
Mr Birling 

A businessman and capi-

talist who is against social 

equality 

Adjec�ves: pompous, 

overconfident, stubborn, 

social climber 

Mrs Birling 

Her husband’s social su-

perior; she believes in 

personal responsibility 

Adjec�ves: “cold”, upper 

class, supercilious, preju-

diced 

Sheila Birling 

A young girl who comes to 

change her views and pi�es 

Eva, feeling regret. 

Adjec�ves: naïve, curious, 

compassionate, percep�ve, 

wiser 

Eric Birling 

A young man who drinks 

too much, gets Eva preg-

nant; regrets his ac�ons. 

Adjec�ves: irresponsible, 

reckless, frustrated, repent-

ant 

Gerald Cro� 

A businessman who is en-

gaged to Sheila and poli�cal-

ly close to Birling. 

Adjec�ves: aristocra�c, part-

ly repentant, unchanged 

The Inspector 

Priestley’s mouthpiece; 

advocates social jus�ce. 

Adjec�ves: “massiveness”, 

systema�c, unflappable, 

mysterious 

Eva Smith 

Unseen in play; comes to 

stand for vic�ms of social in-

jus�ce 

Adjec�ves: “warm-hearted”, 

moralis�c, representa�ve 

Edna: servant of the Birlings. 

voiceless, the underdog, working-class 

Act 3 

Eric admits guilt and also having stolen money. The 

inspector leaves, lecturing the family on the need 

for social responsibility. Gerald discovers the inspec-

tor was a fake and there is no recorded death of Eva 

Smith. Then the phone rings… 

Act 2 

Gerald admits to the affair with Daisy. We discover 

Mrs Birling refused to offer Eva charity. It is revealed 

that Eva was pregnant. Suspicion turns to Eric. 

Act 1 

The family are celebra�ng the engagement of Sheila 

and Gerald. Inspector Goole arrives announcing the 

suicide of Eva Smith. Mr Birling threw her out a5er a 

strike; Sheila had her fired for laughing. Eva changed 

her name to Daisy Renton. 

Key quotes 

Birling’s confidence ‘We’re in for a �me of steadily increasing prosperity’ 

Birling on society ‘the way some of these cranks talk and write now, you’d 

think everybody has to look a5er everybody else’ 

Sheila’s recogni&on ‘but these girls aren’t cheap labour – they’re people’ 

Sheila’s regret ‘it’s the only �me I’ve ever done anything like that, and 

I’ll never, never do it again to anybody’ 

Sheila on the In-

spector 

‘we all started like that – so confident, so pleased with 

ourselves un�l he began asking us ques�ons’ 

Sheila on Eric ‘he’s been steadily drinking too much for the last two 

years’ 

Inspector on guilt ‘I think you did something terribly wrong – and that 

you’re going to spend the rest of your life regre9ng it’ 

Mrs Birling defends 

herself 

‘she was claiming elaborate fine feelings and scruples 

that were simply absurd in a girl in her posi�on’ 

Eric explains ‘I’m not very clear about it, but a5erwards 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’ 

The Inspector says ‘but each of you helped to kill her. Remember that’ 

Birling’s confidence ‘the famous younger genera�on who know it all’ 

Sheila is sarcas&c ‘I suppose we’re all nice people now…’ 

Key concepts and context 

Priestley asks his audience to examine their individual and collec�ve responsibility 

to society. He wants a welfare state. 

Class: Upper and lower social classes are segregated 

Eva Smith is the embodiment of young, working class women who were op-

pressed by middle/upper classes. 

The play demonstrates that when workers do not have full employment rights 

they cannot fight back. 

Capitalism: Business should make money no ma=er the human cost; we are all 

responsible only for ourselves. 

Priestley cri�cizes the selfishness of capitalism and wants a fairer, socialist future 

a5er the horrors of two world wars. 

The hypocrisy of middle-class Edwardian society is uncovered; appearance and 

reputa�on ma=er more than reality and morality. 

Age: Priestley shows the older genera�on (Mr and Mrs Birling) to be set in their 

ways, while the young (Sheila and Eric) are open to change. 

A9tudes to women are patriarchal, leading to misogyny 

1912 
Play is set here; just 

before WWI and 

sinking of the Titanic 

1945 
Priestley wrote the 

play then; start of 

the welfare state and 

ideals of social 

equality made real 

Theatrical Stagecra�: Drama&c Devices 

1. Drama&c irony The audience knows what the characters don’t 

2. Stage direc&ons Instruc�ons for the actors; o5en revealing 

3. Se/ng Constant throughout but subtle changes e.g. ligh�ng 

4. Tension Builds up throughout the play 

5. Cliff-hanger The ending allows the audience to make up their minds 


