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	In recent decades, the concept of self-love has risen to prominence within public discourse, particularly fuelled by the growth of social media and its deep intertwinement with consumer culture. Though initially rooted in feminist and psychological efforts to challenge patriarchal and oppressive narratives, self-love has undergone a transformation from political resistance to commercialized trend. This article critically examines how the contemporary framing of self-love, especially as expressed through feminist and capitalist lenses, has evolved into a commodified aesthetic, risking the dilution of its original, emancipatory essence. Through a multidisciplinary lens combining feminist theory, consumer psychology, and media analysis, this paper investigates how modern capitalism redefines empowerment and explores the psychological implications of performative and market-driven self-love. In the process, it highlights the importance of reclaiming authentic self-love as a radical, ethical, and communal act beyond the curated digital persona.





1.Introduction

In this contemporary world, individuals are increasingly surrounded by overwhelming digital stimuli, advertising cues, and socio-political narratives, all influencing how they view themselves and others. Amidst this clutter, the concept of self-love has emerged as a cultural and psychological mainstay. It has become both a buzzword and a lifestyle, with over 90 million posts under the hashtag #selflove on Instagram alone. This seemingly empowering narrative promotes mental wellness, individuality, and personal freedom, but is it as liberating as it appears?

Historically, particularly in collectivist societies and within patriarchal frameworks, self-denial was a virtue, especially for women. The ideal individual was one who served others, particularly family, community, and nation. Women were praised for self-sacrifice and humility, often discouraged from attending to their own desires. The cultural emphasis was on nurturing others before oneself, a mindset internalized and passed down across generations.

In stark contrast, today’s media-driven world pushes a new ideology: prioritize yourself, celebrate your worth, and never apologize for choosing you. This rise in self-love discourse has been crucial for many individuals, especially women, LGBTQ+ communities, and marginalized groups reclaiming autonomy over their lives and bodies. However, the message is becoming increasingly commercialized. In many ways, the empowering notion of self-love is no longer purely about self-acceptance or inner healing, it is something to be bought, curated, and displayed.

The danger lies in the commercial repackaging of self-love as a marketable aesthetic, stripped of its critical and emotional depth. This article explores this transformation. It begins with a historical understanding of how self-love was once viewed, before examining its rise in the digital era, its entanglement with feminism, and its gradual absorption by capitalist systems. Drawing on feminist theory, media analysis, and psychological insights, it advocates for reclaiming self-love as an intentional, ethical, and sometimes radical practice.

 2. Historical Roots of Self-Love

The notion of self-love has philosophical and spiritual roots that span centuries. In Aristotelian philosophy, a person’s ability to act ethically stemmed from their love for themselves, not in a narcissistic or selfish way, but in a balanced and virtuous manner. For Aristotle, self-love (philia heautou) was central to ethical living: “The good man should be a lover of self... for he will himself do what is noble.” However, this version of self-love was always subordinate to the common good and civic responsibility.

As religious frameworks came to dominate Western thought, self-love began to be cast in a negative light. In Christian theology, for instance, loving oneself too much was considered prideful, even sinful. Humility and service were virtues, particularly for women. The religious valorisation of selflessness persisted through the Middle Ages and into modernity, especially reinforced by institutions such as the family, the church, and the state.

During the Victorian era, women were frequently portrayed as the moral backbone of society. They were celebrated not for self-assertion, but for their capacity to endure silently. The ideal woman was “the angel in the house” – a tireless giver, emotionally resilient, and without personal desires. To love oneself, in that context, was not only taboo, it was inconceivable.

It wasn’t until the feminist movements of the 20th century, particularly the second wave, that the idea of self-love began to be reclaimed. Feminists argued that systemic patriarchy denied women their own subjectivity. Prominent voices such as bell hooks, Audre Lorde, and Simone de Beauvoir articulated self-love as a necessary component of liberation. Lorde famously wrote, “Caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation, and that is an act of political warfare.” In this framing, self-love is not just emotional; it is political, radical, and essential to survival.

By the early 2000s, this political framing of self-love began to enter mainstream discourse, but it also became more susceptible to co-optation by capitalism and popular media. The complexity of self-love as an act of resistance was increasingly reduced to a visual or aesthetic ideal, which leads us to the next section.

3. The Digital Age and Instagramable Self-Love

The trajectory of self-love from radical political philosophy to consumable digital aesthetic is perhaps most evident in the evolution of social media. Platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and Pinterest have not merely hosted images of care and affirmation—they have transformed how we think about self-love itself. Once rooted in feminist consciousness-raising and resistance to patriarchal neglect, self-love now circulates as a visual commodity, primed for algorithmic optimisation and social validation.

This shift has birthed what I call aestheticised carework, that is a mode of self-representation where care is not simply felt or practiced but is visually curated for public consumption. The digital self performs its healing in choreographed rituals: softly lit bubble baths, turmeric lattes in ceramic mugs, minimalist journaling spreads inked with affirmations. Each of these becomes a node in the affective grid, a term I use to describe the digitally networked matrix where feelings, performances, and products are algorithmically entangled.

In this affective grid, the value of self-love is indexed not by introspective growth or political autonomy, but by visibility metrics. The more aesthetically pleasing your version of healing appears, the more likely it is to be rewarded through likes, shares, and follower counts. This leads to the phenomenon of emotive performativity, where emotional well-being is not lived as much as it is staged. And crucially, this performance is governed not by personal rhythms of care, but by the spectral logic of the algorithm, a non-human system that flattens nuance into pattern recognition.

Even practices that may indeed support well-being, yoga, mindfulness, skincare, dietary shift, are enfolded into a logic of commodified virtue. The promise of self-regeneration is now an economic offer: anxious? Buy lavender oil. Lonely? Subscribe to a journaling box. Exhausted? Book a $200 “reclaim your energy” retreat. None of these is inherently meaningless or futile; rather, they become suspect when emotional distress is consistently routed through what I call consumer catharsis, a cycle where pain is addressed only through purchase, and healing becomes unintelligible outside a capitalist logic.

The market, in this sense, participates in what can be called curated inadequacy. It constructs an ambient sense of not-being-enough, emotionally, physically, or spiritually, and then profits by offering bite-sized fixes. Self-love is sold not as an ongoing ethical stance but as a checklist of lifestyle markers, priced variably according to class, race, and access to digital capital.

Moreover, the very architecture of social media reproduces an elite aesthetic that masquerades as universal. Rarely do we see images of self-love that centre disabled bodies, neurodivergent struggles, working-class exhaustion, or culturally diverse practices of care. The algorithm prefers what is legible to the mainstream eye: able-bodied, white or light-skinned, heteronormative, thin, and conveniently spiritual. I call this algorithmic sanitisation – a process through which the messiness of healing, grief, trauma, and survival is scrubbed into a palatable digital gloss.

The epistemic violence here is subtle but pervasive. The aesthetic logic of self-love excludes those whose lives cannot be easily packaged into visual serenity. For black, brown, fat, queer, or financially struggling individuals, self-love often looks like resistance, like survival, like confronting a structurally hostile world. But the affective grid doesn’t reward these truths unless they’re also made marketable, flattened into uplifting slogans or 'raw vulnerability' posts that still conform to the platform's emotional grammar.

Psychological research increasingly supports the concerns long raised by critical theorists and feminists: that social media promotes what I term mirror fatigue – a chronic condition where the self is constantly evaluated through the gaze of others, leading to self-doubt, body anxiety, and what some have called 'compare-and-despair' spirals. The endless loop of curated images reinforces empathic alienation – a paradox where we are surrounded by performative emotion yet feel increasingly disconnected from our own.

What begins as a gesture of care easily mutates into obligation. Are you even healing if you’re not posting about your morning affirmations? Is your journey of self-love legitimate if it isn’t aesthetically documented? These questions capture what I term therapeutic visibility pressure – the implicit demand to make one’s recovery legible and lovable to others. It is not enough to feel; one must also perform feeling. And only certain feelings, those that can be filtered, stylised, and hash-tagged, are welcome.

In this framework, we must ask: whose self-love counts, and on whose terms? If the visual economy of care marginalises difference, commodifies pain, and privileges optics over ethics, what kinds of feminist resistance are still possible within it?

This sets the stage for a deeper analysis of affective counter-publics, subversive communities that reframe self-love as radical care, communal survival, and collective healing rather than individual lifestyle branding. But to arrive there, we must first unlearn the norms of curated care and re-embody the politics of feeling in its full, unfiltered spectrum.

4. Feminism and the Tension of Neoliberal Empowerment

The algorithmic curation of self-love, as we’ve seen, creates a visual monoculture that filters healing through aesthetics, performance, and purchase. But this digital spectacle is not merely a by-product of platform design, rather it is deeply entangled with a broader ideological shift in contemporary feminism itself. As self-love is flattened into marketable lifestyle content, feminism, too, finds itself precariously suspended between its radical roots and its neoliberal makeover.

At this crossroads emerges a contradiction I term liberatory branding, where the language of emancipation is deployed not to disrupt power, but to sell it back to us in digestible, palatable, and hyper-individualised forms. This is where feminism’s aspirational edge meets capitalism’s absorptive force. Terms like “empowerment,” “choice,” “freedom,” and “self-love” begin to circulate in ways that prioritise individual mobility over collective transformation.

Neoliberal feminism, or what some call market feminism, thrives on this rhetorical shift. It reconfigures empowerment as a capitalisable affect -- a feeling one can signal through success, aesthetics, and consumption. Empowerment becomes a thing to be achieved through grit, hustle, visibility, and performance. I describe this as the logic of entrepreneurial subjectivation – where the feminist subject is imagined as a self-optimising agent who must brand herself as empowered, productive, and emotionally resilient, regardless of her context.
The problem here is not simply one of representation, but of epistemology. The self, under neoliberal feminism, becomes a micro-enterprise of worth, a site where social injustice is depoliticised into personal development. If you're tired, burn out is your failure to balance. If you're poor, it's a sign of insufficient strategy. If you're hurting, perhaps you haven't journaled enough. Emotional struggle becomes a matter of private correction, not structural interrogation.

This shift dilutes the radical promise of feminism. Self-love, which originated as a counter-hegemonic act – particularly for black women, queer folks, and those long marginalised by heteropatriarchal systems – now risks being reduced to motivational consumerism. It trades in empowerment-like slogans like “boss babe,” “you got this,” or “love yourself first,” all too often emblazoned across tote bags and skincare packages. These slogans substitute depth for affirmation, and solidarity for style.

It is important to recognise how this mode of feminism remains exclusionary. The bodies celebrated in the digital self-love economy are often white, cis, thin, able-bodied, and middle-class. The everyday realities of women of colour, migrant workers, Dalit activists, disabled queer individuals, or caregivers burdened with unpaid labour are rarely accommodated in these visions of empowerment. Their struggles are not aesthetic enough to be commodified. This creates what I call aspirational erasure – where marginalised lives are not only excluded but overwritten by aspirational fantasies that demand they become something else to be seen.
As feminist scholars like Sara Ahmed have noted, the pressure to be happy, grateful, and emotionally “whole” in the face of enduring social violence becomes a form of affective compliance. The so-called “happiness duty” flattens legitimate pain into personal pathology. bell hooks, on the other hand, insisted that love – especially self-love – must be a deeply ethical act. It cannot be severed from justice, care, or accountability. hooks’ vision resists the neoliberal reframing of love as a pleasure principle; she insists on it as a moral and political stance.

In this light, we must revisit and reclaim self-love as emancipatory attunement, a practice of becoming sensitively aware of one’s emotional states in relation to systemic structures. It is not a detour into self-indulgence, but a way of resisting internalised misogyny, racialisation, ableism, and other forces that teach us to devalue ourselves. It is, in a word, self-solidarity, not just self-esteem. To love oneself becomes a practice of unlearning inherited shame and building forms of inner resilience that are aligned with collective liberation, not marketable transformation.

What we need, then, is a model of interdependent empowerment, one that acknowledges vulnerability, relationality, and the uneven terrain of structural violence. This version of feminism does not shame the desire for self-care, nor does it demonise success or self-expression. Instead, it calls for a more honest grammar of care, one that includes grief, rage, exhaustion, and even failure, without converting them into content.

To move forward, we must disinvest from the commodified aesthetics of healing and re-invest in messy, unfinished, often un-photogenic processes of becoming. Self-love must return to its roots: not as an individualised escape, but as a refusal to abandon oneself in systems that have long refused to love us.

5. Brands, Wellness, and the Capitalist Repackaging of Self-Love

The transformation of self-love from radical assertion to lifestyle identity has been actively driven by the wellness industry – a multitrillion-dollar behemoth projected to cross $7 trillion globally by 2025. Under the guise of "mindfulness," "holistic living," and "self-care," the industry markets everything from bath bombs to gratitude journals, positioning them as essential tools for emotional and spiritual survival.  But these are not just products – they are part of what I call affective commodities: objects that promise emotional states, often tied to empowerment, calm, or confidence.

The scale of this transformation is not merely cultural but economic. The global self-love and wellness market have witnessed exponential growth, reflecting the increasing commodification of emotional care. As the data below demonstrates, the self-love economy is no longer a fringe phenomenon – it is a global industry structured by capitalist logics of extraction, branding, and lifestyle inflation.
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Figure: Global self-love market distribution
{Source: Global Wellness Institute, Global Wellness Economy Monitor (2024–2023 data)}

Brands like Goop, Dove, Glossier, and Sephora have skilfully absorbed feminist language, offering products as pathways to personal liberation. A slogan like "You deserve this" becomes more than a marketing ploy – it frames consumption as moral action. In this logic, self-worth is tethered to spending capacity. The face mask becomes a rebellion against patriarchy. The luxury planner becomes a symbol of autonomy. The scented candle becomes proof of self-prioritisation. What emerges is therapeutic consumerism, a process by which healing is imagined as a purchasable, curated experience.

Yet this reframing is not without consequences. First, it constructs a vision of self-love that is economically exclusionary. Those unable to afford this curated wellness are rendered invisible, or worse, seen as unwilling to care for themselves. Second, it shifts responsibility: the burden of healing and empowerment now rests entirely on the individual, while the structural roots of inequality remain untouched. I term this privatised emotional labour – where collective distress is converted into personal obligation and sold back as self-responsibility.

Corporate feminism deepens this tension. The Dove "Real Beauty" campaign may have momentarily challenged beauty norms, but its parent company, Unilever, simultaneously sells skin-lightening products under different banners. This stark contradiction reveals dual-market feminism: a corporate strategy that markets empowerment to some while reinforcing systemic harm elsewhere. These contradictions are not accidental – they are baked into the profit model of emotional commodification. What is sold as empowerment is often a disguised dependence on aesthetics and validation economics.

We must also recognise the rise of emotive branding – a strategy where corporations manufacture feelings alongside products. A candle is no longer just a candle; it becomes a sensory portal to tranquillity. A body lotion is sold with a narrative of reclaiming one's body, even as the same companies uphold unrealistic standards of beauty. The symbolic value of wellness products thus surpasses their utility. They become performative extensions of identity, constructed through what I call emotional simulacra, or staged representations of care that distance users from authentic emotional experiences.

Finally, the wellness industry’s deep entanglement with hyper-individualism promotes a model of care that sidelines community, political solidarity, and ecological accountability. The individual is the sole site of intervention; the world outside is rendered irrelevant. Self-love becomes a neatly packaged, atomised ritual. It becomes what I call solipsistic care – care that begins and ends at the self, often to the detriment of broader relational and systemic ethics.

6. Emotional Capitalism and the Mental Health Cost

Beneath these dynamics lies a more fundamental concern: the psychological cost of treating care as commerce. As self-love becomes commodified, it ceases to be an inward practice and becomes a new standard – one with its own expectations, benchmarks, and performative scripts. One must not only heal, but heal in the correct ways. Not journaling? Not meditating? Not on a therapy app? You’re not doing it right. This new pressure creates what I call curative conformity – the expectation that emotional repair should follow a prescriptive model sanctioned by wellness culture.
Sociologist Eva Illouz coined the term emotional capitalism to describe this entanglement of emotional life with market forces. Emotions are no longer private or sacred; they are monetised, tracked, and algorithmically nudged. Wellness apps, coaching sessions, and self-help books now operate less like sources of support and more like subscription-based economies of dependency.

We also witness what I call affective exhaustion – a state in which individuals feel depleted not just from the labour of healing but from the performance of healing. Despite the proliferation of mental health discourse, anxiety, burnout, and alienation are sharply rising. This dissonance between what healing should look like and what it often feels like, creates an emotional gap, one that is rarely acknowledged in glossy portrayals of self-care.
Emotional capitalism thrives on this gap. It produces what I term market-mediated vulnerability, a manufactured sense of insufficiency that can only be temporarily alleviated through emotional purchases. This economy not only benefits from our pain but also scripts how that pain must be expressed, contained, and eventually monetised.

Additionally, the therapeutic language popularised online, words like "boundaries," "toxic," "manifestation," or "self-sabotage", is often stripped of nuance. It flattens complex interpersonal dynamics and transforms them into digestible tropes. Healing becomes a script, not a journey. In the name of authenticity, we enact what I call emotional algorithmics, that is, the replication of feeling through platform-optimised language and gestures.

True healing, however, resists such simplicity. It is often non-linear, painful, ambiguous. It cannot be captured in a caption or packaged in a product. It requires time, relational depth, vulnerability, and often, silence. For self-love to meaningfully support mental health, it must expand beyond surface aesthetics into a deeper ethic of emotional realism. This would mean not just healing the self in isolation but reimagining how communities, care systems, and political structures support emotional life.

7. A Radical Reimagining: Toward Deep Self-Love

To reclaim self-love from the grip of consumer culture, we must return to its radical, restorative roots. Self-love, in its truest sense, is existential dignity, an unwavering recognition of one’s inherent worth, beyond performance, beauty, or productivity. It is not about curating a life that looks lovable; it is about living a life that honours your humanity.

Feminist thinkers have long articulated this deeper vision, with bell hooks reminding us that love is not simply a feeling but an ethical orientation – a mode of relating grounded in justice, care, and truth. Her concept of love is expansive, uncomfortable, and deeply political. Similarly, Audre Lorde’s notion of the erotic, as outlined in “Uses of the Erotic,” positions self-awareness and pleasure as tools of resistance for those historically denied both. For Lorde, self-love is not indulgence, it is survival.

Buddhist thinkers like Thích Nhất Hạnh and modern contemplative scholars like Kristin Neff frame self-love not as mastery, but as compassionate acceptance, a practice of befriending the self rather than disciplining it. This view reorients healing away from control and toward presence, patience, and gentleness.
From these insights, we can begin to sketch a model of deep self-love, a slow, honest, and sometimes uncomfortable practice of becoming attuned to one’s needs, wounds, and contradictions. It may include:

· Saying no without guilt
· Disengaging from toxic productivity cycles
· Spending time in silence or solitude
· Practising community care, not just self-care
· Seeking therapy not to optimise but to understand
· Reaching out even when it’s difficult
· Making peace with imperfection
· Learning emotional literacies that are not platform-generated

Crucially, this model rejects the false binaries: political vs personal, secular vs spiritual, individual vs collective. Deep self-love makes space for all of it. It honours the quiet, the messy, the in-process. It also foregrounds what I call reflexive healing –a form of emotional work that recognises the interplay between one’s inner life and outer structures, and refuses to separate the two.

This reimagining does not mean abandoning the self but decentring its commodified version. It means cultivating integrative wholeness, a state where healing, dignity, and justice are not separated into lifestyle choices but seen as entangled, ethical imperatives.

8.Conclusion

Self-love has travelled an uneven path, from revolutionary philosophy to retail packaging, from feminist manifestos to TikTok trends. While its rise has helped de-stigmatise mental health discourse, it has also absorbed the very systems it once sought to resist.

In the current age of neoliberalism and digital capitalism, self-love has been rebranded into something sleek, manageable, and monetisable. But candles, apps, and journals, though not inherently harmful, cannot replace the difficult, radical work of healing. The danger lies not in these objects, but in mistaking them for transformation.

To move forward, we must re-enchant self-love as an ongoing, relational practice: one that centres honesty over optics, discomfort over convenience, and dignity over display. Self-love is not about turning away from the world – it is about turning toward it, with courage, softness, and a refusal to abandon ourselves in the face of alienating systems.

This means moving beyond the algorithmic aesthetics of healing and embracing what I call embodied resistance, the willingness to show up for oneself without performance, and to hold space for others without consumption. It means cultivating what I have termed solidaric selfhood, a form of subjectivity that understands self-love not as isolation but as interdependence.

Such a reimagining of self-love would insist on structural accountability alongside emotional care. It would challenge the political economy that turns self-worth into a shopping list. It would build emotional literacies that are nuanced, inclusive, and historically grounded.

And perhaps most importantly, it would make room for failure, contradiction, and vulnerability, thus allowing us to grow without needing to glow.

In a world that profits from our self-doubt, choosing to love ourselves, truly and deeply, is one of the most revolutionary acts we can commit. But it is not a solo revolution. It is one we must wage together, tenderly, imperfectly, and unrelentingly.

To reclaim the transformative essence of self-love, we must cultivate what I call emotional sovereignty, that is to say, the capacity to govern one’s emotional life without external scripts or commodified expectations. Emotional sovereignty allows us to be with our joy and sorrow without justification, and to resist the pressures of optimisation and aesthetics. In that space, self-love becomes not a consumer trend but a philosophical stance, one that reclaims the fullness of being human in a world that wants to make us a brand.


References 

Hooks, bell. 2000. All About Love: New Visions. New York: William Morrow.
Lorde, Audre. 1988. A Burst of Light: Essays. Ithaca, NY: Firebrand Books.
Illouz, Eva. 2007. Cold Intimacies: The Making of Emotional Capitalism. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Neff, Kristin. 2011. Self-Compassion: The Proven Power of Being Kind to Yourself. New York: William Morrow.
Ahmed, Sara. 2010. The Promise of Happiness. Durham: Duke University Press.
Gill, Rosalind, and Shani Orgad. 2015. “The Confidence Cult(ure).” Australian Feminist Studies 30(86): 324–344.
McRobbie, Angela. 2009. The Aftermath of Feminism: Gender, Culture and Social Change. London: SAGE.
Thích Nhất Hạnh. 2002. No Mud, No Lotus: The Art of Transforming Suffering. Berkeley: Parallax Press.
[bookmark: _GoBack]
2

image1.png




image2.png




image3.jpeg
;%;

saBITA__

A Journal of Humanities




image4.png




image5.png
Global Self-Love Market Distribution

Wellness Retreats

Therapy

Apps

Products




