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INTRODUCTION: A GLIMPSE INTO A DYSTOPIAN
MIRROR

In  an  age  where  social  media  platforms  dictate  our  daily
interactions  and  technology  companies  wield  unprecedented
power, few novels have captured the zeitgeist as sharply as The
Circle by David Eggers. Published in 2013, this dystopian novel
presents a world that feels disturbingly familiar—a world where
transparency is  worshipped,  privacy is  obsolete,  and a  single
corporation controls nearly every aspect of digital life. The story
follows Mae Holland, a young woman who lands a dream job at
the world’s  most  influential  tech company,  only  to  discover  that
the price of connectivity and convenience is her entire identity.
This  article  explores  the  themes,  characters,  and  lasting
relevance  of  The  Circle  by  David  Eggers,  examining  how
Eggers’s  cautionary  tale  continues  to  resonate  in  our  hyper-
connected society.
Whether you are a student analyzing modern literature, a tech
enthusiast concerned about surveillance capitalism, or a casual
reader  seeking a  compelling narrative,  The Circle by David
Eggers  offers  a  provocative  look  at  the  future  we  may  be

building. Below, we break down the novel’s plot, key themes, and
its critical reception, along with its relationship to real-world tech
giants. By the end, you’ll understand why this book remains a
cornerstone  of  contemporary  dystopian  fiction  and  a  must-read
for anyone questioning the direction of digital culture.

PLOT OVERVIEW: FROM DREAM JOB TO DIGITAL
PRISON

The Circle by David Eggers introduces us to Mae Holland, a
young woman grateful to escape her mundane customer service
job  and  join  the  Circle—a  monolithic  internet  company  that
merges social media, search engines, e-commerce, and banking
into a single seamless platform. The Circle’s campus is a utopia of
modern  amenities:  free  meals,  recreational  activities,  and
constant  opportunities  for  collaboration.  Mae  quickly  rises
through the ranks thanks to her enthusiasm and willingness to
embrace the company’s  mantra:  “Secrets  are  lies.  Sharing is
caring. Privacy is theft.”
But as Mae immerses herself deeper into the Circle’s culture, she
begins  to  lose  herself.  She  is  pressured  to  participate  in
“transparent”  social  experiments,  including wearing  a  camera
that  broadcasts  her  every  move.  She undergoes “Zinging,”  a
mandatory social media activity that tracks her personal life. Her

https://remodelicious.com/


2

2 The Circle By David Eggers 2023-02-15

relationships strain under the weight of constant surveillance and
the expectation to share everything. She even helps the Circle
develop  a  program  to  identify  and  track  criminals—and
eventually,  anyone  who  resists  total  transparency.  The  novel
builds  to  a  climax  where  Mae,  now  a  powerful  figure  within  the
Circle,  pushes  for  complete  global  surveillance,  including  the
tracking of  democratic  elections.  Her former mentor and love
interest, Ty, who helped create the system, desperately tries to
stop her, warning that such transparency will destroy privacy and
humanity itself.
The plot  of  The Circle by David Eggers  is  a classic  arc of
ambition corrupted by power, but it is also a chilling allegory of
how  well-intentioned  technology  can  lead  to  totalitarianism.
Eggers  masterfully  blends  satire,  thriller,  and  philosophical
critique, making readers question the cost of convenience in the
digital age.

KEY THEMES IN THE CIRCLE BY DAVID EGGERS

Privacy vs. Transparency
The  central  conflict  of  The  Circle  by  David  Eggers  revolves
around  the  tension  between  privacy  and  transparency.  The
company  argues  that  secrecy  breeds  corruption,  crime,  and
inefficiency.  By  making  everything  public—from  personal  health
data  to  voting  records—society  can  achieve  perfect
accountability.  However,  Eggers  shows  that  this  absolute
transparency becomes a tool for control. Mae’s life is no longer
her own; every mistake, every private moment is broadcast and

judged. The novel warns that the pursuit of total transparency
destroys  the  very  boundaries  that  allow  for  autonomy,
vulnerability,  and  true  human  connection.

The Illusion of Utopia
The Circle’s campus is designed to appear perfect: state-of-the-
art  facilities,  generous  perks,  a  sense  of  belonging.  Yet
underneath  the  glossy  surface  lies  a  culture  of  unrelenting
pressure.  Employees are expected to be “participatory” at  all
times,  and  those  who  resist  are  marginalized  or  terminated.
Eggers uses this setting to critique the “brogrammer” culture of
Silicon Valley and the cult-like devotion to corporate values. The
novel asks: When a company provides everything, what do we
owe in return? The answer, in The Circle by David Eggers, is
our entire identity.

Social Media and Digital
Validation
Mae’s journey reflects our own obsession with likes,  shares,  and
online approval. The Circle’s internal social network, “PartiRank,”
measures  an  employee’s  social  engagement  and  determines
their  status.  Mae  becomes  addicted  to  improving  her  rank,
sacrificing  real-world  relationships  for  digital  approval.  Eggers
satirizes the way social media platforms encourage performative
behavior  and reward conformity.  The novel’s  portrayal  of  this
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gamified existence feels eerily prophetic, especially in the age of
influencer culture and algorithmic feeds.

Surveillance Capitalism
First  coined  by  Shoshana  Zuboff,  the  term  “surveillance
capitalism”  describes  the  business  model  of  extracting  and
monetizing  personal  data.  The  Circle  by  David  Eggers
fictionalizes  this  concept  with  terrifying  precision.  The  Circle’s
ultimate  goal  is  to  eliminate  all  “uncaptured”  moments—any
experience  not  recorded  or  shared.  This  includes  implanting
cameras in public spaces,  mandating medical  monitoring, and
eventually tracking children and animals. Eggers illustrates how
data collection can evolve from a business strategy to a tool of
social  control.  The novel’s  message is  clear:  when companies
treat privacy as a liability, democracy and freedom are at risk.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS: THE FACES OF A DIGITAL
WORLD

Mae Holland
Mae  is  a  complex  protagonist—sympathetic  yet  deeply  flawed.
She begins as a naive, eager employee but transforms into a
zealot  for  transparency.  Her  arc  demonstrates  how  ordinary
people  can  be  co-opted  by  a  system  that  offers  validation  and
purpose.  Mae’s  decisions  are  not  driven  by  malice  but  by  a
misguided belief that she is helping the world. This makes her a
cautionary figure: she represents every user who willingly shares

personal data for convenience or social reward. Through Mae,
Eggers shows that the loss of privacy often happens with our
active participation.

Ty (aka “Mercer”)
Ty is  the  former  programmer  who helped create  the  Circle’s
infrastructure but now sees its dangers. He lives off the grid and
tries to warn Mae, but his warnings are dismissed as paranoid. Ty
represents  the resistance—the voice  of  reason that  questions
technological utopianism. His tragic fate in the novel underscores
how the system destroys those who refuse to conform. Eggers
uses Ty to highlight the moral dilemma faced by tech creators
who see their inventions used for harm.

The Circle’s Leadership
The  three  founders—Eamon  Bailey,  Tom  Stenton,  and  the
visionary  “Pastor”—embody  different  aspects  of  tech  industry
power.  Bailey  is  the  charismatic  father  figure,  Stenton  the
ruthless capitalist, and Pastor the philosophical guru. Together,
they symbolize the consolidation of power in the hands of a few,
where  profit  and  ideology  merge.  Their  dialogue  often  contains
real  quotes  from tech leaders  like  Mark  Zuckerberg  and Eric
Schmidt, grounding the fiction in reality.

RELEVANCE TO REAL-WORLD TECHNOLOGY DEBATES

The Circle by David Eggers has only grown in relevance since
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its  publication.  The rise  of  smart  speakers,  facial  recognition,
social  credit  systems,  and  data  brokers  mirrors  the  novel’s
predictions. Discussions about online privacy laws such as GDPR
and CCPA echo Mae’s world, where privacy is framed as a barrier
to progress. The book has been used in university courses to
examine ethics in Silicon Valley, and many reviewers have noted
parallels  with companies like Google,  Facebook,  Apple,  and
Amazon. The phrase “The Circle” has even entered pop culture
as shorthand for a dystopian tech monopoly.
Eggers’s cautionary tale is not just about surveillance—it’s about
the  psychological  effects  of  constant  connectivity.  In  an  era  of
remote work, social media fatigue, and digital wellness debates,
The Circle by David Eggers serves as a stark reminder of what
we  stand  to  lose  when  we  prioritize  engagement  over
introspection.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND CULTURAL IMPACT

Upon release,  The Circle  by David Eggers  received  mixed
reviews. Some praised its prescient commentary, while others
criticized  its  on-the-nose  satire  and  character  development.
However,  over  time,  the  novel  has  gained  appreciation  as  a
warning that was ahead of its time. It was named one of the best
books of the year by numerous publications and was adapted into
a 2017 film starring Emma Watson and Tom Hanks. While the film
received lukewarm reviews, it  introduced the story to a wider
audience.
The book has sparked debates in boardrooms and lecture halls. It
is  often  cited  in  discussions  about  antitrust  regulation,  data

privacy laws, and the ethics of corporate power. Eggers himself
has stated that he wrote the novel out of concern for the erosion
of privacy in modern society. For many readers, The Circle by
David Eggers is not science fiction—it’s a news headline waiting
to happen.

LESSONS FROM THE CIRCLE BY DAVID EGGERS

Several  lessons emerge from this novel  that are essential  for
today’s digital citizens:

Question the Monoculture: The Circle eliminates
competition and dissent. In reality, relying on a single
platform for all digital needs gives too much power to one
entity. Diversity in tech is crucial for preserving freedom.
Protect Your Privacy: The company’s mantra that
“privacy is theft” is a dangerous reduction. The novel
teaches that privacy is not about hiding crimes—it is about
maintaining personal boundaries and autonomy.
Beware of Validation Junkies: Mae’s obsession with her
social score leads to her downfall. The book warns that
seeking approval through likes and shares can erode
authentic selfhood.
Think Critically About “Progress”: Not all innovation is
beneficial. The Circle’s technological advances serve the
corporation, not humanity. Readers are urged to consider
who truly benefits from new technologies.

CONCLUSION: THE CIRCLE’S ECHO IN OUR LIVES

The Circle  by David Eggers  remains  an  essential  read  for
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anyone  navigating  the  complexities  of  the  digital  age.  Its
depiction of a society that trades privacy for convenience and
individuality for belonging is not a distant dystopia—it is a mirror
reflecting  our  own  choices.  Eggers  forces  us  to  confront  the
uncomfortable reality that we are both the architects and the
subjects  of  our  surveillance  state.  The  book’s  ending  offers  no
easy answers,  only  a  chilling  question:  Will  we let  the Circle
become our world, or will we draw a line?

For those new to the novel, it serves as both a gripping story and
a cautionary tale. For those already familiar, rereading it in the
context of current events—AI surveillance, social credit systems,
corporate monopolies—underscores its foresight. In a time when
technology  shapes  every  facet  of  life,  The Circle  by David
Eggers  challenges  us  to  remember  that  the  most  important
freedom of all is the right to be unplugged.


