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Abstract  

Karna from the ancient Indian epic Mahabharata and Karnan from the 2021 Tamil movie Karnan 

by Mari Selvaraj have a lot in common, even though they are placed in entirely different spheres of 

time. Both Karna and Karnan are tragic figures who have faced marginalization from society and 

their peers, embodying the struggle against institutional injustice. This article analyzes the many 

dimensions of these individuals within a comparative framework, addressing the socio-cultural, 

ethical, and philosophical factors that shape their actions, motivations, and ultimate fates. This study 

examines these figures within their own historical contexts, emphasizing how Karna and Karnan, 

despite being separated by millennia, embody enduring questions of identity, justice, and resistance. 
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Introduction 
 

The Mahabharata is one of the greatest epics of ancient India. It features many characters, and each one illustrates a distinct side 

of human nature, moral issues, and challenges and existential struggles. Karna is a complex, tragic hero who is loyal, has 

outstanding martial skills, and yet has a profound sense of isolation and feels much wronged. In his Tamil movie Karnan from 

2021, director Mari Selvaraj gives this paradigm a new meaning. The movie is about a young man named Karnan who lives in 

a small village and struggles against oppression and structural injustice in India today. 
 

Birth and social circumstances shape the personalities of both Karna and Karnan. These circumstances precipitate their conflicts 

with society and their eventual tragic downfall. This study aims to analyze the parallels between these two characters, focusing 

on their perspectives of loyalty, honor, prejudice, and rebellion. This comparative study aims to analyze how these narratives 

elucidate common concerns regarding the human condition and the fundamental nature of social justice. 
 

Karna in the Mahabharata: A Tragic Hero 
 

Karna, the son of Kunti and the Sun deity Surya, is one of the most intriguing characters in the Mahabharata. Karna was born 

and left behind. A low-caste charioteer raised him. He has always had to struggle for respect and recognition. People shove 

Karna aside because they think he is of low position, even though he is of noble birth. He doesn’t have the same rights as other 

Kshatriyas (the warrior class). His life is awful, not just because he is alone, but also because he gives up so much to stay loyal 

to Duryodhana, the antagonist of the Mahabharata. 
 

Birth and Identity 
 

Karna’s troubles are because of who he is and how he was born. Kunti, Karna’s mother, was a queen, and Surya, Karna’s father, 

was a god. People thought that Kunti’s pregnancy before she got married was a sin; therefore, Karna was abandoned. He is 

adopted by a couple who drive chariots, which forces him to live a marginalized life. Karna has a challenging time figuring out 

who he is throughout the epic. He switches between being a Kshatriya, which is his rightful place, and a Suta, which is a lower 

caste. This split in his identity makes him have a lot of social and emotional conflicts. 
 

The caste-conscious society of the Mahabharata directly links Karna’s battle for acceptance to his social status. Even though 

he is brave, skilled in warfare, and generous, people sometimes look down on him, assuming he belongs to a lower caste. One 

of the most well-known examples of this kind of exclusion is during Draupadi’s Swayamvara, where he is embarrassed and not 

allowed to compete for her hand because of how people regard him socially. This rejection greatly affects Karna’s life, causing 

him to feel upset and wronged. 
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Karna’s identity is also shaped by the fact that he is not of low birth; he is the son of a god and a royal princess. But he learns 

this too late in life, and by the time he learns who he truly is, his loyalties and affections are already etched in stone. His problems 

with his identity are like a broader conflict between nature and nurture. He is a Kshatriya by birth, but society has put him in a 

different role because of how he was raised. 
 

Ethics and Loyalty 
 

Karna’s loyalty to Duryodhana is one of the most crucial aspects about him. But this loyalty is morally wrong when Karna helps 

Duryodhana battle unfairly against the Pandavas. Karna’s attachment to Duryodhana is continuously at variance with what he 

thinks is right and wrong. Karna understands that what Duryodhana is doing is wrong, but he won’t tell on him because 

Duryodhana was the only one who saw Karna’s worth when everyone else did not. 
 

Karna is a tragic figure because he must decide whether to be loyal to someone or do the right thing. He makes the right choice 

because he feels he has to, not because he knows it’s right. Duryodhana makes Karna the king of Anga, which is how they 

become friends. This gesture indicates how much Karna is worth and offers him the respect he has been wanting for a long time. 

Karna doesn’t just see Duryodhana as a friend; he sees him as a hero. This sensation of being thankful is what makes him make 

a lot of his decisions. 
 

But this loyalty often puts Karna in tough moral dilemmas. One of the most unfair things that happened in the Mahabharata is 

the disrobing of Draupadi. He didn’t create this event, but he did take part in it, which shows how much he cares about 

Duryodhana more than what he thinks is right and wrong. Karna declines the opportunity to leave Duryodhana and join the 

Pandavas. This is especially true when Krishna tells him who Karna’s real parents are. His tragedy arises from the loyalty that 

drives him to support a cause he perceives as unjust. 
 

Karna’s Tragic Downfall 
 

Karna dies in the Mahabharata after making many terrible choices. He fights in the Kurukshetra war against the Pandavas 

because of his own troubles, his loyalty to Duryodhana, and his lifelong need for approval and respect. Karna dies at the hands 

of his own half-brother Arjuna, which is ironic because he doesn’t find out who he truly is until the very end. 
 

Karna’s death is especially heartbreaking since it demonstrates how unfair his life was. Karna’s chariot wheel becomes stuck in 

the ground during the fight, and while he is trying to get it out, Arjuna kills him, which is against the rules of battle. This moment 

reveals how unfair Karna’s life has been, even after he died. Just when Karna is about to display how good he is as a warrior, 

fate works against him again. His life is full of injustices designed by fate, and he dies in an unfair way, even though he is brave 

and strong. 
 

It is sad that Karna can’t handle the hard concerns of loyalty and morality. His steadfast loyalty to Duryodhana, while admirable, 

obscures the greater ethical implications of his actions. Karna’s sorrow is not solely due to external factors like caste-based 

oppression but also to his personal conflicts and decisions. 
 

The film Karnan (2021) is subtitled “The Rebel Against Injustice.” 
 

Even though the movie Karnan by Mari Selvaraj takes place in the present, the character of Karnan is very much like Karna. The 

movie is set in rural Tamil Nadu and is about Karnan, a young man who is part of a community that is being treated badly and 

unfairly. He fights against the inequality and persecution that his people face. Karnan’s fight deeply resonates with his birth and 

identity. He does things out of a great feeling of respect and loyalty to his community. 
 

Birth and Exclusion 
 

The way he entered the world shapes Karnan’s character, just as it shapes Karna’s. Karnan was born into a Dalit community, 

which means that he grew up in a society that discriminates against and oppresses individuals like him. Karnan lives in the village 

of Podiyankulam, which doesn’t have basic rights and services, like a bus stop. This shows that the whole community is being 

shut down by the mainstream society. 
 

The socio-political landscape in Karnan mirrors the caste-based discrimination shown in the Mahabharata. Karnan’s fight for 

respect and dignity is part of a bigger fight for social justice in India, where millions of people are still being dictated by the evils 

of caste-based discrimination. People don’t give Karna his proper place because they assume he’s from a lower caste, and they 

don’t offer Karnan basic human respect since he’s a Dalit. The inability to use public transit is a symbol of the bigger social, 

political, and economic problems that Dalits in India face today. 
 

Karnan’s culture has passed down trauma from one generation to the next, and it has shaped who he is. The town of Podiyankulam 

is haunted by the ghost of a massacre that happened years ago. When the residents fought to defend their rights, the authorities 

brutally put them down. Karnan is driven by this trauma that has been passed down through the years. Unlike Karna, who is 

largely isolated in his struggles, Karnan is part of a collective fight where his own journey is tied to the fate of his whole village. 
 

Loyalty to Community and Resistance 
 

Karnan is loyal to his people, not to Duryodhana, like Karna is. He is highly dedicated to fighting for the rights and dignity of 

his people, and this is what drives him to perform most of the things he does in the movie. Karnan’s fight against the unfair 

institutions of society is not only for him; it’s for everyone who seeks justice. His character represents the spirit of standing up 



The Social Science Review A Multidisciplinary Journal. September-October, 2025. Vol. 3. Issue 5. 74-77 
 

Published by: Pather Dabi Educational Trust, (Regn No: IV-1402-00064/2023), Under Govt. of West Bengal, India  
 

Page | 76  
 

to caste injustice and government violence. Karnan’s loyalty to his people is like Karna’s loyalty to Duryodhana, yet there are 

several big contrasts. Karna’s loyalty makes him do things that aren’t right, whereas Karnan’s loyalty to his people is founded 

on a good purpose. He is fighting against the state not for himself, but for the good of his whole town. The bus stop, which looks 

like a small request but is actually quite essential, stands for the need for basic human decency and equality. Karnan’s goal is not 

just to become famous like Karna but to make sure that his community is respected in the future. 
 

Karnan’s loyalty to his community also reveals how caste politics operates in India as a whole. His character is a symbol of Dalit 

opposition to Brahmanical dominance and state tyranny. The movie presents Karnan as a warrior, like Karna in the Mahabharata, 

but his fight is for societal justice, not personal honor. People regard Karnan’s violent actions as a necessary response to the 

violence that has been going on in his community for generations. 
 

Karnan’s Heroism and Sad Ending 
 

Karnan is a tragic hero, just like Karna. His fight against the state ends in violence, which kills a lot of people and gets him 

arrested. Karna’s loyalty costs him his life, but Karnan’s refusal to give up, even though it makes him unhappy, makes his people 

stronger in the end. The people of Podiyankulam eventually get the bus stop they’ve been asking for toward the end of the movie. 

This is a little but essential win in their fight for justice. 
 

Karnan is a hero because he is willing to give up his own freedom for the sake of his people. His unfortunate fate is not attributable 

to personal frailty or ethical dilemma, as exemplified by Karna, but rather stems from his opposition to a system designed to 

subjugate those of his kind. Karnan’s anguish, in this context, goes beyond the personal and becomes political, showing the many 

problems that poor people in India have to deal with. 
 

The Mahabharata and Mari Selvaraj’s Karnan are distinct in that Karnan has a more favorable view of resistance. Karna’s death 

is the sad end of his individual journey, but his fight is a win for everyone, even though it costs a lot. The bus stop at the end of 

the movie is a symbol of the small but vital wins that oppressed populations can get by fighting back. Karnan is in jail, but his 

sacrifice guarantees that his village will move toward a better and more just future. 
 

Comparative Analysis: Karna and Karnan 
 

Karna and Karnan lived in separate eras and places, yet they went through a lot of the same things and had the same goals and 

ends. Due to their birth circumstances, society marginalizes both characters, and they dedicate their entire lives to battling for 

respect and recognition. However, there are also significant differences in how these characters navigate their struggles and the 

implications of their actions. 
 

Social Exclusion and Identity 
 

Karna and Karnan both have identities that most people don’t accept. Karna was born into the Kshatriya caste but grew up as a 

Suta. He spends his whole life trying to prove his worth in a society that assesses him based on the caste he was born into. The 

caste-based discrimination that shapes his world also pushes Karnan, who hails from a Dalit family, to the periphery of society. 

Karna primarily fights for himself, seeking recognition as an independent individual. Karnan fights for his community and wants 

justice for all. 
 

The caste-based discrimination that both characters face shows how social inequality has always been a problem. Despite the 

Mahabharata’s writing thousands of years ago, caste continues to play a significant role in Indian society today. Karna’s absence 

from important occasions, such as Draupadi’s Swayamvara, reflects the exclusion of Dalit communities from public spaces and 

services in contemporary India. The challenges these individuals encounter in gaining acceptance underscore the profound 

impact of caste-based oppression. 
 

Ethics and Loyalty 
 

Loyalty is a major theme in both of their stories, although it shows itself in different ways in each. Karna’s undying loyalty to 

Duryodhana is admirable, yet it ultimately drives him to fight for an unjust cause. He has moral conflicts arising from his personal 

loyalty to Duryodhan, which blurs his understanding of right and wrong. Karnan is loyal to his community, and his fight against 

injustice is morally right. Karnan’s actions, even when they are brutal, are not for his own gain but for justice. 
 

The fact that both people are loyal suggests that loyalty is an issue in society as a whole. Karna’s loyalty to Duryodhana shows 

how the feudal connections that are part of the Mahabharata’s social system work. His loyalty is personal, and it comes from 

respect and thankfulness. Karnan’s allegiance, on the other hand, is political and comes from a collective fight for social justice. 

The difference in their connections indicates how values have moved from personal to political and from individual honor to 

collective resistance. 
 

Heroism and Tragedy 
 

Karna and Karnan are both tragic heroes, but their tragedies have different implications. Karna’s tragedy is highly personal 

because it stems from the choices he makes and the problems he has inside. He died after spending his whole life fighting for 

attention and dedication to a horrible cause. Karnan’s suffering is not simply his own; it is also the suffering of everyone in his 

village. His fight against the state’s oppressive powers is tragic, but in the long run, it provides his people more power. 
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Karna’s heroism is defined by his personal yearning for recognition, and his tragedy lies in his inability to attain this recognition 

in a fair and significant manner. His death in the Kurukshetra war is a sad end to a life spent fighting for a cause that wasn’t 

really his own. Karnan’s heroism derives from his fight for justice as a group, while his tragedy comes from the sacrifices he has 

to make for his people. Both people have tragic ends (Karna dies in the war, and Karnan goes to jail) while fighting for what 

they believe in, yet the results of their tragedy are extremely different. Karna’s death ends his personal journey, but Karnan’s 

sacrifice brings his people a little but crucial victory. 
 

Conclusion 
 

Karna from the Mahabharata and Karnan from Karnan are two different variations of the same type of hero: the one who fights 

for justice and recognition from the outside. Karna’s narrative is about how his inner conflicts and dedication to a wrong cause 

led to personal disaster. Karnan’s story is about a group of people who are struggling against unfair rules. But both people show 

that identity, loyalty, and the quest for justice are still vital topics that matter in any time or location. 
 

We learn more about how to tell old stories in new ways to talk about problems in today’s society by comparing these two 

characters. Karnan is a clear reminder that the challenges that oppressed communities had to cope with in the past are still around 

now. Mari Selvaraj’s new take on Karna’s persona is a strong criticism of the ongoing fight for social justice. Karnan is not just 

a story about one person’s fortitude; it’s also a call for change for everyone. 
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