
 

 

 

 

An Inspector Calls 
Test your understanding: Comprehension questions 

Act One 

1. What do we learn about each of the characters on stage in the opening 

directions?  How might the actors show that the characters are ‘pleased with 

themselves’? 

2. What tone is set in the opening exchanges between the characters? 

3. What does Sheila’s engagement to Gerald mean to Arthur Birling? 

4. What is Birling’s attitude to the future and the progress he foresees?  What are 

we meant to think of this attitude?  Why? 

5. How does the tone change once the men are alone? 

6. What outlook on life had Birling learnt in the ‘good hard school of experience’? 

7. Why does the front door bell ring when it does? 

8. Why does Eric react ‘sharply’ to Gerald and Birling’s jokes? 

9. What is the mood in the room before the Inspector enters? 

10. What should the Inspector’s appearance convey to the audience? 

11. Why does Eric respond ‘involuntarily’ to the Inspector’s news? 

12. How does Birling react to the reminder that he employed Eva Smith?  

How should he react to the photograph? 

13. Why does Birling start to ‘move restlessly’? 

14. How should Birling tell his story to the Inspector? 

15. How should Gerald, Eric and the Inspector listen to Birling’s story? 

16. What is the mood in the room when Sheila enters? 

17. How does Sheila react to the Inspector’s news? 

18. ‘The other four exchange bewildered and perturbed glances’ (page 18) 

How are each of Sheila, Eric, Birling and Gerald now feeling? 

19. What are Sheila’s and the Inspector’s attitudes to the situation in which 

Eva found herself after Arthur Birling sacked her? 

20. Why does Sheila react so violently to the photograph? 

21. What effect does the Inspector have upon Eric and Gerald while they are 

alone? 

22. How should Sheila tell her story to the Inspector? 

23. How does each of Eric, Gerald and the Inspector react to Sheila’s story? 

24. How is Sheila affected by her realisation? 

25. How will Gerald show he is ‘startled’ by the name Daisy Renton? 

26. What is Sheila thinking while she is ‘staring’ at Gerald? 



27. What is the mood in the dining room as the Inspector enters? 

 

 

Act Two 

1. What is the mood in the dining room at the start of Act Two? 

2. Why do Gerald and Sheila react ‘bitterly’ to each other? 

3. How should the actor playing the Inspector take charge ‘massively’? 

4. How has the Inspector affected Sheila? 

5. Why does Sheila stare at the Inspector ‘wonderingly’ and ‘dubiously’? 

6. How does Birling re-renter the dining room?  Why does Sheila try to warn her? 

7. What is Mrs Birling’s attitude towards Eva Smith? 

8. What does Mrs Birling being ‘staggered’ about Eric’s drinking reveal of the 

family’s relationships? 

9. How should Gerald ‘break off’ from telling his story? 

10. How should Gerald tell his story to the Inspector? 

11. How should the Inspector listen to Gerald? 

12. How should each of Sheila, Mr Birling and Mrs Birling listen and react to 

Gerald’s story?  

13. How had Daisy’s relationship with Gerald affected her?  How did she 

react when it ended? 

14. Why is Gerald ‘upset by this business’?  How should his upset be 

shown? 

15. What is the state of Sheila and Gerald’s relationship now? 

16. How should the actress playing Mrs Birling look at the Inspector’s 

photograph? 

17. How should Mrs Birling tell her story to the Inspector? 

18. How should each of Sheila, Mr Birling and the Inspector listen and react 

to her story? 

19. How does the Inspector’s attitude start to change? 

20. What makes Sheila suddenly aware of Eric’s involvement? 

21. Why does Mrs Birling react in a ‘frightened’ way? 

22. What is the mood in the dining-room as Eric re-enters? 

 

Act Three 

1. What is the mood in the dining-room at the start of Act Three? 

2. What is Eric’s state of mind? 

3. What is the growing effect of the evening’s events upon the Birling family as 

whole? 

4. How should Eric tell his story to the Inspector? 

5. How does the Inspector listen to Eric’s story? 

6. How should Mr Birling, Mrs Birling and Sheila react to Eric’s story? 



7. Why does the Inspector end up ‘taking charge, masterfully’? 

8. How should each of the Birlings react to the Inspector’s final speeches? 

9. How do the family react to each other once the Inspector has left? 

10. Why does it ‘not matter much’ to Sheila if the Inspector was not a 

policeman? 

11. Why does it matter ‘a devil of a lot’ to Birling if he was not a policeman? 

12. How should each of the members of the family react to Gerald’s news? 

13. How does this news make each of the characters feel about their part in 

Eva Smith’s life? 

14. How should each of the members of the family react to Gerald’s theory 

about the Inspector’s photograph? 

15. How should the characters wait for the result of Gerald’s telephone call? 

16. How should they react to the news the call brings? 

17. How has each of the characters been affected by the evening’s events? 

18. Why does the telephone ring when it does? 

19. What is the effect of the final telephone call upon the characters? 

20. How should the final telephone call affect the audience? 

 

Characters 

Arthur 

1. ‘…a man has to make his own way – has to look after himself.’  What appears 

to be Arthur’s outlook on life, both socially and in business? 

2. ‘She’d had a lot to say – far too much – so she had to go.’  How does Arthur 

treat Eva Smith? 

3. ‘Still, I cannot accept any responsibility.’  Why cannot Arthur accept this 

responsibility? 

 

Sheila  

1. ‘But these girls aren’t cheap labour – they’re people.’  What does Sheila’s 

reaction to the Inspector’s summary of Eva’s time with Birling and Co. reveal 

of her attitude to life? 

2. ‘I couldn’t be sorry for her.’  How does Sheila treat Eva Smith? 

3. ‘I behaved badly too.  I know I did.  I’m ashamed of it.’  Why is Sheila Birling 

ashamed of her treatment to Eva Smith? 

 

Gerald 

1. ‘Hear, hear.’  And I think my father would agree to that.’  What do we initially 

learn of Gerald’s character ad his attitude towards life? 



2. ‘I didn’t ask for anything in return.’  How does Gerald treat Daisy Renton / Eva 

Smith? 

3. ‘She didn’t blame me at all.  I wish to God she had now.  Perhaps I’d feel 

better about it.’  How does Gerald feel about his involvement with Eva? 

 

Sybil 

1. ‘I must say, we are learning something tonight.’  What is Sybil Birling’s attitude 

towards her family?  Why does what she learns affect her as it does? 

2. ‘Go and look for the father of the child.  It’s his responsibility.’  How does Sybil 

treat Eva Smith? 

3. ‘…I did nothing that I’m ashamed of or that won’t bear investigation.’  Why 

does Sybil feel no shame? 

 

Eric 

1. ‘Suddenly I felt I just had to laugh.’  What do we initially learn about Eric’s 

characters and attitude to life? 

2. ‘Oh my God – how stupid it all is!’  How does Eric treat Eva? 

3. ‘It’s what happened to the girl and what we all did to her that matters.’  How 

does Eric feel about his involvement with Eva Smith? 

 

Inspector Goole 

1. ‘Why – you fool – he knows. Of course he knows.’  What does he know? 

2. ‘You see, we have to share something.  If there’s nothing else we’ll have to 

share our guilt.’  What were the Inspector’s intentions in visiting the Birlings?  

How successful was he in realising those intentions? 

3. ‘We don’t live alone.  We are members of one body – We are responsible for 

each other.’  What is the function of the character of the Inspector? 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

How do I revise for An Inspector Calls? (with thanks to Mr Keith 

Neville) 

1. Read the play!  If you type into google: An Inspector Calls text online – a number of files 

with the text will appear.  

2. If you already have, that’s great; you can always read it again. Try to actively read the book.  

 

 

 

 

3. Get organised! You have lots of stuff on this book already. Find it. Sort it. And use it.  

4. Know what is going on. Produce mind maps/summaries of each Act and character. Know 

what happens and when it happens and also why it’s important.  

5. Know who is who. Eva/Daisy, Sheila, Eric, Gerald, Mrs Birling and Mr Birling. Even Edna. 

What do they all represent? Be able to write 5 bullet points for each character 

(personality/appearance/role in the play) and find 5 (minimum) key quotes for them-put it 

on a big sheet of paper and stick it on your bedroom wall - AND LOOK AT IT! 

6. Be clear on the themes. There are lots of themes explored in this play. Know what they are, 

why they’re important and which characters have something to do with them.  

 Make a note of what they are-look for some examples 

 Who has something do with them 

 Some key quotes 

 Put it all on some sort of mind map. (Again, look at it from time to time once it’s 

done!) 

7. Learn lots of short quotes. Don’t forget you can’t take your book into the exam. Get some 

cue cards-write 5 key quotes for each theme and each character on them and learn them! 

On the bus, in the car, just before bed...you get the idea. Stick them in your bag and take 

them with you, everywhere you go! 

8. Plan some essays. Time yourself, spend ten/fifteen minutes writing down and then 

organising your ideas for different questions.  

9. Do some practice papers. You’ll find lots of past papers in this booklet. Use them! 

 

How do I do that? Use post-it notes to records 

ideas; look out for a particular theme or 

character. Ask questions of what’s happening. 

 



 

 

 

 

Notes on the Play (with thanks to Mr Keith 

Neville) 

One of the best ways to revise is make your own notes as you read. Don’t 

JUST read. Use the following information below and turn it into your own mind 

maps, lists, flashcards, cue cards… whatever helps it go into your head! 

So… what’s the play about? 

The play is about, amongst many things, social responsibility. Priestley uses 

the play to present his ideas on responsibility and society. He frequently uses the 

character of the Inspector as a mouth-piece for his ideas. For example the 

Inspector exclaims ‘We are members of one body. We are responsible for each 

other’. Priestley is suggesting that we should all look after one another, and 

that those who have power over others should use it for the common good, not just 

for their own benefit. It is fairly clear by the end of the play that these are Priestley’s 

views.  

 

Plot  

1. The Birling Family and Gerald Croft are having a dinner celebrating Sheila 

Birling’s engagement to Gerald Croft. 

2. Just as Mr Birling is at his most confident; an inspector arrives to investigate a 

suicide. 

3. Mr Birling reveals he sacked Eva Smith. 

4. Sheila explains that she had Eva sacked from her next job at Milwards. 

5. Gerald recognises the name Daisy Renton (Eva’s second name) 

6. Gerald admits that he kept Daisy as his mistress. 

7. Mrs Birling tells the group that she denied help to a pregnant girl when she went 

to Mrs Birling’s charity organisation 

8. Eric enters, just as we realise he is the father of the child. 

9. Eric explains his relationship with the girl and how he stole money to help her. 

10. The Inspector leaves. 

11. The family gradually realises the Inspector could have been a fraud. 



12. The celebratory mood is almost restored – then a phone call announces that 

an Inspector is on his way to investigate a girl’s suicide.  

 

 

Dramatic Devices: 

Priestley uses a range of dramatic devices for different purposes. For example, set, 

lighting, sound effects, props, characterisation, timing and dramatic irony. 

 

Stage Directions 

At the beginning of Act 1 he uses stage directions to set the scene and give us 

information about the Birling family before we even see them. We can tell that 

the Birling family are a comfortably off middle to upper middle class family. We 

can also tell that they are all feeling relaxed and confident at the beginning of the 

play.  

 set - large suburban house 

 furniture -  ‘solid …but not cosy and homelike’ 

 props – suggests wealth ‘champagne glasses’, ‘decanter of port’ 

 costume ‘evening dress of the period’ white tie and tails – a formal occasion 

 lighting – ‘pink and intimate’ 

 characters and how they are described by Priestley 

 

At the start of the play the Birlings are seated and relaxed. By the end all standing 

and shouting/crying. 

 

Staging- All the action takes place in one room- it is claustrophobic and intense- the 

pressure builds within the closed room. Birlings are shown to live in a closed, 

protected world and the Inspector is not welcomed from the outside. 

 

Stephen Daldry’s 1992 production showed the house on stilts. Height showed the 

Birling’s separation from the rest of the town, but the stilts seemed unsteady- 

showing the Birling’s could easily fall from their status. 

 

Dramatic Irony. (when an audience knows more about the characters/action than 

the characters on stage). Priestley uses dramatic irony to show how ridiculous 

and wrong Birling’s opinions are. E.g.: 



 

 Birling says war won’t happen ‘I say there isn’t a chance of war’ but 

audience knows there were two World Wars about to happen  

 Birling says that the Titanic won’t sink – ‘unsinkable’ – we know it did, later 

that year. 

 Birling thinks there’ll be no tension between employers and employees 

‘you’ll be living in a world that will have forgotten all these Capital versus 

Labour agitations’ but there were strikes in1907-1912 because of poor 

conditions and the General Strike of 1926 

 The dramatic irony makes the audience think Birling is foolish and lacking 

in knowledge about the future. It also makes his political opinions seem 

wrong. Priestley is also showing an audience his concern that such 

idiotic people have some degree of power in this society. Could you 

relate this to his Priestley’s experiences? 

 

The entrance of the inspector  

 Sound Effect-There’s a ‘sharp ring of a front door bell’ and Edna interrupts 

Birling in the middle of his speeches. The ‘sharp’ ring would startle the 

audience – and suggests that the Inspector may be a ‘sharp’ (as in intelligent 

and possibly aggressive) person. The ring also interrupts Birling suggesting 

that the Inspector will have power and control over Birling.  

 There is a change of lighting from pink and intimate’ to ‘brighter and 

harder’ when the inspector arrives. This suggests again that the Inspector is a 

‘hard’ character who will wreck the cosy world the Birlings live in.  

 His name ‘Inspector Goole’ also suggests something unpleasant/interesting 

about the inspector – e.g. ‘ghoul’ means ghost 

 

The inspector develops the dramatic tension  

The inspector ‘creates at once an impression of massiveness, solidity and 

purposefulness’. He also speaks ‘carefully, weightily’ and ‘has a disconcerting habit 

of looking hard at the person he addresses before actually speaking’. This interests 

an audience – we want to know why he is there and how people will react to his 

questioning.  

 

The Inspector ‘inspects’ or interrogates each person in turn. He shows a photo of 

Eva Smith to each character in turn that only they see. The audience is intrigued 

and wants to know what this is.   

 



 Interrogation of Birling. Birling feels uncomfortable and tries to threaten Goole 

with his friendship with Colonel Roberts. Audience think Birling is selfish and 

arrogant.  

 Beginnings of conflict between younger generation (Sheila) and older 

generation (Birling). Sheila responds much more instinctively and emotionally to 

the report of Eva Smith’s death. This creates tension and the audience feel some 

sympathy for Sheila. 

 Inspector leaves the room, having introduced Eva Smith’s change of name to 

Daisy Renton. Audience want to know why this has occurred. 

 Look at the final exchange between Sheila and Gerald. In a sense, Sheila begins 

the inspector’s task. The fact that the audience knows that Gerald is involved (the 

third out of five characters) suggests to the audience that the momentum will 

continue and that all the characters will be involved. 

 The inspector returns at the end of the scene and asks his question ‘Well?’ This 

is a cliff-hanger – audience want to watch on to see how Gerald and Sheila 

react.  

 Act 2 also ends with CLIFF HANGER. The front door slams, announcing 

Eric’s return, but the audience have to wait until Act 2 for his confession. 

 (The front door bangs every time someone enters or leaves the house. The 

characters and audience can hear this, and wonder who enters the house- 

effective sound effect in creating tension.)  

  

Timing 

 Timing of entrances and exits is crucial. For example, the Inspector arrives 

immediately after Birling has told Gerald about his impending knighthood and 

about how "a man has to look after himself and his own." 

 Sheila runs off stage when she realises she is the reason Eva was 

sacked - creates intense atmosphere. 

 Sheila and Gerald are left alone to discuss Daisy Renton- this draws 

information out for audience. 

 A great deal of tension has been created for the audience by the end of 

Act 1 and they have the desire to know how all the characters were involved. 

By having a break at this point between Acts One and Two and creating a 

dramatic pause Priestley creates tension for the rest of the play. Act 1 

ends with the Inspector asking, “Well?” This builds suspense for the start of 

act 2 which begins with the same question and we are desperate for the 

answer. 

 Tension is further created by the way information is gradually revealed, one 

person at a time. The audience and characters are kept on their toes. 

 



Priestley has already suggested to the audience some of the themes that he 

develops later in his play: e.g. the idea that those in power are often undeserving 

of that power and foolish (as shown in his presentation of Birling in particular) and 

that the younger generation are more open to positive change (as in his 

presentation of Sheila’s remorse). Most importantly he has suggested that the 

Inspector is going to be the character to question the arrogant self-confidence that 

the Birlings have, just as he as a playwright confronts his audience’s own prejudices 

about power in society. 

The Ending 

The ending leaves the audience on a cliff-hanger. In Act 3 the Birlings believed 

themselves to be off the hook when it is discovered that the Inspector wasn't real 

and that no girl had died in the infirmary. This releases some of the tension - but the 

final telephone call, announcing that a real inspector is on his way to ask questions 

about the suicide of a young girl, suddenly restores the tension very dramatically. It 

is an unexpected final twist. 

 

Dramatic Structure/Genre 

Follows the rules of Greek Drama- the three unities of place, action and time are 

kept to in a realistic manner. i.e.  The Drama all unfolds in one place- Birling’s 

Dining room. Action all takes place in one evening, time passes in the same way as 

in real life. This makes the play realistic. 

 

The Inspector acts like a Greek chorus (Narrator). He sums up what has 

happened, and explains to both actors and the audience the lessons we must learn. 

  

Equally might be seen as a simple crime/ mystery play- ‘Who dunnit?’ 

 

Furthermore, The play has myth-like quality in that it carries a moral message 

that we should take better care of our fellow human beings, so in some ways is like 

a parable.  

 

The Inspector himself adds dramatic tension: 

 He controls the pace and tension by dealing with one line of enquiry at a time. 

Slowly the story of Eva's life is unravelled, like in a 'whodunnit'. 

 He is in command at the end of Act I and the start of Act 2, and the end of Act 2 and 

the start of Act 3. He is a brooding, inescapable presence, very much in control. 



 He is very mysterious and seems to know what is going to happen before it does. 

Consider his name ‘Goole’. A ghoul is a ghost. Is he a supernatural being? The 

voice of Priestley or even God, come to morally judge them? 
 

 

Themes (with thanks to Mr Keith Neville) 

Responsibility 

The Inspector wanted each member of the family to share the responsibility of Eva's 
death: he tells them, "each of you helped to kill her." However, his final speech is 
aimed not only at the characters on stage, but at the audience too: 

"One Eva Smith has gone - but there are millions and 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, 
and what we think and say and do." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Class 

Priestley is trying to show that the upper classes are unaware that the easy lives 
they lead rest upon hard work of the lower classes. They’re selfish/uncaring and 
immoral. 

ATTITUDES TO THE 

LOWER CLASS: 
  ATTITUDES TO THE UPPER CLASS: 

 

To this character, Eva 

was...  

  

 

At the start of the play, this character 

was:  

cheap labour 
Mr 

Birling 

keen to be knighted to cement his hard-

fought rise to the upper class 

someone who could be fired 

out of spite 
Sheila 

happy spending a lot of time in expensive 

shops 

a mistress who could be 

discarded at will 
Gerald 

prepared to marry Sheila, despite her 

lower social position 

easy sex at the end of a 

drunken night out 
Eric 

awkward about his 'public-school-and-

Varsity' life 

a presumptuous upstart 
Mrs 

Birling 

socially superior to her husband, and 

embarrassed at his gaffes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Age 

The older generation and the younger generation take the Inspector's message in 

different ways. While Sheila and Eric accept their part in Eva's death and feel huge 

guilt about it, their parents are unable to admit that they did anything wrong. 

 

The Old (Mr and Mrs Birling) The Young (Sheila and Eric) 

The old are set in their ways. They 

are utterly confident that they are 

right and they see the young as 

foolish. 

The young are open to new ideas. This is first 

seen early in Act 1 when both Eric and Sheila 

express sympathy for the strikers - an idea 

which horrifies Birling, who can only think of 

production costs and ignores the human side 

of the issue.  

The old will do anything to protect 

themselves: Mrs Birling lies to the 

Inspector when he first shows her 

the photograph; Mr Birling wants to 

cover up a potential scandal. 

The young are honest and admit their faults. 

Eric refuses to try to cover his part up, saying, 

"the fact remains that I did what I did."  

They have never been forced to 

examine their consciences before 

and find they cannot do it now - as 

the saying goes, 'you can't teach 

an old dog new tricks.' 

Sheila and Eric see the human side of Eva's 

story and are very troubled by their part in it. 

They do examine their consciences. 

Mr and Mrs Birling have much to 

fear from the visit of the 'real' 

inspector because they know they 

will lose everything. 

Sheila and Eric have nothing to fear from the 

visit of the 'real' inspector because they have 

already admitted what they have done wrong, 

and will change 

Gerald Croft is caught in the middle, being neither very young nor old. In the end he 
sides with the older generation, perhaps because his aristocratic roots influence him 
to want to keep the status quo and protect his own interests.   

Ultimately, we can be optimistic that the young - those who will shape future society 
- are able to take on board the Inspector's message.   



 

 

 

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. 
 
In An Inspector Calls Priestley explores the theme of gender through: 

 how Mr Birling and Gerald Croft view women 

 how Mrs Birling treats Eva Smith 

 how Eva Smith is portrayed as independent and outspoken before her death 

 

How Mr 
Birling 

refers to 
women 

When Mr Birling 
is telling Eric 
and Gerald 
about women's 
attitudes 
towards the 
clothes they 
wear. 

"...not only 
something to 
make 'em look 
prettier - but - 
well, a sort of 
sign or token of 
their self-
respect." 

Mr Birling shows that he has 
a patronising view of 
women, making the 
suggestion that clothes are a 
sign of self-respect for 
them. He has a stereotypical 
view of women here and 
does not see them as 
individuals but suggests that 
all women think in the same 
way. 

How 
Gerald 

refers to 
women 

Gerald makes 
sexist and 
superficial 
comments 
about the 
women in the 
bar he visits. 

"I hate those 
hard-eyed 
dough-faced 
women." 

Gerald shows that he can 
be very superficial in his 
view of women. If they don’t 
meet his standard of how 
they 'should' look, he dislikes 
them. 

How Mrs 
Birling 
treats 
Eva 

Smith 

When Mrs 
Birling suggests 
that Eva is 
incapable of 
having feelings. 

"She was 
claiming 
elaborate fine 
feelings and 
scruples that 
were simply 

Priestley shows that even 
women like Mrs Birling can 
be just as cruel and old 
fashioned as the men are. 
She does not try to 
empathise with a member of 



absurd in a girl 
in her position." 

her own gender. This also 
highlights her negative 
attitude towards the working 
class 

 

Answering the Edexcel exam question 

Knowledge of the play is critical but your ability to link key moments in the play to 

the relevant contextual backdrop is even more important as you are being assessed 

on your understanding of context and the link between context and the text in this 

exam. 

 

A summary of the key contextual details along with key quotations to learn is below. 

 
Context in An Inspector Calls 

 
 

Class  
British society in 1912 was 
firmly divided along class lines.  
The working class had all the 
hardest jobs and little money. 
The middle class owned 
factories or were professionals 
and had plenty of money and 
control.  The upper class 
inherited loads of land and 
money and were often Lords 
and Ladies. Whilst those at the 
top of the class system had the 
most power, those at the 
bottom received little help and 
support and, therefore, 
struggled.    

'Girls of that class...' 
'I have an idea that... 
Lady Croft... feels 
you might have done 
better for yourself 
socially-' 
'I consider I did my 
duty.' 
'You mustn't try to 
build up a wall 
between us and that 
girl.' 
 
 
 

 

Economy 
There were conflicts between 
business owners and workers, 
such as the 1926 General 
Strike which saw many 
important industries grind to a 
halt.  From 1930 the 
Depression ensued which hit 
many industries and led to an 
increase in unemployment with 
many workers facing terrible 
poverty. 

'If you don't come 
down sharply on 
some of these 
people, they'd soon 
be asking for the 
earth.' 
'But these girls aren't 
cheap labour- they're 
people.' 
'And we're in for a 
time of steadily 
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increasing 
prosperity...' (Mr.B.) 
 

 

Socialism and capitalism 
Millions of people had fought 
for Britain during WWII.  After 
the war, people wanted to work 
out how to make a better 
society.  The world wars made 
people question Britain’s social 
structure.  Socialism and left-
wing ideas became more 
popular.  Capitalism is where 
people act to serve their 
interests whereas socialism is 
where people act to serve the 
interests of a wider community.  
Priestley was a socialist.  The 
Labour Party won the 1945 
General Election – they were 
focused on improving the 
welfare system to look after the 
needs of the poorest in British 
society. 

'We don't live alone. 
We are members of 
one body. We are 
responsible for each 
other.' 
'… if men will not 
learn that lesson, 
then they will be 
taught in fire and 
blood and anguish.' 
'We can't let all of 
these Bernard Shaws 
and HG Wellses do 
all of the talking.' 
'You're beginning to 
pretend all over 
again.' 
'So there's nothing 
to be sorry for, 
nothing to learn.' 
 

 

Family life 
Family members were 
expected to know their role, 
and be content with their 
position – the parents were in 
charge of the family, and the 
children were expected to be 
obedient and unquestioning. 
 

'You're not the kind 
of father a chap 
could go to when 
he's in trouble...' 
'But I didn’t know it 
was you...you're not 
the type...' 
 

 

Gender 
Gender roles were clearly 
defined.  Men were expected to 
support their ‘perfect’ family 
and protect their women.  
Women tried to marry into 
money so they did not have to 
work.  Their role was to plan 
parties, visit friends and have 
children.  Women’s lives were 
controlled by their families and 
husbands.  In 1912 women 
were not allowed to vote 

'...you'll realise that 
men with important 
work...spend nearly 
all their time... on 
their business.' 
'There are a lot of 
women living that 
sort of existence...' 
'And you think that 
young women ought 
to be protected 
against unpleasant 
and disturbing 
things.' 

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwizmc2Cn9POAhVE1hQKHcdvC7IQjRwIBw&url=https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/20140731114749-17194403-cartoon-video-capitalism-vs-socialism&bvm=bv.129759880,d.ZGg&psig=AFQjCNFkGktYDxFlqrL6ZE1VPgvfU-b-Ow&ust=1471894062668894
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwip-cGan9POAhXE6RQKHaboD-cQjRwIBw&url=http://mangoscisneros.blogspot.com/p/ricardo-cacho.html&bvm=bv.129759880,d.ZGg&psig=AFQjCNGAVNpz9YUCYKzb2jVtAi1Pi1C_8w&ust=1471894163488820
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi03pGyn9POAhUB8RQKHRO_APUQjRwIBw&url=http://www.theotherblog.org/tag/gender/&bvm=bv.129759880,d.ZGg&psig=AFQjCNE5JBE-8c-a3fIgZ1NQ55bhw-KyRA&ust=1471894208092684


although in 1928 this had 
changed.   

 

When you have a clear understanding of the text, one effective way to revise is to 

practise planning essay responses to the questions.  Planning how you are going to 

respond rather than practising the writing of your response will help you remember 

important details, themes and contextual points. 

Have a look at my essay plan below: 

English Literature Paper 2: An Inspector Calls 

Question:  
Sybil Birling: I must say, we are learning something tonight. 
Explore how learning from experience is important in the play. 
You must refer to the context of the play in your answer. 

Bigger picture (forms your introduction – could be a summary of the main points 
you identify below):  
JB Priestley mouthpiece for socialist values – wanted to educate a younger, more 
impressionable audience to act like socialists.  JB Priestley uses the characters to reveal 
who has / has not changed as a result of events in the play – who has learnt and who 
has not and the significance of this. 

Point and quote: Link to context: 

At the beginning of the play, the Birling 
family are quite selfish in their viewpoints. 
‘that a man has to mind his own business 
and look after himself and his own’ 
‘Look, Mummy – isn’t it a beauty’ 

Capitalist beliefs which JB Priestley is 
trying to ridicule through the play. 

Sheila and Eric have learned from 
experience. 
 
‘That’s what’s important – and not whether 
a man is a police inspector or not.’ 

The young learn from experience and 
finally understand the plight of Eva Smith, 
and those like her, hold the hopes for the 
future.  The emerging socialist. 

Gerald and Mr and Mrs Birling dismiss how 
they felt and so have not learned from the 
experience. ‘But the whole thing’s different 
now.  Come, come, you can see that, can’t 
you.’ 

The play suggests that the rich are self-
seeking and complacent; they feel no 
responsibility for the ‘body’ of society.  
Audience questioning capitalist values. 

Mrs Birling is still concerned with their 
appearance ‘But, I’d a special reason for 
not wanting a scandal just now.’ 

Her appearance, public reputation is still 
more important to her showing a shallow 
and selfish attitude remains. 

Difference in learning from experience.  
The young are willing to learn while the 
older characters revert to type and are 
concerned only that they are no longer 
facing Inspector Goole, rather than how a 
girl outside their class has suffered. 

The play reflects a period when social 
mobility was very limited and this often led 
to ingrained attitudes, which could affect 
characters’ ability to learn from experience. 

 

Now you have a go with the following essay questions: 

 Identify 3-4 points you could make in response to the question 



 Identify as many contextual links as you can 

 

English Literature Paper 2: An Inspector Calls 

Question:  
Sheila Birling: But these girls aren’t cheap labour – they’re people. 
In what ways is Eva Smith exploited in the play? 
You must refer to the context of the play in your answer. 

Bigger picture (forms your introduction – could be a summary of the main 
points you identify below):  
 
 
 
 

Point and quote: Link to context: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

English Literature Paper 2: An Inspector Calls 

Question:  
Inspector: We don’t live alone.  We are members of one body.  We are 
responsible for each other. 
Explore the significance of responsibility in An Inspector Calls. 
You must refer to the context of the play in your answer. 

Bigger picture (forms your introduction – could be a summary of the main 
points you identify below):  
 
 
 
 

Point and quote: Link to context: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 

English Literature Paper 2: An Inspector Calls 

Question:  
Eric: He was our Police Inspector all right. 
Sheila: That’s what I mean, Eric. 
How does Eric change throughout the play? 
You must refer to the context of the play in your answer. 

Bigger picture (forms your introduction – could be a summary of the main 
points you identify below):  
 
 
 
 

Point and quote: Link to context: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 

English Literature Paper 2: An Inspector Calls 

Question:  
Sheila: (passionately) You’re pretending everything’s just as it was before. 
In what ways is Sheila important in the play? 
You must refer to the context of the play in your answer. 

Bigger picture (forms your introduction – could be a summary of the main 
points you identify below):  
 
 
 
 

Point and quote: Link to context: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

English Literature Paper 2: An Inspector Calls 

Question:  
Birling: You’ll apologise at once…I’m a public man – 
Inspector: (massively) Public men, Mr. Birling, have responsibilities as well as 
privileges. 
Explore the significance of social position in An Inspector Calls. 
You must refer to the context of the play in your answer. 

Bigger picture (forms your introduction – could be a summary of the main 
points you identify below):  
 
 
 
 

Point and quote: Link to context: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 

 

Once you feel confident about generating the ideas that can go into your response, 

you should begin to write.  Rather than another model from me, this time, I am going 

to show you a variety of student responses and the levels they were given by the 

examiners. 

All the responses seek to answer the following question: 

 

Exemplar One: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Exemplar Two: 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Exemplar Three: 



 

 



 

 

Exemplar Four: 

 



 

 

 

 



 

Now you practise!  Choose at least one of the questions you have planned a 

response and construct your response.  Your teacher will be happy to mark your 

response. 

Write your response here: 
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