English- An Inspector Calls- Characters
[bookmark: _GoBack]MRS SYBIL BIRLING
“Sybil Birling is an unsympathetic woman with some public influence, sitting on charity organisations and having been married two years ago to the Lord Mayor, Arthur Birling. Sybil is mother of Sheila and Eric Birling. Priestley describes her as "about fifty, a rather cold woman," and her husband's "social superior." She is described as a rather cold woman and is her husbands social superior. She is an icily impressive woman, the only one of all the Birlings to almost resist The Inspector's attempts to make her realise her responsibilities. She has a lack of understanding of how other people live and thinks that all classes behave in a certain way, this is shown in her snobbish comment "a girl of that sort" and in her unwillingness to believe that the a lower class girl would refuse to take stolen money or marry a foolish young man responsible for her pregnancy.”- www.oxnotes.com
“about fifty, a rather cold woman and her husband’s social superior”
-Has position and influence in society:  She is a committee member at least one charity, “Brumley Women’s Charity Organisation” and until two years ago she was married to the Lord Mayor. She is very powerful in her own right, but still gives him more power in the family, despite being his “social superior”. The Inspector tells Birling that “social men… have responsibilities as well as privileges” which can also be linked to Mrs Birling as she is a social woman. 
-Conservative views: She accepts her place as a woman in society and that women are below men, telling Sheila “men with important work to do sometimes have to spend nearly all their time and energy on their business. You’ll just have to get used to that, just as I had to.” In some ways, this sounds bitter suggesting that, even though she accepts it, she isn’t happy about women’s place in society and this could also suggest that her and Birling’s relationship has become stale. In Act 3 she tells everyone to “be quiet so that your father can decide what we ought to do.” She also has very conservative views about the class system and is blind to the reality of people in her own class. When Gerald refers to Alderman Meggarty as a “notorious womaniser”, she is “staggered” but refuses to believe “a girl of that sort would ever refuse money”. She firmly believes that everyone in their defined social class behaves in a certain way- Priestley uses her character to show just how wrong attitudes like this are. Mrs Birling’s views are a product of her era and it is likely that her conservative views are even stronger than her husbands because she is from an upper class. 
-Doesn’t know her children: She is shocked by Sheila’s used of the word “squiffy” and scolds her, “What an expression, Sheila!” She has no idea that Eric has been “steadily drinking too much for the last two years”- when the Inspector asks if Eric has been drinking, she replies “No, of course not. He’s only a boy” and is shocked to the core when she Sheila and Gerald reveal the extent of Eric’s problem and when Eric returns she tells him “you’re not the type- you don’t get drunk-”. This links to her stereotyping of the upper class, believing that they don’t do bad things. 
-Patronising: Even though Sheila is old enough to be engaged, Mrs Birling refers to her as “child” and scolds her when she refuses to go to bed: “Please don’t contradict me like that”. She regularly tells Sheila to “be quiet” or “don’t talk nonsense”. She believes Eric doesn’t drink because “he’s only a boy” with the Inspector reminding her that he’s a “young man”. 
-A snob: As soon as she meets Inspector Goole, her sense of social superiority is clear- she not only distances herself from the lives of “girls of that class” but also tries to assert her authority over the Inspector in an attempt to intimidate him, telling him he is “impertinent”, accusing him of conducting the inquiry in a “peculiar and offensive manner” and showing off her social status: “You know of course that my husband was Lord Mayor only two years ago and that he’s still a magistrate”- as if that will protect her and guarantee immunity. She believes her position makes her untouchable. Priestley suggests that her world-view is not reliable, he is criticising snobs like her who naively believe themselves to be superior. Like with Birling, by rejecting the attitudes held by Mrs Birling, Priestley’s audience could lead a better life. 
-Tries to deny things she doesn’t want to believe: She denies Eric's drinking: “Gerald- you’re a man- you must know it isn’t true”, Gerald's affair with Eva, saying “What?” and “I don’t think we want any further details of this disgusting affair”, and the fact that a working class girl would refuse money even if it was stolen, claiming “She was giving herself ridiculous airs.” This links to how she pretends to be something she is not. 
-Pretends to be something she is not: Sheila warns her mother not to put up a kind of “wall”- and this wall symbolises her false pretences and the way she pretends to be something she is not.  She puts up a pretences of respectability by her use of euphemisms, such as “a girl of that class” who has found herself in a “particular condition”. Mrs Birling is quick to criticise Gerald’s affair, calling it “disgusting”, but is equally quick, at the end of the play, to praise Gerald for the way he settled things, saying “I must say, Gerald, you’ve argued this very cleverly, and I’m most grateful” which shows she shows no remorse and pretends that nothing has changed. She lays the blame for Eva’s death on the father of the child, saying “go and look for the father of the child. It’s his responsibility” but once it becomes obvious that this is Eric she won’t own up to these comments. After Eric enters at the beginning of act 3, Mrs Birling says “Eric I can’t believe it… you don’t know what we’ve been saying” but it is only Sheila who tells Eric “mother’s been busy blaming everything on the young many who got this girl into trouble…” showing Mrs Birling is quick to apportion blame, but not if it concerns her own child. She doesn’t want her son to know the awful things she has said. 
-Heartless: Mrs Birling is part of a committee that claims to help young girls in distress- the “Brumley Women’s Charity Organisation”, suggesting she is caring and helpful. However, when the real test comes she fails to do so because she “was prejudiced towards her case”. Her heartlessness is highlighted because Mrs Birling has the opportunity to make a real difference in the community but because of her snobbish nature and family pride, Mrs Birling refuses to do so. It also shows how she pretends to be something she is not. 
-Refuses to accept any responsibility: This shows how cold and heartless she is. She is more resistant to the Inspector’s questioning than any other character and absolutely refuses to admit any responsibility whatsoever. She begins by lying about not recognising the girl in the photograph, when the Inspector if she recognises her Mrs Birling replies “No. Why should I?” Throughout the Inspector’s questioning she cannot see that she was at fault: she claims prejudice against Eva was “natural”, says Eva “only had herself to blame”, tells the Inspector “unlike the other three, I did nothing I’m ashamed of” and most tragically ironic, she declares “you’re quite wrong to suppose I shall regret what I did”. She tells the Inspector to “look for the father of the child. It’s his responsibility” and that he “shouldn’t escape. He should be made an example of” and made to “confess in public his responsibility”. This is extremely hypocritical as the one thing the family are trying to avoid is a public scandal but Mrs Birling thinks it is fine for another family to go through one- this links to how she believes it must be a member of the lower class.
-Doesn’t change: It is only when she has condemned her own son that we see cracks in her self-confidence and arrogant pride as she is “frightened” and “agitated”. However, the speed at which she recovers after the Inspector leaves reflects her coldness and lack of conscience. She is boastful: “He certainly didn’t make me confess… I told him quite plainly that I thought I had done no more than my duty”. On learning that Inspector Goole was a fake she is “triumphant” and exclaims “Didn’t I tell you?”. Sheila says “The point is, you don’t seem to have learnt anything”. She does not change and perhaps this is why ‘An Inspector Calls’ again, to try and make her change. Mrs Birling is juxtaposed to her children, who have changed and matured, which highlights the little difference that the Inspector’s message had on her.
Response to Eva’s suicide:
-Lies at first – claims not to recognise Eva Smith when she looks at the photograph. Even Sheila accuses her of “pretending you don’t recognise her”.
-Tries to avoid answering any questions by using her status to try to intimidate I.G.: refuses to reply at first and uses sarcasm.
-She is a snob. The main reason she refused to help Eva was because Eva called herself “Mrs Birling” – Sybil calls this “gross impertinence” and admits she was “prejudiced” from the start because of this and “didn’t like her manner”.
-She is heartless as she refuses to accept ANY responsibility.  Says, at first, it is all Eva’s fault: “she had only herself to blame”; then she shifts blame onto the father: “I told her it was her business to make him responsible.”
-Unashamed and arrogant: “I did nothing I’m ashamed of”; “I’ve done nothing wrong”; “I was justified”; “you’re quite wrong to suppose I shall regret what I did.”
-Proud of her own powers of perception: “It didn’t take me long to get the truth out of her”; “I wasn’t satisfied with the girl’s claim...I used my influence to have it refused.” “I consider I did my duty.”
-Turns the blame onto her own husband: “it wasn’t I who had her turned out of her employment - which probably began it all.”
-Judgemental and dismissive of Eva simply because of her lower status: always refers to her as “the girl”; says her story was “silly nonsense”; claims she was “giving herself ridiculous airs”; believes that “fine feelings and scruples [are] simply absurd in a girl in her position”; refers to her as “a girl of that sort”.
-She is very opinionated: has clear ideas of what should happen to the father – “he shouldn’t escape”; “he should be made an example of”; Eva wouldn’t have needed help “if it hadn’t been for him”; he must be “compelled to confess in public his responsibility”
Priestley’s message: 
-She represents the wealthier, privileged classes and their selfish attitudes.
-She sees the lower class as morally inferior – Priestley hated this kind of attitude and believed that people with these attitudes had to change if society was going to work.
-She makes us see just how awful life was for the lower classes at this time (1912) – the class divide was huge.
-She played her part in the death of Eva Smith – she turned her away (from her charity) when she needed help. The girl was penniless and pregnant – but Mrs Birling thought she was lying, as no girl ‘of that sort’ would refuse money.

