English Literature- An Inspector Calls- Characters
SHEILA BIRLING
“Sheila Birling is engaged to be married to Gerald Croft. She is the daughter of Arthur Birling and Sybil Birling, and sister of Eric Birling. J. B. Priestley describes her as "a pretty girl in her early twenties, very pleased with life and rather excited," which is precisely how she comes across in the first act of the play. In the second and third acts, following the realisation that she has played a part in Eva Smith's death, she matures and comes to realise the importance of The Inspector's message.”- www.oxnotes.com
“a pretty girl in her early twenties, very pleased with life and rather excited”
[bookmark: _GoBack]-Naïve/childish: She calls her mother “mummy” and uses words like “squiffy” and “jolly-well”. Her naivety may well be done to the way her parents treat her as a child, with her father trying to protect her from hearing about Eva’s suicide: ““the way in which my daughter, a young unmarried girl, is being dragged into this” and her mother scolding her when she refuses to go to bed: “Please don’t contradict me like that”
-Perceptive: Despite her naivety, Sheila is also very perceptive. Even though Gerald constantly reassures her that he “was awfully busy at the works”, she is still suspicious about where he was “all last summer when (he) never came near” her and the stage directions describe how she spoke in a “half playful, half serious tone”. She is particularly perceptive about the Inspector’s role and the “chain of events” that led to Eva’s suicide. Soon after she finds out about the suicide, the stage directions describe that Sheila says “wonderingly” to the Inspector: “you talk as if we were responsible”. She realises that Gerald knew Daisy Renton from his “startled” reaction the moment the Inspector mentioned her name and is the first to realise Eric’s part in Eva’s suicide at the end of Act 2: when her mother is talking about how the father is to blame, Sheila says “mother- stop – stop!” and speaks “with sudden alarm” showing she has realised that the father of this baby is her own brother. She makes several comments about how much the Inspector knows, for example after Gerald says “we can keep it from him” (about his part in Eva’s suicide) , Sheila says “why- you  fool- he knows… and I hate to think how much he knows that we don’t know yet” and warns the others: “He’s giving us the rope- so that we’ll hang ourselves.” She realises that each member of the family has playing a part in Eva’s suicide, saying “probably between us we killed her”. When her mother replies: “Sheila, don’t talk nonsense”, she says “You wait, Mother”. Near the end, Sheila is the first to consider the authenticity of the Inspector, saying “it’s very queer… it doesn’t matter much now, of course- but was he really a police inspector?” In this way, Sheila is used as a dramatic device to reveal information about the Inspector. Her perceptiveness leads to increased dramatic tension and foreshadowing in the play. 
-Superficial: Sheila’s reaction to the wedding ring symbolises she needs something expensive to prove anything, even her engagement: “now I really feel engaged”. She asks if Eva is “pretty?” Her superficial nature links to her selfish, jealous nature about the dress with Eva, saying that Eva was “a very pretty girl too… and that didn’t make it any better. “
-Compassionate/sympathetic: Priestley presents that Eva is compassionate through her response to Eva’s suicide, even before she knows the details she says: “Oh how horrible! Was it an accident”. Although she has probably never in her life before considered the conditions of the workers, she shows her compassion immediately after she hears of her father's treatment of Eva Smith: “But these girls aren't cheap labour - they're people”- which shows she is already beginning to change. Priestly also uses the stage directions to show Sheila’s response to Eva’s suicide, such as “rather distressed” and “as if she’s been crying” to show her compassion and sympathy. She immediately accepts responsibility: “So I’m really responsible” and is remorseful and horrified about her part in Eva’s suicide- this can be clearly contrasted to her parents who deny any responsibility. She has much more conscience than the others, particularly her parents, and feels guilty leading us to believe that she won’t do it again. 
-Uses her social status over others: Near the beginning of the play, Eric reveals “she’s got a nasty temper sometimes” and this leads us to believe that Sheila will use this temper over others. Sheila uses her social status over Eva: “I told him that if they didn’t get rid of that girl, I’d never go near the place again and I’d persuade mother to close our account with them”. As the daughter of a rich family, Sheila has been led to believe that she can get whatever she wants and so uses this over others. The Birlings probably spend a lot of money in Milwards and so the business couldn’t afford to lose them as customers but could afford to lose Eva as an employee, which highlights the social inequality of the time.  At times she acts like a spoilt brat, for example when she is rude to Miss Francis for no reason: “I was absolutely furious I was very rude to both of them.”
-Curious: She genuinely wants to know what happened between Gerald and Eva, saying “I wouldn’t miss it for the worlds”. Although Gerald thinks it is because she wants to wants “to see somebody else put through” the Inspector’s questioning, Sheila is just curious and, as the Inspector reveals, wants to “share” her guilt about what she did to Eva. 
-Changes throughout the play: At the beginning of the play, she is naïve, materialistic and self-centred. When she realises that her own actions have led to a girl’s death, she is genuinely sorry. Her newfound maturity is first shown when, after Gerald confesses his affair with Daisy Renton, she says: “I rather respect you more than I’ve ever done before”. It’s interesting that she is not angry, but respects his honesty which presents her maturity.  She was truly affected by the Inspector’s message, saying to her parents “The point is, you don’t seem to have learnt anything” and, even though she is the first to question the Inspector’s authenticity, she realises that what each of them did to Eva/Daisy is important “not whether the man is a police inspector or not.” Unlike her parents, she realised what happened wasn’t just a practical joke: “I tell you – whoever that Inspector was, it was anything but a joke.” She is angry with her parents in Act 3 for trying to “pretend that nothing much has happened” and says “It frightens me the way you talk” showing she cannot understand how they cannot have learnt from the evening in the same way that she has and is seeing her parents in a new, unfavourable light. It is clear she has learnt from what has happened and wants to become a better person because of it. She becomes much more independent, shown through the contrast of when she received the engagement ring and when she gave it back, after Gerald has confessed his affair, and then, at the end of the play, when she doesn’t take it back because “it’s too soon”. She has become more honest and outspoken. This presents Priestley’s hope in future generation. 
At the end of the play, Sheila is much wiser. She can now judge her parents and Gerald from a new perspective, but the greatest change has been in herself: her social conscience has been awakened and she is aware of her responsibilities. The Sheila who had a girl dismissed from her job for a trivial reason has vanished forever.
Response to Eva’s suicide:
-Genuinely sympathetic even before she hears the details: “it’s a rotten shame.”
-Understands the socialist philosophy: “these girls aren’t cheap labour – they’re people
-Feels guilty/ashamed: when she looks at the photograph Priestley’s stage directions tell us “she gives a half-stifled sob, and then runs out.”“I felt rotten about it at the time and now I feel a lot worse. ”When she tells her story, stage directions again tell us: “She almost breaks down. ”Tells the  Inspector: “if I could help her now I would.”
-Absolutely accepts her responsibility: “So I’m really responsible?”
-Honest; covers nothing up: “I was in a furious temper…It was my own fault.”
-Admits she was jealous: “She was very pretty…that didn’t make it any better.”
-She has learned a valuable lesson: “I’ll never, never do it again to anybody.”
-She absolutely understands the importance of Inspector Goole and that he already knows what they have all done: when Gerald asks her not to say anything of his involvement with Daisy Renton, Sheila replies “Why – you fool – he knows…And I hate to think how much more he knows that we don’t know yet.”
Priestley’s message: 
-Through Sheila and Eric, Priestley presents his hope in the younger generation, as they are more “impressionable”. Priestley shows they can accept responsibility etc. 
-Sheila also shows the younger generation of women who are ready to make a change and stand up for the rights by getting the vote etc. Sheila not taking the wedding ring back from Gerald shows how she is more independent and is going against the social norms of the time. 





