
DRAMATIC METHODS 

Dramatic pauses and cliff-hanger: Priestley uses many dramatic pauses to create tension and cliff-hangers throughout the play. The cliff-hangers 

are used not only to build drama, but to give the audience space to contemplate and question their own actions, and opinions on the actions of 

the characters. 

E.g A significant dramatic pause is used at the end of Act One when the Inspector says to Sheila and Gerald 'Well?'  

Dramatic Irony: characters are unaware of something that the audience is aware of.  Having just lived through two world wars, the audience 

are able to see the irony of Mr Birling's early speeches in which he is optimistic about the future. The audience knows he is wrong, which Priestley 

does to undermine Mr Birling as a character and show the audience his faults. eg "The Germans don't want war. nobody wants war". 

Repetition: In real life people repeat themselves - Priestley uses this technique to add a sense of realism and character to his dialogue. Eric says 

'He could. He could have kept her on instead of throwing her out.' In this case, the repetition shows that Eric is a little uncertain of himself, he 

hesitates and then repeats himself. Therefore repetition could also be used to indicate frustration, emphasis on the point, or uncertainty. 

Stage directions: Priestley uses stage directions in order to convey social standing or a power dynamic. For example, at the beginning of the 

play Arthur is seated at the head of the table: this reflects his sense of self importance. He is also sitting a long way from his wife, perhaps sug-

gesting some distance between them. Eric is also seated downstage, apart from the rest of the family; this is an early hint that he is perhaps hid-

ing something from his parents.  Stage directions are also used to portray each character’s emotion whilst delivering their lines. E.g  '(rather impa-

tiently) Yes, yes. Horrid business.'  

Fluency and length:  Priestley varies the length of the lines the characters deliver. At first, Mr Birling speaks with enormous fluency, delivering 

long, self-assured speeches. In contrast, Eric initially delivers lines with pauses and breaks in them. Short, snappy dialogue speeds up the action. 

Longer speeches can deliver  key themes and ideas eg. The Inspector’s final speech.  

Eg. Priestley gives Sheila the short line “because I was in a furious temper” when explaining her actions at  the start of the play. By the end, her 

speeches have become longer and more contemplative, showing remorse for her actions.  

Sound effects: Notice how the phone and the doorbell often interrupt Mr Birling’s speeches. This is Priestley’s way of undermining the credi bil-

ity of what Mr Birling says.  

GENRE 

An Inspector Calls is a  play which fits into three possible genres: 

1) A well-made play 

What is it?: A well-made play is a popular dramatic genre from the 19th-century. In a well-made play the plot is intricate and 

complex and the action builds to a climax.   

Why is it effective?: This structure allows J B Priestley to manipulate the audience. They do not know what happened to 

Eva Smith and so each revelation about her treatment by the Birlings and Gerald Croft adds to the drama. Each revelation is 

more shocking than the last and so Priestley cleverly builds to the climax.   

2) A morality play 

What is it?: Morality plays were popular during the 15th and 16th-centuries. Historically they sought to teach the audience 

lessons that focused on the seven deadly sins: lust, gluttony, greed, sloth, wrath, envy and pride. Whilst characters who com-

mitted these sins were punished, morality plays showed that if a character repented then they could redeem themselves. 

Why is it effective?: Priestley uses the morality play structure to teach a 20th-century audience a series of lessons that relate 

to his beliefs about social responsibility, age, gender and class. The audience is invited to enjoy judging these characters - they 

are also forced to question their own behaviour.  

3) A crime thriller 

What is it?: A crime thriller is a genre that tells a gripping tale based around a crime. The audience receives clues on who 

has committed the crime and will enjoy trying to guess what happened before the end of the action. An Inspector Calls is 

a crime thriller because the action centres around the suicide of Eva Smith. 

Why is it effective? The crime thriller genre encourages the audience to become involved in the events of the play. In this 

case they would be considering who is 'more' to blame for the death of Eva Smith. Ultimately, Priestley makes the audience 

suspects, their behaviour is questioned and they are left wondering if they had committed any 'crimes' like the Birlings had.  
CONTEXT AND WRITER’S INTENTIONS 

Priestley set the play in the year 1912: Just before WWI and the sinking of the Titanic. A moment of rising international tensions and industrial 

expansion.  The end of Victorian era saw the demise of the rigid class system, although class was still a very prominent part of how society was 

run. Labour Party, founded in 1900, gaining momentum. The Russian Revolution began in 1917.  

Priestley wrote the play in 1945: People were recovering from six years of warfare, danger and uncertainty. Class distinctions  were greatly re-
duced as a result of two world wars: rationing, evacuation and the armed forces all helped people to pull together for a common goal.  Women 
had a more valued place in society. There was a desire for social change.. Following WW2, Labour Party won a landslide victory over Winston 
Churchill and the Conservatives. 

J.B Priestley: Priestley was a committed socialist and a great deal of his writing conveys his political beliefs. Priestley was very critical of social 

inequality of life in Britain in the last half of the 20th century.  He had a war-time radio broadcast, so would have been a well-known name.  

Socialism: Supported by Priestley, Seen explicitly in Birling’s dismissive mention of the ‘Bernard Shaws and H.G Wellses’ both the noted Irish 

playwright George Bernard Shaw (1856-1950) and the father of science iction H. G. Wells (1866-1946) were well-known and outspoken socialists. 

Socialism is based on the empowerment of a society's lower classes (such as Eva Smith)– the people who make and manufacture goods – and the 

idea that the community as a whole owns and regulates the means of production, distribution and exchange.  

Capitalism: Mr Birling is  a stereotypical capitalist. Even down to the stage directions where his wealth is shown through his ‘portliness’; fatness 

was a luxury and showed disposable income. By making Mr Birling such a morally corrupt character, J.B Priestley makes his critique of capitalism’s 

corrupting nature clear.  

Gender roles: women had very set gender roles in Edwardian England—in particular upper class women who were expected  to marry to secure 

their future and their fortunes. A marriage partner was an absolutely critical choice and might not have been made out of love for that partner. 

After WWII, gender roles changed—women had done work during WWII that usually men would have done. Perceptions were shifting towards 

women. In 1928 women finally had the right to vote on the same terms as men (over 21 years old). Suffragette movement fought for women’s 

right to vote and created social change.  

SAMPLE EXAM QUESTIONS 

How does Priestley use Eva Smith to present ideas about poverty in An Inspector Calls? 

Write about 

 What Eva’s life is like in the play 

 How Priestley uses Eva to represent the lives of poor people 

How does Priestley present Gerald’s relationships with women in An Inspector Calls? 

Write about 

 The way Gerald treats women in the play 

 How Priestley presents Gerald’s relationship with women  

 

EXAM TIPS 

You’ll have a choice of two questions for An Inspector Calls. Answer only ONE. 

Usually there will be a choice of a ‘character’ question or ‘theme’ question. We find the ‘theme’ question is a better choice to 

gain maximum marks.  

Plan your answer—what’s your thesis/big idea you’re going to lead your essay with? What evidence do you have? You might 

analyse structure and dramatic devices as well as zoom in on the language choices Priestley makes.  

Remember the characters aren’t real. They are constructs used to give us a message.  



AN INSPECTOR CALLS KNOWLEDGE ORGANISER 

PLOT SUMMARY BY ACT 

Act 1—An inspector arrives at the Birling house. He tells them how a girl called Eva Smith has killed herself by drinking disinfectant 

- he wants to ask them some questions. The Inspector reveals that the girl used to work in Arthur Birling's factory and he had her 

sacked for going on strike. Mr Birling refuses to accept any responsibility for her death. The Inspector then reveals that Sheila 

thought that Eva had made fun of her, complained and got her sacked. Sheila is deeply ashamed and feels responsible for the girl’s 

death.  

Act 2—The Inspector forces Gerald to confess to an affair he had with Eva (who he knew as Daisy Renton). Sheila respects Gerald’s 

honesty but still returns the engagement ring he gave her. It is revealed that Sybil Birling, in her role as head of a local charity, had 

refused to help the pregnant Eva. Mrs Birling was  insulted by Eva using the alias ’Mrs Birling’ (which foreshadows Eric’s involve-

ment) and refused her help. She shows no remorse at all as Eva was not a “deserving case” and begins to lecture  the Inspector on 

the  need for him to find the father and force them to take responsibility.  

Act 3— It turns out that it was Eric who got Eva pregnant, and stole money from his father to help her. The Inspector delivers a 

speech on the need to take greater responsibility for each other and create a  fairer and more equal society.  He then leaves.  It is 

suggested by Gerald that the Inspector is not a real policeman. The family ring the infirmary and there is no record of a girl dying 

from drinking disinfectant. Suddenly the phone rings, Mr Birling answers it, to his horror the phone call reveals that a young wom-

an has just died from drinking disinfectant and the police are on their way to question them about it. The curtain falls and the play 

ends.  

VOCABULARY 

Prejudiced 

Oblivious 

Materialistic 

Social responsibility 

Forthright 

Moral 

Omniscient 

Authoritative 

Hypocritical/hypocrisy 

Judgemental  

Misogynistic 

Naïve  

Capitalism 

Socialism 

Oppressed 

Vulnerable 

Exploited 

Impressionable 

Injustice 

Narrow-minded 

Dramatic irony 

Entrenched attitudes 

Arrogant/arrogance 

Self-serving 

Gender 

Aristocracy 

Integrity  

 

CHARACTERS + FUNCTION  

The Inspector Priestley’s mouthpiece on stage, representing Priestley’s views. Very moral man—a man of few words. What 

he does say really matters. His arrival signals the end of the “pink and intimate” lifestyle the Birlings have. 

Speaks about Eva’s death in a graphic way to make characters take responsibility.  Carefully controls and    

manipulates the order of events on stage. Leaves a final message about social responsibility before his exit.  

 

Eva Smith/Daisy 

Renton 

The victim of the Birling family’s various misdeeds. Acts with integrity throughout—refusing money from Eric 

for example when she knows it’s stolen. Believer in what’s right—asks for a pay rise as it’s fair. Challenges the 

status quo; pays for it by being fired. Represents the underclass of British society and the continuing struggles 

they face. Her death is hugely painful and lonely—symbolic of her struggle in life.  No voice in the play.  

Mrs Birling Represents the entrenched prejudices of the upper classes. Cold-hearted and hypocritical—outwardly sup-

ports charity yet refuses it to Eva Smith. Cares more about status than anything else. Does not feel remorse 

for her actions.  

Mr Birling Obsessed with money and status—wants to be “knighted”. Represents the arrogance of the upper classes and 

the problems with capitalism. Wants to make money regardless of human cost. Doesn’t see his workers as 

people. Priestley constantly undermines him using dramatic irony—shown to be foolish. Misogynistic views.  

Gerald Highest status of all the characters—from the aristocracy. Represents privileged upper class males. Wants to 

go into business with Birling and agrees with his views “higher prices”. Protects Eva from Alderman Meggarty 

and listens to her—provides her with accommodation. However, takes advantage of her by sleeping with her 

and raising her hopes of a relationship. Stuck between older/younger generation. Takes some responsibility—

but does not learn a lesson. 

Sheila Young and naïve at the start of the play. However by the end she has matured and taken responsibility—she 

represents the capacity for young people to change. Begins to grow tired of her parents and their attitudes 

and questions them as the play goes on. Refuses Gerald’s ring at the end—symbolic of her journey of growth.  

Eric ‘half shy/half assertive’ character—not comfortable in his own skin. Immature and drinks too much—seems 

very unhappy. Disagrees with his father’s views on money and how to treat the workforce. Seems to be 

hemmed in by his parents. Accepts responsibility and matures throughout the play. Represents young peo-

ple’s capacity to change.  

“Pink and intimate…”brighter and 

harder” “substantial...not cosy and 

homelike” 

“Heavy looking...rather porten-

tous...provincial in his speech” 

“a rather cold woman...her hus-

band’s social superior” 

“very pleased with life and rather 

excited” 

“the easy well-bred man about town” “not quite at ease, half-shy, half as-

sertive” 

“an impression of massiveness, solidi-

ty and purposefulness” 

“I’m talking as a hard-headed, practi-

cal man of business” 

“I say there isn’t a chance of 

war...unsinkable, absolutely unsinka-

ble” 

“If you don’t come down sharply on 

these people, they’ll soon be asking 

for the earth” 

“It’s better to ask for the earth than 

to take it” 

“a man has to mind his own business 

and look after his own…(sharp ring of 

the doorbell” 

“You and I aren’t the same people 

who sat down to dinner here” 

“Each of you helped kill her. Remem-

ber that. Never forget it.” 

“Sorry—I –well—I’ve suddenly real-

ised— taken it in properly. That she’s 

dead” 

“Unlike the other three, I did nothing 

I’m ashamed of” 

“Then—you killed her. She came to 

you to protect me, and you turned 

her away” 

“We don’t live alone. We are mem-

bers of one body.” 

“if man won’t learn that lesson he will 

be taught it—in fire and blood and 

anguish” 

“there are millions of Eva Smiths and 

John Smiths...their lives entwined 

with ours” 

“Claiming elaborate fine feelings and 

scruples that were simply absurd in a 

girl in her position”  

“Girls of that class…” “I was in that state when a chap easi-

ly turns nasty…” 

There’ll be a public scandal… and 

who here will suffer for that more 

than I will?  

KEY THEMES 

Social Responsibility— no welfare state in 1912 and no NHS. The poor often relied on charity. Priestley wanted to 

create change so the upper classes accepted responsibility for others. “We are responsible for each other” - Inspec-

tor. “Public men, Mr Birling, have responsibilities .” - Inspector. “It was what happened to that girl and what we did 

that matters” - Eric. Personal responsibility is also important in the play—who accepts responsibility for their actions.  

Class Divide: Rich and Poor. Rigid class divide between wealthy and poor linked to “lower wages” and “higher 

prices”. Edna’s insignificance in the play and her lack of speech reflects the silencing of the lower classes—they did-

n’t have a voice in an unequal society. Capitalism—a society based on production and private wealth. Priestley want-

ed wealth to be spread more equally – known as socialism.  

Generations: Young and Old. Younger generation seen as ‘most impressionable’ with the greatest capacity to 

bring about social change.  Older generation were largely entrenched in their pre-war views and were rigidly against 

social change. Priestley saw the young as the future.  

Misogyny and gender divides— Women were expected to take on traditional domestic and maternal roles. They 

were seen as weak and in need of male protection. This is ironic as the men in the play certainly do nothing to pro-

tect women; they treat them as objects. Sheila and Eva Smith represent strong women who are fighting for social 

change. The influence of the Suffragette movement (fighting for women's rights) is apparent. 

KEY QUOTATIONS 


