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The book Educated by Tara Westover narrates the author’s experiences growing up in a
secluded and highly traditional family in Idaho. Westover, who was raised without
formal identity registration and deprived of school education, decided in her adolescence
to change the course of her life. This book depicts a journey from ignorance to self-
awareness, from struggling against family traditions to achieving independence through
education. In addition to exploring Westover’s personal development, the book
examines the impact of education on redefining identity, the family’s role in limiting
women’s access to education, and the tension between religious beliefs and higher
education. By describing life in a family that viewed formal education as a threat to
religious beliefs and autonomy, the author illustrates the influence of religion, bias, and
familial violence on individual and social growth. Despite these obstacles, Westover’s
self-directed learning enabled her to enter Brigham Young University and continue her
studies at Cambridge and Harvard. These memoirs demonstrate how education can help
individuals break cycles of oppression and redefine their identity. Westover’s narrative
goes beyond personal experience, reflecting broader challenges faced by women in
achieving independence and access to knowledge. The book highlights how education
not only transforms individuals but also reshapes relationships, beliefs, and social status.
Emphasizing the power of learning, personal growth, and the role of education in
discovering truth and building an independent future, Educated illustrates how education
can be a tool for empowerment. Studies on religiosity and education, including research
on changing students’ religious beliefs during university, indicate that higher education
can challenge certain traditional beliefs but does not necessarily reduce religiosity.
Additionally, works such as Hidden Family Currents and Diary of Sixteen Iranian
Women, which present women’s personal narratives, show that education affects not
only individual transformation but also family relationships, social beliefs, and identity

construction.
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INTRODUCTION

The book Educated, which is introduced in this article, recounts the memoirs of Tara
Westover, an American memoirist, author, and historian, one of the New York Times
bestsellers and recipient of numerous awards. Tara Westover (born September 27,
1986) was the youngest of seven children born in Clifton (a town with a population of
259) in Idaho, to Mormon parents. Her parents distrusted doctors, hospitals, public
schools, and the federal government. Tara was born at home with the help of a
midwife and was never taken to a doctor or nurse. Until the age of nine, she had no
birth certificate. “None of the children had educational or medical records, and even
Tara’s birth date was disputed—the mother remembered one date, the father another,
and the grandmother recorded an entirely different date. Eventually, the mother
requested baptismal records from the central church, but even they provided differing
dates. After countless calls and a sworn affidavit from the grandmother, the state of
Idaho issued a delayed birth certificate, which became Tara’s first legal identity
document, something meaningless to her until then.”

Their father resisted seeking formal medical treatment for any family member,
even when they were severely injured. The children were treated only by their
mother using herbal remedies and other alternative methods (such as energy
healing). The home had few textbooks. During her adolescence, Tara began
exploring the wider world and preparing for college independently. She purchased
textbooks and self-studied to pass the university entrance exam. She was admitted
to Brigham Young University and received a scholarship despite not having a high
school diploma. After a challenging first year, in which she struggled to adapt to the
university and broader society, she graduated with honors in 2008 and later
received her Master’s degree from Trinity College, Cambridge. In 2010, she was a
Gates Cambridge Scholar and a visiting member at Harvard University. She
returned to Trinity College, Cambridge, to pursue a PhD in the history of ideas,
defending her dissertation in 2014, titled Family, Morality, and Social Science in
Nineteenth-Century Anglo-American Thought.

Life within Family Traditions and Beliefs

The main figures influencing Tara’s life were her parents and two older brothers.
Tara’s father, Gene, born and raised in the harsh, isolated mountains, gave him a
sense of independence and power. Serious yet humorous, over the years he became
a fearful, isolated man. He stockpiled food and weapons, pulled his children out of
school, cut external connections, and prepared the family for apocalyptic days. In
his view, schools were merely tools for a socialist government to brainwash children
and turn them into cogs in a machine. Alongside his political fervor, Gene was
deeply religious. He held extreme beliefs about medicine and drugs, seeing them as
symbols of evil. When Tara’s mother was severely injured in an accident, despite the
clear need for medical care, Gene chose to entrust her to the “hands of God.” When
Tara began working in her father’s metal scrapyard, a dangerous and violent



environment, he assured her that God and angels were with them and would
prevent harm. Even when her grandmother faced cancer treatment, Gene believed
faith—not modern medicine—was the key to survival. He viewed Tara’s desire to
attend school as a betrayal of spiritual and familial identity, making her choice not
just personal, but a rejection of family values.

Tara’s mother, Faye, aligned her behaviors with her husband’s beliefs to preserve
the family. She prepared herbal oils and practiced methods like energy healing to
treat her family. Through home births, she bypassed the medical and legal systems.
Faye’s weakness in resisting stronger family forces prevented her from protecting
her daughters from domestic violence.

Two brothers significantly impacted Tara’s life. Tyler, markedly different from
the rest of the family, appeared out of sync with their chaotic rhythm. Organized
and orderly, Tyler appreciated classical music, unlike the roughhousing and
disorder at home. He introduced Tara to music, which offered an escape from
violence and contradiction. Unlike other brothers, Tyler loved learning and study,
making his path to university challenging in a household favoring practical over
formal education. His decision to attend college inspired Tara to consider higher
education, initially seeming impossible, but eventually motivating her to research
and prepare for college.

Shawn, another brother, was kind and humorous in private, yet aggressive in
public, enforcing roles of violence and control. His abusive behavior toward Tara
included interference in her clothing and relationships, though he also taught her
martial arts and occasionally provided financial support.

From Ignorance to Self-Awareness

Tara’s childhood environment profoundly affected her adulthood, education,
relationships, encounters with medicine, and ultimately her identity. Lacking prior
formal education, she self-studied for the college entrance exam. Her first exposure
to literature and history at university revealed a lack of historical knowledge; figures
like Napoleon were as unfamiliar as fictional characters like Jean Valjean. Early
academic challenges, such as failing her first history exam, gradually reshaped her
understanding of justice, race, and inequality in the United States. She recognized
that some family beliefs had normalized or justified oppression.

Tara initially intended to study music but discovered a stronger interest in
history, politics, and global issues—creating internal conflict against traditional
views of women’s roles. Guided by professors, she learned rigorous scholarly
analysis and writing methods. Despite financial concerns, she eventually attended
Cambridge for graduate study. Her entry into this new academic world symbolized
acceptance and transformation, though she initially struggled with unfamiliar
concepts like Isaiah Berlin’s negative and positive freedom.
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Her personal and family experiences shaped her relationships outside the home.
Meeting Charles, a young man from the external world, made her aware of
differences from her restrictive upbringing. Conflicts with roommates over cultural
and religious practices further emphasized her sense of alienation. Moving into a
new apartment and starting a relationship with Nick offered glimpses of
independence, yet she struggled to fully detach from her past.

From Pain Suppression to Acceptance of Knowledge

Medical encounters were as challenging as education. After a neck injury left her
partially paralyzed and in pain, her mother relied on an “energy healer” rather than
a doctor. Tara attempted daily exercises, but the methods had no observable effect,
leading her to adapt to chronic pain. A later incident with her injured brother,
Shawn, highlighted the risks of ignoring formal medical care. For the first time,
Tara independently sought hospital treatment, marking a pivotal moment in
distancing herself from her family’s beliefs. Taking painkillers and receiving
vaccinations symbolized both small yet significant steps toward scientific
acceptance.

Finding an Independent Voice

Cumulative decisions gradually shaped Tara’s identity. Legal documentation,
financial independence, and scholarships provided her agency to focus on
education and leave her father’s scrapyard work behind. Despite rejecting many
family beliefs, she unconsciously reproduced cycles of family violence in certain
interactions, reflecting the entrenched patterns of her upbringing. She struggled to
reconcile her religious upbringing with her new academic life, striving to honor her
beliefs while recognizing conflicts.

Ultimately, Tara realized that true power lay in accepting uncertainty and
cultivating an independent voice. She understood that her life should no longer be
shaped by others’ narratives but directed by herself, and that reclaiming her story
required confronting her past honestly.

Religion and Education: Coexistence of Conflict and Interaction

Educated does not oppose religion per se but critiques rigid, exploitative beliefs and
traditions. Tara emphasizes that the book is not about Mormonism specifically, nor
any other religion, but examines individuals with diverse beliefs and behaviors. She
critically evaluates her upbringing through research, particularly her study of
nineteenth-century Mormonism in her dissertation, using an academic lens rather
than a purely religious or critical one.

Scholarly research also explores the complex relationship between religion and
higher education. Victoria Fuller (2024) notes that higher education does not
necessarily reduce religiosity; instead, it exposes students to broader worldviews,
challenging but not eliminating religious practice. Similarly, Philip Schwadel (2016)



reports that educational paths differ according to religiosity, with non-elite colleges
attracting relatively religious youth and elite universities attracting those with lower
religious beliefs. Iranian studies (Kharazmi University, 2013) suggest that higher
education can reduce religiosity, with variations by gender and parental religiosity
influencing outcomes.

Personal Experiences and Contemporary Social Issues

Tara Westover’s memoir exemplifies how individual experiences inform literature
that addresses broader social issues, akin to Afshaneh Najmabadi’s Hidden Family
Currents (2023), which draws from personal experience to explore love, marriage,
and family transformations in modern Iran. Another example is Nushin Ahmadi
Khorasani’s Diary of Sixteen Iranian Women (2018), which compiles oral histories
of women navigating social and political restrictions during the Pahlavi era. These
works, like Westover’s memoir, highlight the intersection of personal narrative and
social critique, illustrating the complex interplay between individual agency and
societal constraints.
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