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How Should a Person Be by Sheila Heti is a profound exploration of the human
condition, identity, and the intricacies of self-perception. In this remarkable work, Heti
delves into the philosophical and practical dimensions of what it means to exist in the
world and how one should navigate the complexities of life. Through a blend of narrative,
introspection, and dialogue, the book invites readers to reflect on their own lives and the
societal norms that shape our understanding of self.

Overview of the Book

“How Should a Person Be” is structured as a hybrid of fiction and memoir, which allows
Heti to explore her thoughts, fears, and aspirations in an engaging manner. The narrative
follows a young woman named Sheila, who grapples with the challenges of being an artist
and the expectations placed upon her by society. The book is centered around Sheila's
quest for authenticity in her relationships, her work, and her self-image.

Themes and Concepts

Heti's work is rich with themes that resonate deeply with contemporary readers. Some of
the key concepts explored in the book include:

- Identity and Self-Perception: The struggle to understand who we are and how we are
perceived by others is a central theme in the book. Heti examines the fluid nature of
identity and how it can be influenced by external factors.

- Art and Creativity: The book serves as a meditation on the role of art in shaping one’s
identity. Heti reflects on the pressures artists face to produce meaningful work and the
fear of inadequacy that often accompanies creativity.

- Relationships: Heti delves into the complexities of human relationships, particularly the
dynamics between friends, lovers, and family. The pursuit of genuine connection is
highlighted as a key element of the human experience.

- Existential Questions: Throughout the narrative, Heti poses profound questions about
existence, purpose, and the meaning of life. These inquiries resonate with readers who are
also searching for answers in their own lives.

Structure and Style

The style of "How Should a Person Be" is characterized by a conversational tone and a
stream-of-consciousness approach. Heti’s writing is candid and often humorous, which
allows her to tackle serious subjects with a sense of lightness. The book is interspersed
with dialogues, reflections, and artistic musings, creating a dynamic reading experience.

Use of Dialogue

The dialogues between Sheila and her friends serve as a pivotal aspect of the narrative.
These conversations not only provide insight into Sheila’s character but also reflect the



collective anxieties of her generation. Heti captures the essence of contemporary
discourse, making the reader feel as though they are part of these intimate exchanges.

Key Takeaways from the Book

1. Embrace Uncertainty: One of the fundamental messages in Heti's work is the
acceptance of uncertainty in life. It is through navigating ambiguity that individuals can
discover their true selves.

2. Authenticity Matters: Heti emphasizes the importance of being authentic in one’s
interactions and creative endeavors. The quest for genuine self-expression is presented as
vital to personal fulfillment.

3. The Importance of Community: The narrative highlights the significance of community
and relationships in shaping our identities. Heti reminds readers that we are not alone in
our struggles and that connections with others can provide support and understanding.

4. Question Societal Norms: Heti challenges societal expectations regarding success,
happiness, and the roles individuals are expected to play. She encourages readers to
question and redefine these norms for themselves.

Impact of the Book

“How Should a Person Be” has garnered significant attention for its innovative approach
to storytelling and its exploration of modern existential dilemmas. The book resonates with
a generation grappling with similar questions about identity, purpose, and the pressures
of contemporary life.

Reception and Critique

The book has received both praise and critique. Many readers and critics have lauded
Heti's ability to articulate the nuances of the human experience, while others have
questioned the lack of a traditional narrative arc. However, the unconventional structure
is often seen as a strength, allowing for a more authentic representation of the
complexities of life.

Influence on Contemporary Literature

Heti's work has paved the way for a new wave of writers who blend fiction and memoir to
explore personal and philosophical themes. Her candid exploration of identity and
authenticity has influenced a generation of readers and writers who seek to express their
own truths.

Conclusion

In "How Should a Person Be," Sheila Heti presents a thought-provoking examination of
identity, creativity, and the human experience. Through her unique narrative style and
philosophical inquiries, she invites readers to reflect on their own lives and consider the
societal norms that shape their perceptions. The book serves as both a personal journey
and a broader commentary on the complexities of modern existence.



By challenging readers to embrace uncertainty, prioritize authenticity, and question
societal expectations, Heti's work remains relevant and impactful. It encourages a deeper
understanding of oneself and the world, making it a crucial read for anyone navigating the
intricacies of contemporary life.

In conclusion, “How Should a Person Be” is not just a book; it is an exploration of what it
means to live authentically in a world filled with expectations and pressures. Whether you
are an artist, a thinker, or simply someone seeking to understand yourself better, Heti’s
insights will resonate and inspire you to embark on your own journey of self-discovery.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'How Should a Person Be?'
by Sheila Heti?
The central theme explores the complexities of identity, the nature of relationships, and
the struggles of finding one's authentic self in the modern world.

How does Sheila Heti blend fiction and reality in her
book?
Heti uses a semi-autobiographical approach, intertwining her own experiences with
fictional elements, blurring the lines between reality and imagination.

What role does friendship play in 'How Should a Person
Be?'?
Friendship is depicted as a crucial aspect of personal development and self-discovery, with
the protagonist's interactions highlighting the significance of support and understanding.

In what ways does Heti address the concept of
femininity in her book?
Heti examines femininity through the lens of societal expectations, personal ambition, and
the conflicting desires of women, ultimately advocating for a more nuanced understanding
of what it means to be a woman.

How does the structure of 'How Should a Person Be?'
contribute to its narrative?
The book features a non-linear structure with fragmented thoughts and dialogues, which
reflects the protagonist's inner turmoil and the chaotic nature of life and relationships.



What philosophical questions does Heti pose through
her writing?
Heti poses questions about the nature of purpose, the meaning of art, and the moral
dilemmas surrounding authenticity and societal norms, encouraging readers to reflect on
their own lives.
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