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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.
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