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  Context


  Born in 1905, Jean-Paul Sartre was one of the most influential philosophers of the twentieth century. Sartre was interested in the nature of existence, freedom, responsibility, consciousness, and time. Influenced by the work of Soren Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Edmund Husserl, Sartre helped to develop a philosophical movement called existentialism. Although other contemporary philosophers, such as Albert Camus and Maurice Merleau-Pony, resented this classification, they all shared common ideas about experience, reality, and the preeminence of existence.


  Sartre defined existentialism as the doctrine that "existence precedes essence." He distinguished between inanimate objects, or a "being-in-itself," and human consciousness, or a "being-for-itself." For example, consider a computer mouse. Its essence is the quality or qualities that one would use to describe it, such as its shape, color, smoothness, and weight. Its existence results from the fact that it plainly is. This distinction means that the observer "creates" the essence of the object simply by being conscious of it. The computer mouse is thus a "being-in-itself": its character has been assigned to it. But a person's emotions are not the same as a mouse's color. Sartre claimed that if one is happy it is by their own free choice. In this sense, humans exist and then define and choose their essence. Someone who has no fixed character consciously decides their essence and is thus a "being-for-itself."


  Unlike traditional philosophical movements such as rationalism and humanism, existentialism rejects the use of scientific objectivity in understanding human existence. One such traditional philosopher, Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, overshadowed the individual under a universal unity of truth. Instead, existentialists emphasize that the individual's consciousness, meaning the ability to be aware of facts, feelings, and sensations, is what determines reality. From this standpoint, existentialism addresses the limitations of human nature. Sartre believed that "reality" meant the objects he was conscious of at a particular moment in time, meaning that one could make complex decisions with only a limited amount of knowledge and in a limited timeframe.


  Although many students turn to Sartre's most acclaimed text, Being and Nothingness, for an introduction to existentialism, the roots of many of Sartre's ideas originated in his 1938 novel, Nausea. Written just after the devastating Spanish Civil War and published right before the outbreak of World War II, Nausea addressed and anticipated the themes of anguish and despair that would come to define the horrors of the twentieth century. Sartre used the novel to expose the bare existence of objects and people. The novel's protagonist, Antoine Roquentin, is horrified to first confront the overwhelming existence of both objects and himself (instead of their essences) and then discover that there is to purpose to existence. Instead, he finds only nothingness: a vacuum filled by questions of free will, self-deception, and responsibility that still influence approaches to art and philosophy today.


  Summary


  Antoine Roquentin, a historian living in Bouville, France, begins a diary to help him explain the strange and sickening sensations that have been bothering him for the previous few days. He is not sure what exactly is wrong with him, often doubting if there is any need to keep a diary at all. Nevertheless, a few days later, he is so overcome with what he calls the Nausea, that he begins to furiously list every insignificant fact, detail, feeling, and impression occurring both inside himself and the outside world. He holds a stone, looks at a glass of beer, and tries to touch a soggy piece of paper in the street--each time sensing a worrisome and overwhelming presence.


  For the past ten years, Roquentin has been researching the Marquis de Rollebon, a French aristocrat who lived during the French Revolution. Rollebon was originally from Bouville so Roquentin moved there to complete his research and write a book about him. But his feelings of Nausea soon extend to his research. Whenever he looks in a mirror, he is not sure if he sees his own face or Rollebon's. He soon loses interest in his work, realizing that he can never understand Rollebon as if he were still alive. Roquentin feels constrained by the past, choosing instead to live in the present.


  Roquentin begins to understand that his feelings of Nausea have something to do with the question of existence. He realizes that he had been using Rollebon and the past in general to justify his own existence. Roquentin defiantly asserts his own existence, claiming that everyone else he sees is afraid to acknowledge that they exist. Focusing on the existence of objects and people, Roquentin discovers that "existence precedes essence." Looking at the root of a chestnut tree, he realizes that his perception of the root's essence, or its physical characteristics, in fact hides the truth of the object's existence. The comforting facade of tastes, colors, smells, weight, and appearance are thus the creation of the observer. Looking through the essence of objects, Roquentin is confronted with the bare existence of things, and thus the source of his Nausea.


  Roquentin visits his ex-lover Anny in Paris. He had hoped that they would get back together, but is disappointed to find that they do not communicate very well. He vainly attempts to explain his feelings of Nausea to Anny, but she does not understand. They part, knowing that they will never see each other again. Back in Bouville, Roquentin resolves to free himself from the past by embracing his existence in the present. He tries to explain his views to the Self-Taught Man, a lonely cafe acquaintance, but he cannot persuade him that human love is just an essence, and that there is no purpose to existence, only "nothingness." Despite his despair and abandoning his research, Roquentin chooses to move to Paris and write a novel.


  Characters


  
    Antoine Roquentin - The protagonist of the novel, he is also the narrator, writing down his observations in diary format. After traveling around most of Africa and the Far East, he returned to Bouville to complete his historical research on the Marquis de Rollebon. Yet, not only has he lost interest in his research, but something about the way he sees both himself and the outside world begins to worry him. Whether it is holding a stone or looking at a glass of beer, he feels confronted by the bare existence of things. The result is what he calls the Nausea. He soon realizes that the Nausea comes from the fact that "existence precedes essence." He thinks the physical characteristics of objects and people are just a comforting facade to mask the "nothingness" of existence. By the end of the novel he has disavowed the past, embraced his existence, and discovered that there is no purpose to existence. Rather than surrender to despair, he decides to assert his freedom and moves to Paris to write a novel.

  


  
    Marquis de Rollebon - Although not a character in the novel per se, he is the subject of Roquentin's research. He was a mysterious French aristocrat who meddled in politics during and after the French Revolution. At first Roquentin thinks he can learn everything about him, but soon realizes that not only is he guessing about who the marquis really was, but he is also using him to justify his existence. Roquentin's rejection of Rollebon is thus a rejection of living in the past.

  


  
    Anny - She is Roquentin's old lover and lives in Paris. Even though she begs Roquentin to come see her, she is more interested in the man he used to be. She admittedly lives in the past, rereading the same history books and recalling the "perfect moments" of her life. She refuses to resume her relationship with Roquentin since she is already the mistress of a number of men who pay for her apartment.

  


  
    Self-Taught Man - A lonely man whom Roquentin meets at the Bouville Library. Roquentin mocks him for thinking he can learn all there is to know by reading everything in the Library in alphabetical order. He is a defender of humanism, believing that all men and women are united by the common bond of love. He is later chased out of town for fondling a small boy in public.

  


  
    Francoise - The barmaid of a local cafe, she is Roquentin's sometime lover. As his nausea progresses he is more and more disgusted at the prospect of having sex with her.

  


  


  Section 1


  Summary


  The novel opens with an "Editors' Note," claiming that the following pages were found among the papers of Antoine Roquentin. The pages are presented in a diary format. The Editors suggest that Roquentin began his diary in January 1932, following his return from the Far East, Central Europe, and North Africa. He moved to the seaside town of Bouville in order to write a book about the Marquis de Rollebon.


  Roquentin's introductory notes establish his intent to keep a diary. He feels that something has changed in the way he sees objects, but he cannot quite place his finger on exactly what. He hopes that a diary will help him better understand what is going on, specifically, to see, classify, and determine the extent and nature of the change. He recalls an odd sensation while holding a stone a few days earlier, but is not sure whether the odd feeling came from the stone or himself. Despite his feelings of disgust and being afraid of the stone, he is wary of exaggerating the events he records in his diary. Indeed, he soon writes that his odd feelings were nothing but a passing moment of madness and that there is no longer any need to continue with his diary.


  Nevertheless, the next entry, dated January 29, 1932, opens with Roquentin's realization that something strange has happened to him. He first thought that it was nothing but a "passing moment" gives way to a permanent feeling of uneasiness around objects and people. He hopes that it is nothing but an "abstract change," but soon begins to worry that he is the one who has changed little by little, overwhelmed by a sudden transformation. He recalls his whimsical decision to leave Vietnam and return to France, terrified that it was actually a precursor to his current state of mind.


  The next day, however, he becomes resigned to his fate, realizing that his solitary lifestyle has changed him. He notices that living alone has prevented him from both having friends and simply communicating with other people. When he looks inside himself for answers, he finds nothing. Even when he has sex with Francoise, a local barmaid, very little is said between them: Roquentin feels that he is purging himself of a "certain nostalgia" rather than feeling pleasure. Yet he does acknowledge that he would be lying to himself if he began to think that nothing new has happened to him. When he looks at a glass of beer or a soggy piece of paper lying in the street he is unable to touch them despite his desire to do so. He does not feel free. Thinking back on the strange feeling he had while holding the stone he recalls a "nausea of the hands."


  Roquentin attempts to divert his angst with historical research on the Marquis de Rollebon, a mysterious aristocrat who lived around the time of the French Revolution. Yet Roquentin's research begins to bore him. Ten years earlier he had been fascinated with the story of the Marquis, but now feels that he is writing a work of pure conjecture that has nothing to do with the real Marquis at all. His work inevitably returns Roquentin to himself and his emerging disgust at the outside world. Specifically, the changing appearance of objects in the light of the sun makes him feel uneasy. When he tries to focus on the mystery of Rollebon he can't help but look at himself in the mirror, alarmed that he doesn't recognize his own face.


  Commentary


  Existentialism is primarily a reaction against the traditional philosophical approach to objective and abstract understandings of human behavior. Instead, existentialists choose to study individual human beings who exist independently of cultures, traditions, and laws. As Sartre stresses in the "Editors' Note," not only have Roquentin's writings not been altered, but they are his personal papers. This establishes the novel's focus on one singular individual through the lens of his most personal documents. As such, they are an accurate reflection of one person and nothing else--the main focus of existentialist thought.


  Even though it will take some time for Roquentin to understand exactly what is happening to both him and the objects and people he sees, he has already begun to address the major themes of existentialism: anxiety, suffering, freedom, and self-deception. In writing his diary, Roquentin first intends to objectively study the changes he has observed, much like traditional philosophers, such as Hegel and Kant, would have used the scientific method to solve problems. Roquentin wants his diary to "sees," "classify," and "determine," just like a scientist would study a phenomenon. But this soon proves impossible as the very qualities, or "essences," of objects he seeks to describe no longer make any sense to him. From the rotting piece of paper on the street to the dirty stone he holds in his hands, Roquentin is unable to see, classify, or determine exactly what he is looking at. This leads him to question his free will, since he is unable to touch these objects; he is afraid of something but still not sure what it is.


  Roquentin tries to pass off these odd sensations to his feelings of solitude. He worries that living alone has allowed him to hide the truth of his loneliness from himself. He fears that his diary will exaggerate events and later notes that he wrote that "nothing new" had happened to him with a "bad conscience." He soon admits that something causes him to lie to himself since, "I am not in the habit of telling myself what happens to me." Sartre termed this phenomenon "self-deception," which resulted from an individual's inability to cope with their absolute freedom. He believed that human choice is subjective since each individual is different and unconstrained by laws, cultures, and traditions. They are thus free to do whatever they want, but they consequently must accept full responsibility for their actions. Fear and anxiety in the face of this vast responsibility leads individuals to hide both their freedom and responsibility from themselves by lying to themselves. For example, Roquentin tells himself that he is "no longer free."


  Roquentin's research on the Marquis de Rollebon is important for three reasons. First, it introduces the relationship between existence and time. Roquentin looks to the past to find a reason for his existence in the present. But so many details about Rollebon remain a mystery that he is confronted with the inaccessibility of the past as well. This second theme leads Roquentin to believe that objectivity is impossible--that nothing can be proved. In fact, he soon feels that his writings about Rollebon are more about himself than the marquis. Third, and most important, the presence of Rollebon introduces the existentialist theme of duality. Sartre used Descartes' method of posing the cogito, the individual's consciousness and the "other" part of himself or herself that observes that consciousness. For example, Roquentin tries to draw as many parallels between the marquis and himself that he can. Even when he looks at himself in a mirror, he thinks of Rollebon looking in a mirror and how they are both unattractive. This duality is reinforced by the similarities in their names as well as the almost analogous spelling of Roquentin and Rollebon's mistress, Roquelaire. Roquentin's dualistic personality allows him to observe himself, but to his horror he does not recognize his own face. The "nothingness" he perceives in his face recalls the anxiety he felt while looking at the glass of beer and the crumpled piece of paper--but exactly what this "nothingness" is still eludes him.


  Section 2


  Summary


  Roquentin begins the next section in the grips of what he calls the "Nausea." He previously thought that his odd feelings around objects and people only occurred when he was alone or walking in the street, but now they also occur in his favorite cafe. Overcome with anxiety, he exclaims in his diary: "Things are bad! Things are very bad." He finds that he no longer recognizes people but only sees hands, eyelids, hair, cheeks, dirty skin, and "enormous nostrils." His head begins to spin and he tries to steady his feet on the ground to keep from vomiting. Roquentin is especially disgusted at a bartender's purple suspenders, which he thinks keep changing color.


  In an attempt to calm his nerves, Roquentin asks a barmaid to play one of his favorite songs, a ragtime record called "Some of these days." Before the music begins, he worries that the music will not help him pass the time. He thinks that time is "too large" and can't be filled up without it disintegrating between one's fingers. Indeed, each note of the music is born at the same time that it dies. He decides that he must not only accept their deaths, but that he must "will it." Everything seems inevitable to him. He knows the song by heart and anticipates the lyrics: nothing is a surprise. But when the lyrics actually begin, the Nausea vanishes. Roquentin writes that the melody "crushes" the time of the real world, making him feel in in the music.


  When the music ends, Roquentin doesn't know what to do with himself. He wants to go see a movie but ends up wandering the streets. He shies away from the light, following dark avenues towards what he calls a "black hole." Something about the black nothingness of the Bouville streets at night catches his attention but he is not sure exactly why or how. He just knows that he feels more comfortable in the dark--the Nausea only occurs in the light.


  The next day, he tries to divert his attention from the Nausea by intermittently reading Balzac's Eugenie Grandet and researching Rollebon. At the library, he runs into the Self-Taught Man, who thinks that he can learn all there is to know by reading the entire contents of the Bouville library in alphabetical order. The sheer predictability of the Self-Taught Man's behavior reminds Roquentin that traditional definitions of time have become meaningless to him under the influence of the Nausea: "I can no longer distinguish the present from the future." He finds the Self-Taught man very boring but they end up spending a lot of time together out of sheer loneliness. The Self-Taught Man admires Roquentin's sense of adventure, but Roquentin realizes that man's obsession with adventure is nothing but an attempt to "catch time by the tail." Roquentin cannot recapture his past adventures in the Far East and as a result, feels "forsaken in the present."


  Commentary


  Although Roquentin is not sure what is causing his Nausea, this section suggests that it has something to do with the essences of objects and people. An essence is a physical characteristic, such as weight, color, smoothness, and shape. For example, the bartender's purple suspenders almost push Roquentin over the edge. What he believes should be an unchanging quality is not fixed: he thinks that the suspenders appear blue in places along the bartender's shirt. Roquentin cannot yet grasp what has changed for him, but he thinks that he can see through objects. Not that they are invisible, but he no longer perceives their essences to be static. As a result, he no longer sees an entire person but the individual parts of their bodies as independent objects; he does not detect any essence to them, they are just there. It is important to remember that Roquentin's Nausea actually goes away in the dark "black hole" of the nighttime Bouville streets: he cannot see any object's essence, only a pervasive "nothingness."


  This section primarily addresses the question of time and free will. Roquentin realizes that he has been studying the past to give meaning to his present. But when he discovers that his research about Rollebon is meaningless and nothing more than educated guessing, he tries to find a purpose to his life in the present. Yet the present is just as fleeting as the past. Each moment that Roquentin attempts to call his present is suddenly over and in the past. He does not see time as an interconnected stream, but rather, a serious of discordant ragtime notes that are over just as soon as they have begun. The record is an exception, however, since Roquentin can play it over and over again, continually recapturing the same melody and provoking the same emotions. As soon as the song stops, he returns to "normal time."


  Roquentin's discussion about adventure with the Self-Taught Man also juxtaposes time and free will. Roquentin realizes that what people call "adventure," is nothing but an attempt to order time. He thinks that people attempt to live their lives as if they were telling a story, ironically demonstrating the futility of their free will. In effect, Roquentin says that the way that many people preface their stories already suggests what the end is going to be: "the story goes in reverse... we forget that the future was not yet there... he did not make his choice." Consequently, Roquentin sees that there is no beginning or end to any action, experience, or account. This is why he begins reading books in random sections--it does not matter where he starts, since the beginning and end are already implicit.


  Roquentin's sudden realization that humans are unable to tame the flow of time leads him to understand that he has been a victim of self-deception. He believed that his "adventures" in the Far East were examples of his ability to see time pass before his eyes with a distinct beginning, middle, and end. He now thinks that this is impossible since the past does not exist. For example, he claims that an actual adventure would involve the "irreversibility of time." To actually see a woman grow old before one's eyes would suggest an ordered passing of time. However, in reality, everyone is trying to fool themselves into thinking that they control the passage of time, trying to catch it "by the tail."


  Section 3


  Summary


  Roquentin finds himself unable to complete his research on the Marquis de Rollebon. He used to enjoy Rollebon's overt lies in letters to contemporary aristocrats, but Roquentin now feels that Rollebon is lying to him personally. He had hoped that by researching Rollebon, he would discover the truth about him just as easily as he could learn about someone who was still alive. Yet, not only is Rollebon dead but Roquentin thinks any understanding of the past to be a futile pursuit at best. The Rollebon he though he knew was nothing but a man of his own creation, who ended up disgusting him as much as he disgusts himself.


  Roquentin's attention turns to women instead. He tries to fondle Francoiseunder a cafe table, but is thoroughly disgusted by the idea of sex. He imagines ants and other vermin crawling up her leg, while a sudden attack of the Nausea makes him want to vomit. He then receives a letter from his old lover, Anny. They have not seen or spoken to each other since they parted ways in Vietnam five years earlier. She writes that she is in Paris and desperately needs to see him. Roquentin is first excited to see her but then recalls all the trouble they had communicating with each other. He realizes that it is completely his decision what happens next: he can either go see her or do nothing. He says that he staggers under the weight of his responsibility.


  When he tries to remember more about Anny, he realizes that he can never have any real memory of her: he feels that it is impossible to think of someone in the past. Roquentin concludes that the past does not exist; in its place there is only an enormous vacuum. He then comprehends that if one cannot learn from the past they cannot learn from the present. Historians try to describe current events and people in terms of a convenient but meaningless past: Lenin was a Russian Robespierre, while Robespierre was a French Cromwell. In the end, one is left with relative comparisons that signify nothing. Roquentin wants to free himself from the meaningless past by perceiving objects and people on their own terms.


  Roquentin soon realizes that one of things that has been bothering him is the meaning of existence. While roaming through the halls of the Bouville portrait museum, he is confronted with hundreds of painted eyes both looking at him and recalling the experiences that made them worthy portrait subjects. Roquentin thinks that these men were so afraid of death that they relied on their past experiences to give meaning to their lives. But Roquentin decides that the past is useless since death can come at any moment--why try and hide from it?


  Commentary


  The Roquentin/Rollebon duality is fully explained in this section. As Roquentin abandons his historical research he realizes that Rollebon had represented the only "justification" for his existence. Sartre thus evokes three major existentialist themes through this relationship. First, Roquentin must confront the meaningless of the past. Everything that he thought he understood about the marquis was either a lie or something that Roquentin inadvertently made up himself. As he exclaims in frustration, his research explains "nothing, nothing at all; nothing." Second, since he had been imagining what Rollebon was like rather than actually knowing the truth about him, Roquentin created a figure in his own image, giving the marquis many of his own personal characteristics. Nevertheless, even in the guise of a "convenient past," Rollebon still makes no sense to him. As a result, Roquentin must confront the truth that he no longer makes any sense to himself. Behind Rollebon's seemingly persuasive "justification" for his existence, Roquentin finds the real meaning of existence: nothing. Finally, Rollebon's lies recall Sartre's doctrine of self-deception. Roquentin discovers that he has been lying to himself. He had been trying to hide the meaningless of his own existence through the intermediary of Rollebon. Behind Rollebon's lies and Roquentin's own lies about Rollebon to himself, he finds only self-loathing and nothingness.


  Roquentin's relationships with women also reveal a number of Sartre's ideas about existence. For example, he often evokes and describes dirty body parts and especially dirty genitalia to confront Roquentin with the overwhelming and disgusting nature of existence. Sartre often spoke of the detestability of existence. His descriptions of dirt and vermin "hide" the essences, or characteristics of objects, making the usually invisible idea of their existence a startling reality. When Roquentin touches a dirty object he is disgusted by the sensation of the object's "existence," rather than the physical characteristics that make up its essence.


  Roquentin's relationship with Anny addresses the existentialist notion of freedom. Since Sartre believed that each individual was unconstrained by conflicting objective standards, they were faced with free and subjective choices. But this absolute freedom comes with a price: responsibility for one's actions. The sheer burden of this responsibility encourages anxiety and ultimately, the self-deception of denying their freedom. For instance, Roquentin marvels at his freedom to either make contact with Anny or ignore her. But he also "staggers under the weight of his responsibility." As a result, he lies to himself, thinking that he has no choice but to go visit Anny. However, Roquentin does realize that people use the past to hide their responsibility in the present. He sees the portraits of the successful men of Bouville as an attempt to use past experiences to defend against the "responsibility of death."


  Section 4


  Summary


  Roquentin's final refusal to research Rollebon gives him a greater understanding of the meaning of existence. He thinks the past does not exist at all, while the present is the only thing that does. His foray into Rollebon's past was nothing but a "vacation" from existence. Roquentin's memories of his research have become an empty vacuum just as Rollebon has returned to the "nothingness" from where he came. He realizes that anything he wrote about Rollebon and the past was pure fiction and better suited for a novel.


  Roquentin's newfound appreciation and awareness of his existence puts him at odds with the people he meets and sees. While sitting at a café, he is disgusted with the robot-like behavior of the people around him. He thinks that they are trying to hide the enormous absurdity of their existence from themselves: they are either lying to themselves about whom they are going to sleep with or stuffing their mouths with food. Roquentin however, righteously declares that, unlike everyone else at the cafe, he does not hide his existence from himself: knows that he exists. His disgust causes him to get into a heated debate with the Self-Taught Man about humanism. The Self-Taught Man believes that all rational behavior can be explained by man's love for his fellow man. He proudly declares that he is a socialist and naturally loves every man and woman in the world. But Roquentin ridicules him for loving symbols and labels that are just essences and thus do not really exist.


  The two men part on poor terms as Roquentin is overcome by the Nausea. He is afraid to touch anything for fear that it will make him sick. Holding a knife, he is shocked by the raw sensation of its handle. Suddenly, he understands what the Nausea is about: his fear of existence. Anything he touches no longer has any essence; it just exists. His revelation climaxes when he sees the root of a chestnut tree under a park bench. Roquentin can find no words to describe the root--it is simply there. He discovers that existence usually hides itself from view or thought with the facade of its essence, or attributes. For Roquentin, the word "existence" no longer evokes an abstract category but an unexplainable nothingness that has no reason to be there.


  The second he tries to explain its size, color, or function, Roquentin discovers that he is no longer talking about the root, but about things that don't exist. He thinks back on the bartender's purple suspenders and realizes that they were never purple, but something that looked like a "color." He concludes that an object's essence is a simplified idea to hide its existence. The uneasy feeling of his Nausea is a result of colors, tastes, and smells that are not real. His feelings of Nausea also come from what he calls "contingency." He thinks that people attribute essences to objects to supply a reason for their existence. But he claims that there is no necessary reason for something to exist--it is there by accident. Since human existence is contingent, meaning anything can happen at any moment, Roquentin finds no reason for existence: it is just a free gift.


  Commentary


  Roquentin finally understands what has been bothering him: the meaning of his existence. He first realizes that most people do not confront their own existence but tend to shy away from it. Roquentin himself had been using the Marquis de Rollebon to hide from his own life in the present: he had tried to deny his own existence by living second-hand through Rollebon. When he decides that the past is a meaningless vacuum, he must also accept the reality of his existence in the present. But when he does this, Roquentin is first shocked to find nothing and then disappointed to find that this "nothingness," is the meaning he has been looking for.


  Despite his disappointment, Roquentin embraces the idea of existence. He endlessly repeats the phrase, "I exist," and declares that he could not stop existing even if he wanted to. Roquentin feels "free" because of his realization and criticizes the self-deception of other people who fail to acknowledge their own existence. His discovery of the "nothingness" behind existence leads Roquentin to oppose the Self-Taught Man's reliance on humanism. He does not believe that reality is the result of human rationality and love. Roquentin is not heartless but insists instead that humans must acknowledge the "nothingness" which makes man an accidental and unimportant aspect of reality. This proof ironically comes from Charles Darwin's "rational" theory of natural selection: human beings are not the center of the world but a lucky offshoot of different species. Sartre rejects the traditional philosophical study of groups or crowds of people, insisting that each individual must face up to the "nothingness" of reality.


  Sartre's continual emphasis on "nothingness' implies transparency when looking at an object. This phenomenon and the cause of Roquentin's Nausea are fully explained when he encounters the root of a chestnut tree. The first thing he notices is his inability to describe what he sees with words. He finds any description to be inadequate for what he sees, concluding, "things are divorced from their names." But something more than words bothers Roquentin: he finds that the root's physical characteristics mask the root's actual existence. Rather than call it "black," Roquentin sees through a facade right into the "obscene nakedness" of existence. Roquentin's Nausea is thus the result of Sartre's belief that "existence precedes essence." Anything used to describe an object (it essence) is not only irregular but does not really exist. For example, Roquentin was annoyed at a bartender's purple suspenders because they sometimes appeared to be blue. He later realizes that a color is something that doesn't really exist--it is just a comparison and a confused attempt to imagine something he has never seen. He had lost sight of the actual suspenders and the simple fact that they existed. His own individual interpretation of the suspenders was that they were purple. The suspenders thus first existed and then Roquentin created their essence.


  Roquentin's epiphany makes him believe that "existence" is not an abstract quality or "empty form," but a vast and overwhelming presence, which he calls the "very paste of things." Everything else is just appearance: diversity and individuality are just an illusion masking a universal "paste." His uneasy feeling of Nausea is thus the confrontation with bare existence, devoid of its "comforting" attributes, such as colors, tastes, and smells. But since any attempt to think about existence inadvertently describes it, Roquentin finds that there is no reason behind existence, only "nothingness." It is important to remember that Sartre's "nothingness" can also be considered a form of existence. This paradox is another reason for Roquentin's Nausea. Sartre thus believed that since there was no God and that there was no rationality to existence, human existence was "contingent," or just an accident. Humans are thus free to create their own individual essence but must also deal with the responsibility and anxiety that their existence is contingent; that anything can happen to them. As Sartre explained, we are thus "condemned to be free."


  Section 5


  Summary


  Roquentin had moved to Bouville in order to study the Rollebon archives, so after abandoning his research he sees no reason to remain there. He plans to first visit his ex-lover Anny in Paris, return to Bouville to pack up his belongings, and then return to Paris indefinitely. He secretly hopes that he can both explain his Nausea to Anny and that they can get back together. As he waits for his train he feels ready for an adventure.


  He and Anny meet as planned, but they are very awkward around each other. Roquentin is disappointed to find that Anny has grown old and is no longer as attractive as he remembered. He is also surprised that she is the mistress of a number of men who pay for her apartment. Roquentin can never completely understand what Anny is talking about, as she intermittently laughs at his awkwardness. She says that she is very happy to see him because he never changes. She calls him her milestone, claiming that she needs him to remain the same so she can tell how much she has changed over the years.


  Their conversation turns to their past relationship. Roquentin can remember very little of the things they did together, feeling overwhelmed by Anny's precise memory. Anny is obsessed with the past: she remembers entire passages from plays and constantly studies French history. She also speaks of "perfect moments," which she describes as past events whose importance she embraced while they were happening. But she thinks that they no longer exist; she can't recreate emotions that are in the past. Roquentin suspects that she has come to similar conclusions as him about the nature of time and existence. He describes his Nausea and discovery that existence precedes essence, but Anny doesn't agree with him at all. She asks him to leave and he reluctantly obeys.


  Back in Bouville, Roquentin prepares to return to Paris for good. He is sad that he and Anny cannot be together but a part of him had expected nothing to come of their meeting. He feels very lonely, especially while walking around the city streets, but takes comfort from his awareness of existence. He wants to say goodbye to the Self-Taught Man, but sees him fondling a small boy in public. Other people see the offence and chase the Self-Taught Man away. Left to himself, Roquentin goes back to his old cafe one last time and asks to hear his favorite record, "Some of these days." As he listens to the song over and over again, he resolves to write a novel that will have nothing to do with the question of existence. He thinks that it might clarify who he was in the past and prevent him from remembering his life with disgust.


  Commentary


  Sartre uses this final section to demonstrate the inability to justify one's existence through the existence of another person. Roquentin first realizes this after discovering the futility of "resurrecting" the Marquis de Rollebon. Anny questions her essence and existence just as Roquentin does, but rather than embrace her existential freedom by creating her own essence in the present, she relies on Roquentin to define herself. For instance, she calls him her "milestone," exclaiming that she wants him to stay the same so she can "measure" her own changes. This is an example of what Sartre called "bad faith." Anny has the freedom to create her own essence, meaning that she can define who she is without adhering to any external standards. Instead, she relies own Roquentin to create her essence, just as Roquentin had previously relied on the Marquis de Rollebon.


  Roquentin's conversation with Anny also emphasizes the failure of the past to provide a justification for one's existence. For Roquentin, Anny is a part of his nonexistent past that, no matter how hard he tries, no longer has any meaning. He can't even remember things about himself that Anny remembers with ease. As a result, he is free to live in the present, unconstrained by things he has done in the past. But Anny declares that she "lives in the past." She reads Jules Michelet's History of France over and over again, while attempting to remember everything with minute accuracy so she can relive "perfect moments" whenever she chooses. Sartre thus uses the Antoine/Anny duality to show how a reliance on the past prevents one from being free. By making Roquentin her "milestone," Anny tries to live in the past by pretending that time has had no effect on him. Her unwillingness to take action because she feared "fatal results" is thus a symptom of her not being able to handle the responsibility of being free. As Roquentin says later understands, she is a "dead woman."


  Roquentin's solitude leads him to believe that no one is thinking of him anymore. The only thing inside him now is existence: he calls his consciousness "anonymous," "transparent," "bored," and "impersonal." He thinks that consciousness is aware of its own existence, but only the fact that it is empty. Nevertheless, Sartre believed that awareness of the "nothingness" behind existence inevitably led one to exploit their freedom. In effect, rather than suffer indefinitely, Roquentin uses his recognition of the absurdity of existence (remember that this has to do with the accident or "contingency" of human existence) to reestablish his identity: "the I surges into the consciousness, it is I, Antoine Roquentin."


  His defiance in the face of "nothingness" overshadows the Self-Taught Man's perversely comical attempt to touch a young boy. Sartre uses this scene to illustrate humanism's own intrinsic absurdities. As for Roquentin, rather than give up like the Self-Taught Man, he chooses a life of creation, action, and commitment. Inspired by the ragtime record's timeless quality (and the fact that he can listen to the same recording over and over again), Roquentin decides to write a novel. He doesn't think it will make him unaware of his own existence, but hopes that once it is written, it will make sense of who he was. Sartre leaves the question of how art can provide a meaning to existence unanswered. However, Roquentin feels confident that he can survive his Nausea by ignoring anxiety, living a life of action, and embracing responsibility. As Sartre wrote, "Life begins on the other side of despair."


  Analysis


  Although Existentialism is primarily a philosophy, existentialists emphasize artistic creation as a vital aspect of existence. As a result, Sartre often chose to combine both the finer points of his philosophy and aesthetic concerns in plays, short stories, and novels. Unlike the fiction of the famous philosopher, Voltaire, Sartre's fiction is not allegorical or mythical, but a straightforward outline of his philosophical arguments. This reliance on artistic creation to understand oneself becomes Roquentin's ultimate cure to his Nausea. Rather than give into despair, the inspirational music he hears on a jazz record both convinces him to confront the bare existence of things and write a novel.


  The main theme of the novel results from Sartre's belief that "existence precedes essence." Roquentin unwittingly differentiates between inanimate objects, or a "being-in-itself," and human consciousness, or a "being-for-itself." For example, when he looks at a bartender's purple suspenders, he is distraught to find that they appear blue in some places. His feelings of Nausea come from moments like this when he realizes that he is creating the essence, or characteristics, of the objects he sees. He understands that color is just an idea, and "purple" just an inadequate word to describe something he has never seen before. He concludes that the essences of objects are just comforting "facades" that hide the unexplainable nakedness of existence. In effect, while studying the root of a chestnut tree, Roquentin realizes that the root first existed and then he attributed an essence to it by describing it as "black."


  Every discovery that Roquentin makes proceeds from his epiphany that existence precedes essence. He thinks that the overwhelming a fearful presence of existence is too much for people to handle so they ignore and hide it by only perceiving its essence. He recognizes the power of a being-for-itself to chose its own essence, just as it decides what color an object is. Because of this choice, Sartre believed that humans were fundamentally free to do whatever they wanted. Indeed, Roquentin continuously states that he just wants to be free. But with this freedom comes the responsibility for one's actions. Sartre believed that this staggering responsibility makes people anxious and ultimately leads them to deny both their freedom and responsibility. For example, Anny is afraid to act because she does not want to be responsible for breaking with her past. As Sartre explained, responsibility "condemns us to be free."


  The themes of time and free will also preoccupy Roquentin's search for the cause of his Nausea. His desire to be free and self-sufficient provokes him to abandon his research on the Marquis de Rollebon. He realizes that he had been attempting to "resuscitate" Rollebon in order to justify his own existence. He decides that the past is a meaningless concept that does not exist. Instead, he embraces the present as the only moment where and when things do exist. He thinks that people emphasize their past to take a "vacation from existence." For example, Anny defines herself in relation to the man Roquentin used to be. As Sartre explained, this is an example of bad faith: Anny rejects her freedom to choose her own essence because the responsibility is too great. Roquentin also thinks that people tell stories so as to put time in a recognizable and linear order, trying to "catch time by the tail." In effect, while studying Rollebon, Roquentin not only deceived himself into thinking that Rollebon was like him, but that he could fully understand himself through the intermediary of a dead man.


  Roquentin's rejection of the past causes him to embrace his existence in the present. He constantly repeats "I exist" and mocks the people of Bouville who refuse to recognize their own existence. But he discovers that existence is a "deflection." He realizes that existence is "contingent," that there is no necessary reason for anything to exist. If evolution were to happen over again, the results would be completely different. Instead of reason, he finds only "nothingness," an empty vacuum that paradoxically makes up existence. Sartre uses the theme of contingency to criticize humanism's emphasis on a rational world with human existence as its focus and purpose. As Roquentin explains to the Self-Taught Man, human beings are an accidental offspring of a meaningless reality. Rather than surrender to his Nausea, Roquentin confronts his existential anguish in the face of "nothingness." Although he can't see it, "nothingness" is a force that makes up a purposeless reality, but which also inspires action. Artistic creation emerges as a means of survival, as Roquentin asserts his freedom to define his own essence by writing a novel.


  Study Questions


  
    
      
        What does Sartre mean by "existence precedes essence"? How does this doctrine figure into Roquentin's Nausea?
      


      Sartre believed that inanimate objects were fundamentally different from human consciousness. He suggested that humans are conscious of their own existence, while objects simply exist. Human existence, or a "being-for-itself," could thus choose to be whatever it wanted. For example, a grieving widow is not sad by definition, but by choice. She chooses to create her own essence, or characteristics. An inanimate object, such as a stone, cannot choose its essence: it is a "being-in-itself." Sartre concluded that since humans must define their own essence, they must exist before they choose what their personal attributes will be. The incredible power of this choice and the overwhelming responsibility that results from it leads many people to ignore their own existence and only perceive their essence. Roquentin's Nausea is a sick feeling that something lies behind the colors, smells, weight, and appearance of objects and people. What he notices is that an object or person's essence does not exist, but is the creation of it observer. Confronted with the bare existence of objects and even himself, the comforting essence of things disappears, making him sick to his stomach.

    


    
      
        What relation does Sartre make between time and free will? How does Roquentin's research on the Marquis de Rollebon lead him to reject the past in favor of the present?
      


      Sartre believed that an over-reliance on the past constrained one's ability to act freely. For example, Anny wants to pretend that Roquentin has not changed in order to feel like she is still in the past. As a result, she is afraid to act in the present, unable to handle the responsibility of doing something on her own. Anny's reliance on the past to define her essence produces what Sartre called "bad faith." Roquentin similarly tries to "resuscitate" the Marquis de Rollebon to justify his existence. But he soon finds that everything he thought he knew about Rollebon was either conjecture or something he made up himself. For instance, when he looks in the mirror at the beginning of the novel, he not only sees his own face, but that of Rollebon. Roquentin concludes that the past does not exist. Listening to "Some of these Days," he understands that the second anything happens, such as a note of music, it "dies" and becomes part of the past. He thinks that one can only exist in the present. He also decides that historians try to describe current events and people in terms of a convenient but meaningless past: Lenin was a Russian Robespierre, while Robespierre was a French Cromwell. In the end, one is left with relative comparisons that signify nothing. Roquentin wants to free himself from the meaningless past by perceiving objects and people on their own terms and in the present. Any attempt to order time by telling a story tries to bring the past back to life, attempting to "catch time by the tail."

    


    
      
        What does Sartre mean by the "contingency of human existence." To what extent is contingency a major existentialist proof against rational humanism?
      


      As Roquentin realizes throughout the novel, anything can happen at any moment. This leads him to believe that human existence is "contingent," or completely accidental. Since humans exist entirely by chance, he concludes that existence is not a necessity and that there is no reason or purpose to existence. Sartre used this argument to discredit the traditional philosophical belief that human existence was the main focal point in a reality grounded in reason. Sartre's proof paradoxically came from Charles Darwin's "rational" theory of natural selection, which argued that the evolution of humanity was an inconsequential aspect of reality. Roquentin's emphasis on contingency is a fundamental step in his awareness of the lack of purpose, or "nothingness," which makes up existence.

    

  


  
    
      Why does the idea of sex and sexuality disgust Roquentin so much? To what degree is he a misogynist? How do his relations with women influence his Nausea?
    


    
      What role do books play in the novel? Why does Roquentin only read selections of books than from beginning to end? Why does he mock the Self-Taught Man's attempt to read every book in the Bouville Library?
    


    
      Can the Marquis de Rollebon be considered a character in the novel? Why or why not? Is he an extension of Roquentin's mind?
    


    
      Discuss Sartre's opposition to humanism. What aspects of the Self-Taught Man's behavior represent a critique of rational philosophy? How do humanism and existentialism view the individual vs. the crowd?
    


    
      How does Sartre rely on paradoxes to illustrate his point? If "nothingness" is what lies behind existence, how can "nothingness" be considered a form of existence? What does this have to do with the "absurdity" of existence?
    


    
      Why does Roquentin fear the "bare existence" he sees? Does it remind him of his freedom and responsibility? Why does Roquentin's own existence disgust him so much?
    


    
      How does Roquentin's loneliness influence his perception of the outside world? Does it allow him to feel free? Would he have experienced the Nausea if he were married?
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