@ International Journal on Science and Technology (IJSAT)

E-ISSN: 2229-7677 e Website: www.ijsat.org e Email: editor@ijsat.org

k=0

A Study of Karna from the Mahabharata: A
Misfortune Invites Death

Mahalakshmi KS

BGS B School
Abstract

One of the Mahabharata's most nuanced and tragic figures, Karna, is an actual example of how a life
molded by adversity can end in an unmerited death. Karna's life is a sequence of calamities, including
desertion, social rejection, misdirected allegiance, and cruel fate, which culminate in his death on the
battlefield. He was born with divine ancestry but denied his identity. This paper examines how Karna's
fate was shaped by both karmic and circumstantial tragedy and considers the epic's larger philosophical
repercussions.

1. Overview

Characters in epic literature are frequently subject to moral quandaries and fate. In the Mahabharata,
Karna, the son of Kunti and Surya, holds a special place as a tragic hero whose life is molded and
eventually destroyed by misfortune. Through Karna's life, this paper explores the phrase "a misfortune
leads to death," examining how both internal and external factors contributed to his untimely demise.

2. The Birth of Karna: The Initial Misfortune

Karna's bad luck starts at birth. Despite his celestial ancestry, he is born to an unmarried Kunti who deserts
him due to social shame and fear. Karna is denied his proper identity as a Kshatriya because he was raised
by a family of charioteers.

“He was born great but lived as if he was lesser — not because of choice, but because of fate.”

This initial misfortune of identity loss becomes the root cause of Karna’s lifelong struggle for acceptance
and respect.

3. Social Rejection and Humiliation

Karna’s skill as a warrior is undeniable, yet he is humiliated during the archery contest for being a ‘Suta
Putra’. The rigid caste structure denies him opportunity, fueling his resentment and desire to prove his
worth.

This public rejection is what brings Duryodhana into Karna’s life — offering him kingship and friendship,
but also binding him to a morally questionable alliance.
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4. Loyalty as a Double-Edged Sword

Karna’s unwavering loyalty to Duryodhana is both noble and fatal. Even after discovering that he is the
eldest Pandava, he refuses to betray Duryodhana. His gratitude blinds him to the path of dharma, and he
consciously chooses to fight against his own brothers.

This misplaced loyalty becomes one of the most defining misfortunes of his life.

5. The Final Misfortunes: Death on the Battlefield
Karna’s death is not the result of weakness, but rather a chain of ill-fated events:

e His chariot wheel gets stuck.
e He forgets the incantation for the divine weapon due to a curse.
e He is denied a fair fight, as Arjuna, under Krishna’s advice, kills him while he is unarmed.

These final misfortunes complete his tragic arc — a great warrior denied a warrior’s death.

6. Philosophical Reflections

Karna’s life raises moral and philosophical questions about fate, justice, and dharma. Despite living with
generosity, courage, and honor, Karna suffers due to circumstances beyond his control. His death
symbolizes the ancient Indian concept of karma and the harsh reality that virtue alone does not guarantee
justice in life.

7. Conclusion

Karna’s life exemplifies the statement “a misfortune leads to death.” Each misfortune, starting from his
birth to the battlefield, contributes to the fall of a noble yet doomed soul. He is a tragic hero who, despite
possessing all qualities of greatness, is crushed under the weight of fate and social injustice. His story
continues to evoke empathy and reminds us of the fragile line between destiny and free will.
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