
The Best You: The Politics of Self-
Optimization
In the contemporary world, we are constantly bombarded with messages
telling us that we need to improve ourselves. From diet and exercise to
mindfulness and meditation, there is no shortage of advice on how to
become a better version of ourselves. But what does it mean to be the best
you? And who benefits from this relentless pursuit of self-improvement?
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In her book The Best You: The Politics of Self-Optimization, sociologist Eva
Illouz argues that the cult of self-optimization is a product of neoliberalism,
the dominant economic and political ideology of our time. Neoliberalism
promotes the idea that individuals are responsible for their own well-being,
and that they can achieve success through hard work and self-discipline.
This ideology has led to a widespread belief that we are all capable of
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becoming the best versions of ourselves, if only we are willing to put in the
effort.

Illouz argues that the cult of self-optimization has a number of negative
consequences. First, it can lead to a sense of guilt and shame for those
who feel like they are not living up to their full potential. Second, it can
create a competitive and individualistic社会, in which people are constantly
comparing themselves to others and feeling like they are not good enough.
Third, it can distract us from the real problems in our社会, such as poverty,
inequality, and climate change.

Illouz is not arguing that we should stop trying to improve ourselves.
However, she believes that we need to be critical of the cult of self-
optimization and to recognize its political and social implications. We need
to ask ourselves: who benefits from this relentless pursuit of self-
improvement? And what are the costs?

The History of Self-Optimization

The idea of self-improvement has been around for centuries. In the ancient
world, philosophers such as Aristotle and Seneca wrote about the
importance of living a virtuous life. In the Christian tradition, self-denial and
self-sacrifice are seen as important virtues.

In the 18th century, the Enlightenment brought a new emphasis on
individual reason and autonomy. This led to a belief that people could
improve themselves through education and self-discipline. In the 19th
century, the rise of capitalism and industrialization created a new demand
for workers who were efficient and productive. This led to the development



of new techniques for self-improvement, such as time management and
efficiency training.

In the 20th century, the cult of self-optimization took off. This was due in
part to the rise of consumer culture, which encouraged people to buy
products and services that would help them to improve themselves. It was
also due to the rise of the self-help industry, which provided people with
advice on how to improve their lives.

Today, the cult of self-optimization is more prevalent than ever before. We
are constantly bombarded with messages telling us that we need to
improve ourselves. This pressure can be overwhelming, and it can lead to
a sense of guilt and shame for those who feel like they are not living up to
their full potential.

The Psychology of Self-Optimization

The cult of self-optimization is based on a number of psychological
principles. First, it taps into our desire to be happy and successful. We all
want to live a good life, and we believe that self-improvement is the key to
achieving our goals.

Second, the cult of self-optimization plays on our fears of failure and
inadequacy. We are all afraid of being left behind, and we believe that self-
improvement is the key to staying ahead of the competition.

Third, the cult of self-optimization appeals to our sense of control. We all
want to feel like we have control over our lives, and we believe that self-
improvement is the key to taking charge of our destiny.



These psychological principles make the cult of self-optimization very
appealing. However, it is important to be aware of the potential downsides
of this relentless pursuit of self-improvement.

The Sociology of Self-Optimization

The cult of self-optimization has a number of social implications. First, it
can lead to a sense of guilt and shame for those who feel like they are not
living up to their full potential. This can lead to depression, anxiety, and
other mental health problems.

Second, the cult of self-optimization can create a competitive and
individualistic社会, in which people are constantly comparing themselves to
others and feeling like they are not good enough. This can lead to social
isolation and loneliness.

Third, the cult of self-optimization can distract us from the real problems in
our社会, such as poverty, inequality, and climate change. This can lead to
political apathy and inaction.

The Politics of Self-Optimization

The cult of self-optimization is a product of neoliberalism, the dominant
economic and political ideology of our time. Neoliberalism promotes the
idea that individuals are responsible for their own well-being, and that they
can achieve success through hard work and self-discipline. This ideology
has led to a widespread belief that we are all capable of becoming the best
versions of ourselves, if only we are willing to put in the effort.

However, the cult of self-optimization is not simply a matter of personal
choice. It is also a political project. Neoliberalism has created a社会 in



which individuals are increasingly responsible for their own well-being, and
in which the state is increasingly withdrawing from providing social
services. This has led to a situation in which people are increasingly turning
to self-help and self-improvement in order to cope with the challenges of
life.

The cult of self-optimization is a powerful ideology that has a number of
negative consequences for individuals and society as a whole. It is
important to be critical of this ideology and to recognize its political and
social implications.

The cult of self-optimization is a complex and contradictory phenomenon. It
is driven by a desire for happiness and success, but it can also lead to guilt,
shame, and social isolation. It is a product of neoliberalism, but it also has a
number of unintended consequences for individuals and society as a
whole.

It is important to be critical of the cult of self-optimization and to recognize
its political and social implications. We need to ask ourselves: who benefits
from this relentless pursuit of self-improvement? And what are the costs?

Only by understanding the complex and contradictory nature of the cult of
self-optimization can we begin to develop a more healthy and sustainable
approach to self-improvement.
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