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Abstract—God created human beings for the betterment 

of society, yet they discriminate against one another 

based on caste, color, gender, and community. Born to 

the Sun (The Divine Illuminator)and the unwed 

Kunti(Panchakanya of Hindu epic), Karna’s birth was 

marked by divine blessing. Despite his noble heritage, 

he had to endure lifelong suffering, constantly 

struggling to establish his identity in a world that 

rejected him because of his humble upbringing.His 

unwavering commitment to dharma (righteousness) and 

inherent nobility, ironically, became instruments of his 

downfall, reflecting the tragic inevitability that defines 

the essence of classical tragedy where Karna’s life 

embodies the core characteristics of both Aristotelian 

and Shakespearean tragic heroes whose greatness is 

marred by fatal flaws, moral conflict, and the relentless 

force of destiny. This study highlights how Karna's life 

and death encapsulate the essence of tragic fate, where 

his virtues are paradoxically entwined with the flaws 

that lead to his demise and fatal culmination.This paper 

examines Karna’s tragic trajectory through the lens of 

both Aristotle's Poetics and the Shakespearean tragic 

hero blueprint, offering a comparative study of Eastern 

and Western tragic forms. Drawing on Aristotle’s 

concepts of hamartia (tragic flaw), anagnorisis 

(recognition), and catharsis (emotional purging), the 

study reveals how Karna’s internal conflict and moral 

dilemma mirror the classical principles of Greek 

tragedy. Simultaneously, the paper explores Karna’s 

alignment with the Shakespearean model of the tragic 

hero, characterized by a fatal combination of personal 

flaws, external forces, and inescapable destiny. 

 

Index Terms—Marginalization, Hamartia, 

Procrastination, Verna system, Existential crises 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Human beings, in their ceaseless pursuit of a 

harmonious and enlightened existence, often find 

themselves ensnared by the profound complexities of 

their own nature and the relentless, often unyielding 

forces of the societies they inhabit. Despite their 

intrinsic potential for goodness, wisdom, and 

compassion, they are frequently constrained by 

entrenched prejudices, self-serving motives, and the 

inexorable pull of destiny, which shape both their 

identities and their fates in ways that transcend 

understanding, leaving them to navigate an uncertain 

and often turbulent journey throughout their lives. 

 

Karna, who was originally known as Vasusena, was 

one of those warriors who had conquered the entire 

world, but what made a man so powerful, suffer! So 

much in his life? Who am I?' It was a question that 

had troubled him all his life. His whole life had 

seemed entangled in the answer. His dignity, his 

destination, his ambitions — they all seemed linked 

to that entanglement.Rejected by Drona, taunted by 

Draupadi, insulted by his blood brothers, 

misunderstood by many, and manipulated even by 

the gods, Karna is the classic tragic hero. 

 

Dejection in Karna's life starts from his birth. When 

mother Kunti made him float in the river, then Surya 

flooded the river with the anger of his disrespect and 

that very day Karna was rescued by Adhiratha 

(Charioteer of Hastinapur). It was the day that 

welcomed a child into the world with love, even as it 

silently sealed the coffin of his dreams.The varna 

system is extensively discussed in the Dharma-

shastras. It divides society into four varnas such as 

Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya, and Shudras. 

chatur-varṇyammayasṛiṣhṭaṁguṇa-karma-

vibhagashaḥ 

tasyakartaramapimaṁviddhyakartaramavyayam 

brahmaṇa-kṣhatriya-vishamshudraṇam cha parantapa 
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karmaṇipravibhaktanisvabhava-prabhavairguṇaiḥ 

The duties of the Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas, 

and Shudrasare distributed according to their 

qualities, in accordance with their guṇas and not by 

birth. Those who fall out of this system because of 

their grievous sins are ostracised as outcastes 

(untouchables) and considered outside the varna 

system. Although the son of a charioteer, Karna 

mastered the art of archery and excelled in everything 

he learned.During that era, the complete mastery of 

archery was a privilege reserved exclusively for 

Kshatriyas of royal lineage. A child who is found 

floating on the water grows up to become a king. Is it 

not a wonderful thing? But no, he did not give up his 

resentment. He was always unhappy and miserable 

because he could not come to terms with what he was 

being labelled as. Wherever he went, people referred 

to him as a sutaor “low-born” because of his 

ambitions. Throughout his life he complained about 

this. All the time, he nourished bitterness within 

himself about his so-called low birth. Being a 

charioteer, Adhiratha wanted to teach him how to 

drive a chariot, but Karna was burning to become an 

archer. 

 

Karna approached Drona to learn archery skills but 

Drona, favoring Arjuna, refused to teach him, 

claiming the divine weapon could only be taught to 

Brahmins and Kshatriyas. Determined, Karna went to 

Mahendragiri and approached Parasurama, lying that 

he was a Brahmin from the Bhargava lineage. 

Parasurama, impressed by Karna’s humility and 

dedication, accepted him as a disciple and taught him 

advanced archery, including the Brahmastra.But he 

could never escape the grip of misfortune.One day, 

while Parasurama rested on Karna’s lap, a blood-

sucking insect bit Karna. Enduring the pain silently 

so as not to disturb his teacher, Karna bled heavily. 

When Parasurama awoke and saw the blood, he 

realized that no Brahmin could bear such agony 

without reacting. Suspecting Karna’s true identity, he 

confronted him. Parasurama said, "Hey fool! A 

Brahmin cannot bear such pain, so you are a ksatriya, 

tell the truth". At last Karna admitted "I have lied to 

you for learning the Brahmastra. You should forgive 

me just as a father forgives his son". Karna confessed 

the lie and pleaded for forgiveness, but Parasurama 

cursed him: in his most crucial moment, he would 

forget how to use the Brahmastra. 

Karna also suffered another curse. One day, he 

accidentally killed a Brahmin’s cow while practicing 

archery. Though he apologized, the Brahmin cursed 

him, declaring that Karna’s chariot would sink into 

the earth during battle, leaving him vulnerable and 

leading to his death—just as the cow had been 

helplessly slain. 

 

II. MORAL DILEMMAS AND INTERNAL 

CONFLICTS OF KARNA 

 

A struggling person continually overcomes 

constraints; war is merely the moment to prove 

oneself It was on that very day that the Pandavas 

having mastered the art of warfare under the 

guidance of Guru Dronacharya, stepped into the 

arena to showcase their skill. With pride swelling in 

his heart, Dronacharya declared that none in the 

world could match Arjuna's brilliance Moved by 

devotion to his guru Parashurama and driven by a 

warrior's spirit, Karna emerged to challenge Arjuna. 

But the moment he stepped forward, the weight of his 

birth chained his ambition. He was scorned and 

denied the right to compete, his lineage deemed 

unworthy of the arena.It was then that Duryodhana, 

recognizing Karna’s potential, bestowed upon him 

the kingdom of Anga, making him a king and thus 

eligible to duel. Karna accepted the offer with 

gratitude, unaware that this moment of acceptance 

would later stand as the first stroke in the tragic arc of 

his destiny Karna's unwavering loyalty to 

Duryodhana is rooted in a profound sense of 

gratitude for the respect and recognition he received, 

despite his lowly birth. Yet, this deep allegiance 

clouds his discernment, compelling him to stand by a 

cause whose righteousness is questionable in the 

grander scheme of things. 

 

At Draupadi’sswayamvar, Karna stepped forward to 

attempt the challenge, confident in his unmatched 

skill. However, before he could even lift the bow, 

Draupadi publicly rejected him, declaring she would 

not marry a man of low birth. This insult, delivered in 

front of kings and warriors, deeply wounded Karna’s 

pride. Despite his prowess, he was denied the chance 

to prove himself not because of his ability, but 

because of his lineage, a humiliation that stayed with 

him forever. 
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At the beginning of the game of dice, Karna initially 

advised against Yudhishthira participating, sensing 

the danger of such a contest. However, once 

Draupadi was humiliated in the court after 

Yudhishthira's devastating losses, Karna, standing 

firmly by Duryodhana was responded sharply. When 

Duryodhana questioned the nature of a woman with 

five husbands, Karna, in a moment of anguish and 

loyalty, uttered the word "vishyaa", suggesting a 

courtesan, not as a direct insult to Draupadi, but as a 

painful rhetorical response to Duryodhana's query. 

His words, though not meant to wound Draupadi 

personally, reflected his inner turmoil and bitterness 

over the earlier svayamvara insult. He also rebuked 

Yudhishthira harshly, blaming his unchecked greed 

for wealth and honor for Draupadi’s humiliation. 

 

When Karna solemnly pledged to vanquish Arjuna on 

the battlefield, a silent trepidation stirred within the 

heart of Yudhishthira, an unease so deeply buried that 

it found no voice. Perceiving this concealed anxiety, 

Indra, sovereign of the celestials and father to Arjuna, 

resolved to intervene. In a gesture veiled in divine 

subtlety, he dispatched the sage Lomasa to reassure 

Yudhishthira, foretelling that the cause of his fear 

would soon be absolved. 

 

Meanwhile, as Karna immersed himself in his 

devotions to Surya, Brahmins gathered to seek alms. 

Though momentarily without possessions, Karna 

received them with the humility and grace befitting a 

noble soul. Among them appeared Indra, masked in 

the guise of a Brahmin. Karna, fully aware of the 

deity's intent yet choosing to preserve the sacred rite 

of hospitality, offered wealth, gold, fertile lands, and 

herds in abundance. The disguised god, however, 

refused all material offerings and instead demanded 

the divine armor and earrings kavacha and kundala 

which had been bestowed upon Karna at birth, 

rendering him invulnerable. 

 

With an unwavering smile, Karna revealed his 

awareness of Indra’s identity and the peril that would 

follow should he relinquish his celestial protection. 

Yet, bound by an unshakable code of honor and 

generosity, Karna willingly surrendered his kavacha 

and kundala, knowing full well it would render him 

mortal and vulnerable to death. He cautioned Indra of 

the ignominy that might follow such an act, yet he 

did not waver in his offering. Struck by Karna’s 

nobility and the magnitude of his sacrifice, Indra 

accepted the gift and, in return, conferred upon him 

the Vasavi Shakti - a divine weapon of immense 

power, though to be used but once. 

 

This moment stands as a testament to Karna’s 

extraordinary valor and selflessness. In the epic 

fabric of the Mahabharata, it is not merely a tale of 

divine intervention, but a luminous portrait of a man 

who chose honor over life, and charity over survival. 

 

Krushna returned to Pandavas with his mission not 

materialised and tried to bring Karna on the 

Pandavaside.After Krishna’s peace mission to 

Hastinapura failed, he made a final attempt to alter 

the tide of fate by approaching Karna, urging him to 

abandon Duryodhana and join the Pandavas. In the 

shadows of this moment, Vidura, burdened by 

helplessness, turned to Kunti and expressed his 

sorrow. "I have done all that I could," he said with 

anguish. "Despite my warnings, Duryodhana refuses 

to understand the ruin that war will bring." 

 

In response, Kunti, bearing the weight of long-held 

silence, approached Karna. Her voice trembled with 

emotion as she spoke: "Dear son, you are not 

Radheya, nor the son of a charioteer. You are 

Kaunteya-my firstborn, born in the palace of 

Kuntibhoja. You are the son of the radiant Surya, 

blessed with divine kavacha and kundala, glowing 

with a brilliance that sets you apart. Unaware of your 

true brothers, you have offered your loyalty to 

Duryodhana, but now the time has come to return to 

your rightful place." 

 

She continued, her words laced with hope and 

sorrow, "According to dharma, it is a son’s duty to 

bring honor to his mother and father. Let the world 

witness the union of Karna and Arjuna—two warriors 

not as rivals, but as brothers. Just as Rama and 

Lakshmana stood side by side, so should you and 

Arjuna. Together, your hearts united, there is nothing 

you cannot achieve. You are the eldest Pandava, 

noble in spirit, rich in virtue. The name 'Sutaputra' 

does not suit you. You are, by blood and destiny, a 

courageous Pandava." 

As Kunti’s voice faded, the heavens themselves 

echoed her truth. The Sun god Surya appeared before 
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Karna and affirmed, "What your mother has said is 

true. Follow her words, and great prosperity shall be 

yours.” 

Karna said "Duryodhana has always treated me with 

respect and kindness I would never leave 

Duryodhana, even if it meant my own death.”Loyalty 

is a brand not everyone can afford.This loyalty 

brought a fatal flaw in karna’s life. 

 

Karna, the great Digvijayi-conqueror of all 

directions, possessed the might and valor to end the 

war of Kurukshetra in a single day. Yet, it was Lord 

Krishna, the sovereign of the cosmos and guardian of 

Dharma, who orchestrated the grand narrative, 

ensuring that righteousness would unfold not through 

sheer strength, but through divine design. 

 

Out of reverence for Bhishma, Karna did not step 

onto the battlefield until the grandsire had fallen to 

his bed of arrows. When he did enter, he fought not 

with vengeance, but with purpose. In slaying 

Abhimanyu, he sought not cruelty, but liberation for 

the young warrior was bound by a curse of eternal 

suffering, and Karna’s arrow released from this 

torment. He single-handedly defeated the Pandavas, 

including Arjuna and Ghatohkacha. However, the 

final outcome was never his to decide, for it was 

Krishna who ensured the war unfolded according to 

divine will. 

 

The fight between Karņa and Arjuna continued for a 

long time and became curious and they looked like 

two great mountains dashing at each other. 

Ultimately the destiny had played with Karna and he 

lost all his weapons and his entire body was pierced 

with arrows. The Lord Krishna forced Arjuna to kill 

him by adopting wrong methods which were 

questioned by Karņa. But when Krisna narrated all 

the incidents of grave injustice done to Pandavas and 

also his role in the misdeeds he just kept quiet by 

bending down his head. The heroic death of Karna 

had caused great sorrow not only to Kauravs but also 

the entire world including God and Goddesses. 

 

It is often said that no individual can ever fully repay 

the debt owed to their parents. Yet Karna, in his 

boundless nobility and honor, proved this notion to 

be false. Many believe that Karna's defeat in the war 

was a mere consequence of fate, but the truth lies 

deeper. Karna had made a solemn promise to his 

mother, Kunti, that only one of them that is he or 

Arjuna, would survive the battle. In this final, 

poignant moment, Karna, the divine sacrificer, chose 

to honor his vow and sacrificed his life, giving a 

supreme offering to his mother. 

 

Entangled in the existential dilemma of Shakespeare's 

"to be or not to be," Karna grappled with the torment 

of destiny and his duty. Ultimately, his inner conflict 

resolved, and he relinquished his life, adhering to 

Dharma above all. His sacrifice transcended the 

battlefield-his life, a testament to the highest virtues 

of devotion, honor, and the fulfillment of promises. 

 

III. CONCLUSION 

 

Karna’s life, shaped by celestial origins, social 

rejection, noble values, and irreversible choices, 

transcends the boundaries of time, geography, and 

culture. In his journey, we encounter the eternal 

questions that define the tragic genre across 

civilizations: Can virtue survive in a world ruled by 

hierarchy and fate? Does loyalty absolve moral 

compromise? And most profoundly-Does greatness 

ensure justice? 

 

Through the analytical lenses of Aristotle’s Poetics 

and Shakespearean tragedy, Karna emerges not 

merely as a character in a mythic epic but as a 

universal tragic hero. His hamartia, a tragic 

combination of pride, loyalty, and unyielding 

righteousness, aligns with Aristotle’s vision of moral 

error leading to downfall. His anagnorisis, the 

moment of tragic recognition upon discovering his 

true lineage, comes too late to save him, intensifying 

the emotional weight of his fate. The resulting 

catharsis-a mixture of pity, awe, and sorrow-deepens 

the reader’s understanding of human vulnerability 

and the paradox of virtue. 

 

In the Shakespearean tragic convention, Karna’s 

psychological depth, moral dilemma, and doomed 

allegiance parallel the arcs of iconic tragic 

protagonists like Macbeth and Othello. He is undone 

not by wickedness, but by greatness misapplied in an 

unjust world. Karna dies unloved by many but is 

immortalized in literature as a symbol of tragic 

nobility. 
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By situating Karna within the framework of both 

Indian and Western tragic traditions, this study 

underscores the universality of the tragic experience. 

It reveals that tragedy, whether born in Athens or 

Kurukshetra, seeks to explore the tension between 

destiny and desire, righteousness and reality. Karna’s 

story resonates because it reflects the moral 

complexity of all human lives-lives striving for 

dignity, meaning, and justice in a world that often 

renders them tragically elusive mirages in the moral 

dessert of human struggle. 
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