Explore the role of children in the novel
‘The English Teacher’
One of the roles of children in ‘The English Teacher’ is the way
the often bring adults together. For example, Leela prevents
Susila and Krishna from having an argument by asking ‘Are
you fighting?’ prompting the adults to stop.
Additionally, children are also presented as something to worry
about. This is shown by Narayan making both Susila and
Krishna constantly anxious over the state of their child. For
example, Susila says as she and Krishna are going out ‘If she
starts crying no one can stop her.’ the implication being that
only the mother of a child can comfort her daughter. The fact
that Susila comments on this as she is going shows the
importance of Leela in her life and the way she worries about
her. Similarly, Krishna is very much the same, however, he
spoils Leela more than worries about her, this is highlight by
Krishna wanting to give Leela ‘just a little of his tiffin.’ This daily
routine also shows how much he thinks of Leela with ‘mild
affection’ and this ‘mild’ liking for his own daughter turns into
anxiousness as he worries that the food she is eating will
make her ‘sick’.
Moreover, in ‘The English Teacher’ children are also sources
of innocence and joy. This is especially apparent at the
Headmaster’s school where he remarks children are a ‘real
source of joy.’ and occupies many of his hours to make books
for them. Additionally, the joy that children exude is made
apparent by Narayan’s long lists of images about the school
with connotations of happiness. Narayan may have made
children such a source of innocence and joy to contrast with
the adults in the book and the less imaginative ideas that they
have.
Another important role for children, especially Leela, in the
novel is the way they are the only beings keeping Krishna
emotionally ‘alive’ as his ‘one aim in life is to make sure that
she [Leela] did not feel the absence of her mother.’ indicating
that Leela is the only person giving Krishna a purpose.
Similarly, children also stop Krishna from committing suicide
as he implores god to ‘send me to those [funeral] fires’ ad he
only stops himself by the thought of ‘The child! The child!’
Leela.
However, although children have many important roles within
the novel, the most important is the one they hold as teachers.
The Headmaster states that adults ‘can learn a great deal’
from children and that only after becoming ‘qualified’ can
adults ‘enter their world’ showing how children can teach
adults other lessons like being open-minded and that
questions are worth asking even if they do not have obvious
answers. This is one of the lessons that Leela teaches Krishna
through her constant questions such as ‘Why are you closing
your eyes?’ and ‘Why is that door closed?’ These questions
teach Krishna to develop his way of thinking so that he can
answer questions that adults have never thought to ask.
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