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INTRODUCTION:
THE UNSETTLING
GENIUS OF
SARTRE'S
MASTERPIECE

In  the  landscape  of
t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y
literature,  few  works
arrive with the force of
a  p h i l o s o p h i c a l
earthquake.  Nausea
Jean  Paul  Sartre  is
not merely a novel; it is
a  raw,  unflinching
exploration  of  what  it
m e a n s  t o  e x i s t .
Published in 1938, this
diary-format  narrative
introduced the world to
Antoine  Roquentin,  a
historian  living  in  the

fictional French town of
Bouville.  Through  his
eyes,  Sartre  dissects
the  ordinary  until  it
b e c o m e s
extraordinary, stripping
away  the  comforting
veil  of  meaning  we
drape  over  the  world.
F o r  r e a d e r s
encountering  Nausea
Jean Paul  Sartre  for
the  first  time,  the
experience  is  often
d i s o r i e n t i n g ,
cha l l eng ing ,  and
u l t i m a t e l y
transformative.  This
article  delves  into  the
novel's  core  themes,
i t s  ph i l o soph i ca l
underpinnings,  i ts
narrative  power,  and
its  enduring  legacy,
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offering  a
comprehensive  guide
for students,  literature
en thus i as t s ,  and
anyone  curious  about
t h e  e x i s t e n t i a l
condition.

THE STORY OF
ANTOINE
ROQUENTIN: A
MAN UNRAVELING

At  its  heart,  Nausea
Jean  Paul  Sartre  is
the story of  a solitary
man  coming  undone.
Antoine Roquentin has
returned to Bouville to
research the life of an
obscure  eighteenth-
century  aristocrat,  the
Marquis  de  Rollebon.
His  days are filled with
library  visits,  solitary
walks,  and  meals  in
cafés.  Yet,  from  the
very  first  pages,
something  is  wrong.
Objects  around  him
begin to feel strange. A
pebble  on  the  beach
feels obscene. A glass

of beer seems to throb
with a life  of  its  own.
His  own  hand  looks
alien.  This  creeping
sense  of  revulsion,
w h i c h  R o q u e n t i n
names "the Nausea," is
not  a  physical  illness
b u t  a  p r o f o u n d
m e t a p h y s i c a l
a w a k e n i n g .  T h e
Nausea  Jean  Paul
Sartre describes is the
s u d d e n ,  v i s c e r a l
realization  that  the
world is  not  made for
us.  Things simply are.
They have no purpose,
no essence, no reason
t o  e x i s t .  T h i s
realization  shatters
Roquentin's  everyday
world,  forcing  him  to
confront  the  terrifying
cont ingency  of  a l l
existence.

DEFINING THE
CENTRAL
CONCEPT: WHAT IS
THE NAUSEA?

To understand Nausea
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Jean Paul Sartre, one
must  grasp  what  the
Nausea actually is. It is
not  d isgust  in  the
ordinary sense, though
it  feels  like  it.  Sartre
u s e s  t h e  t e r m  t o
describe  the  moment
when  the  comfortable
categories  of  thought
collapse.  We  normally
experience  the  world
through a framework of
labels and uses: a chair
is for sitting, a tree is a
living thing, a person is
a friend or a stranger.
The  Nausea  str ips
these  labels  away.
Suddenly,  Roquentin
s e e s  a  r o o t  o f  a
chestnut tree in a park,
a n d  h e  c a n n o t
reconcile  it  with  the
word  "root."  I t  is  a
thick,  black,  leathery,
w r i t h i n g  m a s s  o f
existence  that  simply
is. This moment, often
called the "root scene,"
is  the  philosophical
climax  of  the  novel.

Here,  Nausea  Jean
Paul  Sartre  presents
his  core  existential
i d e a :  e x i s t e n c e
precedes  essence.
Things exist before we
impose  meaning  upon
them,  and  that  brute,
meaningless  existence
i s  te r r i f y ing .  The
Nausea is the price of
seeing the world as it
truly  is,  without  the
comforting lies we tell
ourselves.

KEY
PHILOSOPHICAL
THEMES IN THE
NOVEL

Nausea  Jean  Paul
Sartre  i s  a  dense
t a p e s t r y  o f
existentialist  ideas.  It
serves  as  a  narrative
i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o
concepts  Sartre  would
later  formalize  in  his
philosophical  treatise,
B e i n g  a n d
Nothingness.  Let  us
break down the major
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themes.

Continge
ncy: The
Brutal
Fact of
"Thrown-
ness"
T h e  m o s t
overwhelming theme in
t h e  n o v e l  i s
contingency. This is the
idea  that  there  is  no
necessary  reason  for
anything to exist.  The
world,  other  people,
and  you  yourself  are
not  necessary.  You
could just as easily not
be  here.  Roquentin  is
haunted  by  the  fact
t h a t  t h e  w o r l d  i s
"superfluous."  Every
object,  every  tree,

e v e r y  s t o n e  i s  i n
excess.  There  is  no
divine plan, no cosmic
order,  no destiny.  You
were not put here for a
purpose;  you  were
simply  thrown  into
e x i s t e n c e .  T h i s
rea l i za t ion  i s  the
trigger for the Nausea.
In Nausea Jean Paul
Sartre, contingency is
n o t  a n  a b s t r a c t
concept;  it  is  a  felt,
physical  horror.  When
Roquentin looks at the
root, he sees its sheer,
pointless  existence,
and he feels the same
pointless  existence
within  himself.  He  is
" d e  t r o p "  —
superfluous, unwanted,
excess.

The
Absurdity
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of Human
Endeavor
Roquentin's  research
on  the  Marquis  de
Rollebon  mirrors  his
own  existential  crisis.
He spends years trying
to  reconstruct  the  life
o f  a  d e a d  m a n ,
believing  that  history
can  provide  meaning.
But  he  eventua l ly
realizes that the past is
as  contingent  as  the
present. The Marquis's
life was a chaotic mess
o f  a c c i d e n t s  a n d
decisions,  not  a  clean
n a r r a t i v e .  T h e
historian's  attempt  to
impose  order  on  the
past  is  an  act  of  bad
faith,  an  attempt  to
flee  the  terrifying
f r e e d o m  o f  t h e
present.  This  theme
extends  to  all  human
projects.  The  "Self-
Taught  Man"  in  the

novel  represents  a
humanist who believes
i n  p r o g r e s s  a n d
culture,  but  Roquentin
sees  through  this.
Human i sm  i s  j us t
another  attempt  to
pretend the world has
meaning.  Nausea
Jean  Paul  Sartre
argues  that  al l  our
projects,  from  art  to
science  to  love,  are
fragile  constructions
built over the abyss of
meaninglessness.

Bad
Faith: The
Escape
from
Freedom
While  the  term  "bad
faith"  is  developed
more  fully  in  Sartre's
later  work,  its  seeds
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are present in Nausea
Jean Paul Sartre. Bad
f a i t h  i s  w h e n  w e
pretend  we  are  not
free,  when  we  blame
our  act ions  on  our
"role" or  our "nature."
The people of Bouville
are  masters  of  bad
faith.  They  live  their
lives  as  if  they  were
objects,  fo l lowing
routines  and  social
conventions  to  avoid
the anxiety of freedom.
Roquentin is disgusted
by  their  complacency.
The  Sunday  strolls  of
t h e  r e s p e c t a b l e
citizens,  their  self-
satisfied  faces,  their
belief that they have a
right to exist — all  of
this is a lie. They have
never  confronted  the
Nausea.  They  have
never seen the root. By
contrast,  Roquentin's
c r i s i s  i s  a  fo rm  o f
authenticity.  He  is
facing the truth, even if
it makes him sick.

NARRATIVE STYLE
AND LITERARY
TECHNIQUE

The power of Nausea
Jean  Paul  Sartre
owes much to its form.
The novel is written as
a  diary,  with  dated
entries.  This  structure
allows  Sartre  to  chart
the gradual breakdown
of  Roquentin's  psyche
with  clinical  precision.
T h e  p r o s e  i t s e l f
evolves.  Early  entries
are  relatively  normal,
describing a man with
a vague unease. As the
Nausea  intensifies,  the
language  becomes
more  visceral,  more
f r a g m e n t e d .
Descriptions of objects
b e c o m e  l o n g e r ,
stranger,  and  more
disturbing. Sartre uses
m e t a p h o r  w i t h
extraordinary  force.
T h e  r o o t  o f  t h e
c h e s t n u t  t r e e  i s
descr ibed  in  such
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dense,  physical  detail
that  the  reader  can
almost feel its spongy,
black  surface.  The
sight of a beer glass or
the  sound  of  a  jazz
song  become  loaded
with existential weight.
This  literary technique
makes  the  abstract
philosophy of  Nausea
Jean Paul Sartre feel
i m m e d i a t e  a n d
personal.  We  are  not
reading  a  lecture;  we
are  l iv ing  ins ide  a
consciousness  that  is
falling  apart  and,  in
doing  so,  seeing  the
truth for the first time.

THE ROLE OF ART
AND REDEMPTION:
THE JAZZ SONG

Is  there  any  escape
f rom  the  Nausea?
Nausea  Jean  Paul
Sartre  offers  a
ten ta t i ve  answer
t h r o u g h  a r t .
Throughout  the  novel,
Roquentin  finds  solace

in  a  jazz  song  called
"Some of These Days."
Unl ike  the  messy,
contingent  world  of
ob jec ts ,  the  song
s e e m s  t o  h a v e  a
necessary existence. It
is  a  melody.  It  has  a
structure. It is not "de
trop." The notes of the
melody  follow  each
other  with  a  kind  of
logical  necessity  that
the  real  world  lacks.
Roquentin  imagines
the songwriter and the
singer who created this
song.  They,  too,  were
contingent  human
b e i n g s ,  b u t  t h e y
produced  something
t h a t  t r a n s c e n d s
contingency.  In  the
final  pages,  Roquentin
considers  writing  a
nove l  h imse l f .  He
wonders  if  he  could
create a work of art so
b e a u t i f u l  a n d  s o
necessary that it would
redeem  his  existence,
that it would make his
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own  contingent  life
seem worthwhile.  This
is  not  a  fu l l -b lown
t h e o r y  o f  a r t  a s
salvation,  but  it  is  a
g l immer  o f  hope .
Nausea  Jean  Paul
Sartre  ends  on  this
ambiguous  note:  art
may be the only way to
impose  meaning  on  a
meaningless world, but
i t  i s  a  f rag i l e  and
human meaning, not a
divine one.

THE LEGACY AND
IMPACT OF THE
NOVEL

Since  its  publication,
Nausea  Jean  Paul
Sartre  has  become a
c o r n e r s t o n e  o f
existentialist literature.
It  influenced  a
generation  of  writers,
i n c l u d i n g  A l b e r t
Camus,  Simone  de
Beauvoir,  and  Samuel
Beckett.  Its  depiction
o f  t h e  a l i e n a t e d
individual  resonated

deeply in the post-war
w o r l d ,  w h e r e
traditional  sources  of
meaning  —  religion,
nation,  community  —
had  been  shattered.
The  novel  is  of ten
credited  with  bringing
existentialist ideas into
t h e  p o p u l a r
consciousness.  For
many  readers,  their
first  encounter  with
c o n c e p t s  l i k e
contingency, absurdity,
and  the  freedom  of
consciousness  comes
through  this  book.  In
academic  settings,
Nausea  Jean  Paul
Sartre  is  a  staple  of
courses  on  philosophy
and  literature.  It  is
studied not only for its
philosophical  content
b u t  a l s o  f o r  i t s
innovative  narrative
technique.  It  remains
remarkably  readable
and  re levant .  In  a
world  saturated  with
digital distractions and
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ready-made meanings,
the call to confront the
raw fact of existence is
as urgent as ever.

COMMON
MISUNDERSTANDI
NGS ABOUT THE
NOVEL

Desp i te  i t s  fame,
Nausea  Jean  Paul
S a r t r e  i s  o f t e n
misunderstood.  Some
readers dismiss it as a
depressing book about
a  man who is  sick  of
everything. This misses
the point.  The Nausea
is  not  a  symptom  of
depress ion;  i t  is  a
symptom  of  lucidity.
R o q u e n t i n  i s  n o t
complaining;  he  is
seeing.  He  sees  what
we all  spend our lives
trying not to see. The
novel is not nihilistic. It
does not say that life is
worthless.  It  says that
life  has  no  inherent
v a l u e ,  w h i c h  i s  a
different  thing  entirely.

If  it  has  no  inherent
value,  then  you  are
free  to  create  your
o w n .  T h i s  i s  t h e
l iberat ing  core  o f
existentialism. Another
c o m m o n
misunderstanding  is
that the novel is purely
intellectual.  In  fact,
Nausea  Jean  Paul
Sartre  is  intensely
p h y s i c a l  a n d
emotional. The Nausea
is felt in the gut, in the
hands, in the throat. It
is  a  book that  speaks
to the body as much as
the mind. It reminds us
that  we  are  not  pure
spirits  floating  above
the  wor ld .  We  are
embodied,  contingent,
fleshy beings,  and that
is both our tragedy and
our strange, unsettling
gift.

HOW TO
APPROACH
READING THE
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NOVEL TODAY

For  modern  readers,
Nausea  Jean  Paul
Sar t re  c a n  s e e m
challenging at first. The
pace is slow. The plot
is minimal. The focus is
almost entirely on the
inner life of  one man.
To get the most out of
the novel,  approach it
as a meditation rather
than  a  story.  Let  the
language  wash  over
you.  Pay  attention  to
the  descriptions  of
objects.  Notice  how
R o q u e n t i n ' s
relationship  with  the
world  changes  over
time. Do not be afraid
t o  s i t  w i t h  t h e
d i s c o m f o r t .  T h e
Nausea is meant to be
felt. It is also helpful to
read  a  brief  overview
o f  e x i s t e n t i a l i s t
phi losophy  before
starting, though this is
not  strictly  necessary.
The power of Nausea

Jean  Paul  Sartre  is
that  it  explains  its
philosophy  through
experience. You do not
need  to  know  what
"contingency"  means
t o  f e e l  i t  w h e n
Roquentin looks at the
root.  Finally,  consider
the novel as a personal
challenge.  Are  you
willing  to  look  at  the
world  without  the  veil
of convention? Are you
brave  enough  to  feel
the Nausea? The novel
offers no easy answers,
but  it  offers  the
profound  comfort  of
shared  inquiry.

SARTRE'S LATER
WORK IN CONTEXT

Nausea  Jean  Paul
Sartre is often seen as
the fictional gateway to
S a r t r e ' s  l a r g e r
philosophical  project.
After this novel, Sartre
went on to write Being
a n d  N o t h i n g n e s s
(1943),  his  magnum
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opus  on  existential
ontology. He also wrote
plays like No Exit  and
The  Flies,  as  well  as
o t h e r  n o v e l s  a n d
critical essays. In all of

these  works,  the  core
insights  of  Nausea
Jean Paul Sartre  are
developed and refined.
The concept


