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key quotes an inspector calls — An In-Depth Analysis of Essential Quotes in J.B.
Priestley's Classic Play

Introduction

J.B. Priestley's An Inspector Calls is a compelling play that explores themes of social
responsibility, morality, and the interconnectedness of human actions. Central to its
impact are the powerful quotes that reveal character traits, themes, and moral messages.
Understanding these key quotations enhances appreciation of the play's message and its
relevance to contemporary society. In this article, we will analyze the most significant
quotes from An Inspector Calls, providing context and interpretation to deepen your
comprehension of this timeless work.

Overview of the Play's Themes and Context

Before diving into specific quotes, it’s important to understand the play’s background.
Written in 1945 and set in 1912, An Inspector Calls is a social critique of the British class
system and the importance of social responsibility. The play revolves around the Birling
family, whose evening is disrupted by Inspector Goole, who investigates the suicide of a
young woman named Eva Smith.

Priestley uses the inspector’s interrogations to highlight the consequences of selfishness,

greed, and a lack of social conscience. The play’s key quotes serve to reinforce these
themes and challenge the audience to reflect on their own moral choices.

Key Quotes and Their Significance

Below are some of the most impactful quotations from An Inspector Calls, each
accompanied by analysis, context, and its thematic relevance.

1. "We don’t live alone. We are members of one body.
We are responsible for each other." — Inspector Goole

Context: This quote is spoken by the Inspector during his moral lecture to the Birlings and
Gerald. It encapsulates one of the play’s central messages about social responsibility.

Analysis:
- Emphasizes interconnectedness: No individual exists in isolation; everyone’s actions

affect others.
- Calls for collective moral responsibility: Society as a whole must look out for its



members.
- Challenges individualism: Contrasts the Birling family’s self-centered attitudes with the
inspector’s collectivist viewpoint.

Thematic Significance:
This quote underscores the play's critique of selfishness and highlights the importance of

social conscience. It urges the audience to consider how their actions impact the wider
community.

2. "The way some of these cranks talk and write now,
you’d think everybody had to look after everybody else."
— Mr. Birling

Context: Mr. Birling dismisses the idea of social responsibility, reflecting his capitalist and
individualistic beliefs.

Analysis:

- Portrays Mr. Birling’s dismissive attitude towards social responsibility.

- Demonstrates his greed and desire for personal gain over moral considerations.

- Highlights the generational divide: His views contrast sharply with the Inspector’s.
Thematic Significance:

This quote reveals the play’s criticism of capitalist attitudes that prioritize profit over

community welfare. It also foreshadows the play’s moral lesson about the consequences of
such attitudes.

3. "Public men, Mr. Birling, have responsibilities as well
as privileges." — Inspector Goole

Context: The Inspector rebukes Mr. Birling for his dismissiveness toward social
responsibility.

Analysis:
- Reinforces the idea that those in positions of power have moral duties.
- Contrasts with Birling’s belief in individual success without societal obligations.

- Serves as a moral reminder of leadership responsibilities.

Thematic Significance:



This quote emphasizes the play’s message that leadership involves accountability,
especially towards the less fortunate.

4. "Each of you helped to kill her." — Inspector Goole

Context: This pivotal line appears near the climax, linking the characters’ actions to Eva
Smith’s tragic fate.

Analysis:

- Directly accuses the characters of moral complicity.

- Highlights how small acts—like denying Eva a job or dismissing her—contribute to her
downfall.

- Demonstrates the play’s central moral message: Everyone’s actions matter.

Thematic Significance:

This quote serves as a stark reminder of personal responsibility and the consequences of
selfish behavior.

5. "If men will not learn that lesson, then they will be
taught it in fire and blood and anguish." — Inspector
Goole

Context: The Inspector warns of the dire consequences of ignoring social responsibility.
Analysis:

- Uses vivid imagery to stress the importance of moral awakening.

- Suggests that society must learn compassion or face catastrophic consequences.

- Reflects Priestley’s hope for societal change post-World War II.

Thematic Significance:

The quote reinforces the play’s warning about societal neglect and the necessity of moral
growth.



6. "But the way some of these cranks talk and write now,
you’d think everybody had to look after everybody else."
— Mr. Birling (repeated)

Context: Reiterates his dismissiveness, emphasizing his stubbornness.

Analysis:

- Shows Mr. Birling’s refusal to accept the Inspector’s moral message.
- Highlights the play’s critique of complacency and resistance to social change.

Thematic Significance:

Repetition of this line underscores the play’s call for social responsibility against
ignorance and selfishness.

7. "The girl’s dead and we all helped to kill her."
Sheila Birling

Context: Sheila admits her role in Eva’s downfall, marking her moral growth.
Analysis:

- Demonstrates Sheila’s acknowledgment of personal responsibility.

- Signifies a shift from innocence to moral awareness.

- Contrasts with her family’s refusal to accept responsibility.

Thematic Significance:

This quote symbolizes the play’s message that awareness and accountability are vital for
social progress.

8. "It's better to ask for more and be refused than to
give in prematurely.”" — Gerald Croft

Context: Gerald’s comment reflects his attitude towards relationships and societal
expectations.

Analysis:

- Reveals Gerald’s confidence and possibly his manipulative nature.



- Highlights themes of entitlement and moral ambiguity.
Thematic Significance:

The quote invites reflection on honesty and integrity in personal and social dealings.

Conclusion: The Power of Key Quotes in
Conveying Moral Messages

The quotes in An Inspector Calls are not merely lines of dialogue but serve as moral
signposts that guide the audience through the play’s complex themes. They reveal
character traits, challenge societal norms, and underscore the importance of social
responsibility. Whether it’s the Inspector’s calls for collective accountability or the
characters’ moments of moral realization, these key quotations resonate deeply and
provoke thoughtful reflection.

By understanding and analyzing these quotes, readers and students gain a richer
appreciation of Priestley’s message and the play’s enduring relevance. The play’s powerful
language continues to serve as a mirror to society, urging us all to consider our
responsibilities towards others and the impact of our actions.

Remember: The true power of An Inspector Calls lies in its ability to inspire moral
introspection. The key quotes are the tools that convey its urgent, timeless message.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the quote "We don’t live
alone. We are members of one body' in 'An Inspector
Calls'?

This quote emphasizes the interconnectedness of society and the moral responsibility
individuals have towards others. It highlights the play's central theme of social
responsibility and collective accountability.

How does the quote 'Public men, Mr. Birling, have
responsibilities as well as privileges' reflect the play’s
message?

This quote underscores the importance of social responsibility for those in positions of
power and influence, suggesting that privilege comes with moral duties to society, a key



theme in the play.

What does the quote 'You’'re not the kind of father a
chap could go to when he’s in trouble' reveal about Mr.
Birling’s character?

It reveals Mr. Birling’s dismissive and unempathetic attitude towards his son, highlighting
his self-centeredness and failure as a caring family man, which contrasts with the play’s
message of empathy.

Why is the quote 'Each of you helped to kill her'
important in 'An Inspector Calls'?

This quote signifies the collective responsibility of all characters for Eva Smith’s death,
reinforcing the play’s moral lesson that everyone’s actions impact others and that social
responsibility is universal.

How does the quote "'We are members of one body. We
are responsible for each other' encapsulate the play’s
main message?

This quote encapsulates the play’s central theme of social responsibility and unity,
emphasizing that individual actions affect the whole society and that moral duty extends
beyond oneself.

What is the significance of the quote 'The point is, you
don’t seem to have learnt anything' at the end of the
play?

This quote highlights the play’s critique of the characters' inability to take genuine
responsibility or learn from their mistakes, leaving the audience to reflect on the
importance of moral awareness and change.

How does the quote 'Fire and blood and anguish' reflect
the play’s tone and themes?

This phrase, spoken by the Inspector, underscores the tragic consequences of
irresponsible actions and the moral urgency of addressing social injustices, contributing to
the play’s serious and warning tone.

Additional Resources
Key Quotes in An Inspector Calls: A Deep Dive into the Play’s Core Messages



J.B. Priestley's An Inspector Calls is a compelling social drama that uses powerful dialogue
and memorable quotations to explore themes of responsibility, social class, and morality.
As with many great works of literature and theatre, the strength of the play lies not only in
its plot but in its carefully crafted language—particularly the key quotes that encapsulate
its central messages. This article offers an in-depth analysis of the most significant quotes
from the play, examining their context, meaning, and enduring relevance. Whether you're
a student preparing for an exam, a teacher planning lessons, or a theatre enthusiast,
understanding these pivotal lines will deepen your appreciation of Priestley's masterpiece.

Understanding the Power of Quotes in An
Inspector Calls

In An Inspector Calls, Priestley employs pointed dialogue that reveals character traits,
moral viewpoints, and societal critiques. The quotes serve as anchors in the narrative,
highlighting crucial moments of revelation, persuasion, and moral reflection. Recognizing
these key lines allows audiences and readers to interpret the layered themes and the
playwright’s underlying messages about social responsibility.

Major Quotes and Their Significance

Below, we explore some of the most influential quotes from the play, breaking down their
context, implications, and how they contribute to the overall message.

1. "We don’t live alone. We are members of one body." —
Inspector Goole

Context: This line is delivered during the inspector’s moral lecture after uncovering the
interconnectedness of the Birling family’s actions and Eva Smith’s tragic fate.

Analysis:

This quote encapsulates the play's central message about social responsibility. Priestley
uses the inspector as a mouthpiece for socialist ideals, emphasizing that individual actions
impact the wider community. The metaphor of being "members of one body" suggests that
society functions as an interconnected organism; harm to one part affects all.

Implications:
- Challenges the capitalist mindset of individualism and self-interest exemplified by



characters like Mr. Birling.
- Calls for collective responsibility and moral accountability.
- Underscores the play's critique of social inequality and call for social change.

Relevance Today:
This quote resonates in contemporary discussions about social justice, community
responsibility, and the importance of empathy.

2. "The way some of these cranks talk and write these
days, you'd think everybody has to look after everybody
else." — Mr. Birling

Context: Said early in the play, this line reflects Mr. Birling’s dismissive attitude towards
social responsibility and his capitalist beliefs.

Analysis:

Here, Birling dismisses the idea of collective responsibility, viewing it as impractical or
overly idealistic. His language ("cranks") demonstrates his condescension towards
socialist ideas, highlighting his refusal to accept societal change or moral obligation.

Implications:

- Represents the complacency and shortsightedness of the upper classes.

- Contrasts sharply with the inspector's moral stance, setting up the ideological conflict at
the heart of the play.

- Reflects the social attitudes prevalent in the 1910s, which Priestley criticizes.

Relevance Today:
The quote remains relevant as it echoes debates about individualism versus collective
welfare in modern society.

3. "Public men, Mr. Birling, have responsibilities as well
as privileges." — Inspector Goole

Context: This line is part of the inspector’s rebuke of Birling’s dismissiveness towards
social responsibility.

Analysis:

The inspector emphasizes that those in positions of power or influence bear moral duties
beyond personal gain. It's a direct challenge to the capitalist ethos of the era, advocating
for ethical responsibility among the privileged.

Implications:



- Serves as a moral indictment of the upper class.

- Reinforces the play’s socialist perspective that everyone has a duty to contribute to the
wellbeing of society.

- Encourages reflection on leadership and accountability.

Relevance Today:
The concept of responsible leadership is ever-present in political and corporate contexts,
making this quote a timeless reminder of societal duties.

4. "But I accept no blame for it at all." — Mr. Birling

Context: Early in the play, Birling dismisses any responsibility for Eva Smith’s downfall.

Analysis:

This statement reveals Birling’s denial and self-justification, characteristic of his
character’s stubbornness and lack of moral awareness. It highlights the play's critique of
those who refuse to acknowledge their complicity in societal injustices.

Implications:

- [llustrates the human tendency to avoid guilt or responsibility.

- Sets up the play’s moral argument: denial perpetuates societal problems.
- Contrasts with the inspector’s insistence on collective responsibility.

Relevance Today:
The quote underscores ongoing issues of accountability in social, political, and corporate
spheres.

5. "If men will not learn that lesson, then they will be
taught it in fire and blood and anguish." — Inspector
Goole

Context: This foreboding statement is made near the play’s conclusion, warning of
consequences if society ignores moral lessons.

Analysis:

Priestley uses this ominous warning to suggest that neglecting social responsibility leads
to catastrophe. It echoes the play’s moral urgency, implying that societal ignorance or
selfishness can lead to destructive outcomes, reminiscent of the world wars and social
upheavals.

Implications:
- Serves as a moral call to action.



- Highlights the consequences of societal indifference.
- Reinforces the idea that change is urgent and necessary.

Relevance Today:
This quote remains powerful amidst contemporary issues like climate change, social
inequality, and global conflicts.

6. "The girl’s dead and we all helped to kill her." —
Inspector Goole

Context: This line encapsulates the inspector’s core message about shared societal guilt.

Analysis:

It bluntly states that everyone’s actions—direct or indirect—contribute to Eva Smith’s
demise. The phrase "we all helped to kill her" underscores collective responsibility, urging
the audience to reflect on their moral duty.

Implications:

- Challenges characters’ and audiences’ notions of innocence.
- Emphasizes societal complicity in injustice.

- Acts as a pivotal moment of moral awakening.

Relevance Today:
It prompts ongoing reflection about societal roles in issues like poverty, discrimination,
and systemic injustice.

How These Quotes Shape Our Understanding of
the Play

These key quotations serve as moral signposts that guide audiences through Priestley's
social critique. They reveal character motivations, underpin thematic development, and
reinforce the play’s urgent call for social responsibility. Recognizing and analyzing these
lines helps to unlock the deeper messages embedded within the dialogue.

Conclusion: The Enduring Power of An Inspector



Calls Quotes

An Inspector Calls remains a powerful piece of theatre partly because of its incisive,
thought-provoking quotations. Each line contributes to a complex interplay of morality,
social critique, and character development. By examining these key quotes, audiences
gain insight into the play’s core messages about collective responsibility and the
importance of moral integrity.

Whether viewed as a historical critique or a contemporary moral lesson, the quotes from
Priestley's play continue to resonate. They remind us that societal change begins with
individual awareness and responsibility—a message that remains as relevant today as it
was over a century ago.

In summary:

- The key quotes serve as moral and thematic anchors.

- They challenge societal norms and encourage reflection.

- They demonstrate Priestley’s skill in combining dramatic dialogue with social
commentary.

- Their relevance persists across generations, making An Inspector Calls a timeless piece
of theatre.

By engaging deeply with these quotations, readers and viewers can appreciate the
richness of Priestley’s work and its ongoing relevance in fostering social consciousness.
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