
 

Journal of Research and Development 
A Multidisciplinary International Level Referred and Double Blind Peer Reviewed, Open Access 

 ISSN : 2230-9578 |  Website: https://jrdrvb.org  Volume-18, Issue-6| June-2026 
 

39 

  
Cultural Surveillance and Community Control in Bihar: A Comparative 

Reading of Phanishwar Nath Renu and Margaret Atwood 
Atul kumar 

Research Scholar, Department of English, Patna University, Patna 
  

Manuscript ID:  

JRD -2026-180607 

ISSN: 2230-9578 

 

Volume 18 

Issue 6 

Pp. 39-43 

June- 2026 

Submitted: 10 May. 2026 

Revised: 20 May. 2026  

Accepted: 05 June. 2026  

   Published: 30 June 2026 

 

Abstract 
This paper presents a comparative analysis of cultural surveillance and community control 

in the selected work of Phanishwar Nath Renu and Margaret Atwood that is Maila Aanchal (1954) 
and The Handmaid’s Tale (1985). While Renu’s realism captures the organic, communal policing of 

rural Bihar, Atwood’s dystopian fiction explores institutionalized and internalized systemic control. 
The paper argues that despite their divergent cultural contexts, both authors depict surveillance as a 
pervasive social mechanism that restricts individual agency Renu through the "collective gaze" of 
caste and custom, and Atwood through the "systemic gaze" of ideological and technological 
structures. The research utilizes Mitchell Foucault’s theory of “Panopticism” extending the concept 
from physical architectural surveillance to "cultural panopticism." This study employs a qualitative, 
comparative literary methodology, utilizing thematic analysis and intertextual reading. By juxtaposing 
Renu’s regionalism (Anchalikta) with Atwood’s speculative fiction. 

Keywords- Cultural Surveillance, Community, Control, Margaret Atwood, Society, Panopticism, 
Power, Regionalism, Gaze, Identity and Freedom. 

Introduction 

Literature often reflects the social realities, power structures, and cultural practices 

of a society. One of the most significant ways through which power operates is surveillance, 
which influences individual behavior and shapes social identities. Surveillance is not always 

exercised through formal institutions or technological systems; it can also emerge through 

cultural norms, community expectations, caste structures, gender roles, and collective social 

practices. This form of observation and regulation, often described as cultural surveillance, 

plays a crucial role in controlling individual freedom and maintaining social order. The 

present study explores cultural surveillance and community control through a comparative 

reading of Maila Aanchal by Phanishwar Nath Renu and The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret 

Atwood. Published in 1954, Maila Aanchal presents a realistic portrayal of rural Bihar, 

where social life is deeply influenced by caste hierarchies, traditional customs, communal 

values, and collective judgment. In Renu’s fictional world, individuals are constantly 

observed by their community, and their actions are regulated through social expectations 

and public opinion (Renu 45). Although there is no centralized authority controlling the 
villagers, community surveillance functions as a powerful mechanism that limits personal 

freedom and reinforces social conformity. In contrast, The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) depicts 

the dystopian Republic of Gilead, where surveillance is institutionalized through religious 

ideology, state authority, and systematic monitoring. Women are subjected to constant 

observation, and every aspect of their lives is controlled by political and patriarchal 

structures (Atwood 28). The novel demonstrates how surveillance becomes a tool of 

oppression that restricts identity, autonomy, and freedom. This study employs Michel 

Foucault’s concept of Panopticism to examine how surveillance operates in different 

cultural settings. While Renu depicts the “collective gaze” of rural society, Atwood portrays 

the “systemic gaze” of an authoritarian state (Foucault 201). Despite their different historical 

and geographical contexts, both texts reveal how surveillance functions as a pervasive social 
mechanism that shapes human behavior, regulates identity, and maintains structures of 

power. 
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Through a comparative analysis, this study highlights the similarities and differences in the ways community control 

and cultural surveillance operate in rural Bihar and dystopian Gilead, thereby contributing to broader discussions on 

power, freedom, identity, and social regulation in literature. 

Objectives and Purpose  
The primary purpose of this study is to examine the nature of cultural surveillance and community control in Maila 

Aanchal and The Handmaid's Tale through a comparative literary perspective. Although the two texts belong to 

different cultural, historical, and geographical contexts, both depict societies where individual freedom is restricted 

through various forms of surveillance. The study seeks to understand how social institutions, cultural traditions, 

community norms, and political ideologies regulate human behavior and shape individual identity. In Maila Aanchal, 

surveillance emerges through caste practices, village customs, and communal expectations, whereas in The Handmaid’s 

Tale, it is imposed through state power, religious authority, and systematic monitoring (Renu 52; Atwood 34). The 

study also aims to explore how surveillance functions as a mechanism of power in everyday life. By applying Michel 

Foucault’s theory of Panopticism, the research investigates how individuals internalize social control and regulate their 

own behavior even in the absence of direct punishment (Foucault 203). Furthermore, the study seeks to highlight the 
relationship between surveillance, identity, gender, caste, and freedom. Through a comparative analysis, it aims to 

demonstrate that cultural surveillance is not limited to authoritarian political systems but can also operate through 

social traditions and community structures. Ultimately, this research contributes to a deeper understanding of how 

literature reflects social control, power relations, and the struggle for personal freedom in different societies. 

1. To examine cultural surveillance in Maila Aanchal and The Handmaid’s Tale. 

2. To analyze the role of community control in shaping individual behavior. 

3. To study the impact of caste, customs, and social norms in rural Bihar. 

4. To explore the influence of state power and ideology on individual freedom. 

5. To apply Michel Foucault’s theory of Panopticism to both texts. 

6. To compare the effects of surveillance on identity, freedom, and social life in both novels. 

Cultural surveillance is one of the most powerful forms of social control because it operates not only through laws and 

institutions but also through customs, traditions, beliefs, and community expectations. In both Maila Aanchal and The 
Handmaid’s Tale, surveillance shapes the lives of individuals and determines what is considered acceptable behavior. 

Although the two texts belong to very different cultural contexts, they reveal how power functions through observation, 

judgment, and regulation. While Phanishwar Nath Renu presents surveillance within the social structure of rural Bihar, 

Margaret Atwood depicts a highly organized system of state surveillance. Both writers demonstrate that surveillance 

limits personal freedom and influences individual identity (Foucault 201). 

In Maila Aanchal, the village functions as a closely connected social unit where every action becomes visible to the 

community. People constantly observe one another, and individual behavior is judged according to social norms and 

caste traditions. There is no formal authority monitoring every person, yet the collective gaze of society acts as a 

powerful controlling force. Villagers become conscious of public opinion and often modify their actions to avoid 

criticism or social exclusion. This reflects what may be called “cultural panopticism,” where individuals regulate 

themselves because they know they are being watched by the community (Renu 45). Renu’s depiction of rural Bihar 
shows that caste is one of the strongest mechanisms of surveillance. Social status, occupation, marriage, and personal 

relationships are influenced by caste expectations. Individuals who challenge traditional norms often face criticism and 

social pressure. The community becomes a guardian of tradition and ensures conformity through collective observation. 

As Renu suggests through village life, “society remembers everything,” indicating how communal memory itself 

functions as a form of surveillance (Renu 62). Another important aspect of surveillance in Maila Aanchal is the 

regulation of women’s behavior. Women are expected to follow traditional norms related to family honor, marriage, 

and social conduct. Their actions are frequently evaluated by others, and any deviation from accepted customs attracts 

public attention. Thus, surveillance operates through social expectations rather than legal authority. The fear of social 

judgment becomes an effective means of control (Prasad 78). 

In contrast, The Handmaid’s Tale presents surveillance as an organized system established by the state. The Republic 

of Gilead controls every aspect of life through laws, religious ideology, and constant observation. Citizens are watched 

not only by official institutions but also by one another. The government creates an atmosphere of fear in which people 
become suspicious of everyone around them. As Offred observes, “Nothing changes instantaneously; in a gradually 

heating bathtub you’d be boiled before you knew it” (Atwood 45). This statement illustrates how oppressive systems 

develop slowly until control becomes normalized. 

The state in Gilead uses surveillance to maintain political power and social stability. Women, particularly the 

Handmaids, experience constant monitoring. Their clothing, language, movement, and relationships are carefully 

regulated. Even personal thoughts become dangerous because individuals fear punishment for disobedience. Atwood 

demonstrates that surveillance is most effective when people internalize control and begin monitoring themselves. 

Offred’s statement, “We learned to whisper almost without sound,” reflects the atmosphere of fear created by systemic 

observation (Atwood 52). Michel Foucault’s theory of Panopticism provides an important framework for understanding 

both texts. According to Foucault, power functions most effectively when individuals believe they are always being 
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watched. The Panopticon does not require continuous observation; the possibility of being observed is enough to ensure 

obedience (Foucault 202). In Maila Aanchal, the village community serves as a cultural panopticon where social 

expectations regulate behavior. In The Handmaid’s Tale, the state functions as a political panopticon through 
institutional surveillance. 

Despite differences in setting, both texts reveal how surveillance shapes identity. In Renu’s novel, identity is largely 

determined by caste, family reputation, and community expectations. Individuals often sacrifice personal desires to 

maintain social acceptance. Similarly, in Atwood’s novel, identity is imposed by the state. Handmaids are deprived of 

their original names and assigned identities based on their commanders. This process reduces individuality and 

transforms people into instruments of power (Atwood 88). Gender plays a crucial role in both narratives. Women 

experience more intense forms of surveillance than men. In rural Bihar, women are expected to uphold family honor 

and social traditions. Their freedom is often limited by cultural norms and communal expectations. In Gilead, women 

are controlled through institutional mechanisms that restrict education, employment, and reproductive rights. Although 

the methods differ, both societies use surveillance to reinforce patriarchal power structures (Moi 114). Another 

significant similarity is the relationship between surveillance and fear. In both texts, fear becomes a tool of social 
control. Villagers fear social rejection and public criticism, while citizens of Gilead fear punishment and state violence. 

This fear encourages conformity and discourages resistance. As a result, individuals participate in their own control by 

adjusting their behavior according to accepted norms (Foucault 206). 

However, both authors also present forms of resistance. In Maila Aanchal, some characters question traditional customs 

and seek social change. Their actions suggest that community control is not absolute. Likewise, Offred preserves her 

inner thoughts and memories as acts of resistance against Gilead’s oppressive system. Her desire to remember the past 

becomes a way of protecting her identity. As she reflects, “I intend to survive” (Atwood 109). This simple statement 

represents a powerful refusal to surrender completely to surveillance and control. The comparison between the two 

novels highlights important differences. Renu’s surveillance emerges from cultural traditions and community 

relationships, while Atwood’s surveillance is institutionalized through political authority. One is informal and 

collective; the other is formal and systematic. Yet both achieve similar outcomes by limiting freedom, shaping identity, 

and maintaining existing power structures. This demonstrates that surveillance can operate effectively in both 
democratic social settings and authoritarian political systems. Ultimately, the comparative study reveals that 

surveillance is not merely a technological or political phenomenon. It is deeply embedded in cultural practices, social 

institutions, and everyday interactions. Through their distinct literary approaches, Renu and Atwood show how power 

functions through observation and control. Their works encourage readers to reflect on the relationship between 

society, authority, identity, and freedom. The concept of cultural surveillance remains highly relevant in contemporary 

society, where individuals continue to negotiate the boundaries between social expectations and personal autonomy. 

Problems and Findings 

The study identifies several challenges related to cultural surveillance and community control in both Maila 

Aanchal and The Handmaid’s Tale. One major problem is the restriction of individual freedom through social and 

institutional mechanisms. In Maila Aanchal, people are constantly monitored by community members, and social 

norms often discourage individuals from making independent choices. The dominance of caste traditions and 
communal expectations limits personal agency and reinforces conformity (Renu 67). Similarly, The Handmaid’s Tale 

presents a society where state power and religious ideology regulate every aspect of life. Individuals, particularly 

women, are deprived of freedom and subjected to continuous surveillance. The fear of punishment creates obedience 

and suppresses resistance (Atwood 88). Another problem highlighted in both texts is the unequal distribution of power. 

Social and political structures favor dominant groups while marginalizing weaker sections of society. Gender 

discrimination, loss of identity, and limited opportunities for self-expression emerge as significant concerns (Foucault 

203). 

The study finds that despite differences in cultural context, both novels portray surveillance as an effective tool of 

social control. In Maila Aanchal, surveillance operates through the collective gaze of the community, while in The 

Handmaid’s Tale, it functions through institutional and ideological systems. Both forms of surveillance influence 

behavior, identity, and social relationships (Renu 62; Atwood 56). The research also reveals that individuals often 

internalize surveillance and regulate their own actions without direct force, supporting Foucault’s concept of 
Panopticism (Foucault 206). Furthermore, women experience greater levels of control and observation in both texts, 

reflecting patriarchal power structures. Finally, the study finds that resistance remains possible even within oppressive 

systems, as characters attempt to preserve their dignity, identity, and freedom despite social and political constraints 

(Atwood 109; Moi 114). 

Hypothesis 

Cultural surveillance and community control significantly influence individual identity, behavior, and freedom 

in both Maila Aanchal and The Handmaid’s Tale. Although the forms of surveillance differ, both texts demonstrate that 

social observation and regulation function as powerful mechanisms of control. In Maila Aanchal, surveillance emerges 

through caste hierarchy, community traditions, and collective social expectations, whereas in The Handmaid’s Tale, it 
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is exercised through state authority, religious ideology, and institutional monitoring. These systems restrict personal 

choices and encourage conformity to accepted norms (Renu 67; Atwood 56). The study assumes that surveillance in 

both novels creates a social environment where individuals continuously regulate their own behavior due to the fear of 
judgment, punishment, or exclusion. Therefore, cultural surveillance plays a significant role in maintaining existing 

structures of power and limiting individual agency. Despite their different cultural and historical settings, Maila 

Aanchal and The Handmaid’s Tale reveal similar patterns of power, control, and resistance. The study assumes that 

surveillance is not limited to political institutions but also operates through cultural traditions, social values, and 

communal relationships. While Renu presents the “collective gaze” of rural society, Atwood portrays the “systemic 

gaze” of an authoritarian state. Both forms of surveillance affect gender relations, social identity, and personal freedom. 

The research further assumes that individuals develop various forms of resistance against surveillance, whether through 

social questioning, personal memory, or the preservation of individual identity (Foucault 203; Atwood 109). Thus, the 

comparative analysis demonstrates that surveillance remains a universal mechanism of social control across different 

societies and literary traditions. 

Methodology 
This study employs a qualitative and comparative literary research methodology to examine cultural 

surveillance and community control in Maila Aanchal and The Handmaid’s Tale. The research is primarily based on 

textual analysis of the selected novels and focuses on themes of surveillance, power, identity, freedom, gender, and 

social control. A comparative approach has been adopted to identify similarities and differences between the 

representation of surveillance in rural Bihar and the dystopian society of Gilead. The theoretical framework of the study 

is based on Michel Foucault’s concept of Panopticism, which explains how power functions through continuous 

observation and self-regulation (Foucault 201). The study extends this concept to the idea of “cultural panopticism,” 

where surveillance operates through social customs, community expectations, and ideological structures rather than 

physical institutions alone. Primary sources include Phanishwar Nath Renu’s Maila Aanchal (1954) and Margaret 

Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985). Secondary sources consist of scholarly books, journal articles, critical essays, 

and theoretical works related to surveillance studies, cultural control, regional literature, gender studies, and Foucault’s 

theories. The research uses thematic analysis to explore recurring themes such as community observation, caste control, 
gender regulation, institutional power, and resistance (Atwood 88; Renu 62). Through intertextual reading and 

comparative interpretation, the study investigates how different cultural contexts produce similar mechanisms of social 

control. This methodology enables a deeper understanding of the relationship between surveillance, power, and identity 

in both texts while contributing to comparative literary and cultural studies. 

Conclusion  

The comparative study of Maila Aanchal and The Handmaid’s Tale demonstrates that surveillance is a 

powerful social mechanism that shapes individual behavior, identity, and freedom across different cultural contexts. 

Although the two novels emerge from distinct literary traditions and historical settings, both reveal how power operates 

through observation, regulation, and social control. In Renu’s depiction of rural Bihar, surveillance is embedded within 

caste structures, community relationships, and traditional customs. Individuals live under the constant gaze of society, 

where public opinion functions as an invisible force regulating behavior (Renu 67). In contrast, Atwood presents a 
dystopian society where surveillance is institutionalized through political authority and religious ideology. The 

Republic of Gilead controls every aspect of human life through systematic observation and strict social regulation. 

Despite these differences, both novels illustrate how surveillance limits personal freedom and encourages conformity. 

The fear of social exclusion in Maila Aanchal and the fear of state punishment in The Handmaid’s Tale perform similar 

functions by ensuring obedience and maintaining existing power structures (Atwood 88). The application of Michel 

Foucault’s theory of Panopticism provides a useful framework for understanding these processes. The study reveals 

that surveillance is not confined to prisons, governments, or technological systems but also exists within cultural 

traditions, social institutions, and everyday interactions (Foucault 206). Both novels show that individuals often 

internalize surveillance and begin regulating themselves according to dominant social expectations. Furthermore, the 

research highlights the close relationship between surveillance and gender. Women experience greater levels of 

observation and control in both societies, reflecting broader patriarchal structures. However, both texts also present acts 

of resistance that challenge oppressive systems and preserve individual identity. Ultimately, the study concludes that 
cultural surveillance remains a significant force in shaping social life. Through their powerful narratives, Renu and 

Atwood encourage readers to critically examine the mechanisms of control operating within their own societies. Their 

works demonstrate that the struggle between power and freedom is universal, making the themes of surveillance, 

identity, and resistance highly relevant in the contemporary world. 
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