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SHIELA CHARACTER DESCRIPTION: 
In "An Inspector Calls" by J.B. Priestley, Sheila Birling is a central character whose 

development and reactions play a significant role in the narrative. Here is a detailed 

character description of Sheila Birling: 

Background and Social Status: Sheila is the daughter of Arthur and Sybil Birling, 

making her a member of the upper-middle class in Edwardian England. Her social 

status and upbringing place her in a privileged position, allowing her insights into 

the societal dynamics that are central to the play. 

Personality Traits: 

• Initially Naive and Spoiled: At the beginning of the play, Sheila is portrayed 

as somewhat naive and spoiled. Her engagement to Gerald Croft reflects her 

focus on societal expectations and the superficial aspects of class privilege. 

• Sensitivity and Empathy: As the narrative unfolds, Sheila's sensitivity 

becomes evident. She is quick to empathize with Eva Smith and demonstrates 

a capacity for compassion that sets her apart from some of the other 

characters. 

• Capacity for Self-Reflection: Sheila displays a unique ability for self-

reflection and personal growth. She is willing to acknowledge her mistakes 

and learn from them, a trait that becomes more pronounced as the play 

progresses. 

Role in Eva Smith's Tragedy: 

• Initial Involvement: Sheila's initial involvement in Eva's tragedy revolves 

around her jealousy and resentment toward the young woman. Sheila gets 

Eva fired from her job at Millwards due to a petty dispute over a dress. 

• Remorse and Guilt: Sheila experiences genuine remorse and guilt once the 

Inspector reveals the consequences of her actions. Her emotional reaction 

showcases her humanity and sets her apart from characters who are more 

resistant to accepting responsibility. 

Relationship with Gerald Croft: 

• Engagement and Betrayal: Sheila's engagement to Gerald is a significant 

aspect of her character. When Gerald's affair with Eva Smith is exposed, Sheila 

is initially devastated by the betrayal but later asserts her independence. 

• Maturation and Independence: The experience with Gerald contributes to 

Sheila's maturation. She rejects the traditional societal expectations of 

marriage and asserts her independence, signalling a break from the old order. 
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Response to the Inspector: 

• Cooperation with the Inspector: Unlike some members of her family, Sheila 

cooperates with the Inspector's investigation. She recognizes the importance 

of facing the truth and the consequences of her actions. 

• Role in the Moral Lesson: Sheila becomes a crucial voice in the moral lesson 

the play imparts. Her transformation underscores the theme of personal 

responsibility and the potential for positive change. 

Symbol of Hope for Change: Sheila's character symbolizes hope for change within 

the societal structure. Her growth and willingness to challenge traditional norms and 

prejudices suggest a path towards a more empathetic and responsible future. 

In summary, Sheila Birling's character is dynamic and undergoes significant 

development in "An Inspector Calls." Her journey from initial naivety to mature self-

awareness contributes to the play's exploration of social responsibility, personal 

growth, and the potential for positive change in society. 

THEMES: 
Sheila Birling in "An Inspector Calls" is intricately linked to several thematic elements in the play. 

Let's explore the key themes associated with Sheila's character: 

1. Social Responsibility: 

• Sheila is a vehicle for exploring the theme of social responsibility. Her initial role in Eva 

Smith's tragedy and her subsequent remorse highlight the idea that individuals, especially 

those from privileged backgrounds, bear a responsibility for the well-being of others in 

society. 

Quote: 

"But these girls aren't cheap labour - they're people." 

• This quote illustrates Sheila's shift in perspective, recognizing the humanity of individuals 

like Eva Smith and challenging the societal norms that devalue them. 

2. Personal Growth and Redemption: 

• Sheila's character undergoes significant personal growth and redemption throughout the 

play. Her willingness to confront her mistakes and change her behaviour represents the 

theme of individual redemption and the potential for moral improvement. 

Quote: 

"I know I'm to blame - and I'm desperately sorry - but I can't believe - I won't believe - that I'm 

completely responsible." 
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• Sheila's acknowledgement of her responsibility and her desire for redemption reflects the 

complexity of individual morality. 

3. Gender Roles and Independence: 

• Sheila challenges traditional gender roles and expectations. Her rejection of the 

traditional notion of a woman's role in marriage and her assertion of independence 

contribute to the theme of questioning and breaking free from societal norms. 

Quote: 

"So I'm responsible?" 

• This quote reflects Sheila's desire to assert her agency and question the societal 

expectations placed upon her. 

4. Critique of Class Prejudice: 

• Sheila's character contributes to the critique of class prejudice. Her realization that the 

upper class holds unfair power and influence over the working class challenges the 

prevailing attitudes of the time. 

Quote: 

"But these girls aren't cheap labour - they're people. [...] Why shouldn't they try for higher 

wages?" 

• This quote underscores Sheila's rejection of the dehumanization and exploitation of the 

working class. 

5. Interconnectedness and Collective Guilt: 

• Sheila's connection to Eva Smith and her acceptance of collective responsibility align with 

the theme of interconnectedness. The play emphasizes that individuals are 

interconnected, and their actions collectively contribute to social outcomes. 

Quote: 

"We are members of one body. We are responsible for each other." 

• Sheila echoes the Inspector's message about the interconnectedness of humanity and the 

shared responsibility for the well-being of others. 

6. Hope for Change: 

• Sheila embodies hope for change within the societal structure. Her transformation 

suggests that individuals, even those born into privilege, have the potential to challenge 

the status quo and contribute to a more just and compassionate society. 



ASM Tuition Academy 
In summary, Sheila Birling's character is closely intertwined with themes of social responsibility, 

personal growth, gender roles, the critique of class prejudice, the idea of interconnectedness, and 

the hope for positive change. Through her journey in the play, Sheila becomes a significant voice 

for moral introspection and transformation. 

RELATIONSHIP WITH OTHER 

CHARACTERS: 

In J.B. Priestley's An Inspector Calls, Sheila Birling plays a crucial role in revealing and 

unravelling the relationships between the various characters. Her interactions with others 

highlight themes of responsibility, guilt, and social change. Here’s a detailed analysis of 

Sheila’s relationships with other characters in the play: 

1. Sheila Birling’s Relationship with Arthur Birling (Her Father) 

Dynamic and Tension: Sheila’s relationship with her father, Arthur Birling, is characterized 

by tension and a lack of mutual understanding. While Arthur Birling represents the older 

generation’s complacency and adherence to social status, Sheila’s evolving perspective 

reflects a shift towards social awareness and responsibility. 

• Contrast in Views: Sheila’s growing awareness of social issues and her sense of guilt 

stand in stark contrast to her father’s dismissive and self-satisfied attitudes. This 

contrast highlights the generational divide between those who are resistant to change 

and those who are open to reform. 

o Quote: “You don’t seem to care about anything. But I care. I was almost 

completely in the wrong.” 

Sheila’s statement reflects her growing sense of responsibility and regret, which clashes with 

her father’s lack of concern and refusal to acknowledge any wrongdoing. 

2. Sheila Birling’s Relationship with Sybil Birling (Her Mother) 

Conflict and Disapproval: Sheila’s relationship with her mother, Sybil Birling, is marked by 

conflict, particularly when it comes to moral values and social attitudes. Sybil’s rigid and 

prejudiced views are a source of tension between them. 

• Moral Differences: Sheila’s increasing awareness and guilt over her involvement 

with Eva Smith contrast sharply with Sybil’s dismissal of any personal responsibility. 

This clash in values highlights Sheila’s moral development and her mother’s 

adherence to outdated and self-righteous attitudes. 

o Quote: “I don’t understand what you’re talking about. But I can see what’s 

happened. You’re not the same person now.” 

Sheila’s acknowledgment of her own transformation and her criticism of her mother’s 

unchanged attitudes reveal the generational and ideological divide between them. 

3. Sheila Birling’s Relationship with Gerald Croft 
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Romantic and Complex: Sheila’s relationship with Gerald Croft is both romantic and 

complex, marked by moments of affection and betrayal. Gerald’s affair with Eva Smith and 

Sheila’s discovery of this betrayal play a significant role in Sheila’s character development. 

• Initial Affection: At the start, Sheila and Gerald’s relationship appears loving and 

genuine. However, Gerald’s involvement with Eva Smith introduces tension and 

betrayal into their relationship. 

o Quote: “I was absolutely speechless. I couldn’t believe it.” 

Sheila’s reaction to the revelation of Gerald’s affair with Eva demonstrates her shock and 

disappointment, reflecting how deeply this betrayal affects her trust in Gerald and her views 

on relationships. 

• Revaluation of Gerald: After learning about Gerald’s infidelity, Sheila reevaluates 

her relationship with him. Her ability to confront the truth and her subsequent 

decision to end the engagement reflects her growing moral awareness and desire for 

honesty. 

o Quote: “I think you’d better go. It’s not just because I’ve had a bad time. I’m 

not sorry for what I’ve done.” 

This quote indicates Sheila’s decision to break off her engagement with Gerald, illustrating 

her personal growth and moral stance. 

4. Sheila Birling’s Relationship with Eric Birling (Her Brother) 

Supportive and Protective: Sheila’s relationship with her brother, Eric Birling, is 

characterized by a supportive and protective dynamic. Sheila shows concern for Eric’s well-

being and is deeply affected by his involvement in Eva Smith’s life and death. 

• Revelation of Eric’s Actions: Sheila’s reaction to learning about Eric’s role in Eva’s 

life demonstrates her concern and sense of betrayal. She is troubled by Eric’s actions 

but also tries to support him as they confront their family’s failings together. 

o Quote: “You don’t understand anything. You never did.” 

Sheila’s frustration with Eric’s lack of awareness and her disappointment in his actions 

reflect her broader disillusionment with her family’s moral failings and her own growing 

sense of responsibility. 

5. Sheila Birling’s Relationship with the Inspector 

Confrontational and Revelatory: Sheila’s interactions with the Inspector are pivotal to her 

character development. The Inspector’s probing questions and revelations force Sheila to 

confront her own actions and the consequences they have on others. 

• Acceptance of Guilt: Sheila’s response to the Inspector’s revelations shows her 

acceptance of responsibility and her willingness to change. Her candid 

acknowledgement of her mistakes contrasts with the evasiveness of other characters. 

o Quote: “I’m not a child. I have a right to know.” 
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Sheila’s insistence on understanding the full extent of her involvement and her willingness to 

accept responsibility highlight her maturity and the impact of the Inspector’s interrogation on 

her personal growth. 

• Moral Awakening: The Inspector’s role in Sheila’s transformation is crucial. 

Through her interactions with him, Sheila experiences a moral awakening and begins 

to question her family’s values and actions. 

o Quote: “We’ve no excuse for putting on airs and not being straightforward.” 

This quote reflects Sheila’s realization of the need for honesty and the rejection of the 

pretences that her family and society maintain. 

Conclusion 

Sheila Birling’s relationships with other characters in An Inspector Calls serve as a lens 

through which the play’s themes are explored. Her evolving perspectives on responsibility, 

morality, and social justice contrast with the attitudes of her family and Gerald Croft. 

Through her interactions and responses, Sheila embodies the potential for personal growth 

and social change, highlighting the generational and ideological conflicts central to 

Priestley’s critique of early 20th-century British society. 

 

 


