English Literature- An Inspector Calls- Characters
MR BIRLING
“Arthur Birling is a man with some reputation in the town. He is the owner of Birling and Co., a factory business which employs several girls to work on (presumably sewing) machines. He believes that his worker's pay is reasonable and states that he pays the normal wage for his industry, oblivious to the fact that his actions will have consequences. Birling is a Magistrate and he was Lord Mayor of Brumley two years ago. Arthur is the husband of Sybil Birling (Mrs Birling) and father of Sheila and Eric Birling. J. B. Priestley describes him as a "heavy-looking man" in his mid-fifties, with easy manners but "rather provincial in his speech." He describes himself as a "hard-headed practical man of business," and he is firmly capitalist, and right-wing in his political views. He has no concept of value other than wealth or social status, he himself is a social climber. He believes that he and his wife uphold right”- www.oxnotes.com
“a heavy-looking, rather portentous man in his middle fifties with fairly easy manners but rather provincial in his speech”
-Wealthy but not aristocratic: Birling was born in a lower class, shown in the stage directions because he is “provincial in his speech” and his wife is his “social superior”. He is uncomfortable in the presence of servants and “clearly relaxes” when Edna leaves. He’s highly conscious of his social status and is constantly trying to prove to himself and others that he is in the upper class. This is done through his “good solid furniture” which is “substantial and heavily comfortable but not cosy and homelike”. He tells Gerald he has a “good chance of a knighthood” and the Inspector that he was “an alderman”, “Lord Mayor” two years ago, is “on the bench” (a magistrate) and “plays golf” with the Chief Constable. 
-Sycophantic: (meaning he sucks up to people) Firstly, he tries to impress Gerald, telling him that “it’s exactly the same port as your father gets”. This is because Gerald is of a higher class than him. Then, Birling tries to get the Inspector on his side by offering him “port” and mentioning that he and the Chief Constable “play golf together”- although this is also an attempt at intimidation. 
-Self-important: His self-importance links to his sycophantic nature as he wants to impress Gerald and the Inspector. Priestley presents Birling as self-important in his long speeches as Birling uses “I” a lot. Birling thinks because he is successful in business, this puts him in a position to judge what’s correct, saying “I’m talking as a hard-headed, practical man of business. And I say there isn’t a chance of war”. Birling also thinks this means that he has more authority than the Inspector, and so challenges and rejects him saying “I don’t like that tone”.
-Selfish: During one of his speeches, Birling says “a man has to… look after himself- and his family, too” and refers to the ideas of community as “nonsense” and socialists as “cranks”, showing he only cares about himself and doesn’t feel any responsibility to help others. He only cares about reputation, rather than caring about Eva Smith: when Mrs Birling’s refusal to help Eva Smith in her charity is revealed, all Birling can think of is “that when this comes out at the inquest, it isn’t going to do us much good. The Press might take it up easily”. Rather than being ashamed of his son for the way he treated Eva, he only cares about the fact Eric stole money and his first instinct is “to cover this up as soon as I can”. After the Inspector leaves, Birling’s only concern is that “there’ll be a public scandal” and that he has lost his chance of a knighthood. He even says “who here will suffer from that more than I will?” Birling’s selfishness can be partially excused because this is what was expected of him at the time but the 1946 audience would see the problems with Birling’s selfishness. 
-No sense of responsibility: Birling only thinks he has responsibility to “look after himself- and his family” and to “keep labour costs down”. He says he “has nothing to do with the wretched girl’s suicide”. Wretched can either be used to show sympathy or as a moderate swear word- this is how Mr Birling has used it but he shows no sympathy. He accepts no responsibility for his part in Eva’s suicide: “I can’t accept any responsibility. If we were all responsible for everything that happened to everybody … it would be very awkward wouldn’t it”. Notice Priestley’s use of understatement as Birling thinks it would “awkward” suggesting mere embarrassment but Eva Smith has died in agony- this is litotes (understatement for rhetorical effect) and is ironic.
-Creates conflict: Priestley uses Birling in order to create conflict. Firstly, he creates conflict with the workers: “we were paying the usual rates and if they didn’t like those rates, they could go and work somewhere else. It’s a free country, I told them.” This highlights how oblivious he is to the problems of the working class and how difficult it is to get a job. He also creates conflict with Eric. When Eric shows sympathy for the workers, Birling snipes: “Look- you just keep out of this” and later, when Eric has highlighted Birling’s failure as a father, Birling explodes saying “Don’t talk to me like that. Your trouble is- you’ve been spoilt”. Birling fails to realise that if Eric has been spoilt it is because of him. He also becomes physically threatening towards Eric: “you hysterical young fool get back- or I’ll-” which is the height of tension in the play. Birling is very volatile, he changes his mood very quickly- for example he went from trying to intimidate the Inspector to apologising to him. 
-Personifies capitalism: Through his selfishness and self-important nature, Priestley presents that Birling personifies capitalism. When speaking of Gerald and Sheila’s engagement, he says that this is “one of the happiest nights of (his) life” but this is actually because it will mean the merging of “Crofts and Birling” rather than the joy a marriage would naturally bring to the family.  Priestley has used bathos (an unexpected ended which lets the audience down) to present Birling’s greed and selfishness. He describes himself as “a hard-headed practical business man” (notice the similarity to hard-hearted) and believes a “man has to make his own way”. Priestley uses dramatic irony to make Birling look stupid and therefore belittle the views of capitalists. He says that the Titanic is “unsinkable, absolutely unsinkable”, that war is “impossible” and “nonsense” and there will be no more “Capital versus labour agitations”- all of these happened and so makes Birling’s view unreliable. This would have been particularly powerful with the original 1946 audience who had just lived through two world wars and the strikes and Titanic sinking would have been, for some of the audience, in their lifetime. Priestley is criticising this complacent mind set and Birling represents a section of society that thought it was indestructible. He feels entirely justified by his mercenary (meaning primarily concerned with making money at the expense of ethics) belief in “lower costs and higher prices” and even towards the end, where he feels guilty, he still measures in money: “Look Inspector- I’d give thousands”. His selfishness is very closely linked to his capitalist nature. 
-Patronising:  He treats Eric and Sheila like children. When the Inspector arrives and Sheila enters, Birling tells her it’s “nothing to do with you, Sheila. Run along”. When Sheila says the Inspector is giving them enough rope to “hang ourselves”, Birling question his wife: “What’s the matter with that girl?”- it is particularly insulting and patronising as he is talking about Sheila whilst she is in the room and doesn’t actually ask Sheila what’s wrong but asks his wife.  He tells Inspector Goole he objects to “the way in which my daughter, a young unmarried girl, is being dragged into this”- this is hypocritical because Eva is the same age as Sheila and had to experience it but he thinks Sheila shouldn’t even hear it.  Regarding Gerald’s affair, Birling tells Sheila “you must understand that a lot of young men” showing he cares more about business than his daughter and perhaps suggests he cheated on his wife. When Sheila tells Eric what their mother has revealed, Birling turns on her: “That’s enough Sheila”. After Sheila turns down Gerald’s ring, Birling says “Now look at the pair of then- the famous younger generation who know it all. And they can’t even take a joke”. 
-There is tension between him and his son: Birling confides in Gerald about his “chance of a knighthood” rather than his own son. This tension is highlighted in their differences on social views- when Eric hears why his father sacked Eva, he supports the worker’s cause and says “Why shouldn’t they try for higher wages? ... I’d have let her stay”, which shows the contrast between the capitalist view of Birling and the more socialist view of his son. By the end of the play, Eric is standing up to his father and highlighting Mr Birling’s failure as a father: “you’re not the kind of father a chap would go to when he’s in trouble”. The conflict between also them shows the tension. 
-Doesn’t change: He tells Eric “you’re the one I blame for this” and firmly believes “there’s every excuse for what both your mother and I did” which leads to Sheila telling him “You don’t seem to have learnt anything”. When it is revealed that Inspector Goole is a fake, Birling is triumphant in his gloating “it makes all the difference” and is relieved that there will be “No police inquiry… No scandal”. On discovering that no girl has been admitted to the Infirmary, not only is he again triumphant but “He produces a huge sigh of relief” and celebrates with a drink- he is far too complacent and sumg. His mockery of Inspector Goole (he laughs and imitates the Inspector’s final speech “You all helped to kill her”) as well Eric and Sheila (“I wish you could have seen the look on your faces when he said that”) is cruel and belittling: ““Now look at the pair of then- the famous younger generation who know it all. And they can’t even take a joke”. He is dismissive of Gerald’s infidelity, telling Sheila “you’d better ask Gerald for that ring you gave back to him, hadn’t you? Then you’ll feel better”. He continues to patronise his children, telling Sheila, who insists that it doesn’t matter whether Inspector Goole was real or not, “don’t talk rubbish” and “I won’t have that sort of talk. Any more of that and you leave this room”. He angrily tells Eric “Just remember your own position, young man” and tells Sheila and Eric to “leave this to us”. 
Birling represents the type of greedy and ambitious businessman who builds his fortunes at the expense of everyone else. He lacks the humanity that makes us aware of the needs of others and our impact on them and Priestley’s ending suggests he believes he ought to suffer for this. 
Response to Eva’s suicide:
-He is heartless and dismissive: says his sacking Eva “has nothing to do with the wretched girl’s suicide”. Told the girls “they could go and work somewhere else. It’s a free country.” Says the strike was a “pitiful affair.” “I told the girl to clear out, and she went.”
-Unable to see his responsibility: “If we were all responsible for everything that happened to everybody we’d had anything to do with, it would be very awkward, wouldn’t it?”
-Believes he was in the right: About the girls’ request for higher wages he says: “I refused, of course”. “The girl had been causing trouble in the works. I was quite justified.” “If you don’t come down sharply on some of these people, they’d soon be asking for the earth.”
-Capitalist values rule his behaviour: “it’s my duty to keep labour costs down”
-Does not see his employees as having value/being equal; a social snob (ironic!): “If you don’t come down sharply on some of these people, they’d soon be asking for the earth.” When enquiring what happened to her after she left Birlings’ he assumes the worst of her: “Get into trouble? Go on the streets?”
-Tries to intimidate the Inspector: “I was an alderman for years – and Lord Mayor two years ago – and I’m still on the Bench…I know the Brumley police officers pretty well.” “How do you get on with our Chief Constable…he’s an old friend of mine…I see him fairly frequently. We play golf together.” “This is Mr Gerald Croft – the son of Sir George Croft”. “I’ve half a mind to report you”
-Reveals he is a hypocrite: after preaching that a man “has to look after himself, and his family too”, when he realises the inspector “didn’t just come here to speak to” him he completely changes his tone and even apologises! He is hardly looking after his family – he is more concerned that HIS reputation will not be sullied!

[bookmark: _GoBack]Priestley’s message:
-Being co-founder of a Socialist Party, Priestley felt strongly about his political views in favour of socialism and these views are displayed prominently throughout An Inspector Calls.
Priestly used the character of Mr Birling to represent how the upper class frowned upon people below them in society.
-Priestley was concerned about the consequences of social inequality in Britain, and the disparity caused by wealth and class divide. He believed that what resulted from this were the very characteristics shown in Mr Birling (selfishness, inability to admit responsibility for his part in Eva's death, exploitative tendencies, power lust etc.) Priestley wanted to encourage his audience to dislike Mr Birling and to see him as a fool – by rejecting the attitudes held by Mr Birling, Priestley’s audience could lead a better life.
-Throughout the play, Priestley makes it clear that there is a consequence for every action. Through Mr Birling's thoughtless actions of firing Eva Smith, his inability to admit his partial responsibility in Eva’s death, and Birling wanting to cover up for Eric stealing money, Priestley portrayed the evil side of money and capitalism, as well as his dislike for capitalism due to the lack of care in society for the poor.

