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To be self-confident is the imperative of our time for women. Beauty brands
hire ‘confidence ambassadors’, women’s magazines promote a ‘confidence
revolution’ (Cosmo) and dedicate special issues to the topic (Elle), the
fashion industry tells women ‘confidence is the best thing you can wear’,
and even the Girlguiding organization, better known for its promotion of
practical skills, now offers an achievement badge in ‘body confidence’.
Whatever a woman’s or a girl’s problems, the solution in contemporary culture seems to be promoting selfconfidence: inequality in the workplace? - women need to ‘lean in’ and become more confident (check);
eating disorders and poor body image? - girls’ confidence programs are the solution (check); parenting
problems? – let’s make mums feel more confident so they can raise confident kids (check); sex life in a rut?
– well, confidence is ‘the new sexy’! (check).
Psychological expertise about gender and self-esteem underpins this trend. But in this presentation I argue
that confidence has become a ‘cheer word’ that has taken on the status on an unchallenged social good –
placed beyond debate. Yet, as I will show, the rise and rise of the ‘cult of confidence’ is intimately
connected to neoliberalism, and its attempts to reconfigure subjectivity along punitive and individualistic
lines. Taking examples from my current research on “love your body” discourses and workplace equality
and diversity, I look critically at contemporary celebrations of self-confidence, linking them to a resurgence
of interest in ‘character’ and a proliferation of neoliberal ‘feeling rules’ in which insecurity, vulnerability and
anger become taboo.
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