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Not so many people ever thought about such one question: what does is take to decide to sustain 

estranged from your own family. When you are reading this memoir, all the things you are praying for 

were ―Get out of here please, Tara!‖ The official description goes: 

 

―Born to survivalists in the mountains of Idaho, Tara Westover was seventeen the first time she set 

foot in a classroom. Her family was so isolated from mainstream society that there was no one to 

ensure the children received an education, and no one to intervene when one of Tara‘s older brothers 

became violent. When another brother got himself into college, Tara decided to try a new kind of life. 

Her quest for knowledge transformed her, taking her over oceans and across continents, to Harvard 

and to Cambridge University. Only then would she wonder if she‘d traveled too far, if there was still a 

way home.‖ 

 

We have been hearing a lot about the edges of the United States; geographically, these edges are the 

places where are in the middle of that continent, but also both economically and socially on the 

periphery. We have been hearing that the people living there are desperate and pitiable just as much as 

they are brutal and superstitious. Tara Westover‘s memoir is about being from just such a place and 

people. 
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When I searched for this book online, the page showed some same photos of Tara. I never thought she 

would be like this, but the one I imagined from the book: a woman who had experienced the long-term 

hard work of the junkyard and Shawn's devastating abuses again and again - she would be about 30 

degrees lightly lowering her head with her eyes wide open, staring right at the camera; the skin of that 

face might be rough; the drooped shoulders were wide and covered by a black sweater; if it is a half-

length, you might see her elbows bent slightly and fists clenched slightly against her belly. But these 

are not the real Tara reflected in the photo, the real Tara is just a normal woman with blond hair and 

clear blue eyes. 

 

I still remember the memoir's description of Buck‘s Peak at the beginning: 

 

―The gales are strong this close to the mountain, as if the peak itself is exhaling. Down below, the 

valley is peaceful, undisturbed. Meanwhile our farm dances: the heavy conifer trees sway slowly, 

while the sagebrush and thistles quiver, bowing before every puff and pocket of air. Behind me a 

gentle hill slopes upward and stitches itself to the mountain base... 

 

If the conifers and sagebrush are soloists, the wheat field is a corps de ballet, each stem following all 

the rest in bursts of movement, a million ballerinas bending, one after the other, as great gales dent 

their golden heads...‖ 

 

The description of the first scene is so beautiful that it was hard to predict that the following Tara story 

is such unreal and pitiful. The so-called unreality is for people who are now fully enjoying the right of 

contemporary higher education. Tara's unbelievable story griped me from the second second I was 

reading it, and for so many moments I thought it was fiction if not for the subtle reminders she keeps 

giving me throughout the story, that this crazy life that she lived is real. 

 

The extreme upbringing experience gradually emerged as Tara is telling an alluring and harrowing 

story of herself. She was growing up against such an environment: she was the youngest of seven in a 

survivalist family in the shadow of a mountain in a Mormon pocket of southeastern Idaho. Her father, 

Gene (a pseudonym), sustained his family by building barns and hay sheds and by scrapping metal in 

his junkyard on a farm at the base of the mountain; her mother, Faye (also a pseudonym), was the 

product of a more genteel upbringing in the small town nearby and finds some independence in those 

roles as an unlicensed midwife‘s assistant and then midwife and later mixing up herbal remedies. As a 

pious Mormon, Gene believed the world would come to an end at the turn of the 20
th

 century, by then, 

there would be no electricity, power and food; and that the Government was the source of all evil. He 

―got rid of the telephone and chose not to renew his license to drive. He stopped registering and 

insuring the family car. Then he began to hoard food.‖ When the world did not end, you could read the 

―disappointment in his features was so childlike, for a moment I wondered how God could deny him 

this‖. However, Gene‘s paranoia are still undiminished by it.  

 

Around the age of 30, this father pulled his eldest children from school to protect them from the 

Illuminati, making them his junkyard crew. 

 

―The earth was ice, even the air felt stiff. We were in the yard which was overrun by hundreds of cars 

and trucks. Some were old and broken down but most had been wrecked and they looked it — bent, 
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arched, twisted, the impression they gave was of crumpled paper, not steel. In the center of the yard 

there was a lake of debris, vast and deep: leaking car batteries, tangles of insulated copper wire, 

abandoned transmissions, rusted sheets of corrugated tin, antique faucets, smashed radiators, serrated 

lengths of luminous brass pipe. It was endless, a formless mass.‖ 

 

In certain chapters, among other things, the book collects the unknown-before junkyard-job-site 

horrors: fingers lost, legs gashed, concussions, bodies horribly burned. Accidents kept happening. 

Making matters worse is Gene‘s refusal to allow any of the injured and wounded (himself included)— 

―God‘s plan‖ — to seek medical attention beyond his wife‘s herbs and salves — ―God‘s pharmacy‖ — 

a refusal that also led to twice terrible car accidents. ―God and his angels are here, working right 

alongside us,‖ he tells Tara. ―They won‘t let you get hurt.‖ When Tara gets tonsillitis, he tells her to 

stand outside with her mouth open so that the sun can work its magic and cure it, which almost made 

me believe the next result was she was cured. 

 

The so-called home-schooling in Westover household was virtually with no academic instruction 

rather than the Bible, the Book of Mormon and the speeches of Joseph Smith and Brigham Young; 

and occasional sessions with Tara‘s mother, who ―kept a bookshelf in the basement, stocked with 

books on herbalism, along with a few old paperbacks. There were a few textbooks on math, and an 

American history book. There was also a science book, which may have been for young children 

because it was filled with glossy illustrations.‖ 

As time goes on, Tara is starting to test the boundaries of a constricted upbringing lightly step by step. 

Her venture into a local dance class ends with her father condemning the group‘s painfully modest 

performance outfits as whorish. Meanwhile, she was encouraged by an older brother, Tyler, (a 

pseudonym), whose decision to leave the house for college was hated by Tara at the very beginning, to 

start studying and reading covertly. 

 

―The skill I was learning was a crucial one, the patience to read things I could not yet understand.‖ 

 

As if her father‘s ignorance is not enough, she must contend also with sadistic physical abuses from a 

different brother, Shawn, (a pseudonym), whose instability was worsened by a 12-foot headfirst 

plunge onto rebar in yet another Westover junkyard accident. A brother charges into her room while 

she‘s sleeping and fastens his hands around her throat, calling her a whore, because of Tara‘s 

relationship with a boy in town. Shawn's horror, even if I only read from the text, I can one hundred 

percent sense it all by myself. Again and again, after being exposed by Tara, he dragged her to the 

bathroom for spiritual and physical threats; in the parking lot, same abuse happened even more with 

many witnesses alongside. What's more tragic is that every time something similar happens, Tara 

chooses to laugh towards anyone who was present at this situation, so that they would think it's just a 

stupid joke between brother and sister. In the later part of the memoir, Tara began to learn that 

Shawn's violent behaviors were against not only her, but also his girlfriends and another sister, 

nAudrey, (a pseudonym). However, everyone chose Shawn's side because of their economic 

relationship with Gene their father, but all pointed at the victim Tara, accusing she was possessed and 

dangerous. 

 

Tara makes her first big step toward Brigham Young University by passing the ACT at her second 

time try. ―It proves one thing at least,‖ her father says grudgingly. ―Our home school is as good as any 
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public education.‖ There, she is shocked by the profane habits of her classmates, like the roommate 

who wears pink plush pajamas with ―Juicy‖ emblazoned on the rear, and in turn shocks her classmates 

with her ignorance when she asks blithely in art history class what the Holocaust was. Even such 

embarrassing and excruciating moments happened, Tara still earned the concern and support from the 

professors with her talent and voracious hunger to knowledge; she‘s off to a fellowship at Cambridge 

University and later Harvard. 

 

Even when she was back from Harvard to Cambridge to pursue her Ph.D, she‘s not yet fully sprung, 

so deeply rooted are the tangled familial claims of loyalty, guilt, shame and love, where she went was 

when you've loved someone your whole life you hope to see the better side in them. Until the end, 

when everyone kept deny that they had the same memory as Tara and listened to Gene and Faye's 

accusation that Tara was possessed and dangerous and ended up alienating her, only the brother Tyler 

who left home for education like she did, and his wife told her that the costs were worth it and chose to 

stand with her. By the end, Westover has somehow managed not only to accept and retell her 

unsurpassable upbringing, but to make resonant for many others. She is but yet another young person 

who left home for an education and isn‘t going back. When Tara finally found the strength to believe 

in herself, she confronted her parents for their acceptance of Shawn‘s brutality, and all the false facts 

and knowledge on which her life had been based. Her parents refused to believe her or to have 

anything further to do with her unless she ―repented.‖ Ostracized by her family, she understood ―how 

the paranoia and fundamentalism were carving up my life, how they were taking from me the people I 

cared about and leaving only degrees and certificates in their place.‖ 

 

Tara's narrative is sometimes firm but sometimes melancholy, not like the other books, smoothness 

and specificity to the end. Her narrative gives a sense of erraticness, especially in the memories of 

many accidents, which are biased by the references of other witnesses at the time. From the beginning 

to the end, the reader has to be promoted and convinced by a psychological reaction—due to the fact 

that she is currently in an educational condition and environment which is totally different and new to 

the old one, the physically and psychologically unhealthy and dependent influences that the author 

suffered in the first two decades of her life have resulted in defects in her body and mind. The 

narratives make me feel like when I was listening to her telling, she was still standing in the dark and 

refused to step into the light, even though her degrees and certificates. 

 

The story cannot be ignored. Her upbringing experience tells us that even in the current era of modern 

time, some corners on the earth, even a prosperous and developed region, have people who are unable 

or unwilling to receive education because of religious beliefs and other reasons. When they are not 

educated, they also do not possess the rationality and normal logic of human nature. All known 

knowledge is based on unfounded ignorance and limited life experience. 

 

This book, from its title, Educated, makes us reconsider to what extent people have accepted the 

general education and what role it has been seen in today's society. ―Education changes life.‖, it should 

not be the slogan and propaganda that everyone calls for. It is also time to awaken people to reshape 

the mind to change their lives through education after the countless experience of uneducated victims. 

This is the basis and qualitative role of general education. 

 

 



International Journal of Arts and Commerce                    ISSN 1929-7106                    www.ijac.org.uk 

 
 

70 

References: 

 

[1] Lothar , Cor inna. (2019, February 21). From a blighted girlhood to remarkable achievement. The 

Washington Times. Retrieved from 

https://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2019/feb/21/book-review-educated-by-tara-westover/ 

 

[2] Michelle Dean, Michelle. (2018, February 14). Educated by Tara Westover review – escape from a 

Mormon fundamentalist family. The Guardian. Retrieved from 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2018/feb/14/educated-tara-westover-mormon-family- 

review 

 

[3] MacGillis, Alec. (2018, March 1). Review: ‗Educated,‘ by Tara Westover. The New York Times. 

Retrieved from  

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/01/books/review/tara-westover-educated.html 

 

 


