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How to Live, or The Life of Montaigne by Sarah Bakewell is structured around significant events in Montaigne's life and how they contributed to his later life as a philosopher. This in itself is a theme that, I believe, the book is exploring: Do our experiences make us who we are? Do they shape our basic human characteristics- integrity, honesty, intelligence, kindness, etc? How do we arrive to a point in our lives where we can accept these characteristics as our own? Thinking about these questions (and more) while reading How to Live was both refreshing and frustrating. Montaigne had lived through so much pain, excitement, fear and worry. From every single memorable experience, be it a happy one or a painful one, Montaigne formed yet another way of thinking about life and how to truly get the most out of it.


I personally enjoyed reading this book because I can appreciate a philosophical outlook on life. Montaigne's experiences bring a new vibrancy to philosophy- the way Bakewell presents his way of unraveling the mysteries of life isn't simply by contemplating and observing. What we learn about Montaigne through Bakewell's book is that he participates. She isolates certain events in his life and analyzes them through his observations of it. Each event is elaborately linked to a way of living life that Montaigne would recommend to the general public. A few of them were quirky (“use little tricks”) and seemed to be just subsets of a main “way of living” strategy. Others were infinitely easier said than done (“survive love and loss”). However, there was one that seemed to simplify life down to a foreign kind of form, one that is incredibly rare in this day and age: “Reflect on everything, regret nothing.” 
This is definitely a piece of advice that certainly isn't executed in most people's day to day lives. But it appears to be one of contradiction. There seems to be no time for anyone to reflect on their daily lives anymore because of the preoccupied nature of humanity in the 21st century. The everyday life of an average person is so scheduled that there is no time to sit and contemplate whether there are ways that we can all improve ourselves or, at the least, be aware of what we are doing and understand what motivates us to do it. However, it appears so much more of our time is preoccupied with having regrets over the things we haven't had time to reflect on rather than attempting the reflection in the first place. The majority of our society, due to its general unhappiness with certain aspects of life- the government, the economy, their family, their own physical appearance- is so caught up in acting hastily and without thought for one moment and taking time out of the day to regret it later, with no sort of healing reflection taking place. The cycle then begins again. Without the reflection process, we are forced to make the same mistakes constantly because we don't have a lesson to learn from, one that we would usually gain from reflecting on past events. There is no progression in our lives, internally, and that can certainly be detrimental to our entire way of living and how we choose to shape our lives, and the ones we associate ourselves with, from that point on.


Before I read How To Live, I read Montaigne's essay entitled “Of Cannibals”. I feel that reading Bakewell's book offered some background thought to how Montaigne approaches his life in relation to others, for one thing. In “Of Cannibals,” Montaigne took on the part of an observer while still maintaining a relation with his object of observation. In Bakewell's book, he is painted as more of a participator, but through his modern presentation of philosophy, he is still able tpform a relationship with the reader.


There is definitely a lot to think about when reading How to Live. Is Montaigne's representation of life one we can all associate with in some way? How are his experiences similar to any that we've had over our 18 or so years? What have we learned from them that might contradict anything that Montaigne is attempting to teach us? It makes sense to think about these kinds of questions and concerns because of the immeasurable amount of progress we are able to make in our lives once we think about the possible answers. 


Since I've started attending the College of the Holy Cross, I have made an observation: I have been guilty of not utilizing the piece of advice that I felt was especially important: “Reflect on everything, regret nothing.” Throughout the first few weeks of the semester, I have been feeling a bit rushed, confused, pressed for time, and certainly preoccupied with both important tasks and inconsequential ones. I haven't really been engaging the part of my psyche that processes the things that I have been doing on a daily basis, processes them, and thinks of how and why they turned out the way they did- and how I can improve the results next time? Life is something that requires progression to stay active. How can one possibly progress without looking back and learning from past mistakes?

