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The episode of "The Temptation of Karna,"
occurring in the Udyoga Parva (The Book of the
Effort) of the Mahabharata, represents one of the
most psychologically complex and poetically
moving segments of the epic. In the definitive
scholarly edition by J.A.B. van Buitenen, this
episode is framed as the final, failed diplomatic
attempt to avert the Kurukshetra war. It consists of
two primary movements: first, the temptation by
Krishna (the Divine) and second, the plea by Kunti
(the Mother). For Karna, these encounters serve as a
"moment of truth" where his secret identity as the
eldest Pandava is revealed, forcing him to choose
between the legitimacy of his birth and the loyalty
of his life.



The Context: Krishna’s Diplomatic Masterstroke

The Udyoga Parva focuses on the frantic
negotiations preceding the war. After the failure of
the formal peace mission in the Kuru court, Krishna
takes Karna aside in his chariot. Van Buitenen’s
translation emphasizes the intimacy of this
setting—a private space away from the prying eyes
of the court, where the "God" attempts to seduce the
"Warrior" with the ultimate prize. Krishna reveals
the secret of Karna’s birth: that he is the son of
Surya and Kunti, born before her marriage to
Pandu. Legally, under the shastras (laws), this

makes him the eldest Pandava.
The Triple Temptation

Krishna offers Karna a "temptation" that addresses

every human desire:

Sovereignty: He would be the King of Kings, with

the Pandavas and Draupadi serving him.

Legitimacy: He would no longer be the Suta-putra

(son of a charioteer) but a high-born Kshatriya.

Moral Rectitude: By joining the Pandavas, he

would be on the side of Dharma.



Van Buitenen’s treatment of this scene highlights
Krishna's pragmatism. Krishna is not just being
kind; he is trying to dismantle the Kaurava war

machine by removing its strongest pillar.
Karna’s Refusal: The Ethics of Loyalty

Karna’s response to Krishna is what elevates him
from a villainous foil to a tragic hero. He does not

deny his lineage, but he denies its relevance.

Gratitude over Blood: Karna argues that the "ties of
the heart" are stronger than the "ties of the womb."
While Kunti abandoned him to the river, the
charioteer Adhiratha and his wife Radha raised him
with love. To desert them now for a crown would be

an act of supreme ingratitude.

The Debt to Duryodhana: Karna acknowledges that
Duryodhana is a "wrong-doer," but he emphasizes
that Duryodhana provided him with dignity and a
kingdom (Anga) when the world mocked him. Van
Buitenen’s translation captures the poignant
realization that Karna is bound by Rina (debt)—a

debt that can only be repaid with his life on the
battlefield.



The Vision of the Sacrifice: In a striking prophetic
passage, Karna describes the upcoming war as a
"Great Sacrifice" (Yajna), where the battlefield is
the altar and the warriors are the offerings. He
recognizes that the Pandavas will win because they
have Krishna, yet he chooses to remain on the

losing side. This is the Heroism of the Lost Cause.
Kunti’s Intervention: The Mother’s Guilt

Following Krishna’s failure, Kunti approaches
Karna on the banks of the Ganges. This scene is one

of the most emotionally charged in the epic.

The Power of the Secret: Kunti finally breaks her
silence, hoping that the "maternal pull" will succeed
where Krishna’s "political pull" failed. She asks him
to "come out of the shadows" and take his rightful

place among his brothers.

Karna’s Accusation: Karna’s reply to his mother is
stinging yet dignified. He accuses her of being
selfish—of only remembering her motherhood
when her other sons are in danger. He points out
that by discarding him as an infant, she stripped him

of his fame, his caste, and his brothers.



The Fatal Compromise: Even in his anger, Karna
shows his nobility. He grants Kunti a "boon": he
will not kill any of the Pandavas except Arjuna. He
tells her, "You will always have five sons. Either I
will be alive, or Arjuna will be." This promise
effectively seals his own fate, as he deliberately
limits his martial options to protect his mother's

grief.
Critical Themes in Van Buitenen’s Reading

Van Buitenen’s edition allows us to see this episode

as a critique of the rigid structures of the epic world:

Identity vs. Social Construct : Karna is biologically
a prince but socially a charioteer. His refusal to
switch sides is a rejection of the idea that "blood"

defines a man more than "nurture."

The Burden of Integrity : Karna’s integrity is
"tragic" because it is tied to an evil cause
(Duryodhana). He chooses to be a "loyal villain"

rather than a "traitorous saint”.



Kala (Time/Fate) : The episode reinforces the theme
of Kala. Both Krishna and Karna know the war is
inevitable. The "temptation" is a ritualized formality
that proves the characters are locked in their

destinies.

Gender and Abandonment: Kunti’s character is
critically examined as a woman caught between
social shame and maternal love. Her "temptation" of

Karna is her attempt at an impossible redemption.
Narrative Significance: The Turning Point

The Temptation of Karna is the "spiritual
conclusion" of Karna’s character arc. Before this, he
was often seen as a bitter, boastful rival. After this,
he becomes a figure of profound sorrow and
stoicism. By choosing to die for a friend rather than
rule for a family, Karna becomes a unique moral
category in the Mahabharata. He proves that he is
the most "Kshatriya" of all, not because of his birth,

but because of his absolute adherence to his word



(Vacha) and his friend (Mitra). Van Buitenen’s
scholarly precision ensures that the reader
understands the political gravity of this failure.
Once Karna refuses Krishna, the "Great War"
moves from the realm of possibility to the realm of
certainty. The wheels of the chariot are already

stuck in the mud of fate.
Conclusion

"The Temptation of Karna" is more than a plot
point; it is a meditation on the human condition. It
asks: What do we owe to those who gave us birth,
and what do we owe to those who gave us a life?
Through the masterful lens of J.A.B. van Buitenen,
we see Karna not as a victim, but as a man who
exercises the ultimate agency—the agency to
choose his own destruction in the name of honor.
He dies as the "Sun" (his father Surya), burning
brightest just before the total darkness of the
Kurukshetra night.



