
‘An Inspector Calls’ by J.B. Priestley: A Knowledge Organiser 

Section 2: Characters 

 

Inspector 
Goole 

 

 
Socialist, moralistic, righteous, powerful, intimidating, 

unconventional, mysterious, imposing, omnipotent 

 

Mr. Arthur 
Birling 

 

 
 

Capitalist, arrogant, foolish, prejudice, ignorant, selfish, 
stubborn, vainglorious 

Mrs. Sybil 

Birling 

 Arrogant, cold-hearted, insincere, prejudice, naïve, 

conformist, bitter, controlling, remorseless 

 

Sheila 
Birling 

 

 
 

Transformative, remorseful, socialist, sensitive, astute, strong-
minded, empowered 

 

Eric 
Birling 

 

 
 

Rebellious, reckless, immature, compulsive, desperate, disgraced, 
irresponsible,  

 

Gerald 

Croft 

 

 
 

Aristocratic, evasive, secretive, dishonest, disingenuous, 

oleaginous, chivalric, privileged, pragmatic 

 

Eva 

Smith 

 
 

Suffragist, victim, emblematic, allegorical, vulnerable, 

desperate, socialist, moralistic, principled 

 

Section 3-5: Plot 

 

 

 

Act 1 

 

 

 
 

Act 2 

 

 

 
 

Act 3 

 

 

 

Section 1:  Context 

 
1912 

-No Welfare State in Britain, making the poor and vulnerable more at risk.  No:minimum wage, no 

worker rights, no right to strike, no 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 

-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 
 

 



ACT Order of the Inspector’s 
Questioning 

 

Key Notes 
 

Character Quotes 
Priestley asks his audience to examine their 
individual and collective responsibility to society. 
He wants a welfare state. 

 Birling's 
Confidence 

‘’We’re in for a time of steadily increasing 
prosperity’ A
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Act 1 Sheila and Gerald’s engagement is 
celebrated. 

Act 1 Birling says there will be no war; references 
Titanic 

 
The hypocrisy of middle-class Edwardian society is 
uncovered: appearance & reputation matter more 
than reality & morality. 

 Birling on 
society 

‘’The way some of these cranks talk and write 
now, you’d think everybody has to look after 
everybody else’ 

Act 1 Inspector arrives; a young girl has committed 
suicide. 

Shelia’s 
recognition 

‘but these girls aren’t cheap labour – they’re 
people’’ Act 1 Birling threw her out after strike; Sheila had her 

fired for laughing. 

Priestley criticises the selfishness of capitalism and 
wants a fairer, socialist future after the horrors of 
two world wars.. Sheila’s regret ‘it’s the only time I’ve ever done anything like 

that, and I’ll never, never do it again to 
anybody’ Act 2 Gerald had an affair with Daisy Renton 

Priestley shows the older generation to be set in 
their ways, while the young are open to change. Act 2 Mrs. Birling refused to give charity to Eva; 

blames father. 
Sheila on the 
inspector 

‘we all started like that – so confident, so 
pleased with ourselves until he began asking 
us questions’ 

Act 3 Eric’s involvement revealed; possible rape 
hinted at. 

Eva Smith is the embodiment of young, working- 
class women who were oppressed by the 
middle/upper classes. 

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

Act 3 Inspector leaves. Gerald returns; met 
policeman, no Inspector G The play demonstrates that when workers do not 

have full employment rights they cannot fight back 

 Inspector on 
guilt 

‘I think you did something terribly wrong – and 
that you’re going to spend the rest of your life 
regretting it’ 

Act 3 Telephone rings; an inspector is coming. 
 

Thematic Quotes 
 Mrs Birling 

defends 
herself 

‘she was claiming elaborate fine feelings and 
scruples that were simply absurd in a girl in her 
position’ 

Social 
responsibility 

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

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’ 

Capitalism “These silly capital vs labour agitations.” Birling 
“A man has to make his own way” Birling 

Class “A girl of that class” Mrs Birling 

“Well, we’ve several hundred young women there, y’know, and they keep 
changing.” Birling 

The inspector 
says 

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

Age  

Inspector’s 
message 

‘there are millions and millions and millions of 
Eva Smiths and John Smiths still left with us,’  “I hate those hard-eyed dough-faced women” - Gerald 

 

 


