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Abstract

The rapid advancement of digital technology has propelled human society into a new phase domi-
nated by information production, with the fragmentation of online social circles emerging as a de-
fining social phenomenon of the digital age. By applying the theory of “the contingent individual”
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from The German Ideology to analyze how the fragmentation of online communities confines indi-
viduals across three dimensions—cognition, social interaction, and identity—we find that this frag-
mentation has become a new “contingent condition of existence” for individuals in the digital age.
To resolve the existential predicament of individuals trapped within these circles in the digital age,
three parties must collaborate: individuals must proactively break out of their circles and exercise
their agency; platforms must regulate algorithms and assume governance responsibilities; and so-
ciety must build bridges to establish mechanisms for cross-circle dialogue. Through this tripartite
effort, we can dismantle the constraints of algorithmic hegemony and the solidification of social cir-
cles, allowing digital technology to return to its essential purpose of serving the comprehensive de-
velopment of humanity, and thereby chart a practical path for the free development of the individ-
ual within the inevitabilities of the digital age.
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