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For my silly parents










Preface


In the time between writing the first and second drafts of this book, there was a pandemic.


I mean, I say ‘was’. There still is a pandemic. But in the many months between merrily sending off a first draft and finally forcing myself to sit down and make it better, COVID-19 killed millions of people worldwide.


Like many others, I watched with horror, but without surprise, as a public health crisis became the latest stage for a battle between those who believe in making minor sacrifices to their freedom to protect the vulnerable, and those who seem to fear that doing so is an expression of weakness.


Arguments about hand-washing, mask-wearing, social-distancing, vaccines, and even the existence of the disease itself became yet another way to divide ‘us’ from ‘them’. Leaders who should have worried only about preventing mass death, sickness and economic fallout instead used their considerable power to spread xenophobia and attempt to prove their own machismo.


I watched on 12 March 2020 as Boris Johnson declared that the UK pandemic plan was simply to tough it out in the name of gaining herd immunity – a plan which was abandoned within ten days when it became apparent what a devastating toll this strategy would take.


In the United States, as the death count ticked past 180,000 on a hot August night in Washington, I stood outside the entrance to the White House south lawn, where guests of President Trump, dressed in their finest, smiling and maskless, crowded through security and into the grounds to hear Trump deliver an address for the last night of the Republican National Convention.


Crossing their paths were protestors headed to Black Lives Matter Plaza – a few city blocks renamed by Washington’s mayor, just on the other side of the White House. They were mostly wearing masks, and were on their way to continue the summer’s protests against ongoing police violence against black Americans. The gulf between the groups, their ideas about politics and public health and gender and race and each other, felt colossal.


In his convention speech – and in most other speeches delivered over four nights of the RNC – Trump referred to the pandemic in the past tense. While people died alone in hospital rooms, he reframed sensible precautions against the coronavirus into something else: a sign of oversensitivity. Of hysteria. Of political correctness.


I didn’t know then whether Trump would win re-election, and I certainly couldn’t have predicted quite how delirious and terrifying the weeks following that election would be. But I did know that the circumstances which had led to the failure of both the US and the UK to contain the coronavirus – and the forces which elected both nations’ leaders – were going nowhere. Joe Biden is president now, and yet I am more sure of that than ever.


This is a book about a so-called ‘culture war’ that is often portrayed as funny and ridiculous, but which also unfortunately touches every aspect of our lives. I have watched it contribute to hundreds of thousands of deaths in Britain and America, both of my countries, where leaders and citizens did not take the threat of COVID-19 seriously because they did not want to be seen as fragile or vulnerable. They didn’t want to be seen as special snowflakes.


The term snowflake is a profoundly cringeworthy one, used to accuse people of being overly sensitive, angry, or easily offended. But as I watched the horrible events of 2020 unfurl, I understood more than ever that these ‘special snowflakes’, ‘sensitive snowflakes’, and, of course, ‘fucking snowflakes’ are the ones who will make life better for all of us, if we let them.










Introduction


What older commentators and columnists today seem to long for, either explicitly or in complaining about young snowflakes or the ways things are ‘nowadays’, when everything has gone to shit, is the strength, moral purpose and all-round grit of previous generations. So let me tell you about my grandma, who would have hated this book.


Growing up in California, I didn’t really get to know my father’s mother, my indomitable, chain-smoking, whiskey-drinking grandma, until my twenties and her nineties, when I moved back to Britain for graduate school in the last few years of her life.


The official reason my parents moved to California when I was a baby was for my dad’s job. He was a computer programmer, and his British software company was moving to the Bay Area, as software companies are wont to do. The unofficial reason was that my parents wanted to escape Britain with its cold, its damp, its misery, and, as my dad has put it to me, its ‘society steeped in outdated attitudes under a crippling social-class-based system’. Without airing too much of the family baggage, they had plenty of pain to leave behind. So my parents picked up and moved to California to romp among the redwoods and brag to their friends back home about all the sunshine.


Every other year or so, though, we would make the trip back to England, where I, as a child, was disgusted by the fact that I sometimes had to wear a coat. Visits to my grandparents meant dipping my young toes into deep pools of family drama of which I understood very little. Visits to my grandma meant breathing in a lot of second-hand cigarette smoke, and listening to her tales, which often featured harsh judgements upon the world, her neighbours and her family. My grandma’s bluntness was often funny. She believed forcefully in the way things should be done, from Christmas pudding to withholding verbal expressions of love. She was proud and stubborn and hated the things she loved to hate: sport of any kind, religion generally and oppressive men. She grew up in a Labour family but loved Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s. She hated Europe, politically and generally, and would have loved to see Brexit had she not died the year before the vote. She once complained to me that the news showed too many ‘crying mothers’ and not enough ‘people just getting on with it’.


By the age at which she was almost completely blind, Grandma’s body clock had replaced her need to look at a real clock: she could feel the arrival of noon each day, because that was the time for her whiskey and lemonade. Her suspicions of anything or anyone not British extended to her garden, where she derisively referred to a plant brought by her son who had settled in Galway as ‘the Irish plant’. (She knew the full name of every other plant in her garden.) She was an old woman who loved nothing more than to smoke cigarettes (the doctors who said it was harmful were merely ‘blinding you with science’) and talk for hours about the world, whether a cringeworthy revelation of her xenophobia or the funny and unbelievable stories of giving birth at home to each of her children. (‘The midwife couldn’t make it, so I said to my cousin, “Boil the scissors.” ’)


At other times, Grandma’s overall coldness was painful. She had not been an expressively loving mother to my father. When my grandfather neared the end of his life, and began to grow a little senile, he told my grandma, his wife of over sixty years, that he loved her. I was sitting on the stairs at her house, listening, in my early twenties. ‘We don’t say that in this family,’ she told him off. I wrote in my diary: ‘I cannot believe her blood runs in my veins.’ I could not understand what would make a person that way. I didn’t think about its source. Grandma was just Grandma, and while she found other ways to show us she approved of us, or was even very proud of us, saying ‘I love you’ wasn’t one of them.


Later in my twenties, when I returned to England for grad school and then for work, I had the opportunity for the first time in my life to get to know Grandma on my own terms, without the memories and the tension of the generation between us. Visiting her on my own was the chance to build a new relationship. She also met my husband, Sam, on our second date. He made her a strong cup of coffee and showed great interest in her life story. She approved.


On these visits I learned more about Grandma’s life, her childhood and especially her experiences during World War II. When I was growing up, there were plenty of jokes between my parents about my mother’s posh north-west London upbringing and my dad’s working-class childhood on council estates across south London. But it wasn’t until my long evenings with Grandma that I learned quite how acute the poverty of her upbringing, and my father’s, had been.


Grandma heralded her impending death for many years. She would clear up after meals and mutter, ‘One less meal.’ Sensing the beginning of the end, she decided to write her memoirs. Barely able to see, she wrote down everything she could remember about her childhood in ninety pages of mostly all-caps lettering in a thick black pen.


I love these memoirs, written with my grandma’s deader-than-deadpan matter-of-factness. They cover two notebooks and contain basically everything I know about my family tree on my father’s side. This includes details such as: ‘CAROLINE (MY GRAN) LIVED TO HER NINETIES. HER HUSBAND FELL OFF A CRANE WHEN DRUNK (HE WAS A CRANE OPERATOR) WHEN THE CHILDREN WERE QUITE YOUNG.’ It’s important to learn and cherish your family history.


There are many tales of Grandma’s mother, Grace, born in 1894. Grace worked from the age of fourteen in a laundry, as her mother worked as a maid in rich households. When both her parents died, a teenage Grace supported the entire family in their home in Greenwich, keeping the rent and bills paid somehow. When she married, her first child, Ella, known as ‘Bubsie’, died of diphtheria at eighteen months old. ‘They were devastated, and my father often said that I saved my mother’s life and sanity by starting when I did,’ my grandmother writes.


The young family moved to a new home infested with bedbugs. During the Depression, Grandma’s father lost his job as a foreman in a paint factory ‘on the other side of the water’, that is, north London. The family was financially ruined, and relied on a single charity meal each day, collected in her mother’s ‘largest pudding basin’, filled to the top and shared out at home. They faced illness and insecure work, cold, hunger, and beyond this – as my grandmother does not record in her memoirs but would mention in passing to me during our visits – physical abuse from her father.


Grandma’s dad had survived being gassed in the trenches of World War I. While many of her memories of him are of being ‘walloped’ at his hand, she also recalled the times he was her defender: When he convinced the local library to let her join even though she was not yet seven years old. When he called her a ‘good girl’ for looking after her younger siblings when he had to leave them alone at home to take up an offer of a street-sweeping job. When she earned a junior county scholarship to grant her admission and funding to go to grammar school, and her father supported her. Her mother, meanwhile, said, ‘she’ll only get married and that would make it all a big waste’, when she could get a job instead. (The headmistress bought Grandma a school blazer with her own money.) She also remembers moving to a council house in Bellingham in 1938. ‘My dad couldn’t believe his luck,’ she says. ‘The most wonderful bit was that we not only had electric lights for the very first time but a bathroom as well. It was like being a rich person.’


With the outbreak of World War II, Grandma remembers getting a gas mask. She was evacuated to the countryside, which she spoke about fondly for the rest of her life. For the first time, she could study and enjoy the fresh air of not-London, away from her difficult home life. But on her sixteenth birthday, Grandma received a card summoning her home to work and support the family. ‘For after all, why should my younger sister be working so hard in order to help keep me in idle luxury?’ she was admonished. She told me this tale countless times.


Back in London, Grandma worked in the Royal Arsenal at Woolwich and earned a pound a week, an amount that made her feel extremely well off. Throughout the war, she lived large. Grandma’s war stories were often hysterical. She went on many dates with servicemen on leave, and once left her glasses in the pocket of an American soldier while they kissed goodnight and had to go back to his barracks to retrieve them the next day – to much merriment from the other soldiers. She once got a lift home from a dance with a milkman making his early rounds, who was horrified to see that the sequins she had glued to her dress had attached themselves to his vehicle’s seats instead. The arrival of American G.I.s brought jazz to London, and Grandma took full advantage of wartime entertainments.


Still, though, she continued to live under the thumb of her father. ‘I began to think about clothes and hair styles and make-up,’ she writes in her memoirs, ‘which in those days was only used by loose women! One lunch time I spent sixpence on a lipstick. I put some on and forgot to wash it off before riding home.’ Her father was so furious that he grabbed her and scrubbed it off with a dishcloth. He told her she had brought disgrace to his house.


Other memories sound straight out of a film. One night during the Blitz, when bombs dropped and fires raged all around them, Grandma rode the train home with her youth-club friends, singing camp songs to keep up the carriage’s spirits. At the end of the perilous journey, an older man on the train shook their hands and thanked them for distracting him from his sheer terror.


When telling these memories, Grandma would often drop in casual mentions of what, if you thought about it, were unbelievable horrors. She liked to tell of the time she and her friends were kicked out of their youth club at Charlton House in Greenwich early one night, because one of the ‘more unruly boys’ had sworn at the Charlton House warden. As they left and wandered down the path, stopping to look at constellations and meteors, a bomb hit the exit of the building which they had just passed through, at the time of night they normally would have been leaving the building. She told this as a story about mild coincidence, like running into an old friend at the shops, and not as the near-death experience it was.


In another story she apparently did not consider remarkable enough to include in her memoirs, Grandma decided to leave the Woolwich Arsenal for a lunch of fish and chips instead of using the workplace canteen as usual. While she was out, a bombing raid hit the arsenal, and many people died. She mentioned it to me once, as if it were a small story. I do not remember if she said her friends were among the dead.


It is easy to assume, as I have for most of my life, that back then – in the olden days missed by so many – people were much tougher. Narrowly escaping multiple bombings and suffering the war deaths of friends and family must not have hurt so bad, since it happened all the time. After all, people lived till thirty and lost half their children in the olden days, right? And so I assumed it was with Grandma. She was tough then, and she was tough for the rest of her life. She never grew emotional, even on her deathbed where she told me matter-of-factly that she was ‘ready to go’. This alarmed me at first, until I realised what a rare privilege it was to be ‘ready to go’. She expressed pride in her grandchildren and her great-grandchildren. She kept meticulous photo albums of her family and loved that the girls, in particular, had all achieved academic and career success, opportunities she had wanted for herself but had largely been denied. In hospital shortly before she died, I snuck her a whiskey and lemonade in a Sprite bottle. When she realised what it was, she grabbed my arm and told me that I should tell people that I take after my grandma. There was a time when this would have horrified me, but I’m pleased by it now.


I grew up believing Grandma’s coldness and toughness were simply her character. That she had an innate grit which got her through a childhood of abuse and poverty and a young adulthood marked by war and the constant terror of bombing – like all Londoners then. Grandma was, and remains, the ideal image of what you could call resilience – the kind today’s young generations allegedly lack in the eyes of their critics. I believed that she was the tough one and I would be the aberration if I was not tough also.


But was this really resilience? Was that toughness her true, original character? Would it have been so if not for her childhood and for war? Does resilience simply mean the ability to survive, and to stay alive, when your emotional life has been muted by adversity?


When people critique the lack of a certain hardiness in young people today, there is on the one hand a convincing case that this simply isn’t true. Young people face new and different challenges to their grandparents. They have been young in a pandemic, denied over a year of the pleasures and rituals of youth. They have faced an unequal and unstable economic path. Many young people around the world face the same agony of war, or worse, experienced by young Londoners in the 1940s.


But there’s another argument to be made: that the ‘strength’ of previous generations is not something to aspire to. It’s not something we should necessarily emulate. It’s something we should mourn. My grandparents, and yours, dealt with the traumas of their youth long before psychological trauma had entered into medical understanding, let alone common knowledge. What may look from the outside like resilience may sometimes have been a different kind of dealing with pain: suppressing and avoiding it, rather than acknowledging it and then healing from it.


What if my grandma had been allowed to be a bit of a delicate snowflake? How might her life have been different?


At the end of her handwritten memoirs, Grandma includes a section titled ‘Summary’, underlined in her thick black pen.


‘On the whole I think I was lucky to have lived my childhood in those days,’ she writes. ‘We led a very sheltered life compared to the children of today. We knew nothing of the evils of the world as we now [know] them. I assume that sexual predators existed then, as now, that violent criminals and drugs barons, that the thieves and swindlers were around then. But we knew that the area’s policeman would deal with all that, so it was nothing to do with us.’


It surprised me to discover, years after her death, when I finally sat down to read her memories, that in some regards Grandma thought she had it easier as a child than young people today. It’s the opposite of the classic ‘I walked fifteen miles to school in the snow and it was uphill both ways’ elderly judgement. Grandma really did walk that proverbial fifteen miles in the snow, and yet she saw the difference between that kind of grind, and the different kind of murkier misery brought on by the modern world. When she said that she ‘knew nothing of the evils of the world’ as a child, you see how she was conditioned not to see physical abuse in her home, or even bombs dropping on her city, as first-hand knowledge of the evils of the world. That was simply how things were in those days.


Nevertheless, she died thinking it is today’s kids who are forced to grow up too quickly. ‘I think the children of today know too much about the evils of the world too soon,’ she wrote. ‘But I suppose it’s my generation who made that happen by inventing devices like radio and cars and television and computers and mobile phones and cinema. Have these things done more harm than good?’ Forever the teacher, she concludes: ‘Discuss!’


It’s impossible to imagine my grandma without suffering, without poverty, without war, and without abuse. These are the things that she wove into her very being. They defined her view of the world and her assessment of all the people in it. But unlike so many who cannot survive and integrate their traumas into the stories of their lives, Grandma found purpose in her life story. She identified firmly as a tough old bird. She was not a perfect parent, certainly, and I remain grateful to have escaped the direct onslaught of her demons as a grandchild who grew up far away in sunny California.


But perhaps her past did not actually make her stronger. What if it simply made her better at hiding away whatever feelings she did have? She took the pain of her life and buried it somewhere it could not be accessed by any of us. For all her love of grumbling about the state of the world, it is remarkable that she still wished for better lives for her children and their children – and less suffering, not more.


What did she miss in life? What could she have experienced if she’d had the room to be a bit of a snowflake? If she had been safe, at home and on the streets of London? If her entire generation had learned how to feel? In terms of the scope of suffering experienced during World War II, Grandma got off easy. She was not a soldier or a concentration camp prisoner. Even so, there’s no telling how her life might have gone otherwise if she hadn’t experienced what she did. It seems safe to say, though, that she might at least have been able to express and receive love from her family. How different that might have made things for her children, and theirs.


The issues she faced are still faced today by millions of children, around the world, and in Britain, and on the very same south London estates where she lived, when they were shiny and new.


Is the trouble with kids today that they are not as tough as my grandma was?


 


We can think of my grandma, then, as the antithesis of what this book is about: the snowflake. The snowflake is the allegedly weak, pathetic, sensitive soul, who walks about the earth in a perpetually childlike form, without an ounce of Blitz spirit to her name. This imagined figure is a threat and an insult to The Way Things Used To Be, that is, a world inhabited entirely by romanticised versions of Grandma. Sturdy souls who didn’t care for safety, or science, or friendliness, or feelings.


While I am happy to take after my grandma in so many ways, and while we must respect and understand and forgive all the Grandmas, we should not aspire to be exactly like them. Instead, we must reclaim not just the term ‘snowflake’ from its critics, but the idea of the ‘snowflake’ as it has existed over decades. It is, after all, only a recent iteration of an idea which has existed for each generation, stretching back to the first time old men looked at the young and were irritated by them.


Over two thousand years ago, Aristotle himself wrote of the way that young people tended to ‘overdo everything’, that they were know-it-alls, and that they were primarily guided by their ‘strong passions’ (that is, their horniness) and their ‘exalted notions’ about the world.1 Sounding like a peeved columnist in the Sunday Times, Aristotle declared that young people were ‘regulated more by moral feeling than by reasoning,’ in contrast to the reason and wisdom of age. This wasn’t all bad news, though, as Aristotle observed that ‘whereas reasoning leads us to choose what is useful, moral goodness leads us to choose what is noble.’ Today’s commentators are not so gracious as to see nobility in the passions of youth.


Whether we call them snowflakes or long-haired hippies or garbage teens or overly passionate Athenian youths, though, the target is the same. Words like ‘snowflake’ serve a political purpose, to bully and denigrate the young (and their allies). These insults are a way to trample on the energy and solidarity of young people and snuff out their often radical ideas. To resist this trampling, we have to understand origins of the snowflake discourse – and reclaim the snowflake as a sympathetic, even noble figure.


To trace the origin of the word ‘snowflake’, to see what it can tell us about our troubled times, to try to reclaim it – all of this can feel like a futile task. Trawling through furious internet arguments and reading the books of pure, relentless idiots in search of great meaning can seem, at times, ridiculous. In trying to get to the heart of one of the key terms of the culture war and those who wield it, I may as well ask my cat for his thought process on projectile-vomiting his dinner onto my best wool blanket. Maybe we are all gripped by a human nature that cannot be changed, as Seymour is gripped by cat nature. Maybe nothing can stop us from tweeting terrible ideas or hurling up chunks of dried horse meat.


I know also how hard it is to change minds. Whether it’s a friend’s terrible boyfriend, a random internet troll, or a prominent commentator, it may be a lost cause to convince someone who uses the term ‘snowflake’ derisively to cut it out. Giving serious time and attention to the political and media figures who constantly use the phrase is often exactly what these awful people want. Maybe there isn’t a way to dampen the pure delight some people take from cringeworthy name-calling. Maybe they don’t want to consider a new perspective. Maybe they just want to post. Piers Morgan may know that the angrier he makes young people by calling them snowflakes, the more they will reply to his tweets calling him a bellend, and this is how he maintains his successful career. But notorious bellends aren’t the only ones who use the term or carry the baggage that comes with it. As we will see, a piece of language such as ‘snowflake’ and all its attendant insults which begin on the far right can find their way into the mouths of widely read columnists, university presidents, prominent feminists and political leaders. And much of the time, the ‘snowflake’ insult also doesn’t really seem to mean anything. It is an idea that evades critique. It transforms meaning and intent mid-air. It throws up a smoke screen of its own stupidity. And if you argue with someone claiming that you are not a snowflake, you will, in the eyes of your accuser, become an even bigger one. A big, wet, drippy piece of pathetic, laughable snow. Nobody wants to be this.


But by diving deeply into the meaning of what may appear to be a very shallow term, it turns out we can find out a lot about what has happened to our politics, our media and the way we treat each other. ‘Snowflake’ may be tossed around with thoughtless abandon, but it is never meaningless, even if it might appear so most of the time. So despite its stench, I am going to bend over that pile of sick, as it seeps ever deeper into my nicest wool blanket, which came all the way from my mother-in-law in New Zealand, and I am going to examine it. We must peer into the sick, to see what it has to teach us. and then take that blanket to the dry cleaner.


 


Here’s the fundamental problem:


Every day, lots of commentators, most of them of a certain age, with a wide influence and a brand of telling it like it is, take to television and the radio and their well-compensated columns and very popular books, in America and in Britain and around the world, to say that young people today are simply pathetic. They can’t argue like we used to. They are struck down with terror, fear and full-blown panic attacks at the mere suggestion of the politically incorrect.


They are horrible, like snowflakes, utterly weak and yet also, somehow, profoundly threatening to society. To these figures – who I will call the snowflake critics – the snowflake is a moany, spoiled, narcissistic youth who can’t cope with the real world, was incorrigibly corrupted by a too-loving childhood and prevented from a toughening-up by health and safety regulations.


If this is what a snowflake is, you can see why nobody would want to be one. People don’t want to be thought of as weak. We want to be thought of as brave and courageous. We want people to know we can carry all the bags of shopping from the car to the house in one go. Wanting to be a snowflake may sound like aspiring to be a failure. And because a snowflake is such a hateful, pitiable thing to be, it’s a great term to wield against your own enemies. If Piers Morgan has called you a snowflake for being upset about, say, a new scheme by Boris Johnson to ban women from public office, then you might say that he’s the real snowflake for getting so upset when people call him a prick on Twitter. It’s a terrible and boring game of hot potato with no escape. In the end, everybody’s covered in potato, and no one is happy.


You do not have to be a conservative to hate a snowflake, though the term rose to popularity from the social networks of the alt-right. Nowadays, though, plenty of liberals, centrists, and of course those media figures who consider themselves to be perfectly unbiased, non-ideological bearers of universal wisdom hate snowflakes just as much as your average internet Nazi does. Some are university professors who despise the snowflakes who question their all-knowing authority. Some are respected members of the anti-Trump liberal ‘resistance’. They are not all older people who loathe the young, and they aren’t only far-right lunatics, and they aren’t only populists in the style of Donald Trump and his followers. Some seem to believe what they’re saying. Some are charlatans who have discovered a quick way to gain attention and funding for their work. Some are simply writing what they’re told to maximise clicks to the Sun. Wherever we find them, we can learn a lot about modern snowflakes by meeting their greatest haters. We can also learn a lot about the haters themselves, their vision of the world and their all-consuming anxieties.


The power of the ‘snowflake’ insult comes primarily from a fear of appearing weak. It’s a fear of being whiny. But in truth, a snowflake is not the same as a whiner. Take for example Jessica, the girl in middle school whose name was not Jessica but had the same vibe as Jessica, who asked me in seventh grade to open her car door for her because she had hurt her finger in basketball practice (I was there, she had not). Or imagine the kind of man who blames his tools, rather than himself, for failing to complete a simple task, when it is clearly he himself who has failed. Imagine the guys who get really mad when they lose board games, or sulk because it’s raining ever so slightly. Imagine the people who are consistently unwilling to try new things, without a good reason beyond thinking they won’t be good at it. These characters may indeed be whiners. But a whiner is not necessarily also a snowflake, because a snowflake’s complaint has a political purpose. That purpose is likely deeper than not wanting to open a car door.


Yet a snowflake critic will often dress up a critique of political expression as pure whining. This is the power of the word. It reduces political complaints to personal grievances. Snowflake critics look at a young person with a political idea, and say, this is pure weakness. This is unbearable grumbling. We shall see this over and over again! Dear reader, this is the very problem, the problem which has driven me to the brink, in classic snowflake form, at the ridiculousness of the entire world right now, and beyond into an ever-sillier future. The snowflake critic, in his critique of snowflake whiners, is himself being extremely whiny!


The thing is, the snowflakes I have known and loved were not weaklings, nor whiners, nor necessarily more sensitive than your average conservative man of a certain age, for example – though they may be sensitive about different things. And it turns out that there are in fact many ways to be strong and brave which don’t entail being horrible to others. You can lift a large log. You can swim in cold water. You can face an uncomfortable dispute face on. You can be an incredibly strong person while maintaining compassion and sensitivity.


Over the course of my life and career I have again and again walked among many such bold and admirable snowflakes. I have lived among the naked vegans of UC Berkeley’s co-operative housing. I have snapped my fingers in non-threatening agreement at the meetings of community activists. On the internet, I have written my snowflake takes. I have travelled across the United States to report for the Washington Post speaking to university students and intersectional activists and young socialists and ageing hippies – as well as Trump supporters and anti-maskers and all manner of conspiracy-addled souls. So I can tell you from my experience that those who get called snowflakes are not unwilling to face uncomfortable situations or ideas. They are often the only ones willing to face uncomfortable situations or ideas. They are not self-centred or over-privileged. They are relentlessly focused on others, and often come from unprivileged spaces to enter privileged ones. This is the tension of snowflakery. The person who gets called a snowflake is someone who has transgressed the status quo, in their actions, with their words, or simply by being in a space not built for them. Snowflakes, particularly those at universities, are usually characterised as privileged and spoiled. They’re usually not. They’re usually the ones whose identities are new to elite institutions. They’re the ones who can’t always afford the avocado toast.


They’re also not particularly terrifying. If you fear snowflakes as some kind of terrible horde – the famous ‘mob’ we hear so much about – you probably should be more worried about causing offence. You probably should correct your speech from time to time. You probably should, on occasion, listen to the people you have pissed off. You should ask yourself: ‘Am I at the mercy of a bad-faith “mob” – or am I the one with power that I’m wielding unfairly? Are my critics the ones who have shut their minds to new ideas, or have I?’


I don’t mean to alarm you, but snowflakes are all around you. Sometimes they’re loud. Sometimes they’re yelling in the streets. Sometimes they are pulling down the statue of a seventeenth-century slave trader and hurling it into the Bristol harbour. But sometimes they’re a lot quieter. Sometimes they are taking small steps toward justice in their communities or their workplaces or their families. Sometimes people are snowflakes just because of who they are.


If we were to generalise, though, we could say that a snowflake is someone who challenges hierarchies and the powerful inequalities which structure modern life. They threaten patterns of class power and of racial power and economic power, and this, fundamentally, is why they are demonised. They are also, on the whole, an easy target for those whom they threaten, because of their comfort talking about their feelings, their commitment to making change, and the way they look. Like the youths romping about Aristotle’s Athens, they are guided by passion, and that can be a terrifying sight.


My job in this book will be to convince you that you should actually want to be a snowflake – or at the very least, you should admire snowflakes wherever you spot them. We will look at how snowflakes have been defined, and by whom, and how panics about university students in particular have shaped suspicion of young people. We will see how hypocritical arguments about free speech and ‘cancel culture’ work to protect financial, political and cultural power. We will see how the terror of feelings and the unaddressed trauma of previous generations has the effect of silencing and dismissing vulnerable people today. We will see how fear of snowflakes fuels hatred of trans  people. And we will see how the snowflake’s quest to build fairer and less awful workplaces enrages the beneficiaries of inequality.


In the end, if you are still not sure if you are a snowflake yourself, I hope you will understand why we need them.


Or at the very, very, very least, I hope you’ll be less of a dickhead to young people.










1


The origins of the snowflake


What is a snowflake?


The short answer: when not referring to a merry little piece of actual snow, an impossibly beautiful crystal laying bare the majesty of all creation, it’s an insult. Specifically, it’s an insult meant to disparage young people (but sometimes also older folks) when they express concern about social justice issues such as racism, sexism and inequality, when they critique those in power who perpetuate those problems, or when they take action to protect their own comfort and happiness.


Snowflakes are most often defined by those who hate them. Those who earn their living by making sweeping generalisations about the Problems With Kids Today offer us endless commentary about the alleged generation of snowflakes that threatens us all. But I want to begin with some examples of how the term ‘snowflake’ is generally used, and how it feels to be called one. (Because snowflakes are nothing if not attuned to their feelings.)


I cast a net across the internet, sourcing stories of times that people had been called snowflakes, and why, and how it felt. As fellow internet users may be able to predict, I was swiftly owned for doing so. (For my mother: to be ‘owned’ is to be succinctly mocked for a foolish mistake online.) An early respondent to my questionnaire identified himself as ‘Smedley Weetabix, 29, consultant’.


The form asked: When and why were you called a snowflake?


Smedley’s answer: ‘Every time I demand that I get free stuff that I am not willing to work for.’


Were you called a snowflake because of your race, ethnicity, sexuality or gender identity?


Mr Weetabix: ‘I was called a snowflake for no other reason than because I demanded that I get free stuff and that others’ free speech be curtailed if it is not the same as my opinion.’


How did you respond, and how did it make you feel?


‘I held my breath, telling others to recognise that I deserve stuff that I am not willing to work for.’ And so on.


Thank you, Mr Weetabix, for your contribution.


My non-Weetabix respondents, though, shared a range of tales from the front lines of the snowflake discourse. They showed how the term snowflake is used to make someone feel bad, of course, but is also meant to make the person who wields it feel more powerful. It is meant to disempower and humiliate, and to cast its user as tough and unflappable in contrast – despite the fact that a person calling someone a snowflake is more often than not extremely flapped.


For one woman, an administrator in New Zealand, Natalie Eskrick, the insult came after she made knowing eye contact with a young supermarket cashier, who was at that moment being berated by an American tourist because he had a problem with his credit card. The man rounded on Eskrick, and also called her a ‘libtard’. (Here we have the conjunction of ‘liberal’ and the offensive term for people with intellectual disabilities.) Eskrick says she found the experience ‘a bit odd’. After two delightful visits to family in New Zealand, I can confirm that this is not a usual Kiwi checkout experience. So what does Eskrick think her insultor meant to achieve by calling her a ‘snowflake’? She told me:


I think people who use the term are articulating a resentment of being asked to moderate their own behaviour. Whether it’s pronouns, or treating a retail assistant with respect, it seems like a way to denigrate someone who is asking to be treated in a different way than what they currently are.


 


Eskrick gets to the heart of the accuser’s discomfort. It is easier to call someone a name, in any situation, than to change your own behaviour. Even in a supermarket, confronting a stranger who has made a face behind your back, the man did not call her rude, or mean – nor did he apologise for holding up the line in a rage. Inherent in the term ‘snowflake’ was an outrage that a woman appeared to be judging a man. He saw in her amused gentle mockery an entire politics, an entire world view, which was threatening to him and his politics and his world view. And it was an insult hurled with rage – a rage at a perceived loss of power in a situation, an overturning of gender roles, perhaps. It was a mad grasp at regaining respect and power in a situation that should have been as simple as purchasing some crisps with an alternative credit card. It was ‘quite odd’ indeed.


Another person who shared their story about being called a snowflake with me was a social media manager in her twenties, who didn’t want to be named because her story touches on her job. We’ll call her Sarah. She told me about the time she was out drinking with co-workers when a former colleague at her company joined the group and began complaining about another former colleague, who was a black woman, an activist, and friends with Sarah. Here’s what Sarah says happened:


 


Knowing I’m gay, he switches to talking about how he believes in gays but not in trans people . . . I’m arguing a little because I feel that’s the right thing to do, but being civil because I’m drunk, and I don’t want to kill the vibe. At this point he starts questioning me about where I’m from and why my family came here and why I disagree with his views – he simply doesn’t get it – so I make the mistake of (very civilly) saying that as a privileged white man it’s hard for him to understand. And boy, he absolutely LOSES IT. He gets up, screams and screams at me about how I’m the whole reason this country is divided, he should’ve known better than to try to talk to someone who is friends with [the ex-co-worker he hates], and of course I’m a ‘snowflake’. Though I’m arguing back, I start crying because I’m drunk and totally unprepared to be screamed at, and he says ‘sorry for triggering you snowflake’ multiple times before leaving.


 


As the only person of colour in an all-white social setting, Sarah became the target of a white man’s anger and aggression. Her white colleagues did not do much to stick up for her, which was even more hurtful. In this situation, Sarah shared her thought that the term snowflake was wielded simply to be ‘a derogatory term for someone you wish to intentionally provoke with outlandish statements but not engage in meaningful conversation with.’ When Sarah attempted to push back, he erupted in a consuming rage. When Sarah cried, she became a snowflake – and was ‘triggered’. It was Sarah who was pathologised with a mental health term, being ‘triggered’, rather than the man who had exploded at her. The result was a horrible experience on what should have been a simple night out with co-workers. She stuck up for a friend and was berated for it.


An events manager in her twenties who we’ll call Olivia also shared her story with me about being called a snowflake, this time by a friend. It happened when Olivia said to her friend that the reason the Disney film One of Our Dinosaurs is Missing is never on TV is ‘because it has white English actors with yellow painted faces, pretending to be Chinese’. You would think this explanation would be pretty self-evident. But pointing out someone else’s racial sensitivity (in this case, television programmers) was enough to make her friend call her a snowflake. It made her ‘angry and hurt’ but Olivia recognised her dilemma: ‘It’s a catch-22, because if you respond by saying, “I don’t like that you called me a snowflake,” you are (to them) proving that you are sensitive.’


The people who may hurt us the most with the term ‘snowflake’ are those that are closest to us. I heard from a person whose own brother-in-law has called her a snowflake ‘more times than [she] can remember.’ This person, who we’ll call Angela since we’re talking about her actual family, says that when this happens, it ‘usually has to do with [her] doing something he considered typical millennial behaviour.’ Once, he called her a snowflake because she quit a new job ‘where the boss seemed like a cruel drug addict.’ Angela explained: ‘I thought it seemed like a normal thing to do – quit a terrible job before it ruined my life – but apparently it was a snowflake move.’ Standing up for herself at work was enough to be denounced as a snowflake – by a family member.


Others have told me they were called snowflakes for comments they left on news articles criticising powerful people and policies, or for tweeting their opinions. They identified being called a snowflake as a simple way to ‘shut down discourse.’


A friend of mine, Amna Saleem, told me she thinks that calling someone a snowflake is a way to shut down conversation before it can threaten privilege. Amna is a Scottish-Pakistani writer who is frequently in the public eye and speaks often about racism and sexism. As a result, she gets called a snowflake or similar all the time. ‘Usually what they actually mean,’ Amna told me, ‘is HOW DARE YOU MESS WITH THE STATUS QUO THAT BENEFITS ME?’


I have also heard from people who are white, male, straight, or all of the above – but they, too, have been called snowflakes for the times when they stood up for those with different backgrounds, or advocated for a political position meant to empower other groups. They were punished for breaking ranks with other white men and called snowflakes as a result.


Tom Ward is a PhD student living in Belfast. He’s been called a snowflake twice. Once was at Manchester Pride in 2019, after shouting ‘Fuck Boris’. The other happened when he was organising a rally at the University of York against what he called ‘extortionate rents’ for student housing. A member of the University of York Liberal Democrats, who were opposed to the cuts to student rent costs, called him a snowflake for organising the rally. How did Ward respond to each experience? At Manchester Pride, he simply shouted ‘Fuck Boris’ again. After the run-in with the Lib Dem, though, he says he just laughed. What does Ward make of the term snowflake, after being called one? Maybe, he said, it’s ‘an attempt to ground baseless prejudice in a baseless and meaningless phraseology.’ In his encounters, that is, he felt that the insult meant basically nothing.


In many ways, the word snowflake does mean nothing. It can twist and morph its meaning as it goes, and slides between gaps in conversation like a noxious ooze. Its intent, though, matters a lot, whether it’s wielded by an American tourist on a lovely visit to New Zealand, a Boris Johnson-loving Manchester Pride attendee, or even a Liberal Democrat. Calling someone a snowflake is a way, in each of these examples and the many more we will encounter, to draw a line between yourself and others.


 


Collins English Dictionary named ‘snowflake generation’ as one of its ten phrases of the year in 2016.1 Looking back at the list, some of its other top words already seem dated. ‘Mic drop’ is now something said by supporters of white-bread boy-wonder Pete Buttigieg, former Democratic presidential candidate and newly minted US Transportation Secretary, when he has said something clever on Fox News. ‘Dude food’ was undoubtedly never more than a dead-inside marketing consultant’s attempt to sell frozen meats. Other words from the 2016 list, though, have stuck around. The number-one word of the year was ‘Brexit’, which, I’ve heard, is still going strong. And then there’s ‘snowflake’ which, with or without the ‘generation’ tacked onto it, has only grown more ubiquitous as an ever more frustrating term.


The Collins definition of ‘snowflake generation’ limits snowflakery to one subsection of millennials:


 


the young adults of the 2010s, viewed as being less resilient and more prone to taking offence than previous generations.2


 


While snowflakes may be of any age and ilk, the snowflake generation was, at least in 2016, those who came of age in the 2010s in a maelstrom of weakness and offence-taking. It was me and my terrible, pathetic friends. This definition, though, doesn’t name the source or the cause of this embarrassing class of young adults. You have in this definition a sense of the delicacy of the real-world snowflake, which melts at the slightest touch. It also takes a passive approach to the person who has ‘viewed’ in this way. Who views the young adults of the 2010s this way? They do.


This definition of the ‘snowflake generation’ doesn’t, however, give us the other important metaphor of the snowflake for pitiful youths: our specialness. As the snowflake is crystallised into an infinity of unique designs, my lamentable and inadequate generation sees ourselves as impossibly unique. We believe that each of us is different, and what could be more grotesque than that?


Over in the American Heritage Dictionary, meanwhile, we find a definition that includes this awful sense of individuality. A snowflake is ‘a person who is considered to be overly sensitive or too easily offended, especially as a result of believing himself or herself to be unique or special.’3 This definition names cause and effect. The fragility is caused by the sense of specialness. The snowflake’s sense of being a unique individual, different from anyone else who has ever lived, is the source of her undoing. She is unable to experience her lived reality without succumbing to offence. What offence? We aren’t told. Offence about things.


The Oxford English Dictionary takes a similar look at the snowflake. The OED’s snowflake is ‘originally: a person, esp. a child, regarded as having a unique personality and potential. Later: a person mockingly characterised as overly sensitive or easily offended, esp. one said to consider himself or herself entitled to special treatment or consideration.’4 The OED definition reminds us that it didn’t always have to be this way. Being called a snowflake was once like being called a gifted and talented child. Once upon a time, a snowflake was a bright young thing. It was little Priscilla who excelled at the pianoforte, before Priscilla grew up, shaved her head and started a new feminist society at SOAS.


Again, the OED definition leaves us without context. Snowflakes feel entitled to special treatment or consideration. What kind of special treatment? Does this special treatment or consideration mean ‘a ramp into shops for wheelchair users’? Or does it mean ‘not having to do the washing up because Priscilla is such a precious young child, and she mustn’t spoil her delicate fingers’? We don’t know, and it isn’t, apparently, an important distinction to the definition of the snowflake. Snowflakes simply feel entitled to stuff.


An October 2019 explainer in the Sun illustrates the popular understanding of snowflakes quite well, describing one as an ‘overly sensitive person who thinks the world revolves around them.’5 An example helps expand the point: ‘Snowflakes gasp in horror when they hear an opinion they don’t like.’ Snowflakes furthermore ‘believe they have a right to be protected from anything unpalatable.’ It is not said what the unpalatable thing might be. It could be a racial slur, it could be a rude glance, it could be a dead body. The content of the unpalatable thing does not matter to the Sun. What matters is the sensitivity, the self-centredness, the demand for protection and, of course, the gasp of horror.


The Sun’s definition of snowflakes, unlike the dictionaries’, leans heavily on the imagined antics of the modern university student: ‘Sensitive uni students are often labelled snowflakes because they receive “trigger warnings” on books and lectures that might contain upsetting subjects.’ The loathed sense of specialness is tied closely to receiving a university education. It’s true, some people who go to university are in many ways an elite, or on their way to join the elite. But that isn’t what is at issue here. It isn’t about a university student’s lack of understanding of or contact with the majority of the country. It’s that they’re upset. The Sun explainer brings up some other key themes that swirl around the snowflake discourse: free speech and safe spaces. ‘Today, many of these unis are hostile to free speech and determined to shield students from any ideas they don’t like,’ while ‘students unions demand “safe spaces” – areas where people cannot disagree with or challenge your ideas.’ (This, it must be said, is not what safe spaces are, but we’ll get to that.)


The Sun adds that snowflakes are ‘self-obsessed and fragile, easily offended, or unable to deal with opposing opinions.’ Opinions about music? Films? Or whether girls can do science? No matter. And finally, a photo caption in the Sun’s piece helpfully adds: ‘Many “snowflake” young people took the result of the Brexit referendum personally.’ At last, a hard example: snowflakes are not just angry about Brexit, they are making it all about themselves. The snowflake believes that the biggest political event in Britain in a generation has something to do with them. Because they are too sensitive. And so they gasp. There isn’t any inherent reason that different characteristics like ‘supporting Britain’s membership of the European Union’ and ‘being self-obsessed’ should go together. The force of the word ‘snowflake’ serves as a shorthand to place many disparate attributes together. It adds ‘easily offended’ to ‘overly sensitive’ to ‘wanting to be able to live and work in twenty-eight countries.’


This didn’t happen by accident.


 


In these various ‘official’ definitions a conflicted picture of snowflakery begins to emerge. In some definitions, you could imagine loving a snowflake. Who doesn’t sometimes enjoy an over-sensitive person, for example? Like the hot guy at my high school who cried every single time his basketball team lost a game. Tender, sensitive and tall. He was a testament to the beauty of the human soul, among other things. But for most of these definitions so far, the person is not sensitive because of external factors. They are sensitive because of how they feel about themselves. In considering themselves special and unique, it’s implied, but not stated, they think they are better than everyone else. And that’s not sexy, or tall.


The reason for someone being sensitive or offended or entitled should surely be at the centre of any definition of a snowflake, but it isn’t. You’d feel quite differently about someone who is offended by a chipped teacup and someone who is offended by a politician demanding the return of the whipping post to town squares across Britain. (Then again, it can be difficult to predict the priorities of the British populace.) But the act of being offended itself is how we understand the modern snowflake. As it happens, someone can be called a snowflake for appearing sensitive about anything from ‘people being slightly rude’ to ‘the election of Donald Trump’. Not all offences are ridiculed equally, but being offended at all is enough to be deemed a snowflake.


But by the time an informal insult has made it to the dictionary, or, indeed, the Sun, it’s already had a long journey through the culture. In the case of snowflake, its pejorative use has gone back as far as our understanding of what an actual, physical snowflake is. It’s drifted across the centuries like a cold front bearing down on us from a frozen-over hell. It was taken up by politicians during the Civil War and by the mean girls of Tumblr in the early 2000s. It has burst from the darkest corners of the internet into the mouths of the most powerful people in the world.


Where does the term snowflake come from in the first place? Who brought us this term, and why?


 


The earliest use of the term snowflake to refer to a human being was most likely in Missouri in the 1860s. During the US Civil War, Missourians fought both for the Confederacy and the Union. As the state grappled with the slavery question and whether or not to enter the Civil War, three political factions emerged in the state legislature.


There were the Charcoals, radicals who believed in ‘prosecuting the war vigorously and wiping out slavery as soon as possible,’ as described in a history of Missouri written in 1876, the thrilling Saint Louis: The Future Great City of the World by one L. U. Reavis.6 The next faction was the ‘moderate war men’, known as the Claybanks due to the middling colour of the local clay. And finally, you had the ‘snowflakes’, who were opposed to the abolition of slavery and to the Civil War generally. ‘The anti-war and pro-slavery men gloried in the name of “snowflakes”,’ writes our friend L. U. Reavis. According to Merriam-Webster lexicographer Emily Brewster, this is probably due to the fact that snow is white, as these men favoured whiteness above all.7


Brewster writes that the Missouri usage did not seem to spread beyond the state or the historical context. After its usage in that time and place, snowflake only meant, for a while, little bits of snow. While the Missouri usage was the first consistent usage of the term, snowflake was also sometimes used interchangeably as far back as the 1780s with the derogatory ‘snowball’, defined in Bartlett’s Dictionary of Americanisms as ‘a jeering appellation’ for a black person. It was an ironic way to refer to a black person as something white, in the pinnacle of 1780s racist humour.


Fast forward to the 1970s, when ‘snowflake’ was used as slang for cocaine, as an insult for white people, or for a black man who ‘acted white’.


Over the years, ‘snowflake’ has had a large number of meanings, but today’s insult doesn’t emerge from any of the above usages. The modern snowflake appears on the scene much more recently, slowly dressing itself in new connotations over the years.


 


There was a time when ‘snowflake’ was a nice thing to be called. It could be a positive and uplifting term. If someone called you a snowflake, they probably wanted you to feel wonderful and precious. A snowflake in this age of innocence was something a kindly elementary school teacher might call you. It might appear in a self-help book, or on a poster on the wall of a therapist’s waiting room, set over a picture of some pleasant pine trees. In 1983, the term appeared in the evangelical writer and minister J. MacArthur’s Spiritual Gifts. In this religious study, MacArthur writes: ‘You are a snowflake. There are no two of you alike. God cannot trade you for anyone.’8 God loves a special snowflake – that’s why he made us this way. If you’re into that kind of thing.


A snowflake was once a nice thing, but the time of nice things has passed. We have Fight Club by Chuck Palahniuk to thank for this, at least in part. In the book version of Fight Club, which came out in 1996, we find the line: ‘You are not a beautiful and unique snowflake. You are the same decaying organic matter as everyone, and we are all part of the same compost pile.’9 A saying you would probably not find on a poster over a picture of pleasant pine trees in a therapist’s waiting room. Unless your therapist was also an angry 15-year-old boy.
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