In Act 1 Mr Birling describes himself as : ‘a hard headed, practical man of business.’ How far do you agree with this view of himself? You should refer closely to his words and actions here and in the rest of the play.

The question expects you to deconstruct the quotation and agree or disagree with it using evidence from the text. You need to make a distinction between Mr Birlings perception of himself and the way in which you ( the audience) and Priestley view him. In your response both views could be accurate, for example, he is a hardheaded practical man of business but this is not necessarily a positive attribute. 

Introductory point:

Explain that Birling’s view of himself is accurate. He is a capitalist and his prime concern is his business – Birling sees even his daughter’s engagement as a beneficial business partnership between two families.

· He sacks Eva Smith and five others because they request a small pay rise. He views the situation in purely financial terms, not concerned with the welfare of his workforce. Increasing costs would result in lower profits. Sheila however makes the point that they are more than cheap labour – they are people.

· Birling attempts to intimidate the Inspector by his high position and the ability to pull strings. He is concerned that his image would suffer if this scandal was to become public. Birling also attempts to bribe the Inspector early in the play, this suggest that he views money as the answer to this girls death – to him it is a mere convenience and that it can be resolved with a business deal. Birling suggests near the end that he would give ‘thousands’ to remedy the situation – absolving himself of blame, rather than getting her back.

· It emerges that Eric has been stealing from the family business in order to support Eva who is pregnant. Birling’s prime concern is the repayment of the money stolen and not the welfare of Eric, Eva or his unborn grandchild.

· The Inspector dominates proceedings and Birling continually attempts to gain control of the situation.

· Birling objects to the women being questioned, especially Sheila whom he wants out of the room. His concern is not for his daughter but for the proposed marriage, which he really sees as a business venture that will gain him, power.

· At the end of the text it emerges that Birling is largely afraid of scandal that will compromise the marriage between Gerald and Sheila but more importantly the financial union of the two families and their drive for ‘lower costs and higher prices’.

Having analysed and agreed with the statement it is important to analyse whether this is a positive or negative attribute in your opinion and perhaps more importantly Priestley’s.

Birling is used to expose the evil and inhumanity of capitalism in a post war society. His failure to accept responsibility and consistent reliance on the power of money to solve any problems contrasts with the more humane and socialist view of Sheila and Eric and ultimately Priestley.

Conclusion

He is a hardheaded practical man of business but this is not, in Priestley’s opinion a positive attribute and has a negative effect on society.

