
an inspector calls study guide
an inspector calls study guide provides an in-depth exploration of J.B. Priestley’s renowned play,
offering essential insights into its themes, characters, and historical context. This comprehensive
resource is designed to assist students, educators, and literature enthusiasts in understanding the
complex social commentary embedded within the drama. The study guide covers critical analysis of
the plot structure, character development, and the symbolic significance of the inspector’s role.
Additionally, it examines the play’s relevance to post-war British society and its enduring message
about social responsibility and morality. By delving into these aspects, readers can gain a clearer
appreciation of Priestley’s intentions and the play’s impact on modern theater. The guide also
includes discussion points and questions to encourage deeper reflection and critical thinking about
the work. Below is a detailed table of contents outlining the main areas covered in this study guide.
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Overview and Historical Context
This section of the an inspector calls study guide introduces the background in which J.B. Priestley
wrote the play. First performed in 1945, the drama is set in 1912, a time of significant social
stratification and political tension in Britain. Priestley’s work reflects post-World War II concerns about
class division, social justice, and the responsibility of individuals toward society. Understanding the
historical context is crucial for interpreting the play’s message and the characters’ attitudes. The play
critiques the complacency of the upper classes and highlights the consequences of neglecting social
duty. This context enriches the comprehension of the play’s themes and enhances appreciation of its
dramatic impact.

Post-War Britain and Social Change
The aftermath of World War II saw a shift in British society, with increased calls for welfare reforms
and greater equality. Priestley’s play captures this sentiment by portraying the failings of the
Edwardian upper class and encouraging audiences to reflect on their own social responsibilities. The
play’s timing, just as Britain was rebuilding itself, amplifies its call for social reform.



J.B. Priestley’s Political Views
Priestley was known for his socialist beliefs, which permeate the narrative of an inspector calls. His
critique of capitalism and advocacy for collective responsibility are central to the play’s moral
message. Awareness of Priestley’s ideology helps readers understand the motivations behind the
characters’ conflicts and the inspector’s role as a moral conscience.

Plot Summary and Structure
The plot of an inspector calls unfolds over a single evening in the Birling family’s home, creating a
tense, claustrophobic atmosphere. The story begins with the family celebrating an engagement when
an unexpected visit from Inspector Goole disrupts the festivities. The inspector interrogates each
family member about their involvement in the life and subsequent death of a young woman named
Eva Smith. The play’s structure, divided into three acts, uses dramatic irony and suspense to
gradually reveal the characters’ secrets and moral failings. This section provides a detailed summary
of the plot and explains how Priestley’s use of structure supports the play’s themes.

Act One: The Arrival of the Inspector
In the first act, the Birling family’s comfortable world is upended by the inspector’s arrival. Each
character’s initial reactions set the stage for the unfolding investigation. The act introduces the
audience to key conflicts and establishes the social hierarchy within the family.

Act Two and Three: Unveiling Truths
The subsequent acts focus on the inspector’s questioning, revealing each character’s connection to
Eva Smith. The gradual disclosure of information creates increasing tension and exposes the
characters’ moral weaknesses. The climax challenges the family’s integrity and forces them to
confront the consequences of their actions.

Main Characters and Analysis
This section offers a detailed examination of the primary characters in an inspector calls, highlighting
their personalities, motivations, and development throughout the play. Understanding these
characters is essential for analyzing the social critique embedded in the drama. Each character
represents different facets of society and embodies various attitudes toward responsibility and class.

Inspector Goole
The mysterious inspector serves as the play’s moral center, challenging the characters and the
audience to consider the impact of their actions. His role transcends that of a conventional
investigator, symbolizing social conscience and collective accountability. The inspector’s methodical
interrogation exposes the hypocrisy and selfishness of the Birling family.



Arthur Birling
Arthur Birling is a prosperous businessman and patriarch, characterized by his capitalist ideals and
self-interest. His dismissive attitude toward social responsibility and confidence in individual success
represent the complacency of the upper class. His interactions with the inspector reveal his
reluctance to accept blame.

Sybil Birling
Sybil Birling, Arthur’s wife, embodies the rigid social attitudes and moral superiority of the upper
class. Her refusal to help Eva Smith and denial of any wrongdoing illustrate the entrenched class
prejudices that Priestley critiques. Sybil’s character highlights issues of gender and social power.

Sheila Birling
Sheila, the daughter, undergoes significant transformation during the play. Initially naive and self-
centered, she becomes increasingly aware of her social responsibility. Sheila’s evolution contrasts
with the stubbornness of her parents, representing hope for social change.

Eric Birling
Eric, the son, struggles with guilt and immaturity. His secret involvement with Eva Smith reveals the
darker consequences of privilege and irresponsibility. Eric’s character reflects the complexities of
moral awakening and the challenges of overcoming societal expectations.

Themes and Motifs
The an inspector calls study guide identifies and explores the central themes and recurring motifs
that shape the play’s message. These elements are integral to understanding the social critique
Priestley presents and the play’s enduring relevance.

Social Responsibility
A core theme of the play is the importance of social responsibility and collective accountability. The
inspector’s interrogation exposes how each character’s actions contributed to Eva Smith’s demise,
emphasizing the interconnectedness of society. This theme challenges audiences to consider their
own roles in promoting justice and equality.

Class and Social Hierarchy
The play critiques the rigid class distinctions of early 20th-century Britain, highlighting the injustices
faced by the working class. The Birling family’s attitudes reveal the arrogance and entitlement of the
privileged, while Eva Smith represents the marginalized. Priestley uses this theme to advocate for



social reform.

Guilt and Morality
Guilt functions as a driving force in the characters’ development. The play examines how individuals
respond to moral accountability, contrasting denial and acceptance. This theme reinforces the ethical
questions at the heart of the drama.

Generational Conflict
The differing responses to the inspector between the older and younger generations underscore
changing social attitudes. The younger characters’ willingness to accept responsibility suggests a
potential shift toward a more equitable society.

Symbols and Dramatic Techniques
This section analyzes the symbolic elements and theatrical devices Priestley employs to enhance the
narrative and reinforce its themes. Attention to these techniques deepens the understanding of the
play’s message and its impact on audiences.

The Inspector as a Symbol
Inspector Goole symbolizes conscience, justice, and social responsibility. His mysterious nature and
authoritative presence serve to unsettle the characters and provoke reflection. The inspector’s role
transcends realism, adding a moral dimension to the play.

Use of Dramatic Irony
Priestley utilizes dramatic irony to engage the audience and critique the characters’ beliefs. For
example, Mr. Birling’s confident statements about the impossibility of war and the unsinkability of the
Titanic are historically inaccurate, highlighting his shortsightedness and reinforcing the play’s
cautionary tone.

Setting and Atmosphere
The single setting of the Birling dining room creates a confined, intense atmosphere that heightens
dramatic tension. The play’s timing, taking place in real-time, adds to the urgency and realism of the
inspector’s investigation.

Lighting and Stage Directions
Priestley’s detailed stage directions, including changes in lighting, underscore shifts in mood and



emphasize key moments. The transition from bright to dark lighting signals the arrival of the inspector
and the somber tone of the revelations.

Social and Political Commentary
The an inspector calls study guide delves into the play’s critique of early 20th-century British society
and its political implications. Priestley uses the narrative to challenge prevailing social attitudes and
advocate for greater empathy and reform.

Critique of Capitalism
The play scrutinizes capitalist values, illustrating how profit-driven motives can lead to exploitation
and social neglect. Mr. Birling’s business practices and attitudes exemplify this critique, highlighting
the moral costs of prioritizing wealth over people.

Advocacy for Socialism
Priestley’s socialist ideology is evident in the play’s emphasis on community and shared
responsibility. The inspector’s final speech advocates for a society where individuals care for one
another, reflecting post-war aspirations for social welfare.

Gender and Power Dynamics
The play addresses gender roles and inequalities, particularly through the characters of Sheila and
Sybil Birling. Their contrasting responses to the inspector reveal differing attitudes toward women’s
agency and social expectations.

Study Questions and Discussion Topics
To facilitate critical engagement with an inspector calls, this section provides a collection of study
questions and topics suitable for classroom discussion or individual analysis. These prompts
encourage deeper exploration of the play’s themes, characters, and social messages.

How does the character of Inspector Goole function as a moral agent in the play?

In what ways does Priestley use dramatic irony to critique the attitudes of the Birling family?

Discuss the significance of the play’s setting and real-time structure in building tension.

Analyze the transformation of Sheila Birling and its thematic importance.

What social critiques does the play offer regarding class and capitalism?



How do the generational differences in the play reflect changing social values?

Examine the role of guilt and responsibility in the characters’ development.

What is the significance of the play’s ending, and how does it affect the overall message?

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'An Inspector Calls'?
The main themes in 'An Inspector Calls' include social responsibility, class inequality, generational
conflict, and the consequences of individual actions on society.

Who is the character of Inspector Goole and what is his role in
the play?
Inspector Goole is a mysterious figure who arrives to investigate the suicide of Eva Smith. His role is
to expose the moral failings of the Birling family and emphasize the theme of social responsibility.

How does J.B. Priestley use dramatic tension in 'An Inspector
Calls'?
Priestley uses dramatic tension through the arrival of the Inspector, the gradual revelation of each
character's involvement with Eva Smith, and the building moral pressure, keeping the audience
engaged and prompting reflection on social issues.

What is the significance of the setting in 'An Inspector Calls'?
The play is set in the Birling family's dining room, symbolizing their wealth and social status. The
confined setting also creates a claustrophobic atmosphere that highlights the intensity of the
interrogation and moral scrutiny.

How does 'An Inspector Calls' reflect the social and political
context of post-World War II Britain?
Written in 1945, the play reflects post-WWII Britain's concerns about social justice, the need for
collective responsibility, and the critique of capitalist attitudes, advocating for a more equitable
society.

What role does the character Sheila Birling play in the
development of the play's message?
Sheila Birling represents the younger generation's openness to change and acceptance of
responsibility. Her character development contrasts with the older generation's denial, emphasizing



hope for social progress.

How can students effectively analyze the use of symbolism in
'An Inspector Calls'?
Students can analyze symbolism by examining objects like the Inspector himself as a symbol of
conscience, the lighting changes to reflect mood shifts, and Eva Smith as a symbol of the oppressed
working class.

What are some effective study tips for understanding the
structure of 'An Inspector Calls'?
Effective study tips include mapping out the play's three acts, noting the timing of key revelations,
understanding the build-up of tension, and analyzing how Priestley structures dialogue to reveal
character and theme.

Additional Resources
1. Understanding An Inspector Calls: A Student Guide
This guide offers a comprehensive overview of J.B. Priestley's play, breaking down its key themes,
characters, and plot points. It includes chapter summaries and analysis to help students grasp the
social and historical context of the work. The guide also provides sample essay questions and tips for
exam preparation.

2. Analyzing Themes in An Inspector Calls
Focused specifically on the major themes such as social responsibility, class, and morality, this book
delves into the deeper meanings behind Priestley’s play. It encourages critical thinking and helps
students explore how the themes are developed through dialogue and character actions. Ideal for
those looking to enhance their thematic understanding.

3. Character Studies of An Inspector Calls
This book provides detailed profiles of each main character, exploring their motivations, development,
and symbolic significance. It offers insights into how Priestley uses these characters to convey his
messages about society. The analysis helps students connect character traits to broader themes
within the play.

4. An Inspector Calls: Context and Background
Understanding the historical and social context of the play is crucial, and this guide offers an in-depth
look at early 20th-century Britain. It covers the political climate, class structure, and post-war
attitudes that influenced Priestley’s writing. This background aids students in appreciating the play’s
relevance and impact.

5. Essay Writing for An Inspector Calls
Designed to improve essay-writing skills, this book provides frameworks, sample essays, and
guidance on structuring arguments about the play. It emphasizes how to incorporate textual evidence
effectively and develop a coherent analysis. Perfect for students preparing for coursework or exams.

6. Quotes and Analysis from An Inspector Calls



This resource compiles essential quotations from the play, accompanied by detailed explanations and
interpretations. It helps students memorize key lines and understand their significance within the
narrative and themes. The book is a valuable tool for revision and essay support.

7. An Inspector Calls: A Critical Anthology
Featuring a collection of critical essays and perspectives, this anthology offers diverse interpretations
of the play. It includes feminist, Marxist, and historical readings that challenge students to think
beyond the surface. This book is ideal for advanced study and developing analytical skills.

8. Plot Summaries and Scene Analyses of An Inspector Calls
This concise guide breaks the play down scene by scene, summarizing events and highlighting
important moments. Each scene analysis includes key quotes and discussion points to facilitate
classroom study and revision. It’s a handy reference for quick review.

9. Teaching An Inspector Calls: A Guide for Educators
Aimed at teachers, this book provides lesson plans, activities, and assessment ideas for effectively
teaching the play. It suggests creative ways to engage students with the text and explore its themes.
While designed for educators, it can also be useful for students seeking additional learning strategies.
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