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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.

In the 1999 film version of Fight Club, we get an even bleaker version of the same line: ‘Listen up, maggots. You are not special. You are not the beautiful or unique snowflake. You are the same decaying organic matter as everything else. We are the all-singing, all-dancing crap of the world. We are all part of the same compost heap.’ While you could argue that no two maggots are alike, either, and indeed all part of the same miracle of creation, this is hardly an uplifting message.

Whether he got the idea from someone else, or it sprung fully formed into his brilliantly twisted mind, Mr Palahniuk was happy to claim credit for the resurgence of the term ‘special snowflake’ to the Evening Standard’s Londoner’s Diary in January 2017.10 Presented with a listening ear, Palahniuk also took the opportunity to reprimand today’s young people. He has some friends who are high school teachers, and they say that students these days ‘are very easily offended.’ And that’s not all. ‘There is a new kind of Victorianism,’ he told the Standard. Palahniuk sees snowflakery as a problem of the left, who are ‘always reacting to things’. This is a grave sin in the eyes of a man who wrote a book about men punching each other in the face for no reason whatsoever.

In the Fight Club universe, we see another source of people’s discomfort with snowflakes. Perhaps being a snowflake is just a bit girly. Feeling things? Girl stuff. Weakness? Definitely feminine. Punching Jared Leto in his beautiful face? Real man shit. For a certain subset of commentator, hating snowflakes is just another way to defend one’s masculinity. As Dana Schwartz wrote in GQ in February 2017, the purpose of the ‘snowflake’ insult ‘is dismissing liberalism as something effeminate, and also infantile.’11 Schwartz writes of snowflake hatred as a dismissal of the lessons you learn in primary school: ‘sharing is caring’ is communism, and ‘feelings are good’ is contrary to the cold and rational universe of facts and graphs to which the snowflake hater subscribes.

Schwartz finds another away to connect the multivariate meanings of the snowflake: ‘Calling someone a snowflake combines every single thing a college freshman loves: trolling people on the internet, a self-satisfied sense of the superiority of one’s own impeccable powers of reasoning, and Fight Club.’ It’s fine that a college freshman would love all of the above. Being young is a wonderful time to be awful and superior. That’s what youth is for. But the snowflake insult has sadly escaped the realm of the awful young and found its way to the lips of those who should know better.

 

After getting beaten up in Fight Club, the meaning of the snowflake dusted itself off and continued to develop. Throughout the noughties and early 2010s, a derogatory ‘snowflake’ stayed alive with Palahniuk’s general meaning. The New Statesmans’ Amelia Tait writes that ‘special snowflake’ was tossed around the social network Tumblr in this time, when it was used ‘to insult those with dyed hair and alternative gender pronouns.’12 A snowflake on Tumblr was seen as someone who thought they were special, or someone sensitive – but that’s not all. They were also someone bending gender norms on the internet. This is a key aspect of snowflake hatred today, as we’ll see in a future chapter. Perhaps the fastest route to being called a snowflake in Britain today is to challenge a binary, biologically determined understanding of gender.

But the evolution of the snowflake insult didn’t stop with the mean teens of Tumblr. In the years leading up to the social and political upheaval of 2016, the most significant source of the current understanding of a snowflake came from the so-called alt-right.

The alt-right is something of a catch-all term. If you trawl the depths of the internet and reel in that particular net, you’ll find a wide variety of unpleasant creatures and bottom feeders. First, you have the Gamergaters. If you don’t know what Gamergate is, you probably have clear skin, go for lots of runs, eat five servings of vegetables a day and are a loving son or daughter to your parents. Gamergate began in 2014, when a conspiracy in the world of video games (bear with me!) claimed that the gaming press was in cahoots with certain feminist game developers. As in all good conspiracies, there were allegations of trading sex for positive reviews, with the general idea that women and progressives were entering the world of gaming by sleeping their way to the top. And, once they got there, they had the nerve to make female video game characters less busty. Female characters in games no longer had their tits fully out, all the time, while fighting wars in space. This, to those who would become known as Gamergaters, was a travesty.

Two women game developers, Zoë Quinn and Brianna Wu, along with the journalist Anita Sarkeesian, became the targets of an online harassment campaign. This was Gamergate. A sort of war against there being too much feminism in video games, fought online, with real-world consequences. Gamergate was both deeply silly – people getting furious about feminist gamers! – and totally horrifying. Quinn, Wu and Sarkeesian faced thousands and thousands of death threats, the hacking of their accounts and leaking of their personal information, and a vast organised attempt to derail their careers and their personal lives. For her criticism of sexist depictions of women in video games, Sarkeesian had to cancel speaking events after threats of mass shootings. Brianna Wu had to leave her home after her address was published on the platform 8chan. The FBI got involved.

What Gamergaters really stood for was never totally clear. The official line – ‘this is about ethics in gaming journalism’ – has become a sort of joke about men grasping for ‘ethical’ reasons to hate feminism and women generally. Gamergate can be thought of above all as the first great gathering of reactionary politics on the internet, one of the first coordinated attempts among consumers of media which had nothing to do with politics – video games! – to push back against the revitalised cultural power of feminism and social justice. It is from Gamergate that we get the idea of the ‘Social Justice Warrior’ or SJW. This term gave a name to a figure who is paramount to future critics of snowflakes generally: the person who has made it their personal battle to fight for social justice. This may not sound like such a bad thing to be to the untrained ear, but it is to a large swathe of the alt-right, the internet and beyond – the same people who call their enemies ‘snowflake’ to this day.

Gamergaters, though, make up only one part of the alt-right. You also have the dwellers of social networks 4chan, 8chan and certain corners of Reddit. You have men whose identity is formed primarily around their ability or inability to have sex with women. You have on the one hand the pick-up artists, who believe themselves cunning manipulators of women, able to convert the low self-esteem of women into sexual opportunity. On the other hand, you have the ‘incels’, short for those who are ‘involuntarily celibate’. For these men, the women who apparently owe them sex are instead having sex with beautiful, stupid ‘Chads’, which is crazy given what ‘nice guys’ incels often claim themselves to be. This is of course classically funny, to think of men being furious that they aren’t getting laid and creating whole identities and communities around this fact. But these communities have birthed real-world violence, as in 2014 when a self-described incel killed six people in the college town of Isla Vista, California, in ‘retribution’ for his rejection by women. He would not be the last self-identified incel to kill.

The alt-right encompasses multiple identities that often overlap. It can also encompass old-fashioned white supremacists and neo-Nazi groups who have found a presence online. The term alt-right has been taken up enthusiastically by these groups in particular, who supposed that they might find more widespread credibility being called alt-right rather than being called white supremacists or neo-Nazis. They were right – and several prominent leaders of the alt-right have received lengthy profiles in mainstream press, complete with flattering photographs and comments about their ‘dapper’ clothing.13 The strategy of far-right leaders using their image to make themselves palatable to the mainstream is nothing new. The former Ku Klux Klan leader David Duke did exactly this when he attempted to revitalise his political career in the late 1980s, and media profiles referred to him as a ‘clean cut’ and ‘well-dressed’ man.14 This is apparently a convincing strategy to members of the press more offended by bad aesthetics than bad politics.

For the modern far right, or alt-right, the snowflake is more or less the same as the social justice warrior. It’s the person who isn’t as hard as they are online. It is the person who is fragile and believes they are special when they are not. The alt-right defines itself by what it hates. It hates the snowflake and in doing so holds itself up as the anti-snowflake – a movement of strength and hardiness and callousness and comfortable, outward racism.

But the use of the term snowflake does not only come from a place of hatred. It can also come from a place of irony. Indeed, as the New Statesman’s technology and culture writer Sarah Manavis told me, it may be that a ‘significant minority (if not most) of the alt-right don’t use the term snowflake in actual anger or sincerity, but with trolling as the main motivation.’ While it’s true that the alt-right (and the right more generally) have political differences with liberals, Manavis said, they also ‘simply enjoy watching them lose it at being insulted.’

But this urge to get a rise out of liberals and leftists does not mean that the alt-right cannot also be invested in violence and dehumanisation. When a gunman killed 51 people at two mosques in New Zealand in 2019, he not only live-streamed his attack on Facebook, but shared a manifesto which seemed to mingle both sincerely held far-right beliefs, and jokes and memes meant to troll and mislead the press.15 While taunts and trolls may have an ironic motivation, the line between performance and reality is not always easy to find, nor an effective barrier against real-world consequences.

Ironic or not, the alt-right created a powerful political force in the act of creating and opposing the figure of the snowflake, one that hasn’t gone unnoticed or untapped by mainstream politicians in the US and the UK alike.

In the years leading up to 2016, the term snowflake erupted from the backrooms of the alt-right internet to take up its place in the popular consciousness and in mainstream media. It made that journey through the pages of the far-right press.

 

A large portion of the blame for the constant, pejorative use of ‘snowflake’ can be placed at the presumably disgusting feet of Steve Bannon, who co-founded the conservative website Breitbart News in 2007. By 2016, the campaign chairman and soon-to-be senior counsellor to President Donald Trump declared Breitbart to be ‘the platform for the alt-right.’16 Under Bannon’s leadership, the website had indeed transformed into a vehicle for delivering white nationalist talking points into the social media feeds and news programmes of more mainstream journalists and readers.

A constant theme of Breitbart content in the years before and after 2016 was that the snowflakes of the left were threatening to destroy the world through both their authoritarianism and their utter frailty. The rejection of ‘political correctness’ is among the site’s key motivators. To hate the ‘politically correct’ is not to simply think it is a bit tiring to accommodate different types of people in your day-to-day life, or to use inoffensive language. It is to see the existence and empowerment of different types of identities beyond straight white maleness as a threat to your position in society. This is an explicit, stated concern of the alt-right.

The alt-right can be thought of as a movement by primarily young white men who reject traditional conservatism in favour of outright white supremacy. They see themselves as defenders of whiteness and maleness, groups they see as under threat from feminism and from a ‘white genocide’, the conspiratorial idea that immigration, globalisation and abortion rights are part of a plot to eradicate white people from the earth. They are anti-immigrant and consider themselves anti-establishment – even after the ascension of Trump to the US presidency, who wholly embraced the alt-right as part of his base. Steve Bannon would call his politics a ‘nationalism’ without explicitly adding a ‘white’, but the alt-right he helped to champion deals in explicitly racist memes.

Bannon left Breitbart to chair the Trump campaign in August 2016, then returned to the site after his ousting from the ever-churning White House one year later. Just a few months after that, in January 2018, Bannon was also ousted from Breitbart after the publication of journalist Michael Wolff’s questionably sourced Fire and Fury, in which he was quoted as saying that Ivanka Trump, the president’s daughter, was ‘dumb as a brick’.17 This apparently created some tension between the president, Bannon and the brick. But even after Steve Bannon was dismissed from his role in the White House in August of 2017, as McKay Coppins observed in The Atlantic, President Trump continued to use the kind of language popularised on Breitbart in his day-to-day business and understanding of the world.18 He referred to his own aides as ‘globalists’ and his former Secretary of State as ‘establishment’. These, writes Coppins, are ‘distinctly Breitbartian terms’. While these words might seem innocent enough, they are in fact among the ‘strongest epithets’ of the Breitbart world, summing up what the alt-right opposes – with strong anti-Semitic overtones of a shadowy, globalist Jewish elite.

In any case, during his stint in the White House and at the helm of Breitbart, Bannon presided over a shifting of the Overton window – a phrase for what society considers acceptable discourse – far to the right. With this shift, the alt-right’s lexicon reached a much wider audience. Some members of the alt-right are explicitly attempting to shift the Overton window to include their beliefs and their language, and so far they’re doing a pretty good job.

The modern pejorative use of snowflake – and the political intent behind its use – has launched from the darkest corners of the internet into the mainstream, and into the language of not only the alt-right’s supporters, but also some of its critics on the left and the right.

 

The language of the alt-right is vast and replete with hidden meanings and inside jokes. It deals in symbols and phrases which criss-cross the divide between the ironic and the serious. As Joe Bernstein wrote at the end of 2015 for BuzzFeed, ‘like any counterculture, this one has developed its own social norms, accepted truths, sense of humour, methods of communications, and even terminology.’ ‘Snowflake’ is among them, but unlike other terms such as ‘white genocide’, it has seeped into the vernacular of those who would like to think themselves very far in attitude, comportment and political belief from the racist alt-right.

How did this language creep occur?

In 2015 and 2016, mainstream media outlets frequently invited prominent alt-right figures onto their programmes, like the once popular but now irrelevant British far-right provocateur Milo Yiannopoulos, and the American far-right extremist Richard Spencer. In Britain, Yiannopoulos appeared on Channel 4 and the BBC. On Sky News, Yiannopoulos participated in a debate about whether or not women make rubbish scientists.19 Richard Spencer was interviewed on Channel 4 for a segment on whether the alt-right were ‘testing the limits of free speech’ at American universities.20 In the US, Richard Spencer was interviewed on the staid evening public programme, PBS NewsHour, and the progressive magazine Mother Jones tweeted out a long profile of him with the teaser: ‘Meet the dapper white nationalist riding the Trump wave’.21 (That article was updated with an editor’s note after Spencer gave a speech proclaiming ‘Hail Trump, hail our people, hail victory!’ just a few weeks later to a crowd of seig-heiling onlookers.) With the sheen of credibility granted them by these platforms – even when challenged by the channels’ most eminent presenters – more and more people felt justified in picking up the opinions and the terminology of the alt-right. In a ‘both sides’ understanding of media, in which debates are framed as civilised discussions between competing, equally legitimate good-faith actors, it becomes easier for an average person to empathise at least a little with an ideology as extreme as the alt-right. Figures such as Yiannopoulos and Spencer couch their extremism as ‘politically incorrect’ – something many watchers will aspire to be. (Even those with ‘politically correct’ views don’t normally want to frame themselves as ‘politically correct’.) And so you have an audience of regular people who can watch figures such as Spencer and Yiannopoulos and think, ‘these guys aren’t politically correct – and neither am I.’ What else might they have in common, then? (One of the things Donald Trump’s supporters enjoy about him, and also enjoy about these alt-right figures, is indeed their explicit objection to ‘political correctness’.)

Yiannopoulos wrote in a November 2015 article for Breitbart titled ‘Why I’m Winning’ that every time he entered a new platform or internet subculture, ‘I immediately begin hearing the same grievances about you, the progressive media establishment.’22 He wrote about how many times he had been profiled by the media, and promised to ‘continue to lead the charge for free speech and freedom of thought,’ as well as ‘the internet’s right to comment on a woman’s weight or to post Hitler memes because words don’t hurt and I don’t care about the feelings of special snowflakes and it’s precisely the most offensive and obnoxious speech that needs to be protected with the most ferocity.’ It was a taunt to the press from a man enamoured of his own invulnerability. It framed his fans’ inelegant desires, such as the right to call women fat, as a noble crusade in the name of free speech.

Since writing ‘Why I’m Winning’, though, Yiannopoulos has been banned from YouTube, Twitter and other platforms, and is no longer invited to speaking events at universities. The final straw was his apparent endorsement of paedophilia in an old video that came to light in 2017. In the video, he said that sexual relationships ‘between younger boys and older men’ could be a beneficial, ‘coming-of-age’ experience.23 Yiannopoulos blamed ‘deceptive editing’ and ‘British sarcasm’ for the scandal, apologised for ‘imprecise language’, and clarified: ‘I do not endorse paedophilia.’24 As a result of his deplatforming, however, people don’t really talk about him anymore. I mostly think about him nowadays when remembering one of the all-time greatest Twitter threads, sparked by journalist Jeb Lund, who called Yiannopoulos a ‘Barney-wearing-a-teen’s-poplin top, Wonka-accident amazing-gobstopper-ass motherfucker’, among other, well, politically incorrect things.25 Yiannopoulos is now so defunct that in writing about him here, I fear I may inadvertently summon him back to life, like saying ‘Candyman’ in front of a mirror. But the fact is, despite the many media panics centred on the idea that ‘no-platforming’ figures such as Yiannopoulos will only make them stronger, his banishment from respectable institutions and media platforms hasn’t made his him sexier and more dangerous. Instead, he’s gone from being one of the leading voices of the far right in Britain and America to being millions of dollars in debt after his book deal was retracted and his public writing and speaking engagements dried up. ‘Do you know how successful you have to be to owe that kind of money?’ Yiannopoulos boasted on Facebook.26 ‘Two years of being no-platformed, banned, blacklisted and censored . . . has taken its toll.’ As of 2018, he was spotted selling milk thistle extract nutritional supplements on the conspiracy-mongering web show InfoWars.27

There’s plenty more to say about Yiannopoulos, unfortunately, so keep your children safely hidden. But for now, we can see the way that with his precipitous rise into public consciousness in the middle of the 2010s, Yiannopoulos was one of the many carriers of the term snowflake from the fringe of the racist internet to the centre of public discourse. Indeed, the term and its attendant ideology has outlasted him, and grown larger than he ever was. While Yiannopoulos now feels like an unsavoury footnote to the last decade, the forces that led to his rise remain largely unchanged – both the mainstream outlets whose attention he enjoyed, and the ‘politically incorrect’ ideas he espoused.

Whether or not Yiannopoulos finds a platform again, his time spent in the spotlight was bright enough and long enough that his arguments gained a foothold across the political spectrum. Breitbart writer Allum Bokhari saw this process take place, writing about critiques of university student snowflakery in particular. ‘It is no longer uncommon to see condemnations of student censorship in liberal publications such as the Guardian, the New York Times, and the Daily Beast,’ he wrote in March 2016.28 As a result, he says, ‘left-wing activists now face hostility from the left, the centre, and the right (who, after years of warnings about radicalism on campus, are no doubt feeling a great sense of vindication) as well as mainstream media.’

The racist clowns of the internet formed a flexible mould for the snowflake character, which now can be filled in by anyone in need of a straw man or an enemy. This straw man was put to good use in 2016.

 

The far right originated the snowflake insult and aired its hatred of snowflakes to an ever-wider audience through 2015. But it was in 2016, with Britain’s vote to leave the European Union and the election of Donald Trump as US president, that the term emerged from hiding in the far-right corners of the internet to take its place at the forefront of political debate in both the US and the UK. Some of the main characters of that year have risen to greater power or fallen by the wayside, but the hatred of snowflakes churns ever onward, nowhere more relentlessly than in the British press.

It was in 2016 that author Claire Fox published her book ‘I Find that Offensive!’, an explicit assault on the idea of the snowflake, and a popular article in the Daily Mail outlining its top lines before a wide audience. Fox’s well-timed publicity tour meant that by the day of the Brexit vote, the British public was primed to see snowflakes everywhere, particularly among the ranks of young people most upset about the referendum result. As the leaders of the Leave campaign from Nigel Farage to Boris Johnson took their victory lap, they defined their defeated opponents as emotional, fragile and overly politically correct. Those who had voted to Remain in the EU were a rich seam of snowflakes to be mocked and hated.

In ‘I Find that Offensive!’ (and its thrilling sequel, ‘I Still Find that Offensive!’) Fox introduced a hatred of snowflakes to an ever-widening audience. So, what do snowflakes find so ‘offensive!’? Once again, their offendedness matters more than what offended them. In fact, Fox sees offence-taking as something snowflakes enjoy. She says that snowflakes are ‘dangerously thin-skinned’ but have an ‘almost belligerent sense of entitlement’.29 She tells stories of ‘teenagers who believed that words really hurt and that contradictory opinions to their own beliefs were the cause of real harm.’ Her proof of this comes from two poorly received school talks she gave: one about Islam to a ninety per cent Muslim school, and one questioning whether the ostracisation of footballer Ched Evans after his imprisonment for rape – and later, his acquittal – was ‘social justice’ or ‘mob rule’. As a result of her talk about rape, Fox says, ‘a group of emotional girls suggested that maybe as an older woman I needed to be more sensitive to the plight of younger women and that I obviously had no empathy with women worldwide who are raped daily.’ She describes the teenagers at both talks as ‘shrieking’ and ‘screeching’ and ‘shrill’. She finds that the snowflake generation ‘too often behave more like sulky, demanding children than young adults,’ and says older commentators are worried ‘that the young are becoming too mollycoddled and infantilised for the rough and tumble of real life.’ Kids these days don’t know how to pull a plough.

Fox’s book is a quest to discover what has made young people gain their ‘insidious deference to offence,’ unlike her own and older generations, who, we must understand, were never offended about anything at all (other than, perhaps, the young). Fox’s snowflake emits high-pitched noises, is belligerent, indulges in a childlike sulkiness, suffered a mollycoddled upbringing, has a fear of words, and, of course, has a soft spot for mob rule. This may seem a ridiculous vision of a kids these days, but Fox has articulated an easily hateful caricature of a young person and lobbed it into the political sphere. There, it’s found many takers.

 

Across the Atlantic, the political cartoonist Ben Garrison has further filled in the picture of what a snowflake looks like, this time from the perspective of the favourite cartoonist of the alt-right.30 Garrison’s work centres on many figures of the left, and often depicts classic racist and anti-Semitic tropes. Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, known popularly as AOC, makes frequent appearances in his cartoons. In one, the former bartender is pictured behind a bar serving up signature cocktails including the ‘Venezuelan Surprise’, the ‘Late Term Abortion’ and the ‘Stalin Stale Ale’.31 In a tiny, barely visible thimble, we see the less prominent cocktail, the ‘Reason and Logic Liqueur’. It seems not to be a favourite of the hideous bartender, who wears a crop top which says, ‘SOCIALISM IS SEXY’. ‘Drink up!’ the cartoon AOC implores us. ‘Someone else will pay for it.’ The cartoon is awful, but the bar sounds great.

In another cartoon we see a terrifying scene: the ‘Attack of the Crybullies’.32 Three enormous babies stomp down a university path. The first one wields a rattle which says ‘RACIST!!’ and a wooden sword labelled ‘SOCIAL JUSTICE’. The second baby is a girl. She has dyed hair and ‘SPECIAL SNOWFLAKE’ across her belly. Behind her, a tattooed boy baby with a sign which says ‘#HOLD YOUR BREATH FOR JUSTICE’. They are all wearing ‘pampered’ diapers and they’re all crying furiously about ‘MY FEEWINGS’. Beneath their horrible stomping feet are a few unfortunate ‘liberals’. In the background, another angry baby sits in his ‘safe space’, and in the foreground, we see a pile of burning books including one titled ‘REASON’, one called ‘LOGIC’, and the United States Constitution. The giant angry babies stomp through their fancy university campus, holding their breath and trampling respectable liberals and the founding document of the United States in their path. Yes, they are babies. But they’re also giant monsters. The snowflake is both pathetic and fearsome. The snowflake is physically hideous. The cartoon is very stupid, but it’s also intoxicating to those in search of an enemy to blame for their ills.

This silly, muddled cartoon shows us a world view which dictates political reality. It consolidates a hatred of certain characteristics and behaviours. While covering the 2020 election, from the crowded Democratic primaries through to the vote and ensuing crisis, I realised how often people vote for vibes (or against vibes) rather than for or against policies. This cartoon captures one such vibe, the vibe of the snowflake. Those who vote against this vibe produce Brexit and Trump and whatever comes next. It is hard for a very politically engaged person to realise how unengaged most people are. They are distanced from journalists, and from pollsters, by barriers of class and education. But those who still vote have to make up their mind somehow. They may see a cartoon like Garrison’s and know immediately that they hate what it depicts. A politician such as Nigel Farage or Donald Trump is very good at signalling to such people that they, too, stand against the amorphous cry-babies. For so many Brits and Americans who have abandoned their faith in media and experts – often with good reason – this may be all they need to know. And once in power, a figure such as Trump can look at vanquished opponents and say not just that they are losers (though he also says that
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