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    J.B. Priestley grew up in Yorkshire, where he found his first job as a clerk in a wool firm. This first-hand experience of the working conditions of the lower-class in the industrial North would greatly influence both his fiction and his politics. Priestly served in the infantry in WWI before studying English Literature at Trinity College, Cambridge, and then settled in London to work primarily as an essayist, book reviewer, and novelist. In 1932, aged 38, Priestley wrote his first play, Dangerous Corner, and continued to work as a playwright throughout the 1930s, garnering great success thanks to his gift for the shrewd characterisation of ordinary people. During the Second World War, he wrote and presented a BBC radio series called “Postscripts”, a patriotic, morale-boosting programme which was ultimately cancelled by the BBC because of its harsh criticism of the government.


    By the time Priestly wrote An Inspector Calls in 1945, he had become increasingly politically engaged, strongly believing in socialism as a force for good. In his work, Priestley explores the themes of collective responsibility and the concept of time; though he remains best known for An Inspector Calls, he was a prolific writer and continued to publish until his death at the age of 90.

  


  
    AN INSPECTOR CALLS


    A PLAY IN THREE ACTS


    
      	Genre: play


      	Reference edition: Priestley, J. B. (1993) An Inspector Calls. London: Heinemann.


      	1st performance: 1945


      	Themes: responsibility, class, time, guilt, prejudice, mystery, foreshadowing

    


    Taking place over three acts and set in 1912, just before the outbreak of the First World War, An Inspector Calls is J.B. Priestley’s best-known play. Priestley had harboured the idea of a mysterious inspector visiting a family long before the start of the Second World War, but his conception of the Birlings, a rather complacent, well-to-do family, did not coalesce until 1945. In the play, the Birlings have their evening celebrations suddenly interrupted by the arrival of an Inspector who has come to question them over the suicide of a young woman called Eva Smith (also known as Daisy Renton). One by one, the Inspector’s meticulously controlled lines of enquiry reveal that each character knew Eva Smith and was in some way responsible for her suicide. An Inspector Calls uses the characters’ various reactions to the suicide and the role of the Inspector to explore the weight of both individual and collective responsibility, and remains by far Priestley’s most studied and performed work.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    ACT 1


    The stage curtain rises to reveal six people in evening dress sitting in a well-furnished house in the fictional northern town of Brumley. It is spring 1912, and the well-to-do family, described by Priestley in the stage directions as “pleased with themselves” (p.1), are celebrating the engagement of Miss Sheila Birling to Mr Gerald Croft. As Sheila’s family sip (or in her younger brother Eric’s case, gulp) their port, her businessman father Arthur Birling makes a speech predicting that Britain is entering a time of peace and prosperity (which is highly ironic, given that the play is set just two years before the outbreak of the First World War). Just as Birling tells his family that man must “look after himself and his own”, (p.10) the Birlings’ parlour maid enters to announce that a certain Inspector Goole has called at the house.


    The mysterious Inspector – a man in his fifties wearing a dark suit – enters the room, immediately creating “an impression of massiveness, solidity and purposefulness” (p.11). He tells the family that a short time ago a young woman committed suicide by swallowing disinfectant, and that he would like to ask them some questions. Mr Birling is adamant that he has no connection to the girl, but when the Inspector shows him (and him alone) a photograph of the woman he names as Eva Smith, Birling recognises her, revealing that he had fired her from a job in one of his machine shops at Birling and Company after she had the audacity to request a modest pay raise. When Mr Birling asks how he could possibly be to blame for Eva’s death, as this happened two years ago, the Inspector replies that his actions could have been part of a “chain of events” (p.14) which culminated in her suicide.


    At this point, Sheila Birling enters the room. The Inspector explains that, after being dismissed from Mr Birling’s company and feeling completely desperate, Eva Smith’s luck finally changed when she was hired as an assistant at a high-end shop, Milwards. However, she lost this job as well, this time after a customer complaint. Sheila is shown a photograph and lets out a “half-stifled sob” (p.22), confessing that she had been the one to complain after a dress she tried on suited the young shop assistant far more than her. Overcome with fury and jealousy, Sheila had used her power as a well-respected client to have Eva Smith dismissed – though now, during the questioning, she is deeply moved by the girl’s death and seems to show genuine remorse for her actions.


    ACT 2


    When the Inspector says that, after being dismissed, Eva Smith changed her name to Daisy Renton, Gerald Croft immediately reacts. It does not take long for Sheila to conclude that the two had some kind of romantic involvement, and she insists on staying in the room during the Inspector’s questioning of Gerald, despite her fiancé’s protestations that women should be protected from unpleasant and disturbing things. Gerald admits that he met Daisy Renton at the Bromley Palace music hall, a “favourite haunt of women of the town” (p.34). He tells the inspector that Daisy did not fit in, and that, after she looked at him as if begging for help, he saved her from being harassed by a “notorious womaniser” (p.35). Gerald listened to Daisy’s predicament and offered her some money and a place to stay. The two began an affair, and although Gerald felt genuine affection towards Daisy, he says that her feelings were stronger than his, and that he eventually broke off the relationship. After hearing Gerald’s confession, Sheila gives back the engagement ring he had bought her, telling him, “you and I aren’t the same people who sat down to dinner here” (p.40).


    Next, the Inspector turns to Sheila’s mother, Mrs Birling, who insists with an air of acute self-satisfaction that she played no part in the young woman’s suicide. But the Inspector’s questioning soon reveals that a vulnerable young woman had asked her for help in her capacity as a member of the Brumley Women’s Charity Organisation. Because of her class prejudice, Mrs Birling was unsympathetic towards the girl’s plight, even when she discovered that the girl was pregnant and unmarried (a shameful position to be in at the time). She refused Eva’s case and told her to approach the baby’s father for help instead. She declares that the responsibility lies with whoever this “drunken young idler” (p.48) is, saying that he should be shamed and made an example of. Precisely at this point, Eric Birling enters the room, pale, obviously distressed, and drunk.


    ACT 3


    As the only character who has not yet been questioned by the Inspector, the audience now knows that Eric will not be exempt from the investigation. Sure enough, Eric admits that he took advantage of Eva Smith after drunkenly meeting her at the Palace Bar. Soon after their encounter, Eva told Eric she was pregnant with his child. Eric’s response was to steal money from the family business to tide Eva over. When Eric learns that Eva had approached Mrs Birling’s charity, and that she had refused her, he is horrified: “My child – your own grandchild – you killed them both!” (p.55). On this revelation, and having shown that each family member played a part in Eva Smith’s death, the Inspector leaves, with a grave warning that if men will not learn that they are responsible for each other, “they will be taught it in fire and blood and anguish” (p.56).


    The Birlings are left “staring, subdued and wondering” (ibid.). Sheila and Eric are horrified by what happened and by their guilt, though their parents remain completely unmoved, and start instead to question whether the mysterious Inspector Goole was a genuine police inspector. At that point Gerald re-enters, saying he has spoken to a local police officer who assured him he knew of no “Inspector Goole”. For their part, Sheila and Eric claim the most important thing was not the Inspector’s identity but the lessons he had shown them. But Mr Birling and Gerald conclude that the whole enquiry has been a hoax, while Mrs Birling congratulates herself on being the only one not to have admitted to the Inspector that she had done anything wrong. They then reason that, given that the Inspector had shown them photographs of the young woman individually, there was no proof that their stories related to the same girl, or that a suicide had even taken place. Mr Birling decides to telephone the Infirmary and, sure enough, is told that there has been no death. But just as the family begin to return normality, they are interrupted by a sudden, ominous ring of the telephone. Mr Birling answers, listens, and puts down the phone; a girl, he is told, has just died, and a police inspector is on his way to ask them some questions.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    MR BIRLING


    Described at the start of the play as a “heavy-looking, rather portentous man in his middle fifties” (p.1), Arthur Birling is a self-described hard-headed businessman who believes that every man should look out for himself. Part of the nouveau-riche, his main concern is to protect and expand his wealth and reputation – but in the speech he makes in Act1, he shows himself to be as naïve as he is self-satisfied, dismissing the mounting global tension in 1912 as “silly little war scares” (p.7) and describing the Titanic, which would famously sink later that year, as “unsinkable, absolutely unsinkable” (ibid.). The Inspector accuses him of starting the chain of events that led to Eva Smith’s downfall when he fired her from his company. Birling shows his hypocrisy when he offers Goole a great deal of money to forget the entire investigation (“I’d give thousands – yes – thousands”, p.56), yet refused to consider Eva Smith’s request for the most modest of wage increases for her factory job. Throughout the Inspector’s enquiries, Mr Birling’s priority is to avoid a public scandal as a result of his family’s actions (mostly to protect his chances of receiving a knighthood), from covering his son’s theft of company money to preventing the press from finding out about his wife’s refusal to help Eva Smith. Once the inspector leaves, Mr Birling quickly becomes convinced that the entire investigation was a hoax, and remains unmoved by the suicide throughout the play: “I can't accept any responsibility. If we were all responsible for everything thathappened to everybody we’d had anything to do with, it would be very awkward” (p.14).


    MRS BIRLING


    Mrs Birling is described as “a rather cold woman” (p.1) and is perhaps the most judgemental and naïve of all the characters throughout the play. She is completely unaware of or unwilling to accept unpleasant realities close to home, from the extent of Eric’s drinking problem to the fact that Alderman Meggarty is a notorious womaniser (rather than the respectable gentleman she believes him to be). Indeed, when Mrs Birling says “I must say, we are learning something tonight” (p.35), she is referring to local gossip rather than any kind of moral lesson. When Eva Smith came to Mrs Birling’s charity begging for help, Mrs Birling let her class prejudice affect her judgement and immediately accused the girl of lying: “as if a girl of that sort would ever refuse money!” (p.47). Her hubris is most evident at the end of Act2, when she says that the father of Eva Smith’s child should be publicly shamed, just before it is revealed that the father is none other than her son Eric, and that she indirectly killed her own grandchild. Mrs Birling feels no guilt over Eva Smith’s death, and at the end of the play is delighted she did not admit to doing any wrong, even though in the audience’s eyes she is as guilty as the rest of her family, if not even more so.


    GERALD CROFT


    Gerald Croft is engaged to Sheila Birling, but is shown to have had an affair with Daisy Renton while claiming he was busy working at his father’s business. However, the Inspector arguably treats him less harshly than the other characters, for at least Gerald initially treated Daisy with kindness, saving her from being harassed and giving her some money and a place to stay when she was in need. As the Inspector notes, at least he “had some affection for her and made her happy for a time” (p.56). However, his relationship with Daisy was founded on an imbalance of power, and it is clear that in some way Gerald enjoyed the fact that he was “the most important person in her life” (p.37). After the Inspector has questioned him, Gerald seems genuinely emotionally affected and goes out for a walk – but when he returns, it is to tell the family that Inspector Goole was not a real police inspector, as if this absolves him from his responsibilities.


    SHEILA BIRLING


    Of all the play’s characters, Sheila has the most instinctive insight into the true purpose of the Inspector’s arrival. She regards him “wonderingly and dubiously” (p.29), realising early on that the Inspector knows more than he lets on, and that each member of the family will be proven to have played a part in Eva Smith’s death. Sheila is not without blame in the play: her jealousy and snobbery


    ERIC BIRLING


    

    INSPECTOR GOOLE
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