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CONTEXT



Tara Westover was born in rural Idaho in 1986, the youngest of seven children. She was raised in a strict Mormon family, with almost no contact with the outside world. As Tara recounts in her memoir, she did not have a birth certificate until years after she was born. Despite her isolated upbringing and lack of formal education, Tara rebelled against her parents and began studying at Brigham Young University, where she proved herself to be an academically gifted student. After graduating from BYU in 2008, Tara went on to earn a master’s degree and a PhD from the University of Cambridge. She also won a Gates Cambridge Scholarship, and held a position as a visiting scholar at Harvard University.


Among Tara and her siblings, three of them have not only been able to pursue higher education, but have also completed doctorates. Tara’s experience studying, exploring history, and gaining a wider perspective of the world prompted her to question some of the beliefs she grew up with, and realize that many things about her childhood had been unhealthy and damaging. In 2009, while at work on her graduate studies, Tara confronted her parents about the abuse she had been suffering for years at the hands of her brother. Their denial finally prompted Tara to sever ties with them. Once estranged from her family, Tara began to reflect on her experiences and process the trauma she endured. Mentors and friends encouraged her to tell her story, because they knew it was astonishing. Tara eventually turned this combination of narrative and reflection into a memoir, Educated, which was published in 2018.


Educated immediately topped the New York Times Best Seller list and received many positive reviews as well as numerous awards. It was named one of the Best Books of 2018 by The New York Times, Oprah Magazine, The Economist, The Guardian, and Publishers Weekly. Tara was chosen by Time Magazine as one of the 100 Most Influential People of 2019. Many critics and readers have praised Tara’s honesty and vulnerability in revealing both the abuse she suffered and the sense of loss she experienced as she gradually cut ties with her family. In interviews she gave after the publication of her memoir, Tara has stated that she is only in contact with three of her siblings, and that she no longer practices Mormonism or any other religion.


In the memoir, Tara clearly states that she has to rely on memories and conflicting accounts about events that occurred a long time ago. Because her family was so isolated and avoided contact with public services at all costs, there are almost no official records for Tara to use to confirm what she remembers. Tara uses pseudonyms for many of the characters in her memoir, including both of her parents and many of her siblings. The memoir also begins with a note in which Tara states that “This story is not about Mormonism. Neither is it about any other form of religious belief.” Tara attempts to reject interpretations that would present her memoir as fueled primarily by a critique of Mormonism, and she shows compassion toward the childhood she experienced. Nonetheless, some of her family members have come forward to challenge the events she recounts in the book.


A lawyer has made statements on behalf of Tara’s parents, claiming that the memoir misrepresents both the quality of education Tara received while homeschooled and the severity of the injuries that were treated at home rather than in medical settings. Although the memoir is dedicated to Tara’s brother Tyler—who also chose to pursue an education and inspired his younger sister to do the same—Tara has stated that Tyler disputed some of the content of the memoir after its publication.




















PLOT OVERVIEW



Educated is primarily retrospective, consisting of Tara Westover’s memories about her past. She tells the story of the events of her life from a vantage point in her late twenties, occasionally interjecting to comment on the process of trying to arrive at an accurate version of the past. Tara was born the youngest of seven children to parents whom she refers to as Faye and Gene (pseudonyms). The Westover family lived on a farm in rural Idaho, where Gene made a living salvaging scrap metal while Faye worked as an unlicensed midwife and herbal healer. Gene suffered from paranoid fears about interference from the federal government, and, as a result, he refused to allow his children to attend school, receive birth certificates, or receive medical attention. Gene was also a devout Mormon who believed in radical self-sufficiency and an impending Day of Judgment.


Shifts in the Westover family dynamic began to emerge when Tara was about nine. Her mother’s work as a midwife increased her sense of independence, but after sustaining a serious and untreated brain injury in a car accident, Faye began to lose confidence in her skills. She then focused instead on using herbal remedies and a form of intuitive healing. Around this time, Tyler (the third son) announced that he was going to attend college, which estranged him from his family. Tyler’s absence forced Tara to become more involved in helping her father with his scrapping work, which left her constantly exposed to the possibility of dangerous injury. It also made her more curious about possibly pursuing an education herself. When Tara was ten, she told her disapproving father that she wanted to begin going to school, but nothing came of the idea.


As Tara grew into her teens, she acquired more independence from her family, due to taking on various jobs and pursuing singing and musical theater in the local community. However, her life was dominated by the strict rules and religious doctrine her father imposed, and Tara often worried about becoming sinful. When Tara was thirteen, her older brother Shawn moved back home. At first, Shawn and Tara were close and spent a lot of time together. When Tara was about fifteen, however, Shawn began to be physically abusive toward her. His behavior only got worse after Shawn experienced a head injury. Tyler eventually realized that Shawn was hurting Tara, and he urged Tara to seriously consider applying to college and getting away from the family. Although she was uncertain at first, Tara began to study and was eventually accepted at Brigham Young University, having passed herself off as homeschooled.


In January 2004, when Tara was seventeen years old, she moved to Utah to begin her college education. She found the adjustment very difficult at first, but eventually began to excel in her studies. Tara’s finances were precarious, and she had to hold multiple jobs and maintain very high grades to retain her scholarship. Her emerging independence also caused a threatening dynamic between her, Gene, and Shawn. Whenever Tara returned to Buck’s Peak, her father manipulated her into working for him, while Shawn continued to physically and emotionally abuse her. Tara eventually confided to a bishop about her life, and he helped her to secure funding to finance her education. Tara’s studies, and the people she met, also gradually opened her eyes to different realities and forced her to realize how damaging and isolating her childhood had been. Tara eventually changed her major to history and was encouraged to apply for a study-abroad program at the University of Cambridge in England.


Tara’s experience at Cambridge broadened her horizons even further, and she was encouraged to consider graduate studies. Tara still felt isolated from her peers, and ashamed of her origins. She hid most of her past even from her friends and the men she occasionally dated. She was eventually awarded a prestigious Gates Cambridge Scholarship and moved to England to pursue a master’s degree. She remained in close contact with her family and returned to Idaho regularly to visit, but her relationship with them deteriorated. Shawn was growing increasingly erratic and violent, and Tara feared for the safety of his wife and young child. By chance, she revealed to her sister Audrey that Shawn had been abusive to her, and Audrey later confided that Shawn abused her as well. Audrey blamed herself for not protecting her younger sister, and suggested that she and Tara confront their parents and Shawn about what happened to them.


By then, Tara had built a happy life for herself in England and was working on a PhD in history at Cambridge. However, her attempt to speak the truth quickly became a source of conflict in the family. Tara became more and more ostracized within her family, eventually culminating in Shawn learning that she had been telling their parents about the abuse she suffered. Realizing that her family would never trust her claims, Tara became estranged from most of them, with the exception of Tyler. The estrangement from her family prompted grief and depression for Tara, but she was finally able to heal, and she successfully completed her PhD. By the end of her memoir, Tara has accepted that she may never have a relationship with her family again, but she takes pride in the independence she has established and the life she has built for herself.




















CHARACTER LIST



Tara Westover The protagonist and narrator of the memoir. Tara grows up isolated from mainstream society in a strict Mormon household and grapples with her upbringing when she later pursues her education. She is extremely intelligent and hardworking, as well as brave and physically tough. Because she grew up in a manipulative and abusive household, Tara often does not trust her instincts or judgments.


Gene Westover Tara’s father, and the patriarch of the Westover household. He is devoutly religious and believes he has a mission from God. Gene also believes that he needs to be prepared for the impending apocalypse and that the government is dangerous. He is an extremely controlling man. Nonetheless, he can occasionally be loving and kind to his children. There is evidence that Gene suffers from bipolar disorder, and his mental illness may drive his paranoid delusions.


Faye Westover Tara’s mother, and the wife of Gene. She grows up in a family where social conformity is highly valued and rebels by marrying Gene at a young age. She is the mother of seven children and eventually begins to work as a midwife. Later, Faye becomes well known as a healer who uses intuition to “diagnose” medical problems and treats them with herbal remedies. Faye sometimes seems willing to stand up for herself and can find sly ways of supporting Tara by going behind her husband’s back. Ultimately, however, her loyalty is to her husband and her religion.


Shawn Westover One of Tara’s brothers. Shawn works alongside Tara helping their father, and at times the two siblings are close. However, Shawn also flies into violent rages, especially after he suffers a serious head injury, which seems to change his personality. Beginning when Tara is a teenager, he taunts and abuses her. Shawn also displays violence toward the various women he dates, including his wife, Emily. In addition to the violence, Shawn is a skilled liar and manipulator, and he convinces the entire family to believe his word over Tara’s.


Tyler Westover One of Tara’s brothers. Tyler is extremely intelligent and studious, even as a young child. He is the first sibling to break with the family and pursue a college education. He eventually goes on to get a PhD and marries a woman who is much more liberal than the family he grew up in. Tyler is an ally to Tara and always tries to help his sister. He is the first person to suggest that she should move out and go to college. Tyler also believes Tara when she tells him that Shawn has abused her. Tyler is a kind and compassionate person, and he is able to find a balance between maintaining a relationship with his family and standing up for Tara.


Audrey Westover Tara’s only sister. Audrey is older than Tara, and the two sisters are not close while growing up. Audrey gets married young and lives a traditional life, focused on being an obedient wife and mother. When Audrey realizes that Tara has also been abused by Shawn, she finds a sense of independence. For a brief time, Audrey is angry and wants her family to know what Shawn has done. However, Audrey is not strong enough to stand up for herself, and she quickly caves under family pressure. Audrey is much more traditional and submissive than her sister, and because she has not been educated, she cannot think for herself in the same way.


Richard Westover One of Tara’s brothers. Richard is the closest to Tara in age and is also quite intelligent. He attends college and eventually gets a PhD. Richard also maintains a relationship with Tara after she becomes estranged from her family, but she is less close to him than she is to Tyler.


Charles A friend of Tara’s. Charles and Tara meet when they are children and stay friends for many years, including after Tara leaves for college. Their friendship sometimes veers toward romance, but Tara is very uncomfortable with physical affection. Charles is kind, affectionate, and admires Tara. Charles is one of the first people outside of her family Tara becomes close to, but she is ashamed and desperate to hide from him the reality of the abuse she experiences. Tara eventually drives Charles away when he becomes overwhelmed and realizes he cannot save her from her problems.


The Bishop A leader in a Mormon congregation in Utah. Tara meets the bishop when she is attending college at Brigham Young University, and he can tell there is something wrong with her. The bishop is sensitive, intuitive, and kind. He takes an interest in Tara and gradually coaxes her into opening up to him. When he hears Tara’s story, he never judges her, and does everything he can to try to help her.


Professor Kerry A history professor at Brigham Young University. Professor Kerry is one of Tara’s teachers, and he sees her intellectual potential. He helps her get into the study-abroad program. He is a perceptive man who can see intellectual talent, and he is also committed to helping those who really need it. Although he is kind, he is somewhat naïve because he thinks Tara’s insecurities simply come from her having grown up poor and uneducated.


Professor Steinberg A professor of history at the University of Cambridge. Professor Steinberg is assigned to be Tara’s supervisor during her time as a study-abroad student at Cambridge. He is fascinated by her unique history and academic talent, and he is determined to see Tara go to graduate school. Professor Steinberg is skilled at solving problems to make sure that Tara can get the support she needs, and he pushes her to believe in herself.


Robin One of Tara’s roommates in college. Robin takes an interest in Tara and tries to help her. She teaches Tara basic life skills, and also encourages her to do things like apply for a grant. Robin’s kindness and helpfulness help Tara become more integrated into the normal world.


Emily Shawn’s wife. Emily marries Shawn even though he has already been abusing her. She believes that it is God’s plan for a woman to submit to her husband, and she never challenges or questions Shawn, even when he is violent to her.


Erin Shawn’s ex-girlfriend. Erin gives Tara hope and the confidence to believe in herself. She confirms that Shawn abused her during their relationship, which allows Tara to believe that she is not going crazy or making up lies.


Luke Westover One of Tara’s brothers. He leads a traditional life and works alongside his father.


Tony Westover Tara’s oldest brother. Although he tries to live a more independent life, he ends up working for his father.
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