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Abstract

Written in the late 16th century by Christopher Marlowe, The Tragical History of the Life
and Death of Doctor Faustus is a key play of the English Renaissance, representing the
transitional anxieties between medieval theology and early modern humanism. However,
the play is not only significant in its historical context. This research paper argues that
Doctor Faustus is a profound and prophetic allegory of the present day life. The themes of
unchecked ambition, the delusion of unlimited knowledge, the sale of the human soul, the
trivialization of power, and psychological alienation will be explored and the “Faustian
bargain” will be demonstrated to be an inescapable reality in the 21st century. In the
context of late-stage capitalism, the swift development of artificial intelligence, the
environmental crisis, and the modern distraction economy, Marlowe’s protagonist is not
only a tragic Renaissance scholar, but the archetypal modern human. Faustus’s quest for
god-like knowledge and his eventual discovery of his own emptiness and despair mirrors
the modern human condition, in which the pursuit of technological and material progress
can often result in a profound sense of moral and psychological emptiness.
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Introduction

The Faustian bargain is the myth that lies at the heart of Western literature, and indeed the term has
become an adjective for any tragic compromise of integrity. The myth is best represented in English by
Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus. The play is about a clever scholar at the University of
Wittenberg, who, frustrated by the boundaries of human knowledge—Ilogic, medicine, law, and
theology—turns to the dark arts, and eventually sells his soul to Lucifer for twenty-four years of
absolute power and the service of the demon Mephistopheles. The play is literally Christian, with the
opposition of heaven and hell, salvation and damnation; but the psychological and philosophical
material of the play is overwhelmingly modern. Marlowe’s masterpiece is not only a product of
Elizabethan England, but a chilling diagnosis of the 21st century condition. Humans don’t draw circles
in chalk anymore to summon demons, but the structure of the Faustian pact is still in place. We are in
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the midst of an unprecedented technological revolution, a capitalist boom and a personal freedom.
However, we are now surrounded by a general existential dread, and we know that the means of our
liberation are the means of our imprisonment, like Faustus. This research paper explores the relevance
of the play in the modern world and proposes that it is a reflection of the fundamental crises of modern
life. This study will chart Marlowe’s dramatic themes onto modern technological hubris, the
commodification of human life in modern capitalism, the superficiality of the digital age, and the
modern mental health crisis by examining Faustus’s initial hubris, the nature of his contractual
exchange, the banal reality of his acquired power, and his ultimate psychological torment.

The Faustian Archetype: Renaissance Humanism and the Birth of Modernity

In order to appreciate the modernity of Faustus, it is important to first realize the philosophical
precipice on which he stands. The Renaissance was a tremendous paradigm shift, a shift from the
theocentric (God-centered) worldview of the Middle Ages to an anthropocentric (human-centered)
worldview. Humanism stressed the importance of the human mind, empirical investigation,
individualism and the control of nature. The Chorus in Marlowe’s play introduces Faustus by comparing
him to Icarus: “His waxen wings did mount above his reach, / And melting, heavens conspired his
overthrow.” Faustus is the most extreme and corrupted version of the Renaissance humanism. He is the
first modern man who is totally unhappy with the finitude of his life. When he turns down theology,
saying, “Che sera, sera / What will be, shall be! “Divinity, adieu!” he effectively slays God in his own
mind, almost three hundred years before Friedrich Nietzsche’s famous philosophical statement. This
anthropocentric worldview has been taken to its extreme in modern life. It’s an era that celebrates the
self and its unlimited possibilities. The modern person is told that he can be anything, do anything, and
overcome any obstacle by sheer force of will, intelligence, and capital. The mantra of the modern
technocrat, the Silicon Valley entrepreneur, and the contemporary scientist is the statement made by
Faustus: “A sound magician is a mighty god”. Marlowe’s play is a warning about the consequences of
this worldview: when man becomes god, without the moral constraints of a higher moral order, he
paradoxically destroys himself.

“A Sound Magician is a Mighty God”: The Technocratic Hubris of the 21st Century

The most striking similarity between Doctor Faustus and today’s life is our attitude towards
science and technology. Faustus resorts to necromancy because he wants to have control over the
material world. He wants to rule the winds, to guide the seas, and to make known the secrets of the
world. He is looking for something that will give him power now, something that will not take the time
and trouble of conventional learning. Technology is our necromancy in the 21st century. The rhetoric
of the tech industry is very much like Faustus’s delirious fantasies of magical omnipotence. We can
split the atom, modify the genetic code of living organisms with CRISPR, communicate instantaneously
across the globe, and synthesize human cognition with Artificial Intelligence (AI) — all of these
capabilities would seem like magic to an Elizabethan. But Marlowe’s play poses an important question:
what happens when technology outstrips moral insight? When Faustus gains his ultimate power, he
does not use it to cure plagues or elevate humanity, despite his early claims that he will “wall all
Germany with brass.” Rather, his wishes soon become selfish. Similarly, new technologies are often
sold as tools for liberation for a utopia, but they are primarily employed for profit maximization,
surveillance and warfare. The advent of Artificial Intelligence is the ultimate modern Faustian bargain.
The tech giants are competing to create Artificial General Intelligence (AGI), sometimes even
recognizing the threat it poses to humanity. Like Faustus, modern programmers are calling forth “black
boxes” that they do not fully comprehend or completely control, but are nonetheless complex neural
networks. We give up our intellectual freedom and maybe even our own species for the short-term
benefits of efficiency, automation and economic superiority. The message of Doctor Faustus is obvious:
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the pursuit of power without humanistic or ethical limits leads to a slavery to the very powers we seek
to control.

The Commodification of the Soul: Late-Stage Capitalism and the Modern Contract

The central mechanism of Marlowe’s play is the blood pact, a legalistic contract in which Faustus
exchanges his immortal soul for material luxury and magical service for twenty-four years. The
materiality of the contract, which is written in Faustus’s own coagulating blood, highlights the finality
and the contractuality of the deed. The term “selling one’s soul” is no longer literally theological, but
metaphorically very important in the context of late-stage capitalism. From attention to data, natural
resources to time, everything is hyper-transactional in today’s society.

The Faustian bargain is struck on a daily basis in the corporate world, on an individual basis. The
modern professional is often asked to sell his or her “soul”—his or her moral boundaries, his or her
health, his or her family life, his or her true self—for the modern versions of Mephistophelean rewards:
corporate success, great wealth, and social status. Whether it’s Enron or Purdue Pharma’s opioid
problem, whistleblowers reveal a culture of executives who, like Faustus, chose short-term, huge profits
over long-term moral consequences. Moreover, the digital age has brought with it a new version of the
blood pact: the Terms of Service agreement. Billions of people click “I Agree” every day to unreadable
legal agreements, giving up their privacy, their data, and their digital freedom in exchange for social
media, search engines, and free software. Like Faustus, who disregarded the divine warnings (his blood
congealing, the words Homo, fuge! appearing on his arm), modern consumers ignore the warnings of
surveillance capitalism, willingly submitting themselves to algorithmic manipulation for the sake of
immediate convenience. Individual ambition is the microcosm of the Faustian bargain, anthropogenic
climate change is the macrocosm. Perhaps the most extreme and literal expression of Marlowe’s themes
in the modern world. For 200 years, since the dawn of the Industrial Revolution, humanity has made an
implicit deal with the fossil fuel industry. The deal was very alluring: humanity would be given
unprecedented agricultural productivity, globalized transportation, the end of many diseases, and a
spectacular improvement in the standard of living for billions of people in exchange for exploiting the
natural resources of the earth. We have become what Faustus longed to be: gods over nature. But, like
Marlowe’s play, the bill must be paid. The 24 years are up. Burning fossil fuels has led to catastrophic
global warming, sea level rise, mass extinction and extreme weather events due to the greenhouse gases
emitted. The tragedy of climate change is the same as the tragedy of Faustus: we knew the price. Just
as Faustus was repeatedly warned by the Good Angel and by the very nature of hell, modern humanity
has been warned by scientists for decades. Yet we have been stubbornly unwilling to repent, to change
our ways, to accept that the short-term political and economic benefits of today are not worth the cost
of the future of the planet.

The Trivialization of Power: Social Media, Fame, and the Cult of Distraction

The most interesting and controversial section of Doctor Faustus is the middle section of the play
where Faustus actually applies his hard won magic. The audience expects Faustus to conquer empires,
reshape the cosmos, or discover the deepest philosophical truths, since he has given up his soul for
absolute omnipotence. Rather, what does he do? He plays practical jokes on the Pope, conjures grapes
for a skeptical duchess who is pregnant, puts horns on the head of a skeptical knight, and calls up the
spirit of Helen of Troy for his own amusement. For a long time, the banality of Faustus’s actions has
been commented on. Absolute power does not make him great, it makes him a high-end parlor magician
and entertainer. It’s a scathing critique of the modern digital world and social media. The average person
today has more power at his fingertips than ever before in human history. A smartphone gives access
to the sum total of human knowledge, the power to communicate with millions of people in real time,
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and the power to influence global political discourse. But, like Faustus, how do we employ this
wonderful gift most of the time? We use it to post filtered images of our food, to engage in petty online
arguments, to view countless short-form video content, and to obsess over random metrics of social
validation (likes, shares, followers). The social media influencer is a very Faustian character. They give
up their privacy, their real self, and their sanity in exchange for power and digital immortality. The
quest for unattainable beauty online, deepfakes and augmented reality filters are all a perfect reflection
of Faustus’s fixation with the ghost of Helen of Troy: “Was this the face that launched a thousand
ships?” We love phantoms and we’re willing to sacrifice our real-world relationship for the superficial
dopamine hit of a digital illusion. Marlowe brilliantly foresaw that man, when he has power without
purpose, does not produce tragedy in the grand, classical sense, but superficiality and trivial amusement.

Amusing Ourselves to Damnation: The Distraction Economy and the Seven Deadly Sins

Faustus has a moment of great doubt in Act Il of the play. He considers repentance, and his blood
boils. Lucifer, Beelzebub, and Mephistopheles step in, knowing that he may lose his prize, Lucifer.
They don’t provide him with profound philosophical arguments to calm him and distract him from his
existential dread, they provide him with entertainment. They march the Seven Deadly Sins in front of
him. Faustus is glad and exclaims, “O, this nourishes my soul! The distraction works. He forgets his
salvation and goes back to the dark way. This scene is a chilling forerunner to what cultural critic Neil
Postman called “amusing ourselves to death. Today we live in a distraction economy, a multi-trillion
dollar distraction economy. The first cultural reaction to the still sobering moments of existential
thought, whether it’s the knowledge that they are going to die, the emptiness of a consumerist lifestyle,
or the despair of the world, is to consume entertainment. We soothe our fears with a steady stream of
contemporary “Seven Deadly Sins” through streaming platforms, video games, and infinite scrolling
algorithms. Like Lucifer, the tech industry knows that the best way to control a human being is to keep
him or her entertained. When we are constantly stimulated, we are unable to think deeply. The tragedy
of the modern world is not that we are actively choosing evil, but that we are passively allowing our
time and potential to be stolen from us by the trivialities that are meant to distract us from the deeper
meanings and responsibilities of our lives.

The Illusion of Unlimited Knowledge: The Epistemological Crisis

A desire for knowledge is a major motivating factor in Faustus. However, the knowledge he
receives from the demonic is very unsatisfactory. Faustus asks Mephistopheles what the universe is,
and how the spheres move, and Mephistopheles tells him what he already knows from his conventional
studies. Faustus poses the ultimate metaphysical question, “Who made the world?”” and Mephistopheles
refuses to answer, for it would mean that he would have to acknowledge God. This restriction is a deep
epistemological crisis, which is characteristic of the modern Information Age. Today’s world is one of
data overload. We have petabytes of information, news from all over the world at our fingertips, and
algorithms that model every aspect of human behavior. But this data deluge has not resulted in wisdom.
Indeed, it has created a crisis of truth, with misinformation, echo chambers and extreme polarization.
There is a misconception in today’s society that the more information you have, the more you know.
We, like Faustus, seek to cure the human condition by using search engines and Al. But we discover
that technology can only answer the question of how things work, not why they are important. Science
can explain to us how the universe works, but it cannot explain to us what it means, what is good, or
what is the purpose. The modern man, swimming in an ocean of data, is deeply alienated, and finds,
like Faustus, that raw knowledge, without a moral or spiritual context, is fundamentally empty.

“Why This Is Hell, Nor Am I Out of It”: Psychological Alienation and the Modern Mental
Crisis
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Marlowe’s redefinition of hell may be the most brilliant and enduring insight in Doctor Faustus.
When Faustus asks Mephistopheles how he is out of hell, the demon replies: “Why, this is hell, nor am
I out of it / Think’st thou that I, who saw the face of God, / And tasted the eternal joys of heaven, / Am
not tormented with ten thousand hells, / In being deprived of everlasting bliss? Marlowe’s conception
of Hell is not only a place of fire and brimstone, but a state of mind. It is the piercing, painful sensation
of loneliness, loss and emptiness. The condition of being cut off from any higher purpose or relation. It
is a very profound knowledge of hell, which can be applied to the contemporary mental health crisis.
Today, in the most technologically advanced and materially prosperous period in human history,
contemporary society is suffering from an epidemic of depression, anxiety, loneliness and nihilism. The
traditional structures of meaning, religion, community, and a shared moral universe have largely been
lost in the modern world. The modern man is burdened rather with the absolute individualism. We are
instructed to make our own meaning, to make our own success, to be our own gods. This can cause a
devastating psychological burden. The modern worker, who is isolated in a cubicle or behind a screen,
alienated from the products of his work, and cut off from real community, often lives the psychological
hell that Mephistopheles describes. We have “tasted” the promises of modern progress, but we often
feel an inexplicable sense of deprivation and spiritual emptiness. The modern hell is the quiet
desperation of waking up to discover that material wealth, social status and technological convenience
can’t save the human mind from existential despair.

The Paralysis of Will and the Illusion of Choice

The Good Angel and the Bad Angel are in conflict throughout the play. They are the signs of his
inner battle. Faustus comes to understand that he has made a terrible mistake time and time again. He
wants to repent, to turn around, to cancel the contract. Yet, he never does. He is paralyzed by a belief
that it is too late, “My heart’s so hardened I cannot repent”. This paralysis of will is very familiar in the
modern life. It mirrors the systemic ensnarement of the modern world. Many people know that the
systems they are a part of are hyper-consumerism, environmentally destructive, deeply unequal
economic systems, and toxic digital environments, and that these systems are fundamentally harmful to
themselves and the world. But it appears that it’s too late to turn around. The modern individual often
feels locked into their own “contract.” The student who is drowning in insurmountable debt feels that
they can’t give up a soul-crushing corporate career. The consumer believes that they are unable to
separate from social media as it is the main source of professional and social interaction. The politician
thinks that he or she can’t do anything to change the environment because it will upset corporate donors
and the economy in the short term. We say to ourselves that our hearts are “hardened,” that the system
is “too entrenched” to change. The tragedy of Faustus is that he made a bad choice, but that he continued
to re-commit to that choice out of despair and the false belief that there was no redemption (or change).
The modern tragedy is a perfect example: a society that knows it’s driving off a cliff, but feels powerless
to brake.

The Final Soliloquy: Time, Mortality, and the Inescapable Self

One of the most moving and affecting soliloquies in the English language concludes the play.
When the clock strikes midnight and his final doom, Faustus implores the spheres of heaven to stand
still so that time will stop and midnight will never come: “Stand still, you ever-moving spheres of
heaven, / That time may cease, and midnight never come!” He wants to be carried up like a vapor into
the clouds, to be hidden from the wrath of God, or to be made into little water drops to escape eternal
torment. During these last moments, Faustus comes to understand the price of his pact. Those 24 years
of power that seemed like an eternity when he signed the contract are now over. He is faced with the
cold, frightening truth of his own death and the repercussions of his deeds. It’s a climactic scene that
resonates with the modern human’s relationship with time and death. Modernity is characterized by an

16


http://www.watchmanjournal.com/

www.watchmanjournal.com ISSN: 2456-9526

| he Watchman
An International, Refereed & Peer Reviewed Journal
Vol. 10 No. 2 (2024)

obsession with cheating death and extending time. Billions are spent on health care, anti-aging
cosmetics, and wellness trends. The tools Silicon Valley billionaires are using to desperately try to hack
the human biological clock are cryogenics and blood transfusions. However, time is the one thing that
is an inviolable limit of human life. The end of Faustus’s life forces a confrontation with the “authentic
self.” The magic, the riches, the power are taken away and Faustus is left alone, naked before the
cosmos. The modern life with all its noise and distraction is a way of putting off this inevitable
confrontation. But at the end of a career, the end of a relationship, or the end of a life, modern humanity
must eventually confront the silence. Faustus’s fear is the fear of living for the moment and finding that
the eternal—the legacy of one’s actions, the authenticity of one’s character, and the moral weight of
one’s choices—can’t be bargained away.

Conclusion

It is precisely because Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus is an enduring masterpiece that it
exposes the fatal flaw in the DNA of human ambition. It is a play that traces the path of a man who lost
his soul in order to win the world. It is, in so doing, the ultimate allegory of the modern era. It is
impossible to overestimate the relevance of Doctor Faustus to modern life. We are a civilization of
Faustuses. We have signed a pact together, a pact that has left us bound to technology, to psychological
calm, to moral rectitude, in exchange for the glittering, heady promises of technological superiority and
unchecked capitalism. We have the magic of artificial intelligence, the power to split the atom, and the
wealth to build digital empires. But, like the Wittenberg scholar, we tend to use these marvelous gifts
to distract ourselves, to trivialize our lives, and to separate us from each other. Power without moral
restraint is not freedom, but a deep form of slavery, as Marlowe’s play demonstrates. It says that hell is
not a place under the earth, but a state of mind we make for ourselves when we opt for the ego rather
than ethics, and for short-term pleasure rather than long-term purpose. In the midst of the environmental
crisis, the moral dilemmas of artificial intelligence, and the mental disaffirmation of the 21st century,
we should listen to the sad story of Doctor Faustus. The play asks us to read the fine print in our modern
contracts, to ask ourselves what is the ultimate goal of our relentless pursuit of progress, and to
remember that true wisdom is not in the conquest of the external world, but in the mastery and
preservation of our own humanity. The Chorus’ final words, “Regard his hellish fall, whose fiendful
fortune may exhort the wise / Only to wonder at unlawful things,” are an ageless warning to modern
society to save itself before it is too late.
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