
www.ijcrt.org                                                             © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 7 July 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT2507541 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org e683 
 

 “Faustus's Fatal Flaw: A Psychological 

Examination Of A Renaissance Tragic Hero”  

Neethish Krupal D B 

Asst. Professor in English 

Department of studies in English 

Government First Grade College, Uppinangady 

University of Mangalore 

Puttur (Tq) Dakshina Kannada (D) 

 

Abstract:   This research delves into Christopher Marlowe's Doctor Faustus to psychologically examine the 

titular character's fatal flaw (hamartia), arguing that it extends beyond mere intellectual arrogance or a simple 

thirst for forbidden knowledge. 

 While traditional interpretations often pinpoint Faustus's overambition as his downfall. Whereas this study 

tries to proposes a more nuanced psychological perspective of Faustus, contending that his ultimate 

destruction stems from a profound inability to repent, a pervasive narcissism and a deep-seated fear of 

mortality.  

One can analyze that how these intertwined psychological elements manifest throughout the play, taking 

from his initial rejection of conventional disciplines to his persistent rationalization of his pact and finally to 

his ultimate despair.  

By exploring Faustus's internal monologues, his interactions with his conjurer friends and Mephistopheles, 

maliciously spending his twenty four years of pact with Lucifer and his consistent turning away from 

opportunities for grace, indicates the psychological inabilities of Faustus. 

 This paper wills to illuminate how his psychological constitution actively prevents redemption, thereby 

solidifying his heart and status as a truly Renaissance tragic hero whose undoing is as much a product of his 

inner turmoil as it is of supernatural forces by emphasizing the internal, psychological dimensions of his 

famous downfall. 

 

Index Terms –   Faustus, Psychology, Destruction, Tragical. 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Christopher Marlowe's play Doctor Faustus stands as a seminal work of Renaissance tragedy, a cautionary 

tale of overambition and forbidden knowledge. While the play's surface narrative presents a clear moral 

warning against the pride and necromancy, a deeper psychological examination reveals that Faustus's downfall 

stems from a more intricate tapestry of internal flaws.  

Perhaps, one can say that Faustus's true "fatal flaw," or hamartia, is not merely an intellectual arrogance or 

a simple thirst for power, but a complex psychological predisposition characterized by an ingrained inability 

to repent, pervasive narcissism and a deep-seated fear of mortality.  

By analyzing Faustus's initial motivations, his rationalizations of the pact, his subsequent actions and his 

terrifying final moments, one can demonstrate how these intertwined psychological elements prevent him from 

achieving salvation and ultimately solidify his tragic demise, establishing him as a quintessential Renaissance 

tragic hero whose fate is intrinsically linked to his inner turmoil. 
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II. THE INITIAL REJECTION: INTELLECTUAL ARROGANCE AND THE SEEDS OF 

NARCISSISM 

 

Faustus's opening soliloquy in Act I, Scene 1 is a pivotal moment, showcasing not just his intellectual 

prowess but also the childish psychological flaws that will ultimately consume him.  

He systematically dismisses the four established disciplines of his time—logic, medicine, law, and 

divinity—not because they are inherently flawed, but because they fail to satisfy his burgeoning desire for 

absolute control and god-like capability.  

 

• Of logic, he scoffs, "Is to dispute well logic's chiefest end? / Affords this art no greater miracle?" (I.1.7-

8), indicating his    impatience with mere intellectual exercise.  

• Medicine. despite its potential for healing, he deems inadequate as it cannot confer immortality: "Yet 

art thou still but Faustus, and a man" (I.1.24). 

• Law, is seen as trivial.   

• Divinity, the most damning rejection, is twisted to support his despairing worldview: "The reward of 

sin is death: that's hard" (I.1.40). 

 

This systematic rejection probably is not born of intellectual humility, but rather seems like a profound 

intellectual narcissism.  

Faustus believes he has "glutted" himself "with all of God's good gifts" (I.1.49) within these conventional 

fields and now seeks something "greater."  

His ambition transcends mere knowledge; it yearns for power and glory, for the ability to "resolve all 

ambiguities," "heap God's treasures," and "command all the world" (I.1.50-58).  

This grandiosity, the hallmark of narcissism, manifests as a self - aggrandizing belief in his own 

extraordinary capabilities and a sense of entitlement to powers beyond human grasp.  

The allure of necromancy, therefore, is not simply for forbidden secrets, but for the immediate, tangible 

control it promises. It appeals directly to his desire for ultimate mastery, offering a path to transcend the 

limitations of human existence and achieve a perceived divine status, thereby feeding his inflated sense of self-

importance. 

 

III. THE PACT: RATIONALIZATION AND THE DENIAL OF CONSEQUENCES 

 

The signing of the pact with Lucifer, facilitated by Mephistopheles, is a critical turning point, not merely 

because it binds Faustus to the devil, but because it exposes his profound capacity for rationalization and self-

deception. 

 

 Despite Mephistopheles's chilling warnings about the torment of hell ("Why this is hell, nor am I out of it" 

- I.3.78), Faustus, driven by his immediate desires and a deep-seated fear of mortality, chooses to dismiss 

spiritual realities.  

 

He minimizes the concept of damnation with dismissive remarks like, "Think'st thou that hell is so terrible 

as they say it is?" (II.1.139-140) and famously asserts, "I think hell's a fable" (II.1.141).  

 

This isn't seems necessarily a genuine philosophical conviction, but rather a psychological defense 

mechanism, a desperate attempt to deny the terrifying consequences of his actions. 

 

His repeated moments of hesitation, such as the blood congealing in his arm, are quickly overcome by 

Mephistopheles's distractions or Faustus's own internal justifications.  

 

Further, he convinces himself that he can somehow outwit the devil or that God, despite his actions, will 

somehow show him mercy at the last moment. This reveals a fatal combination of overconfidence (a narcissistic 

trait) and a profound denial of spiritual truth.  

The Good and Bad Angels, who frequently appear, serve as externalized representations of Faustus's internal 

conflict. Yet, time and again, he heedlessly dismisses the Good Angel's pleas for repentance, his internal voice 

of conscience gradually silenced by his burgeoning spiritual blindness and the seductive promises of power. 

Hence one can say that perhaps he is psychologically pre-disposed to ignore the path of salvation, trapped in a 

self-constructed labyrinth of denial. 
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IV. THE INABILITY TO REPENT: A PSYCHOLOGICAL BLOCK 

 

Perhaps the most damning aspect of Faustus's psychological make-up is his profound and persistent inability 

to repent. Throughout the twenty-four years of his magical reign, Marlowe presents Faustus with numerous, 

explicit opportunities for repentance, each of which he either squanders or actively rejects. 

 

 When faced with the Old Man's compassionate plea to "break the staff of thy damnation," Faustus's 

momentary flicker of doubt is quickly overshadowed by his ingrained psychological barriers. He cries, "My 

heart's so hardened, I cannot repent!" (V.1.196), a stark admission of his spiritual paralysis. 

Perhaps this hardening is not merely a divine curse but a psychological process, a consequence of his 

prolonged indulgence in sin and denial. 

 

His inability to repent stems from several interwoven psychological dynamics: 

 

 Pervasive Pride/Narcissism: True repentance requires humility, an admission of wrongdoing and a 

submission to a higher power. Faustus's immense pride, fueled by his narcissistic belief in his own superiority, 

renders him incapable of such an act. To repent would be to concede error, to lose face and to relinquish the 

very autonomy he craves. He cannot humble himself before God because it would invalidate his entire pursuit 

of forbidden knowledge and power. 

 

 Fear of Humiliation and Retribution:  While he initially dismisses hell, as his time dwindles, a very 

real fear of Lucifer's retribution takes hold. Repenting would mean breaking his pact, and he fears the 

immediate, physical consequences from the devils more than the ultimate spiritual consequence of damnation. 

He is terrified of losing the "honour" and "delight" he has gained, even if they are ultimately ephemeral. 

 

 Spiritual Sloth and Apathy:  As the play progresses, Faustus exhibits elements or the medieval 

concept of spiritual despondency or sloth due to development in scientific innovations. He becomes 

increasingly passive and appears weary of his life, yet lacks the will or energy to truly change course. His 

despair isn't an active struggle towards salvation, but a profound paralysis, leading him to believe that it is "too 

late" or that he is "past grace." This apathy prevents him from exerting the necessary will to break free from 

his spiritual chains. 

 

 Lucifer's Exploitation: The devils, particularly Lucifer, shrewdly exploit these psychological 

weaknesses. They appear precisely when Faustus shows signs of repentance, not to force him into sin, but to 

capitalize on his existing fear, pride, and spiritual weakness. They threaten him with physical torment ("Tear 

him as under if he further tempts!") (II.3.89), effectively playing on his fear of pain and his inability to look 

beyond immediate suffering. 

 

V. THE MANIFESTATION OF NARCISSISM:  

 

The contrast between Faustus's grandiose initial ambitions and the reality of his magical pursuits highlights 

the shallow and self-serving nature of his narcissism.  

He initially envisions commanding spirits to "resolve all ambiguities," "perform what desperate enterprise 

/ The heart of man can think," and make "all nations pay him tribute" (I.1.50-61). 

 However, the twenty-four years of power are largely squandered on trivialities and displays of petty 

vengeance. 

 

He uses his immense power to: 

 * Perform parlor tricks for the Pope, making "his dishes dance" (III.2.98) and striking him to obtain grapes. 

 * Conjure historical figures like Alexander the Great and Helen of Troy, not for profound insight, but for 

entertainment and carnal pleasure. 

 * Play practical jokes on horse-coursers and charlatans, demonstrating a childish immaturity rather than 

intellectual mastery. 

These actions reveal a profound disconnect between Faustus's self-perception and his actual deeds. He 

believes he is wielding god-like power, yet he employs it in a way that is utterly unremarkable and ultimately 

self-serving.  
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This triviality underscores the emptiness of his ambition and the superficiality of his supposed intellectual 

superiority. His power, rather than elevating him, ironically debases him, reducing him to a mere showman. 

He seeks applause and admiration, the quintessential desires of a narcissist, rather than genuine 

accomplishment. Furthermore, despite his "power," he remains utterly enslaved – first to Lucifer and then, 

more profoundly, to his own desires and the consequences of his choices. His "freedom" is merely an illusion 

that distracts him from his impending damnation. 

 

 

VI. THE FEAR OF MORTALITY AND THE FINAL SOLILOQUY 

 

As the twenty-four years draw to a close, Faustus's earlier dismissiveness of hell and his rationalizations 

crumble, replaced by an overwhelming and primal fear of mortality and the impending damnation. The final 

hour is depicted as a horrifying descent into psychological terror, stripped of all the illusions of power he once 

cherished. 

 

VII. CONCLUSION 

 

In conclusion, Christopher Marlowe's “Doctor Faustus” offers a profound psychological study of a tragic 

hero whose downfall is rooted not merely in ambition but in a complex interplay of internal flaws. Faustus's 

initial intellectual arrogance quickly transforms into a pervasive narcissism, manifesting in his dismissal of 

established knowledge, his pursuit of god-like power, and his ultimate trivialization of his immense magical 

abilities fueled himself to the eternal damnation.   

 Throughout the play, Faustus is presented with numerous opportunities for salvation, yet his pride prevents 

him from humbling himself, his fear of Lucifer outweighs his fear of eternal damnation, and a spiritual apathy 

takes hold, rendering him psychologically incapable of true contrition. He remains trapped within the confines 

of his own self-delusion and terror until his final, agonizing moments. Thus, Faustus emerges as a truly 

Renaissance tragic hero: a figure of immense potential brought low not just by external forces or a simple 

choice, but by the very psychological landscape of his own making, culminating in a harrowing testament to 

the human soul's capacity for self-destruction. 
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