 
attention to Mrs Sybil 
Birling – who confesses 
that she also had 
contact with Eva 
(although under a 
different name).

• Eva, pregnant and 
desperate, approached 
a charity for help.  Sybil 
refused to help her 
because Eva listed her 
name as “Mrs Birling”.

• Mrs Birling does not 
regret anything and 
believes that the child’s 
father should be held 
responsible.

• Sheila “I know I’m to blame and I’m desperately sorry”
• Inspector: “We have to share something. If theres nothing else, we’ll have to share our guilt.”
• Stage directions regarding Sheila beginning to suspect there is smething more to the inspector, “[She stares at him wonderingly and dubiously”]
• Stage directions regarding Mrs Birling’s ‘off key’ entrance:”[Mrs Birling enters briskly and self confidently, quite out of key with the little scene”
• Sheila trying to stop her mother from speaking arrogantly and condescendingly: “We all started like that – so confident, so pleased with 

ourselves until he began asking us questions”
• The Inspector in response to Mrs Birling’s comment that he has made a “great impression” on Sheila: “We often do on the young ones. 

Theyre more impressionable.” 
• Mrs Birling [referring to working class women as though they are an entirely different species]: ‘I don’t suppose for a moment we can 

understand why the girl committed suicide. Girls of that class.’ 
• Sheila attempting to warn her mother again:  “You musn’t try to build up a kind of wall between us and that girl… the Inspector will just break it 

down”
• Mrs Birling: (On Eric’s drinking) ‘he’s only a boy.’ 
• Sheila sarcastically justifying why she should stay to hear Gerald’s story  “I’m supposed to be engaged to the hero of it”
• Gerald describes himself in the best possible light, “The girl…gave me a glance that was nothing less than a cry for help…and then told the girl if 

she didn’t want any more of that sort of thing she’d better let me take her out of there.”
• Gerald regarding his motivations: “I made her go to Morgan Terrace because I was sorry for her…I didn’t ask for anything in return”
• Gerald describing how ‘Dasiy’ (Eva) felt about him: “She was young and pretty and warm hearted – and intensely grateful. I became at once the 

most important person in her life”
• Gerald responding to the question of whether he loved Daisy, “Its hard to say. I didn’t feel about her as she felt about me.”
• Sheila sarcastically mocking Gerlad’s attempts to make himself sound like a hero, “You were the wonderful Fairy Prince. You must have adored 

it Gerald.”
• Sheila describing to Gerald  how they have already been changed by the evening’s revelations, “You and I arn;t the same people who sat down 

to dinner here” 
• Birling attempts to defend Gerald’s actions, but Sheila cuts him off mid sentence “You must understand that a lot of young men –”
• The Inspector chides Mr Birling, “Public men, Mr Birling, have responsibilities as well as privileges”
• Sheila, attempting to explain to her parents that their actions mean they have no grounds for assuming superiority over the working class, 

“We’ve no excuse now for putting on airs”
• Mrs Birling: ‘We’ve [ her charitable organisation] done a great deal of useful work in helping deserving causes.’
• Mrs Birling, justifying why she was prejudiced against Eva Smith: ‘I didn’t like her manner. She impertinently made use of our name.’
• Mrs Birling, accepting no blame, “I think she had only herself to blame” “I did nothing I’m ashamed of” and “I accept no blame for it at all.”
• Mrs Birling firmly stating that she feels no regret or remorse, “I used my influence to have [her] refused. And in spite of whats happened to the 

girl since, I consider I did my duty… you have no power to make me change my mind.”
• The Inspector directly challenges Mrs Birling's position, “ I think you did something terribly wrong – and that you’re going to spend the rest of 

your life  regretting it” 
• Mrs Birling clearly sates that the father of the child should be made responsible, “ Go and look for the father of the child.  Its his responsibility.”

“He should be made an example of” “he ought to be dealt with very severely” and “make sure he’s compelled to confess in public his 
responsibility.”

• Sheila criticises her mothers actions, “mother, I think it was cruel and vile”
• Mrs Birling [on Eva Smith]: ‘She was giving herself ridiculous airs... claiming elaborate fine feelings and scruples that were simply absurd in a girl 

of her position.” “As if a girl of that sort would ever refuse money.”
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• Eric is revealed as the 
father of the child (!!).  
He slept with Eva 
several times although 
the exact nature of the 
relationship is unclear.

• He has stolen money 
from Birling’s office to 
help Eva and turns on 
his mother when he 
learns that she was un-
charitable.

• The Inspector tells 
them that they are all 
partly to blame for 
Eva’s death and warns 
them of the 
consequences of not 
being responsible for 
each other.

• After he leaves, the 
family begin to question 
what happened, and 
whether the Inspector 
was a ‘real’.  Two phone 
calls confirm that he is 
unknown at the police 
station and that no 
suicide case has been 
brought in today.

• Arthur, Sybil and Gerald 
celebrate and 
congratulate 
themselves.  Eric and 
Sheila are upset.

• A phone rings.  A girl 
has died.  A police 
officer is coming.

• Mr and Mrs Birling “simply don’t understand [Sheila’s] attitude”
• Eric describing his first night with Eva Smith, “she told me she didn’t want me to go in but that – well, I was in that state when a chap easily 

turns nasty – and I threatened to make a row.
• Eric, suddenly realising the weight of what has happened, “Oh – my God! – how stupid it all is”
• Eric describing his feelings for Eva  “Yes. I wasn;t in love with her or anything – bt I like her – she was pretty and a good sport”
• Eric criticising his father and his contemporaries for their hypocrisy “I hate these fat old tarts…the ones I see some of your respectable friends 

with. “
• Eric [ about Mr Birling]:”You’re not the kind of father a chap could go to when he’s in trouble.”
• Eric accuses his mother for turning Eva away,: [nearly at breaking point]: “my child – your own grandchild – you killed them both – damn you, 

damn you  [almost threatening her] you don’t understand anything. You never did. You never even tried.”
• The inspector blaming them all, “Each of you helped to kill her. Remember that. Never forget it. “
• The inspector’s final judgement and prophetic warning (recognisable to a 1945 audience as a reference to the world wars):, “One Eva Smith has 

gone – but there are millions and millions of Eva Smiths and John Smiths still left with us, with their lives, their hopes and fears, their suffering, 
and chance of happiness, all intertwined with our lives, with what we think and say and do. We don’t live alone. We are members of one body. 
We are responsible for one another. And I tell you that the time will soon come when, if men will not learn that lesson, then they will be taught 
it in fire and blood and anguish.”

• Mr Birling is only worried about the potential damage to the family reputation, “There’’ be a public scandal… I was almost certain for a 
knighthood in the next Honours list.”

• Eric’s reaction to this is [laughs rather hysterically, pointing at him]
• Sheila is as distressed as her brother  at her parents’ reactions, “you’re beginning all over again to pretend that nothing much has happened… 

you don’t seem to have learnt anything.”
• Mr Birling argues that whether or not the inspector was real, “makes all the difference.” But Sheila directly contradicts him, “No, it doesn’t”
• Sheila argues angrily against her parents, [flaring up]: its you two who are being childish – trying not to face the facts. “
• Mrs Birling regarding the Inspector, “He was prejudiced from the start. Probably a Socialist or some sort of crank.”
• Mrs Birling criticising her children’s reactions, “From the way you children talk, you might be wanting to help him instead of us.”
• Eric, “The fact remains that I did what I did. And mother did what she did. And the rest of you did what you did to her. Its still the same rotten 

story whether its been told to a police officer or to somebody else. “
• Sheila supporting her brother’s viewpoint, “It’s the best thing one of us has said tonight and it makes me feel a little bit less ashamed of us.  
• Mr Birling failing to understand his children’s perspective, “They just won’t try to understand our position or to see the difference between a lot 

of stuff like this coming out in private and a downright public scandal. “
• Eric, again taking responsibility for his actions, “you lot may be letting yourselves out nicely, but I can’t.”
• Mr Birling’s reaction to finding out no girl has actually died (yet) [triumphantly]:The whole story’s just a lot of moonshine. Nothing but an 

elaborate sell![ He produces a hugh sigh of relief]… [he smiles at them all]
• Sheila, regarding the older generation's reaction, “It frightens me the way you talk”
• Sheila, trying to reason with her parents and Gerald, “Whoever that Inspector was, it was anything but a joke. You knew it then. You began to 

learn something. And now you’ve stopped. Youre ready to go on in the same old way.”
• Sheila repeates the Inspectors words indicating he impression he has had on her, “I remember the way he made me feel. Fire and blood and 

anguish.”
• Birling, mocking his children, “Now look at the pair of them  - the famous younger generation who know it all. And they can’t even take a joke.”
• The reactions of the family to receiving the call that a girl has just died, [they stare guilty and dumbfounded, the curtain falls.]


