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ABSTRACT 

Gita and Mahabharat are believed to be an essence of the Upanishads. The teachings of the 

three great epics are quite similar to the assignment of mental health services. The dynamics 

of conflicts and resolution mentioned in the discourse of the epic between different characters 

are close as of the internal combustion of an individual and the process of cognitive 

behavioral therapy. The internal dissonance erupted in the character of ‘Karna’ are much of a 

muchness with a victim of Narcissistic abuse. The humiliation, emotional abuse, 

abandonment, coldness in love and manipulation Karna faced throughout his life are studied 

under narcissistic context in the present paper. The present article briefly discusses some of 

the parallels between Karna and that of a co-narcissist.   
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arna’s birth as son of Kunti known as ‘Pritha’ before marriage is one of the 

mysterious births. Kunti, a dutiful devotee was blessed by a sage with a boon of 

powerful mantra that would help her to get a son from anyone she wished. In 

ignorance, at a very tender age, Kunti wanted to test the mantra. She looked at the sun 

glowing in the sky and chanted the mantra. At once the Sun god appeared before her. He 

blessed Kunti with a son. However, as a result of the boon given by the sun god her virginity 

remained unharmed. Kunti was frightened about the social stigma around an unwedded 

woman giving birth to a child. Hence, to avoid defamation she abandoned the child who was 

later received by a charioteer called Adhirath and his wife Radha who raised the child 

named Karna. A child who was born to divinity and power parents like Sun-god and Kunti 

remained lurking for belongingness all his life. Who even though was loved by his foster 

parents felt empty within. 

 

DISCUSSION IN THE CONTEXT OF NARCISSIST 

A critical analysis on the behaviour of Kunti shows the narcissistic traits which as a 

consequence affected Karana’s behaviour later in his decisions and adult life. 
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Alan Rappoport wrote in his article that narcissism is a psychological state rooted in 

extremely low self-esteem. “Narcissistic people are very fearful of not being well regarded 

by others, and they therefore attempt to control others behaviour and viewpoints in order to 

protect their self-esteem. The underlying dynamic of narcissism a deep, usually unconscious 

sense of oneself as dangerously inadequate and vulnerable to blame and rejection.” Kunti’s 

decision of abandoning Karna can be considered as an act of protecting herself from blame, 

rejection and fear of not being well regarded by others. An act of attempting to control 

others point of view about self which was rooted in extremely low self-esteem.  

 

Karna in the epic has been perceived as someone striving for regard and respect from others 

for his potential. He is been remarked as a rebel who belongs to a lower caste (‘soot putra’) 

brought up by a charioteer. 

 

‘KARNA’ AS A CO-NARCISSIST 

The character of Karna reminds the pattern of a co-narcissist, a victim of Narcissism. One, 

who to get along with the society works hard to please others, carries over judgements, 

worry about how others perceive and feel about him. He is always ‘giving' to reduce his 

guilt. 

 

“Co-narcissistic people, as a result of their attempts to get along with their narcissistic 

parents, work hard to please others, defer to others opinions, worry about how others think 

and feel about them, are often depressed or anxious, find it hard to know their own views 

and experience, and take the blame for interpersonal problems. They fear being considered 

selfish if they act assertively.” (Rappoport A, 2005). 

 

Shri Shri Yogananda Paramahansa mentioned in his book God Talks with Arjuna The 

Bhagavad Gita about the characters of the epic being a metaphor to comprehend once basic 

nature of personality. Karna’s character can be considered as a pattern of co-narcissistic who 

lacks healthy means of self-expression and self-directiveness. He highly personalized other 

people’s mistakes and felt overly responsible for their deeds. He lacked boundaries and let 

anyone blame, disrespect and disregard him. He was often overly giving to reduce burdens 

of his misdeeds. He was also observed being unaware of his own feelings, pain, needs and 

experiences. He mostly concealed himself in the background of his own relationships though 

he possessed more qualities and potentials than anyone else around. 

 

“The routine exercise of paternal authority leads to the suppression of free and unfettered 

intellectual development in children, and later, in adults. Without saying so in so many 

words, Freud’s tribute to Leonardo suggested that childhood and adolescent rebellion 

against paternal authority is essentially an emancipatory process.” (“Encyclopedia of 

Psychology and Religion” Pg. no. 143). 

 

Karna was a great archer. It is believed that Adhirath, the foster father of Karna stopped him 

from exhibiting his archery skills in front of the upper caste, as it would lead him into 

trouble. Also, Karna was rejected by Dronacharya as a student, by Draupdi as a suitable 

husband and Bheeshma in the battle ground as a leader saying he is a ‘soot putra’. Karna’s 

pattern of self may be seen as a suppressed person of unsympathetic and unfavorable 

intellectual development. He appeared as a Mutineer, who without crossing his line of 

loyalty towards the Kuru Prince stood against paternal authority. 
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Furthermore, Karna also appears a symbol of a co-dependent person in an enmeshed 

environment.  An enmeshed person is someone who is deprived to create personal 

boundaries. Karna beholds example of weak to almost having no personal boundaries. His 

skills were exploited by Shakuni and Duryodhan for the latter’s vainglorious desires. He 

joined his friend in committing mistakes by insulting Draupadi, while in the game of 

‘chausar'. Karna fulfilled his duties as a friend, yet his deeds also raises several debates upon 

ethics, rights and morals. 

 

“I am certain he is of celestial ancestry. We are talking merit and skills, and Karna has more 

than proved that he is a worthy warrior. Unworthy of ruling Anga, did you say, Bhima? I 

consider that he is worthy of ruling this whole world.” (Kavitha K, 2013, Pg. no. 7). 

 

When Karna was humiliated in the swayamvar of Draupdi, Duryodhan discerned valor and 

bravery of Karna. He stood by Karna and favored him. It was only Duryodhan who 

advocated Karna with confidence in front of the entire community of rulers and endorsed 

him to be announced as King of Anga Pradesh. Being given this pamper, obliged Karna to 

remain faithful and loyal towards the Kuru Prince till the end of his life. Although he was 

aware of the Kuru prince’s vainglorious desires. This pattern can be comprehended as 

Stockholm syndrome which is common among the victims of narcissistic abuse. 

 

“Third time it happened with Bhoomadevi, the earth goddess. Karna, helping a girl who 

spilled milk on the earth and feared her stepmother would beat her for the action, squeezed 

milk from the wet soil back into the pot. So, Bhoomadevi for her part spelt out a curse that 

one day at the most crucial battle of his life, she would trap his chariot’s wheel with the 

same deathly grip. Of all the curses no fault is found on Karna. He is very passionate, 

determined, spirited and kindhearted. Unfortunately, he carries all the curses for his death 

which he does not deserve in any of the way. Karna after all humiliations does not give up. 

He knows that he will die but he strenuously works out for excellence in archery.” 

 

In addition, intentions of Karna were those that could be considered pure. Yet, during his 

attempt to help individuals he always feared the consequences would go against him. Just 

like a victim of narcissism or trauma often blames themselves for the interpersonal issues. 

He too was inordinately sensitive to other person’s pain. He felt it was his responsibility to 

lessen other people’s pain. If by chance he failed in lessening down grief of someone, he 

took the blame on himself. To a co-narcissist it happens as a reflective action and perception 

of the world as they had experience with the narcissistic individual or their narcissistic 

parent. They believe the world to be the same as their parents or perpetrators. Most of them 

suffer from cognitive dissonance which makes them weak at observing another person’s 

mistake. 

 

“Individuals afflicted by tragedy and loss, even if this be by natural cause or calamity, often 

carry the additional emotional burden that comes with wondering if they might have caused 

or been responsible for their suffering. Patients who have suffered childhood trauma and 

abuse often blame themselves for the cruelty and violence they experienced, believing on an 

affective level that they somehow caused this to happen, permitted it to continue and did not 

do enough to make it stop.” (“Encyclopedia of Psychology and Religion” Pg. no. 929). 

 

Alan Rappaport, 2005, writes a co-narcissist takes responsibility for someone else’s 

problem. If a person tries to fight against narcissism, he is punished in a variety of forms. 

Which is subconsciously accepted by victims of narcissism. These punishments could be 
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anything including physical abuse, inducing guilt, emotional withdrawal, criticism, 

projection of anger, blame etc. As mentioned by Kavita Kane in her book, Karna called him 

a cursed man (Kavitha K, 2013, Pg. no. 189). 

 

EFFECTS ON ‘KARNA’ IN THE CONTEXT OF CO-NARCISSIST 

“Karna wondered what he was doing in this resplendent hall, crowded with the bravest and 

noblest of kings. He wanted to be far away from this madness. This swayamvara was a 

travesty, he thought wryly, the outcome of which was known to all – Princes Uruvi of 

Pukeya would choose prince Arjuna as everyone had guessed and they would live happily 

ever after. Karna heaved a long sigh, trying to shutout a memory that was wrenching his 

soul.… Draupdi’s swayamvara.” (Kavitha K, 2013, Pg. no. 30). 

 

An important dimension for analysis and understanding here in the context of Karna is, due 

to constant humiliation he developed low self-esteem with higher degree of cognitive 

dissonance. Karna is a symbolism of a person who craved for respect and regard. After 

being humiliated at Draupdi’s swayamvara he was announced as king of Ang Pradesh by 

Duryodhan. The Kuru Prince instead of respecting Karna’s existence, saw his potential 

which could help him win against Arjuna. Looking from Karna’s perspective the constant 

humiliation created low self-esteem and cognitive dissonance which led him to think he 

didn’t deserve to be amongst respected citizens. At this point when he was facilitated by 

Duryodhan as a king, he was honor-bound. Stockholm syndrome he developed regarding 

Duryodhan eventually turned him to remain dutiful towards the Kuru Prince till the last 

breath of his life. His maneuver here indicates that he accepted humiliation and obligation 

instead of respect and regard. Which can be comprehended as the brave son of Kunti settled 

for less than he deserved. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Karna is a victimized part of self. A co-narcissist, co-dependent, and enmeshed person, who 

craved attention, belongingness and felt judged within. Karna had potential but he was 

suppressed by the narcissists around him. He worked hard, involved himself in good deeds, 

but all he could manifest were narcissists lurking on his bravery. To feel belonged all he 

knew was to achieve (because he was aware of his potentials) or to give (because he was 

taught to feel guilty about his own existence and being assertive). He was a provider, whose 

giving did not end until his end (a supply required by narcissists). He, who was great, yet 

abandoned, settled for less than he deserved. 
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