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Abstract 

In the first volume of the Neapolitan Quartet, My Brilliant Friend, Elena Ferrante explores in depth the 

themes of education, female identity, social class, friendship and the search for freedom. This article looks 

at education as a transforming agent in the lives of the two main characters, Elena Greco and Raffaella 

Cerullo (Lila). Both girls grow up in a poor neighborhood of post-war Naples and face social, economic 

and patriarchal restrictions limiting their opportunities. Thus, education becomes a way for them to 

challenge the limits imposed by their family, gender and social environment. Elena’s continuing formal 

education gives her intellectual growth, social mobility and ultimately the opportunity to become a writer. 

In contrast, Lila’s formal education is interrupted by socio-economic circumstances, while her exceptional 

intelligence and intellectual curiosity direct her toward the ways of self-education. Their Educational 

Experiences Differ and These Differences Reveal the Unequal Distribution of Educational Opportunities 

and the Complex Relationship Between Talent and Social Circumstances. 

In My Brilliant Friend education is not just a way of acquiring academic knowledge or professional 

advancement, but also a process of consciousness, self-discovery and resistance. Thru reading, through 

language, through friendship, through intellectual curiosity Elena and Lila gradually acquire the power to 

question the social structures that shape their lives. At the same time, Ferrante demonstrates that education 

does not automatically remove class, gender, or psychological barriers. Ultimately, the novel presents 

education as an effective yet complex way leading to female empowerment, intellectual independence, 

and the construction of one’s individual identity. 
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My Brilliant Friend, the first novel in Elena Ferrante’s Neapolitan Quartet, is a riveting study of female 

friendship, education, identity, social class, and the longing for freedom. The novel, mostly set in a poor 

neighborhood of post-war Naples, follows the lives of two intelligent and ambitious girls, Elena Greco 

(Lenù) and Raffaella Cerullo (Lila), from childhood to adolescence. In a world of poverty, violence, rigid 

gender expectations, and limited opportunities, both girls develop a fierce desire to break free from the 

confines of their lives. Education becomes one of the most important ways through which they imagine 

such an escape. 

For Elena, education is a relatively easy route to social and intellectual mobility. Her success in school 

allows her to break away from the confines of her neighborhood, and eventually to envision a different 

http://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR260485895 Volume 8, Issue 4, July-August 2026 2 

 

future. But education is a more complicated form for Lila. She is very smart and has great intellectual 

curiosity, but she cannot continue her formal education because of poverty and her family’s situation. Yet 

her thirst for knowledge does not diminish. She reads, she sees, she talks, and she is always in the world. 

Thus, Ferrante does not simply present education as schooling, as acquiring qualifications, but as 

awakening consciousness, finding one's own identity. 

The contrast between Elena and Lila lets Ferrante ask important questions: Who has access to education? 

Do social and economic expectations and education really free a man from them? Must intellectual 

freedom be dependent upon institutional education? And can a woman discover her true self in a society 

that is always defining her by family, marriage, motherhood and social class? 

In My Brilliant Friend, education is a way of freedom, because it prepares the protagonists to imagine 

possibilities beyond the world they were born into. At the same time, Ferrante shows that education cannot 

completely liberate one from social structures. Elena’s story is about how formal education can change a 

person’s life, while Lila’s story illustrates the promise and the limits of being smart without access to 

institutional opportunity. Their collective stories show that education is bound up with self-discovery, 

aspiration, resistance, and the struggle to create an independent identity. 

 

The Social World of Education in Naples 

For one to understand the significance of education in My Brilliant Friend, it is important to understand 

the social environment in which Elena and Lila grow up. Their neighborhood is marked by poverty, class 

divisions, patriarchal authority, domestic violence and limited economic opportunities. Most families 

struggle to improve their situation, and children are often required to mirror the social and economic 

patterns of their parents. 

The neighborhood is almost like a closed-off world. It is hard to move up the social ladder, and people's 

identities are highly dependent on family reputation, economic status, gender, and local relationships. Girls 

have very limited choices. “Marriage,” it is said, “is the most practical way to security.” There is no special 

encouragement for intellectual ambition, especially if it challenges traditional expectations of women’s 

roles. 

School is something different in this setting. It was a place where ability could be recognized apart from 

family background. The classroom opens up literature, language, history, mathematics and ideas beyond 

their neighborhood to Elena and Lila. Their teacher, Maestra Oliviero, recognizes their gifts and urges 

them to continue studying. This recognition is so important because it helps the girls to see themselves in 

a new light. 

Education thus creates a tension between the known world and the possible world. The girls know who 

they are supposed to be from the neighborhood. Education shows them they could be someone else. 

 

Elena Greco and the Power of Formal Education to Emancipate 

Elena’s relationship with education is central to her development. At first she is a shy, insecure child, but 

her academic success gives her a sense of possibility. In her finding that intelligence can give her a kind 

of power that is not available to her thru family wealth or social position. 

Her education allows her to cross borders. She moves from the narrow cultural environment of her 

neighborhood into schools and intellectual circles that are different socially and culturally. Education is a 

form of mobility, not just a geographical mobility, but an intellectual and psychological mobility. Studying 

is closely connected with ambition for Elena. She slowly begins to realize that academic success can open 

http://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR260485895 Volume 8, Issue 4, July-August 2026 3 

 

doors for her that her parents never could. Her success is a form of resistance to being defined by poverty 

as the future. 

Language plays a particularly important role in Elena’s education. She grew up in Naples and speaks a 

local dialect. But formal education taught her the prestige and possibilities of standard Italian. The 

difference between dialetto and Italian is not linguistic alone. It is reflective of class and cultural power. 

Elena’s mastery of formal language allows her to gain access to institutions and intellectual communities 

outside her neighborhood. 

Her education cultivates also her power to tell of experience. Eventually, Elena becomes a writer and 

writing allows her to transform personal memories into an intellectual and artistic expression. Education, 

for her, is not simply a supply of information but a language by which she can understand and represent 

herself. 

 

Lila and the Education She Never Had 

If Elena is the promise of formal education, Lila is the tragedy of intellectual potential denied institutional 

opportunity. Lila is probably the more natural athlete of the two girls. She is brilliantly intelligent with an 

acute understanding of people, language, technology, business, and social relationships. But Lila's 

education is interrupted because her family cannot or will not pay for her to continue her studies. That is 

one of the central injustices of the novel. Her intellectual potential is evident but social and economic 

circumstances do not enable her to develop it thru formal institutions. 

Lila’s case shows that talent alone is not sufficient. Someone can be exceptionally intelligent and yet be 

deprived of the opportunities to develop it. Ferrante thus presents education as a personal yearning and a 

social prerogative. It really hurt Lila to be left out of school. She continues to read and study on her own, 

but she knows what she has lost. Her intellectual curiosity does not die. Instead, it manifests in other ways. 

She observes the people around her with exceptional psychological insight, studies the business and 

technology world, plays with ideas and gets lost in books and language. 

In this way Lila is an example of self-education. She’s got too much intelligence for the boundaries put 

around her. But Ferrante does not romanticize her predicament. Lila’s self-learning can never substitute 

the opportunities that education could have provided. Her experience demonstrates the difference between 

knowing and having institutional access to knowledge. 

 

Education as an escape from poverty 

The most prominent theme in the novel is the relationship between social class and education. Elena and 

Lila grow up in a poor neighborhood where the economic realities of their lives will have a strong bearing 

on the paths they will take. Education seems to be the way out of this cycle. Elena’s academic success 

opens doors that she would not have had otherwise. She can go on studying, make friends outside her 

neighborhood and at last enter intellectual and literary circles. Her education alters the social options 

available to her. 

But Ferrante does this with a critical eye. Education may be a way out of poverty, but it will not cure its 

cultural and emotional effects. Elena still has the memories of her childhood neighborhood. Even if she 

comes into other social surroundings, she is still psychologically bound to the world she left. This tension 

becomes a significant element of her identity. She feels inferior to educated and wealthy people sometimes, 

even when she is as intelligent as they are or more intelligent. Education opens a whole new world for her, 

but it does not grant her instant confidence that she belongs in that world. 
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Education thus becomes both liberation and dislocation. It allows Elena to get away from her childhood 

environment, but it also creates a feeling of distance from it. 

 

Women’s Education and Empowerment 

It is particularly significant that Ferrante deals with education, especially as her protagonists are young 

women in a strongly patriarchal society. Education is a way to challenge traditional notions of what women 

should be. Women in the neighborhood are often expected to get married, raise children, manage the home 

and put up with difficult domestic situations. Their social value is often measured in terms of beauty, 

marriageability, family honor and motherhood. 

Elena’s education provides an alternative model of female identity. She can become a student, an 

intellectual, a writer. Her identity doesn't have to be defined only by marriage or family. Lila, also, despite 

her early departure from formal schooling, defies traditional definitions of womanhood. Her intelligence, 

ambition and need for autonomy repeatedly put her at odds with the expectations of those around her. 

Education, therefore, is more than academic success. It is part of the larger fight for women’s autonomy. 

Learning is access to ideas; access to ideas is the recognition that current social arrangements are not 

natural or inevitable. 

The novel suggests that education allows women to question the lives they have been taught to accept. 

 

Reading and the Discovery of Self 

Books play a major role in the intellectual development of Elena and Lila. Reading gives them the 

opportunity to visit worlds so different from their own. Literature widens their horizons of experience. 

Children growing up in a limited environment can see through windows to other possibilities in books. 

Reading exposes Elena and Lila to alternative ways of thinking about love, society, morality, identity and 

human relations. For Elena reading is a very powerful experience, because it finally leads her to writing. 

She learns how to eat stories and, in doing so, how to understand the link between language and identity. 

Lila’s relationship with books is equally intense, but her education is fragmented. Her intellectual energy 

is a reminder that education cannot be confined to the classroom. Curiosity itself is a form of resistance. 

Reading together also strengthens girls’ friendship. One of the cornerstones of their relationship is their 

mental link. They challenge each other, compete with each other, motivate each other. Their friendship 

grows into an informal intellectual community. 

 

Friendship as an Educational Relationship. 

The title, My Brilliant Friend, highlights the relationship between Elena and Lila. Their friendship is not 

only emotional, it is a profoundly intellectual one. Each girl becomes a mirror in which the other sees her 

own strengths and weaknesses. 

Lila challenges Elena to be more ambitious. Lila, in her turn, sees in Elena’s academic achievements what 

might have happened if she had been allowed to continue her education. So, their relationship is a mix of 

admiration, competition, jealousy, affection, and intellectual stimulation. 

 

Friendship, in this sense, is a kind of education. 

Lila shows Elena how to question assumptions and see the complexity of the world. Elena’s continuing 

academic growth gives her knowledge and experiences that Lila cannot get institutionally. Their lives take 

different paths, but they remain connected by an intellectual dialog they started in their childhood. 
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And so the novel questions the notion that education only happens in formal institutions. Human 

relationships can also be places of learning. In friendship, we find parts of ourselves that we might not see 

by ourselves. 

 

Education. Self-discovery. 

The connection between education and self-discovery is one of the novel's most important dimensions. 

Education pushes Elena to think about who she is and who she could be. 

Elena's identity as a child is shaped mainly by her family and neighborhood. She becomes educated and 

gains new intellectual resources to understand her own life. She begins to realize that identity is not static. 

The writing is the culmination of this process. Elena turns experience into story, and in the process 

examines her own past. Through language she can go back to childhood, friendship, rivalry, love, class 

and ambition. Thus self-discovery does not present itself as a facile moment of enlightenment. It is a work 

in progress. Elena’s education provides her with the tools to question herself, and her experience forces 

her to re-evaluate what she knows about herself and Lila. Lila’s path to self-awareness is different. The 

fact that she has no formal opportunities for education means that her self-understanding is gained through 

direct contact with social reality. She is very observant, and often sees contradictions that others miss. 

Her intelligence is a source of power and frustration. She understands the structures around her but is often 

trapped within them. Her experience suggests that sometimes self-awareness increases the pain of social 

restrictions because the person sees possibilities that are not easily obtained. 

 

The Two Senses of Freedom 

Ferrante’s depiction of freedom in My Brilliant Friend is not simple but complex. Education can provide 

intellectual freedom but social, economic and gender structures continue to exert pressure. Elena’s 

education affords her growing independence but she is still affected by issues of class and belonging. She 

understands the anxiety of entering social worlds that are not her own. Her intellectual growth does not 

erase her past. 

Lila’s situation is even more complicated. She is free in her thinking, intellectually, but not free in her 

circumstances, materially. She can imagine possibilities but she can't always act on them. It is important 

to make a distinction between inner and outer freedom. Education can change the way a person thinks 

even if it cannot immediately change the circumstances in which he lives. 

Education is not presented by Ferrante as a magic solution to poverty or oppression. But education is 

presented as a tool of consciousness. It teaches one to see the structures that constrain and to imagine 

differently. 

 

Education, Ambition, & the Fear of Success 

Another important aspect of education in the novel is ambition. Elena’s desire to attain is fueled by an 

innate urge to learn. But ambition also breeds worry. 

She’s always comparing herself to Lila. Lila's natural brightness puts Elena's own abilities into question. 

This rivalry pushes Elena to work harder but it also makes her insecure. 

Thus, the novel demonstrates how education can be empowering and psychologically demanding. Success 

brings opportunities, but also new expectations. Elena is starting to see that education is about entering a 

competitive world of intellect. She must prove herself not only to her teachers, but to herself. 
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Lila’s presence heightens the struggle. Elena’s education is never entirely apart from her friendship with 

Lila. Lila is an intellectual standard for Elena to measure herself against. 

Their relationship is a case in point in how we often find self-discovery by comparing ourselves to others. 

We can only partly understand what we can do ourselves by looking at what other people can do." 

 

Language as a Tool for Liberation 

Language is one of the major symbols of education in the novel. The distance between Neapolitan dialect 

and standard Italian reflects the social divides of the world in which Elena and Lila live. 

Elena learns formal Italian and can communicate in educational and cultural institutions that are otherwise 

largely out of reach for people from her neighborhood. Hence language becomes a kind of cultural capital. 

But language is also tied to identity. Nor does Elena simply abandon the dialect of her childhood. Her 

memory and her consciousness still include the language world of Naples. 

The tension between dialect and standard Italian enacts the larger tension between origin and aspiration. 

Elena’s education provides her with a new language, but she retains the old one within her. 

She ultimately turns these conflicting linguistic identities into artistic expression thru writing. Education 

thus allows her to transform linguistic difference into a creative resource. 

 

Learning and Rebellion 

There is also education in My Brilliant Friend as an act of resistance. The characters refuse to let their 

social circumstances determine their intellectual possibilities. 

Elena sees ongoing education as a form of resistance to poverty and the limiting expectations of female 

behavior. Lila's intellectual curiosity becomes a kind of resistance against the limits imposed upon her by 

her family and society. Even if she is not allowed to go to school, she will not stop to think and learn. 

Their resistance is not always spectacular. Sometimes it is as easy as reading a book, studying for a test, 

picking up a new word, asking a tough question, or imagining a different future. Small acts such as these 

become enormously important in a society where opportunities for poor girls are few. 

Education becomes political, therefore, because it changes the individual's relation to authority. An 

educated person is able to question rules that once seemed unquestionable. 

 

The Boundaries of Education 

But Ferrante knows the limits of education as much as she stresses its power to transform. Elena's 

education does not totally free her from insecurity, competition, social prejudice or emotional dependence. 

Like Lila, intelligence does not necessarily mean freedom. The consequences of her lack of formal 

education are long-lasting, showing that society must provide real opportunities if individual talent is to 

flourish. 

This is one of the most important social arguments in the novel. It is impossible to discuss education 

merely as an individual achievement. Education is affected by class, gender, family and economic 

circumstances. Lila’s broken education is a symbol of the waste of potential. She is a unique intelligence. 

But she is not given by the social system an adequate institutional environment for her development. 

The novel thus makes an implicit case for educational equality. Talent is everyplace. Opportunity is not. 

 

Education as Transformation 

In the end, education changes Elena’s relation to herself and to the world. It gives her a vocabulary for  
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experiences that used to appear impossible to understand. 

She finds out that her neighborhood is not the whole world. She learns social structures can be challenged. 

She learns that women can be intellectuals and writers. She finds out her memories have value. And most 

important she learns how to tell her story. 

This gift of story-telling is perhaps the deepest freedom promised by education in the novel. To tell one's 

life is to take control of one's experience. Ultimately, Elena’s education allows her to be not just a student, 

but an interpreter of her own world. 

The other part of this process is shown in Lila’s trip. When institutions fail her, her intelligence remains 

powerful. She is still intellectually challenging Elena and the world around her. Her presence is a constant 

factor in Elena’s sense of self. 

Education is not just a path that Elena walks alone. It is part of the complicated relationship both women 

find themselves in. 

 

Conclusion 

In Elena Ferrante’s My Brilliant Friend, education is one of the most important forces in the struggle for 

freedom and self-discovery. In Elena and Lila, Ferrante examines the power of knowledge to transform 

and exposes the inequalities that organize the access to educational opportunities. 

For Elena formal education is a way to social mobility, intellectual independence and finally, literary self-

expression. This allows her to cross geographical, cultural and social boundaries. For Lila, whose formal 

education is truncated, learning becomes an act of self-education and defiance. Her experience shows the 

hard truth that social structures can be a barrier to intelligence without an opportunity. 

The difference between the two women implies that education has both external and internal dimensions. 

Externally, it can offer qualifications, employment, social mobility, and access to new cultural spaces. It 

produces within a consciousness, curiosity, confidence and the capacity to challenge inherited beliefs. 

At the same time, Ferrante does not wish to present education as an easy solution to all forms of oppression. 

Elena’s academic success doesn’t erase her class background or emotional turmoil; Lila’s brilliance can’t 

entirely make up for the chances she was denied. Education opens doors but the larger institutions of 

society determine which doors remain open. 

The most important knowledge that the novel imparts is that freedom begins with the power to imagine 

that life can be different. Education enables such imagination. It is about books and teachers and language 

and friendship and intellectual curiosity and writing. Elena and Lila learn to look beyond the limits of their 

neighborhood, yet those limits still affect them. 

In the end, My Brilliant Friend argues, education is not merely a means of preparing for work or academic 

achievement. It is a process of becoming aware of yourself and your surroundings. It provides people with 

intellectual tools to question inherited identities and envision other futures. This can be especially life-

changing for women raised in a repressive social environment. 

Education, therefore, is a path to freedom, because it broadens the horizon of possibility. It becomes a way 

to discover oneself because it teaches people to ask not just What am I? but also What am I to be? Thru 

Elena and Lila, Ferrante demonstrates that the path to freedom is never direct, but the craving for 

knowledge can be the first and most enduring step in establishing an identity of one’s own. 
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