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How far does Priestley present Mrs Birling as an unlikeable character?
 

Write about:
 

- what Mrs Birling says and does in the play
 - how Priestley presents her by the ways he writes.

 [30 marks]
AO4 [4 marks]
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Response 1

Priestley presents Mrs Birling as an unlikeable character quite often. Mrs Birling and two other workers decide if they can help
people in need if urgent and if there is a reason too. Ms Smith Eva went to Mrs Birling for help because she was pregnant and
she had no money to be able to take care of her and her son. Ms Eva explained her situation to Mrs Birling and Mrs Birling
refuses to help a pregnant woman. Mrs Birling can be quite an unlikeable character in this situation because she refuses to
help a poor woman and says that her drunk husband should now decide what to do next and that is his duty to take care of his
family. In this situation Mrs Birling just killed an innocent woman and her child when they asked for help. This shows that she
didn’t care about her at all even though she has kids herself.

The nest situation where Mrs Birling is shown as an unlikeable character is when inspector goole came to the house to speak
about the death of Eva Smith and Mrs Birling acts in an aggressive and loud character towards inspector goole because she
thinks that inspector goole is trying to blame them for the murder of Eva Smith. When the inspector gets to Mrs Birling’s part,
she then remembers that she told that girl to leave when she needed the most help. When Mrs Birling explains her side of the
story, she says “girls of that class” don’t deserve help. In this situation Mrs Birling acts in a very captalist way. I say this
because she is descriminating her class just because Mrs Birling is at an upper class. By her saying that quote shows that she
has no right in having that job because she didn’t help an innocent woman because of her class.

Priestley presents her as a character that had a lot of power in what she does and comes from a very high standard class and
always needs to maintain that class. But at the same time Priestley describes her as not having much power at home because
mostly the men are in power at home.

Mrs Birling also carries on trying to defend herself and her family by saying that it is not her fault that Eva Smith died even
though she knows that she was a part of it. this just shows that she has no character what so ever and that she only cares
about her own and doesn’t have a heart to help people in urgent need.

Priestley also presents her (Mrs Birling) as having the most power at her job because she made the final decession and she
spoke a lot more to Eva Smith than her partners and was also quite rude in the way she spoke to Eva Smith about her drunk
boyfriend should deal with it.

[COMMENT]       [MARK]
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Response 2

In An Inspector Calls, JB Priestley uses the character of Mrs Birling to portray a typical higher-class woman. In multiple
occasions in the play, Mrs Birling (Sybil) is presented as dismissive and a snob. This behaviour is evident from the very start of
the play where she tells off her husband for thanking the chef in front of a guest, Gerald. She says “Arthur, your not supposed
to say such things.” This authoritative tone of Mrs Birling shows that she takes pride in her social respectability and so wants
her whole family to not ruin it. Mrs Birling is from a higher social status than Mr Birling so she is socially superior. This is a
reason why she is telling off Mr Birling as well. We learn that she takes high responsibility in social etiquette, which are the
ways society expects you to behave.

In the same conversation, JB Priestley presents Mrs Birling as traditional in the lines “Sheila, the things you girls pick up these
days.” Here it is clear that Sybil is quite ashamed of the language that her daughter is using because it is not sophisticated and
not how the higher class should talk. The repeated telling off of two members in her family echoes and emphasises her social
superiority. The collective noun “girls” shows that Mrs Birling is distancing herself from them and is appaled that Sheila is part
of them, and not behaving traditionally. This again shows that Mrs Birling is a bit of a snob and so presents her as an unlikeable
character.

When the Inspector arrives and begins interrogating the family members, both Mr and Mrs Birling tried to use a commanding
tone and their social influence to get him to leave but he does not. As each character’s acts are revealed, Mrs Birling
repeatedly shows no sympathy for Eva Smith. This echoes her social class because she as a higher class woman was not
expected to feel sympathy for the lower class person. This however contrast with the charity that Mrs Birling runs for woman in
need. Therefore, the audience can think that Mrs Birling is not running the charity for the good of lower class woman but more
to earn social respect and show off her status. This presents her as an unlikeable character because she is selfish, self centred
and doesn’t really care about the good of those in lower classes.

When Gerald confesses that he had Eva Smith, but at the time known as Daisy Renton (with Renton suggesting (renting and
prostitution), as a mistress, Mrs Birling is appalled as says “that’s disgusting”. Here, Mrs Birling’s dismissive attitude is showing
that she is totally against the idea of men having mistress but she doesn’t further accuse Gerald, which could suggest that she
is aware it happens with higher class men and so accepts it. When she is interrogated by the Inspector, Mrs Birling repeatedly
lies and tries to avoid the truth but the Inspector starts asking deliberate questions to prevent her from doing this. This
behaviour presents Mrs Birling as a snob and shows off her higher class attitude because she is trying to avoid the truth and
make it suit her. When she finally does reveal that she “used her influence” to deny Eva Smith from receiving help at her charity
she says “unlike the other three, I am not ashamed of what I did”. Here Mrs Birling is distancing herself from the rest of the
family to try and keep up her respectability. By doing this, she is once again presented as a snob and it suggests that Mrs
Birling feels more strongly towards building up and protecting her social respect than her care for her family. This is further
emphasised later in the play when Eric says “You never loved me”. This quote provides evidence to Mrs Birling’s attitude
towards her family because it states that she never showed love towards her children. Therefore, due to her lack of motherly
responsibilities and love that every child deserves to receive, she is presented as an unlikable character.

Mrs Birling tries to blame someone else to avoid her reputation being ruined. When she confesses that she prevented Eva
Smith from receiving help, she begins blaming the father who “impregnated” Eva Smith. The Inspector’s cleverness is showed
in this part of the play because he has laid a trap for Mrs Birling and she has fallen straight into it. This suggests that Mrs Birling
is not very smart, unlike Sheila who realises and tries to warn her but Sybil doesn’t listen. Mrs Birling says that the father
should make a “public confession” and that there should be “a scandal” about this. This echoes to her dismissive tone as she is
again trying to blame someone else. She doesn’t even think that the man could be her son and this is being she is of too high
of a class that she can’t even imagine that. When she does find out, she bursts into tears and can’t bear what her son has
done. In this situation, the audience will feel some sympathy towards her but others (especially lower class audience) will think
that she deserves this for her unhumanly attitudes to the lower class. This attitude is evident when she says “a girl of that sort”.
Here she is referring to Eva but is distancing her and showing no sympathy to her situation by classing her in a group of people
who are not appreciated by society. As a result of this, she is seen as an unlikeable character.

 
When Sybil finds out that the Inspector is a hoax, she instantly forgets all that had happened that evening and goes back to
what she was doing earlier on. By showing no remorse for Eva Smith through the character of Mrs Birling, JB Priestley is
suggesting that there is no chance that the higher class can change to be able to have equal rights and equal morals. He
speaks to his audience through the voice of the Inspector where he says “We are all members of one body”. This states that
we are all the same kind, we are all human beings, so everyone needs to treat each other equally and as they would be liked to
be treated. JB Priestley contrast Mrs Birling’s character with Sheila’s to show that there is hope in the younger generation for
change. This is evident when Sheila says “between us we have killed a girl”. This shows that Sheila feels strongly guilty for her
actions and shows remorse but Mrs Birling doesn’t accept this. In fact she criticizes Mr Birling for not interrogating the Inspector
at the start, or letting her question him at the start of the evening. This emphasises how Mrs Birling has behaved throughout
the course of the play and shows that she has not changed one bit. This presents her as unlikeable because she is showing no
sympathy for Eva and JB Priestley has intentionally made the character of Mrs Birling unlikeable to show that there is no hope
in the older generation for changing and accepting moral views, but there is hope in the younger generation.

[COMMENT]       [MARK]


