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ABSTRACT:
Social media has transformed from just a basic communication 

tool into a major force for cultural expression and identity creation, 
changing how people and communities connect, perform, and define 
themselves in our digital world. This research delves into how Dave 
Eggers’ novel, The Circle, critiques the overwhelming influence of social 
media platforms on individual identities and cultural expression. The 
story paints a dystopian picture of a society stripped of privacy, where 
personal lives are under constant watch, reflecting the social media-driv-
en reality we face today. By examining the narrative and characters in 
The Circle, this paper investigates how social media platforms provide 
avenues for self-representation while also commodifying and distorting 
personal identity. Through the character of Mae Holland, who gradually 
loses her independence as she dives deeper into the Circle’s ideology of 
complete transparency, the research draws connections to how actual 
social media platforms promote identity performance for public viewing. 
By engaging critically with the novel, this study highlights the repercus-
sions of a culture that values visibility and engagement over privacy and 
authenticity, offering valuable insights into the intricate relationship be-
tween digital spaces, cultural expression, and personal identity.

KEYWORDS:
Social Media, transparency, personal identity, cultural expression,  
privacy.

Introduction:

Social media platforms give people the chance to explore and ex-
press their cultural identities, but they also bring along some tricky issues 
like privacy, commodification, and how we represent ourselves. When we 
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dive into works like Dave Eggers’ the Circle, we see how technology can 
really twist our understanding of identity. 

This research topic connects the dots between the theoretical con-
versations about social media’s effects on cultural identity and the fic-
tional yet strikingly relevant scenario laid out in The Circle. By looking 
at the novel through the lens of digital platforms like Instagram, TikTok, 
or Facebook, we delve into how these platforms shape cultural expression 
while also making it harder to form genuine personal identities. It pro-
vides a literary perspective to critically assess the pressing issues of pri-
vacy, the performative aspects of social media, and the implications of 
living in a world that’s completely interconnected and transparent. The 
Circle by Dave Eggers paints a dystopian picture of a society where per-
sonal privacy is sacrificed for the sake of progress. By examining how the 
novel depicts technology’s role in shaping identity, we can uncover valu-
able insights into how social media can both empower and exploit indi-
viduals in today’s digital landscape.

Plot Summary:

Mae Holland, fresh out of college, is buzzing with excitement as 
she embarks on her new journey at The Circle, a cutting-edge tech com-
pany nestled within a sprawling, utopian campus. This place is more than 
just a workplace; it’s a blend of social media, search engine, and tech 
powerhouse, wielding a massive influence over society. The Circle is 
celebrated for its groundbreaking tools that seamlessly merge social me-
dia, personal data, and online transactions into one cohesive system. Ini-
tially, Mae is captivated by the perks that come with her job at The Circle: 
a stunning campus, complimentary meals, fun recreational activities, and 
a warm, idealistic corporate culture. The company’s mission revolves 
around crafting a flawless, transparent world where information flows 
freely, decisions are made openly, and privacy is a thing of the past. Their 
motto, “Knowing is good. But knowing everything is better,” perfectly 
encapsulates this philosophy.

As Mae dives deeper into her role, she encounters “See Change,” 
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an innovative technology that enables users to live-stream their lives 
around the clock through cameras. This aligns with the company’s belief 
that transparency and unrestricted access to people’s lives will foster a 
better society. The Circle champions total openness, urging everyone to 
embrace this new vision of a world without secrets.

Mae begins to embrace See Change, sharing her life on camera, 
and her social media presence grows more public by the day. As she re-
veals more about herself, she attracts followers, and her personal life starts 
to blend with the company’s agenda. The pressure to align with the com-
pany’s ideals intensifies as Mae steps into the spotlight. Her existence 
becomes increasingly shaped by The Circle’s expectations, blurring the 
lines between who she truly is and the persona she projects online.

As time goes on, Mae’s personal relationships start to take a hit. 
She finds herself drifting away from her family and friends, especially her 
ex-boyfriend Mercer, who has serious reservations about the company’s 
invasive practices. Mercer tries to warn Mae about the risks of losing 
herself to The Circle, but she brushes off his concerns, becoming more 
and more wrapped up in her role at the company. 

The founders of The Circle—Eamon Bailey and Tom Stenton—pro-
mote a vision of a perfect world where everyone’s actions are out in the 
open, and privacy is a thing of the past. They believe that transparency 
will wipe out crime, enhance society, and create a flawless world where 
everyone is accountable. Yet, as Mae dives deeper into the Circle’s ideals, 
she starts to see the troubling consequences of a society devoid of priva-
cy, freedom, or dissent. 

As Mae climbs the corporate ladder, she finds herself in a morally 
tricky spot, having to make tough decisions. She’s pushed to take part in 
more and more invasive projects, and her life begins to feel like it’s not 
her own anymore. The story wraps up on a haunting note as Mae fully 
adopts the Circle’s beliefs, revealing that the price of living in a perfectly 
transparent world is the complete loss of individuality and privacy. 
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Themes: 

Self-Expression vs. Surveillance: The book critiques the rise of 
surveillance capitalism and how companies exploit technology to invade 
privacy under the guise of transparency and the greater good. In “The 
Circle,” social media platforms evolve beyond mere tools for self-expres-
sion; they morph into instruments of total surveillance, compelling indi-
viduals to constantly showcase their identities for public consumption. 
This concept directly ties into how platforms like Instagram and Facebook 
create environments for self-representation, albeit at the expense of pri-
vacy and personal autonomy. 

The novel delves into identity formation in our digital era, explor-
ing how social media and technology shape our personal identities, auton-
omy, and self-expression. It portrays Mae’s transformation as a critique of 
the way social media nudges users to trade their privacy for visibility, 
ultimately distorting their sense of self. The story highlights how our dig-
ital identities are often molded by the need for external validation—think 
likes, shares, and followers—rather than genuine self-expression.

Additionally, “The Circle” sheds light on the unchecked power of 
tech companies, raising questions about the ethical and societal implica-
tions of their dominance. It depicts a world where even our personal 
stories, emotions, and experiences are turned into consumable products. 
This reflects how social media, in its relentless pursuit of engagement and 
profit, commodifies cultural expressions, transforming them into market-
able content instead of authentic creative outlets.

At the heart of the novel lies the tension between individuality and 
social media norms. Mae’s struggle with her own identity as she adopts 
the Circle’s philosophy mirrors how many individuals feel pressured to 
conform to broader cultural standards on social media for social accep-
tance. This creates a conflict between personal identity and the collective 
digital culture. The book serves as a cautionary tale about the potential 
risks of idealistic visions that prioritize efficiency, transparency, and con-
trol over fundamental human values and freedoms.
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In “The Circle,” social media platforms evolve beyond mere tools 
for self-expression; they morph into instruments of total surveillance, 
compelling individuals to constantly showcase their identities for public 
consumption. This concept directly ties into how platforms like Instagram 
and Facebook create environments for self-representation, albeit at the 
expense of privacy and personal autonomy. 

The novel’s core conflict—Mae’s struggle with losing her individ-
uality as she adopts the Circle’s philosophy—mirrors the way many indi-
viduals on social media feel pressured to conform to broader cultural 
norms for social acceptance. This creates a tension between personal iden-
tity and the collective digital culture. The book serves as a cautionary tale 
about the potential risks of idealistic visions that prioritize efficiency, 
transparency, and control over fundamental human values and freedoms.

Through these examples and quotes, “The Circle” effectively cri-
tiques our modern obsession with transparency, especially regarding dig-
ital identities and social media culture. The illusion of transparency—the 
belief that complete openness leads to authenticity—ultimately reveals the 
complexities and dangers of our digital lives. Let’s dive into the text: 
Openness can lead to authenticity and connection, but it can also turn into 
a trap that robs people of their true selves, making them more vulnerable 
to control and manipulation. In this critique, Eggers poses crucial ques-
tions about the ethical and psychological impacts of living in a world 
where privacy is increasingly viewed as something to give up. 

The novel paints an exaggerated yet believable picture of a hy-
per-connected society where the lines between public and private life are 
blurred. The illusion of transparency significantly influences how people 
express themselves, interact with others, and shape their identities. Here 
are some specific examples, quotes, and scenes that illustrate the theme of 
transparency in the novel:

1. Mae’s Journey: From Personal Privacy to Complete Transparen-
cy 

Quote: “The Circle was the future. And Mae’s life was an important 
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part of that future.” 

Analysis: Mae’s evolution from someone who initially resists the 
overwhelming transparency of the Circle to becoming a passionate sup-
porter of it highlights how social media platforms can pressure individuals 
into showcasing curated, controlled versions of themselves. The illusion 
of transparency leads people to believe that their true selves can be fully 
revealed online, even when that’s not the reality. Mae’s acceptance of this 
notion represents the erosion of personal identity in favor of a collective, 
digital persona shaped by the company’s expectations.

Here’s the text we’re diving into: Scene: When Mae starts stream-
ing every aspect of her life, including her most personal moments, she 
becomes the living representation of the company’s goal for complete 
transparency. Initially, she feels a bit unsure, but as she becomes more 
hooked on the platform’s compliments and validation, she slowly starts to 
believe that sharing every little detail is a true expression of herself. Little 
does she know, this habit leaves her feeling more vulnerable and discon-
nected from who she really is.

2. The “See Change” Cameras and the Illusion of Total Visibility

Quote: “The Circle wants to ‘connect’ everything. And that includes 
your private thoughts.” 

Analysis: The See Change cameras, these tiny gadgets meant to 
capture everything around us, symbolize the overwhelming presence of 
surveillance in today’s social media landscape. The notion that transpar-
ency equals authenticity sounds appealing, but the truth is that constant 
observation strips away our privacy and self-expression. People become 
acutely aware that they’re always under scrutiny, which pushes them to 
mold their public personas to meet others’ expectations, ultimately com-
promising the genuineness of their online identities.

Scene: Mae’s friend, Annie, cautions her about the risks of being 
so transparent, especially with cameras popping up everywhere, even in 
the most personal spaces. This highlights how social media’s demand for 
constant visibility creates a false narrative that being seen and known 
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equates to being honest. However, this enforced exposure twists reality 
and leads people to perform their identities instead of expressing them 
authentically.

3. The “True You” Initiative: The End of Anonymity

Quote: “The Circle’s ‘True You’ policy was all about making every-
thing known and encouraging everyone to show their true selves.” 

Analysis: The “True You” initiative promotes the idea that if we 
all disclose our identities—eliminating anonymity—we’ll forge deeper, 
more meaningful connections. But in reality, this policy robs individuals 
of their autonomy, pushing them to adopt identities that might not truly 
represent who they are inside. The pressure to lay everything bare for the 
public eye creates a misleading sense of transparency, where people feel 
they must be completely open yet struggle to control how they come 
across.

Scene: The moment when Mae’s personal details, including sensi-
tive information like her health records, are exposed to the public under-
scores how the demand for transparency morphs into a form of control. 
The concept of a “true self” becomes dictated by the company’s expecta-
tions rather than a genuine reflection of personal identity. This reality 
undermines the belief that transparency naturally leads to authenticity.

4. The Erosion of Personal Boundaries

Quote: “You could have been a private person, but once you join, 
it all goes away.” 

Analysis: The idea that people can keep their privacy intact while 
engaging in the Circle’s digital world is quickly dismantled. Social media 
platforms like the Circle tout an ideal of openness, but this openness is 
one-sided—more about exerting control and manipulation than fostering 
true transparency. The outcome is a gradual erosion of personal boundar-
ies, leaving individuals desensitized to their diminishing privacy. This loss 
of boundaries is closely linked to the illusion of transparency, where 
people are led to believe that sharing everything is not just normal but 
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something to aspire to.

Scene: Mae’s growing disregard for personal boundaries becomes 
clear in her interactions with her family. She freely shares intimate con-
versations and details about her life without checking in with anyone else, 
revealing how the Circle’s ethos of transparency has seeped into every 
corner of her life. This erosion of boundaries also affects how others view 
her; they come to expect her to be open all the time, which only adds to 
her struggle with her own identity. 

5. The Consequences of the Illusion of Transparency: The Collapse 
of Personal Identity 

Quote: “What is the truth of a life that is transparent to everyone 
but yourself?” 

Analysis: This thought-provoking question captures the heart of 
the novel’s tragedy—while the Circle promises complete visibility, it ulti-
mately leads to a breakdown of genuine self-awareness. The story cri-
tiques the false promise of transparency by showing that the more visible 
someone becomes online, the more disconnected they can feel from their 
true selves. People might seem fully expressive in their online lives, but 
they often lose sight of who they really are as individuals. The intense 
pressure to showcase a polished, idealized version of oneself can result in 
feelings of disconnection and an existential crisis. 

Scene: In the novel’s closing moments, Mae’s realization that she 
has relinquished control over her life and identity highlights the perils of 
existing in a world where privacy is sacrificed for the illusion of trans-
parency. Mae has turned into a product of the Circle, with her every action 
and thought dictated by the platform’s expectations, leaving her estranged 
from her true self.

6. The Cult-like Nature of the Circle: Total Visibility as a Means of 
Control

Quote: “Secrets are lies. Sharing is caring. Privacy is theft.” 

Analysis: The Circle’s slogan perfectly captures the twisted rea-
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soning behind the facade of transparency. By equating privacy with theft, 
it turns personal freedom into something that feels dangerous. The com-
pany’s mantra persuades people that being transparent is the only moral 
choice, making it tough for anyone to push back without feeling guilty or 
wrong. This mirrors how today’s social media platforms pressure users 
into sharing more than they want to, all while stripping away their ability 
to manage their own identities.

Scene: The constant push to “share everything” through 
live-streaming, openly expressing thoughts, and idolizing transparency 
creates a system reminiscent of totalitarianism, where personal privacy is 
obliterated for the sake of the greater good. This is especially evident 
when Mae’s life becomes a public show, leaving her unable to escape the 
watchful eyes of the Circle.

Much like the issues raised in The Circle, Paul Beatty’s The Sell-
out critiques the societal frameworks surrounding race and identity, prob-
ing how identity is turned into a commodity in both digital and real-world 
contexts. Both novels delve into the struggle between personal freedom 
and societal demands, which is key to grasping the intricacies of self-rep-
resentation in our digital age.

Through the lens of The Circle, we gain insight into how social 
media platforms influence the lines between personal identity and cultur-
al expression. The novel paints a chilling picture of a world where indi-
viduality is sacrificed for the sake of digital conformity, a concern that 
resonates deeply with the challenges faced by social media users today.

Conclusions:

In “The Circle,” Dave Eggers weaves a gripping and thought-pro-
voking story that highlights the perils of complete transparency in our 
digitally connected lives. Mae’s journey acts as a warning about the ero-
sion of privacy, the fading lines of personal boundaries, and the ethical 
challenges we face in a world where digital platforms influence nearly 
every facet of our existence. 
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At its core, The Circle is a cautionary tale about the risks associ-
ated with unregulated digital environments, where the quest for transpar-
ency and constant interaction can blur the lines between our public and 
private selves. This resonates with ongoing discussions about the ethics of 
social media and how it shapes our identities in an ever-more connected 
society. Mae’s transformation from someone who values her privacy to a 
fully transparent, digitally crafted persona mirrors the experiences of many 
social media users today. The novel’s depiction of relentless surveillance 
and data collection prompts us to question how self-expression is defined 
in the digital age. Just as Mae sacrifices her individuality in a system that 
demands complete openness, social media users often feel the weight of 
conforming to societal expectations of visibility and engagement. This 
narrative underscores the delicate balance between the desire for cultural 
expression and the potential loss of personal agency in the face of all-en-
compassing digital platforms.
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