
1. Context

1912

The year the 

play is set

• No Welfare State in Britain, making the poor and vulnerable more 
at risk.  

• No minimum wage, worker rights, right to strike, benefits system 
or support for the vulnerable.

• Industrial revolution means that jobs are more competitive.

• Capitalist greed results in huge divide between the rich and poor

• Women did not yet have the right to vote (1918) and therefore held 

less power in the workplace and society

1945

The year the 

play was 

written, 

performed and 

published

• People were recovering from six years of warfare, danger and 
uncertainty. 

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

• Women had a more valued place in society. 

• Desire for social change in Britain.

• The Welfare State was formed in 1945 providing support for all 
members of society

2. Character Role in the play Key words

Mr Arthur Birling Businessman; capitalist; 

against social equality; a 

self-made man (new-money)

Mrs Sybil Birling Husband’s social superior; 

believes in personal 

responsibility, not social 

responsibility

Miss Sheila Birling Young girl; comes to change 

views and pities Eva; feels 

regret

Mr Eric Birling Young man, drinks too 

much; forces himself on Eva 

Smith; regrets actions

Mr Gerald Croft Businessman; engaged to 

Sheila; politically closest to 

Birling

Inspector Goole Priestley’s mouthpiece; 

advocates social

justice; serves as the 

Birlings’ conscience

Eva Smith Unseen in play; comes to 

stand for victims of social 

injustice (changes her 

name to Daisy Renton?

Quick reference guide (Speech and page number)

Opening stage directions p163

Mr Birling: “friendly rivals in business” speech

Mr Birling: dramatic irony speeches

Inspector enters

Birling remembers Eva Smith

Sheila’s account

Gerald’s confession/Sheila returns the ring

Eric: “One night last November…”

Mrs Birling’s account

Inspector Goole’s final speech



3. Themes Quotations

Social Responsibility
Priestley asks his audience to 

examine their individual and 

collective responsibility to 

society. He wants a welfare state.

“We are responsible for each other” Inspector

“Public men, Mr Birling, have responsibilities” Inspector

“It’s what happened to the girl and what we all did to her that 

mattered.” Eric

Capitalism
Priestley criticises the selfishness 

of capitalism and wants a fairer, 

socialist future after the horrors 

of two world wars.

“These silly capital vs labour agitations.” Mr Birling

“A man has to make his own way” Mr Birling

“Well, we’ve several hundred young women there, y’know, and they 

keep changing.” Mr Birling

“But these girls aren’t cheap labour – they’re people” Sheila

Social Class
The hypocrisy of middle-class 

Edwardian society is uncovered: 

appearance & reputation matter 

more than reality & morality.

“Girls of that class” Mrs Birling

“public-school-and-Varsity life” Mr Birling (about Eric)

“The younger 
generation”
Priestley shows the older 

generation to be set in their ways, 

while the young are open to 

change.

“Now look at the pair of them - the famous younger generation who 

know it all. And they can't even take a joke-’”Mr Birling

“Look- Mummy- isn't it a beauty?” Sheila

Gender Roles

Eva Smith is the embodiment 

of young, working- class 

women. The Birling women 
play a different role in society.

“I hate those hard-eyed dough-faced women” Gerald

“She was pretty and a good sport.” Eric

4. Plot

Act 1

Act 2

Act 3


