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In the novel A Lesson Before Dying by Ernest J. Gaines, the character Grant
Wiggins embarks on a journey that begins with the noble aspiration of
becoming a teacher. His pursuit of higher education symbolizes hope,
progress, and the desire to make a meaningful difference in his community.
However, despite his academic achievements and dedication to education, Grant
is plagued by a complex web of emotions—ranging from hope and pride to
frustration, disillusionment, and self-doubt. His mixed feelings reflect not
only his internal struggle but also the broader social and racial tensions of
the segregated American South during the 1940s. This article explores the
multifaceted nature of Grant’s feelings about his journey to become a
teacher, examining his motivations, internal conflicts, and the impact of his
environment on his psyche.

Grant’s Motivation to Pursue Education

Desire for Self-Improvement and Empowerment

Grant’s decision to attend university is rooted in a profound desire to
improve himself and to break free from the cycle of poverty and ignorance
that has defined his community. Education represents a pathway to
empowerment—not only for himself but also for his students and peers. He
recognizes that learning can serve as a tool to challenge societal
limitations and uplift those around hinm.

Hope for Changing the Community

Grant dreams of inspiring change within his rural Louisiana town. His
aspiration to be a teacher is intertwined with the hope of instilling
dignity, confidence, and a sense of purpose among his students, who are often
marginalized and devalued by society. His education is thus seen as a means
to foster hope and resilience in a community oppressed by systemic racism.



Personal Ambitions and Identity

Beyond societal reasons, Grant’s pursuit of academic success is also tied to
his personal identity. He seeks recognition and respect as an educated man,
which he believes can elevate his standing and enable him to contribute
meaningfully to the struggles for racial equality.

The Internal Conflicts and Mixed Feelings of
Grant

Disillusionment with the Limitations of Education

Despite his academic achievements, Grant grapples with the realization that
education alone cannot instantly dismantle the deeply ingrained racism and
injustice in his society. He feels frustrated that, even with a university
degree, he remains powerless to fundamentally change the oppressive
structures around him. This disillusionment causes him to question whether
education is enough or if it merely serves as a temporary escape rather than
a solution.

Sense of Responsibility and Guilt

Grant’s role as a teacher places a burden of responsibility on his shoulders.
He feels guilty for not being able to save his godson, Jefferson, from the
societal forces that condemn him to death. His feelings of guilt are
compounded by the belief that he has failed Jefferson and his community,
leading to internal conflict about his effectiveness and purpose.

Conflict Between Personal Desires and Social
Expectations

While Grant desires personal freedom and emotional fulfillment, societal

expectations and the racial constraints of the era keep him tethered to his
role as a community leader. He is torn between his longing for independence
and the obligation to serve as a moral example and advocate for his people.

Frustration and Resentment

Grant’s frustration often manifests as resentment towards the systemic racism
that perpetuates inequality. He resents the limitations imposed on him as a
Black man and feels bitterness about the lack of progress despite his
education. This resentment sometimes leads to feelings of hopelessness and
cynicism.



The Impact of His Environment on Grant’s
Feelings

Segregation and Racism

The societal backdrop of segregation influences Grant’s emotional state. The
pervasive discrimination and injustice serve as constant reminders of the
barriers he and his community face, deepening his mixed feelings of hope and
despair.

Community Expectations and Personal Identity

The community’s expectations weigh heavily on Grant. He feels the pressure to
serve as a role model and to uphold the dignity of his people, which
sometimes conflicts with his personal aspirations and emotional well-being.

Family and Personal Relationships

Grant’s interactions with his family and friends reveal his internal
struggles. His relationship with his aunt, Miss Emma, and his own doubts
about his ability to make a difference further complicate his feelings about
his role as a teacher and community figure.

Conclusion: The Complexity of Grant’s Emotions

Grant Wiggins'’s journey in A Lesson Before Dying is emblematic of the complex
emotional landscape faced by many individuals fighting against systemic
oppression. His pursuit of education symbolizes hope and progress, yet it
also exposes him to feelings of disillusionment, gquilt, frustration, and
resentment. These conflicting emotions reflect the realities of a society
where progress is slow, and change is hindered by deeply rooted social
injustices. Ultimately, Grant’'s mixed feelings serve to underscore the
novel’s themes of dignity, hope, and the ongoing struggle for racial
equality. His internal conflict highlights that the path to liberation-both
personal and societal-is often fraught with difficulties, requiring
resilience, self-awareness, and a persistent belief in the possibility of
change.

Frequently Asked Questions



What motivated Grant to pursue a university
education to become a teacher in 'A Lesson Before
Dying'?

Grant was motivated by a desire to make a difference in his community and to

challenge the injustices faced by African Americans, inspired by his own
experiences and the hope of creating change through education.

Why does Grant have mixed feelings about his role as
a teacher in the novel?

Grant feels conflicted because he wants to empower his students but also
struggles with the limitations and systemic racism that hinder his ability to
truly make an impact, leading to feelings of frustration and disillusionment.

How does Grant's education influence his perception
of himself and his community?

Grant's university education gives him a sense of pride and hope, but it also
makes him aware of the societal barriers and inequalities that surround him,
leading to complex feelings of both empowerment and helplessness.

In what ways does Grant's educational background
affect his interactions with his students and the
community?

Grant's education enables him to attempt to inspire and teach his students
about dignity and self-worth, but his feelings of frustration sometimes
hinder his ability to connect fully, reflecting the tension between his
knowledge and the realities faced by his community.

Does Grant see his role as a teacher as a form of
activism in 'A Lesson Before Dying'?

Yes, Grant views teaching as a form of activism, believing that educating his
students can help challenge societal injustices, even as he grapples with
feelings of inadequacy and despair.

How do Grant's mixed feelings about his career
reflect the broader themes of the novel?

Grant's internal conflict mirrors the themes of oppression, hope, and
resistance in the novel, highlighting the complex emotional landscape of
those fighting against systemic racism while confronting their own
limitations.



What internal struggles does Grant face regarding
his purpose and effectiveness as a teacher?

Grant struggles with feelings of guilt, frustration, and self-doubt about
whether he can truly make a difference, questioning if his efforts are enough
to bring about meaningful change.

How does Grant's university education influence his
expectations for himself and his community?

His education raises his expectations for both himself and his community,
fostering hope for progress, but also amplifies his awareness of the deep-
rooted obstacles they face, leading to mixed feelings of optimism and
despair.

In what ways do Grant's mixed feelings impact his
personal growth throughout the novel?

Grant's internal conflicts challenge him to confront his beliefs and
limitations, ultimately leading to a deeper understanding of his role and a
more nuanced approach to activism, growth, and hope.
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In the novel A Lesson Before Dying by Ernest J. Gaines, one of the central
characters, Grant Wiggins, embarks on a journey that begins with a clear
academic and vocational goal-becoming a teacher. His decision to attend
university was driven by a desire to make a difference in his community and
to find personal fulfillment through education. However, as the story
unfolds, Grant’s feelings about his role, his purpose, and the very nature of
education become complex and layered. His mixed feelings reflect the profound
tensions between aspiration and disillusionment, hope and despair, and the
societal expectations placed upon him as both an individual and a
representative of hope for his community.

The Path to Becoming a Teacher: Grant'’s Academic Journey
The Motivation Behind Grant’s University Education

Grant Wiggins'’ decision to attend university was rooted in several
intertwined motivations:

- Desire to Empower His Community: Growing up in the segregated South, Grant



witnesses firsthand the limitations placed on Black Americans. His aspiration
to become a teacher was motivated by a hope to uplift his community through
education.

- Personal Fulfillment and Self-Discovery: Grant seeks a sense of purpose
beyond the confines of his small town. Education represents a path to
personal growth and societal contribution.

- Breaking the Cycle of Ignorance: He recognizes that knowledge and literacy
are powerful tools for liberation and seeks to be part of that change.

The University Experience

Grant’s time at university exposes him to a broader world beyond the confines
of the plantation and his hometown. However, it also introduces him to the
complexities and contradictions of the education system, especially within
the context of racial segregation.

- Exposure to Formal Education: Grant learns about pedagogy, history, and
literature, which deepens his understanding of the importance of education.

- Encounter with Racial Inequality: Despite his academic pursuits, Grant
faces the realities of systemic racism, which often undermines his efforts
and aspirations.

- The Tension Between Theory and Reality: His university education offers
idealistic visions of teaching and equality, but the societal structures he
faces back home often conflict with these ideals.

Grant’s Mixed Feelings: A Reflection of Inner Conflict
Disillusionment with the Education System

One of the key reasons behind Grant’s mixed feelings is his growing
disillusionment with the education system itself. While he values the
knowledge he has gained, he begins to see that:

- The system is designed to maintain the status quo: Rather than fostering
true empowerment, education often serves as a tool for societal control,
especially for Black Americans.

- Curriculum and Teaching Methods Are Limited: The traditional curriculum
emphasizes obedience and conformity rather than critical thinking or self-
expression.

- Institutional Barriers: Segregation and racism hinder genuine progress,
making it difficult for educators like Grant to effect meaningful change.

Personal Frustration and Emotional Toll

Grant’s internal conflict is also fueled by personal frustrations:



- Feeling of Powerlessness: Despite his education, Grant sometimes feels
impotent against the societal forces that oppress his community.

- Guilt and Responsibility: He struggles with feelings of guilt for not doing
enough or for feeling disconnected from the very people he seeks to serve.

- Emotional Exhaustion: Witnessing the suffering and injustice around him
causes emotional fatigue, leading to moments of despair.

The Conflict Between Idealism and Pragmatism

Grant's idealistic vision of education as a tool for liberation clashes with
the pragmatic realities he faces:

- Idealism: Belief in the transformative power of knowledge and equality.
- Pragmatism: Recognizing that societal change is slow and often thwarted by
entrenched racism and tradition.

- Resulting Feelings: A sense of disillusionment, frustration, and sometimes
cynicism about the possibility of real change.

The Impact of Grant’s Feelings on His Role as a Teacher

Struggling to Connect

Grant’s mixed feelings influence how he interacts with his students:

- Lack of Engagement: His disillusionment sometimes manifests as emotional
distance, making it difficult to inspire or motivate his students.

- Conflict Between Expectations and Reality: He wishes to be a beacon of
hope, but his own doubts sometimes overshadow his efforts.

A Sense of Responsibility and Guilt

Despite his frustrations, Grant feels a deep sense of responsibility:

- To the Students: To provide them with the tools to improve their lives.
- To His Community: To serve as a role model and catalyst for change.

The Turning Point: Embracing His Role

By the end of the novel, Grant begins to reconcile his feelings:

- He recognizes that even small acts of kindness and encouragement can have
profound impacts.

- He understands that his role as a teacher is not solely to impart knowledge
but also to instill dignity and hope.

Broader Themes and Lessons from Grant’s Experience



The Power and Limitations of Education
Grant’s journey underscores a critical theme:

- Education is a vital tool for empowerment but is often insufficient on its
own to dismantle systemic oppression.
- True change requires societal transformation alongside individual effort.

Personal Growth Through Disillusionment
Grant’s mixed feelings reflect a universal truth:

- Growth often involves confronting disillusionment and finding renewed
purpose amid challenges.

- His internal struggles make him a more empathetic and authentic teacher and
individual.

The Role of Hope and Resilience
Despite his mixed feelings, Grant’s story is ultimately about resilience:

- Recognizing limitations does not mean surrendering hope.
- Small acts of kindness, patience, and understanding can sow seeds of
change.

Conclusion: The Complexity of Teaching and Personal Purpose

In A Lesson Before Dying, Grant Went To University To Become A Teacher, Yet
He Has Mixed Feelings Of—a reflection of the multifaceted nature of
education, societal change, and personal growth. His journey illustrates that
true teaching is not just about transmitting knowledge but also about
navigating emotional, societal, and moral complexities. Grant’s internal
conflict highlights that the path to empowerment is often fraught with
disillusionment and struggle but also filled with moments of hope and
resilience. His story invites readers to consider the profound
responsibility, challenges, and rewards inherent in the act of teaching,
especially within a society striving for justice and equality.
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