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Abstract: 

This paper explores the theme of  individual identity and self-exploration in Krishna Sobti’s novel Zindagi Naav Hai 

(ज ़िंदगी नाव है). Sobti, known for her radical approach to issues of gender, identity, and selfhood, creates a powerful 

narrative where the protagonist embarks on a personal journey to break free from the constraints of societal 

expectations, particularly those tied to womanhood. The novel, through its rich psychological exploration, metaphorical 

symbolism, and nuanced characterizations, presents the protagonist’s struggle to understand her own desires and 

identity in a world that seeks to define her. The paper analyzes the themes of self-discovery, emotional conflict, freedom 

versus restriction, and authenticity, emphasizing how Sobti portrays the fluidity of identity and the transformative 

nature of the self-exploration process. 
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Introduction 

Krishna Sobti is one of the most prominent voices in modern Hindi literature, known for her sensitive portrayal of 

women’s lives and psychological depth. In Zindagi Naav Hai, Sobti presents a poignant exploration of individual 

Identity through the lens of a woman who struggles to navigate her desires, social roles, and personal freedom. The 

title of the novel, Zindagi Naav Hai (Life is a Boat), carries significant symbolic weight, implying the fluctuating, often 

turbulent nature of existence and selfhood. This research paper seeks to explore the central theme of self-exploration 

in Sobti’s narrative, focusing on the protagonist’s journey of identity formation amidst emotional turmoil and societal 

expectations. 

    The study of individual identity and self-exploration in literature has been influenced by various theoretical 

paradigms, particularly from existentialism, feminist theory, and psychoanalysis. Sobti’s work provides rich ground for 

these theories, as the protagonist’s journey is both an emotional and existential one. Feminist theory is particularly 

relevant, as the novel interrogates the roles imposed upon women by patriarchal society. Existential philosophy further 

enriches the analysis by emphasizing the individual’s quest for authenticity in a world marked by uncertainty and social 

constructs. 

     This paper draws on these theoretical frameworks to examine how Sobti’s characters challenge traditional notions 

of identity and navigate their internal struggles to find a true sense of self. 

     The protagonist of Zindagi Naav Hai is a woman caught between the desires for personal freedom and the societal 

expectations that attempt to define her. From the outset, Sobti presents the protagonist’s sense of self as fragmented 

and disjointed, reflective of the broader societal pressures that seek to impose rigid identities on women. The 

protagonist, much like Sobti’s other characters, is keenly aware of the restrictive boundaries set by her family and 

society. 

http://www.ijrti.org/


  © 2025 IJNRD | Volume 10, Issue 1 January 2025 | ISSN: 2456-4184 | IJNRD.ORG 
    

IJNRD2501299 International Journal Of Novel Research And Development (www.ijnrd.org) 
 

 

c843 

c

Traditional roles, such as those of wife and mother, are imposed upon the protagonist, limiting her freedom and self-

expression. These roles, while seemingly fulfilling in the eyes of society, create a crisis of identity for the protagonist, 

who yearns for a deeper connection with her own desires, passions, and potential. Sobti’s exploration of the 

protagonist’s internal struggle reflects the feminist critique of how traditional gender roles stifle the personal and 

emotional development of women. 

    Sobti uses the metaphor of a boat to reflect the fluidity and instability of life and identity. Just as a boat navigates 

through ever-changing waters, the protagonist’s journey through life involves constant shifts in her perception of 

selfhood. Her identity is not fixed; it is shaped by both her internal struggles and the external forces of social 

expectations. The metaphor of the boat emphasizes that identity is a dynamic, evolving concept rather than a static, 

predetermined role. 

    Self-exploration in Zindagi Naav Hai is not a straightforward process; rather, it is fraught with emotional conflicts, 

doubts, and contradictions. The protagonist is deeply torn between the socially constructed identities of wife and 

mother, and the authentic self that she seeks to understand and express. Sobti portrays the emotional turmoil that arises 

when a person attempts to reconcile conflicting desires and societal obligations. This internal conflict is central to the 

theme of self-exploration. 

   The protagonist’s feelings of isolation and alienation are critical components of her self-exploration process. While 

she is surrounded by people, she feels a profound disconnect from them, especially when they fail to recognize her 

individuality. This alienation is compounded by her own inability to fully comprehend her desires and needs. Sobti’s 

portrayal of these emotions highlights the psychological complexity of self-exploration, underscoring that 

understanding one’s identity is not a linear process, but one that involves confronting difficult emotions and 

contradictions. 

    Sobti’s rich psychological insight into the protagonist’s internal struggles resonates with psychoanalytic theories of 

selfhood, particularly those associated with Freud and Lacan, who emphasize the conflict between the conscious and 

unconscious mind. The protagonist’s journey toward self-understanding involves not just an outward quest for freedom 

but also an inward journey to reconcile her internal contradictions. 

    A key theme in Zindagi Naav Hai is the protagonist’s struggle between freedom and restriction. On one hand, she 

desires to break free from the roles that society has assigned to her, seeking autonomy and the freedom to express her 

emotions, desires, and sexual identity. On the other hand, she is constrained by the expectations of those around her—

her family, society, and cultural norms. This tension between personal freedom and societal restriction is a central 

conflict in the novel. 

    Sobti’s narrative emphasizes that freedom does not come easily, especially for women, and is often accompanied by 

feelings of guilt, confusion, and uncertainty, The protagonist’s attempts to assert her independence are met with 

resistance from the society she inhabits, which views her aspirations as dangerous or inappropriate. Sobti critiques the 

patriarchal system that creates a binary between the roles of wife and mother and the individual’s desires for autonomy 

and self-expression. 

    Ultimately, Sobti suggests that true freedom can only be achieved through self-awareness and self-acceptance. The 

protagonist’s journey is thus not just about breaking societal constraints but about understanding her own desires, 

complexities, and contradictions. 

    Sobti’s portrayal of self-exploration is inherently tied to the quest for authenticity. The protagonist’s struggle to be 

true to herself is central to the narrative. Sobti critiques the masks that individuals wear to conform to social 

expectations, urging a shift toward authentic living, where the individual can express their true self without fear of 

judgment or reprisal. The protagonist’s desire to live authentically is reflected in her emotional conflicts and her search 

for genuine relationships, where she is seen as more than a role or a symbol. 

    In Zindagi Naav Hai, the protagonist’s emotional journey involves shedding the facades imposed by her social roles 

and embracing her true nature. This search for authenticity is complex and fraught with difficulties, as the protagonist 

must confront not only societal norms but also her own deep-seated fears and insecurities. Sobti’s writing reflects the 

existential crisis of the individual trying to break free from prescribed identities in order to live a life that is truly their 

own. 

    Krishna Sobti’s Zindagi Naav Hai is a profound exploration of individual identity and self-exploration. Through the 

protagonist’s emotional journey, Sobti interrogates the limitations placed on women by societal norms and explores the 
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complexity of selfhood in a world that often seeks to define individuals based on rigid roles. The novel’s use of 

metaphor, psychological depth, and existential reflection allows Sobti to present identity as a dynamic and fluid process, 

shaped by both internal desires and external constraints. Ultimately, the novel underscores the importance of 

authenticity and self-awareness in the search for true freedom and self-realization. 
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