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INTRODUCTION

Over 50 years ago the film producer Samuel Goldwyn said, ‘Let’s have some new clichés!’ Well we’ve got shedloads of new clichés – and then some!

Back in the ‘good old days’ you knew where you were with clichés. They’d been around, it seemed, since the dawn of time! Clichés used to be the comfy old armchairs in the furniture of language. Many were taken straight from the pages of Shakespeare or the Bible (‘The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak’ and ‘Gilding the lily’, for example – although both were misquotations).

But then something happened: mass communication.

All of a sudden, phrases that might have happily existed as local slang or the jargon of a small community of workers found themselves whizzing round the world on the Internet or through globally broadcast radio and TV programmes. OK, we’ve had TV and radio for a long while now, but with multiple channels and digital broadcasting many millions more people now have access to a wider variety of programmes – and clichés.

A phrase such as ‘no worries’ was not widespread 20 years ago, but is now commonplace. Similarly, the dreaded ‘upspeak’ or rise in intonation at the end of a sentence that makes every statement sound like a question?

From TV and films we get phrases such as ‘going commando’ and ‘bunny boiler’. And with more and more TV channels come more and more people being filmed at minimal expense saying whatever comes into their little heads. And what usually comes into their heads? Clichés!

Add in radio stations, podcasts, blogs, video cams, chatrooms, texting, mobile-phone calls and so on, resulting in more and more people chatting for more and more of the time. And, if you’re chatting more and more of the time, clichés are the handrails on a wobbly walk through language. They provide handy, ready-assembled clumps of conversational inanity.

A cliché can instantly mark you out as a ‘hip’, ‘cool’, ‘happening’ kind of guy or girl, just like all the other ‘hip’, ‘cool’, ‘happening’ guys and girls. Indeed there must be some people out there who communicate in nothing but clichés!

Potentially a cliché can ‘jazz up’, ‘spice up’ or ‘sex up’ an otherwise dull statement or conversation. It can inject a bit of drama, a dash of humour or a splash of colour.

Clichés aspire to be slick verbal idiosyncrasies, but unfortunately they don’t tend to remain idiosyncratic for long – clichés spread ‘like wildfire’.

The idea of this book is not to list all clichés in current usage but to identify the newer ones, the young upstarts, which in some cases are barely out of short trousers, and usually in their twenties at most.

So how do we define a cliché? Well, it’s always difficult because one person’s idiom is another person’s hackneyed phrase and yet another person’s cliché. One good test is if a phrase induces an inward groan. Many of us despair when we hear someone say they’ve been doing something ‘24/7’, or cringe when a politician says, ‘I’m not ruling anything in and I’m not ruling anything out’, or recoil when a sportsman says his easy victory was ‘just another day at the office’.

Ultimately, anyone’s list of clichés is going to be a personal choice, but we hope that the examples in the following pages will include at least some of your own personal favourites – if ‘favourites’ is the right word.

In the odd case where a cliché has been around a bit longer than the others it will have been included because it has now reached new levels of universality. The classic case is ‘at the end of the day’. It is almost impossible to listen to half an hour of a radio phone-in without hearing this phrase at least once, if not 15 times. It is used in political speeches, playgrounds and supermarkets, in parks, pubs and pop songs. Who knows – maybe it’s even been said in space? In 2004 the Plain English Campaign asked its supporters in 70 countries to nominate the phrases they found most irritating – at the top of the list, unsurprisingly, was ‘at the end of the day’.

We have also included a few non-verbal clichés, such as gestures and packaging information – nothing, it seems, is cliché-free.

So, this is not some slavishly annotated academic tome, but a fun-filled treasure trove that lifts the lid on the whole Pandora’s Box of wall-to-wall clichés that we are now being subjected to 24/7. Oh, and by the way, we know that some readers will be going through these pages with a ‘fine-tooth comb’ looking for clichés that have unwittingly crept into our comments but our defence will always be that we were using them in an ‘ironic’ and possibly ‘postmodern’ way.

Unconvinced? All right! We admit it, we’ve ‘bent over backwards’ trying to avoid them but ‘at the end of the day’ clichés are almost impossible to escape entirely!

Enjoy!


GENERAL CLICHÉS

Many clichés are so common (and so versatile) that they cross boundaries, categories and continents with ease. The following are just some that can be found in social situations, politics, business, sport, show business and probably even places where clichés have previously feared to tiptoe. It’s also noticeable how aggressive many of these clichés are.


24/7

A numerical cliché! Once a convenient shorthand for those shops or services that stayed open 24 hours a day, seven days a week, but now a catchall phrase simply meaning ‘all the time’. Some examples: ‘He’s giving me grief 24/7’; ‘She’s on my case 24/7’; ‘The baby’s been crying 24/7 since it was born.’ Somehow this innocent little phrase denoting convenient availability has become used almost solely to indicate perpetual irritation.

ABSOLUTELY

When routinely used in place of ‘yes’ it can begin to grate after a while.

ACCIDENT WAITING TO HAPPEN

Accidents do not have minds of their own. They do not hide behind bushes and leap out on unsuspecting passers-by. If they did we could round them up and never pay insurance policies ever again.

AND THEN SOME

Or, in other words, ‘and then some more’. ‘And then some’ is a slightly truncated, ultra-jolly way of informing someone that they have gravely underestimated the extent of something. The phrase can even be used when the original estimate was couched in completely nonspecific terms such as, ‘So I understand you had a few pints to drink last night, did you?’ ‘And then some!’ It is usually best to preface ‘and then some’ with several moments of snorting, derisive laughter.

ARM CANDY

It sounds like a rather unpleasant form of confectionery but means a pretty girl on the arm of someone as a mere decoration.

AS IF

What power can be invested in two such little words! ‘He truly believed the overthrow of “civilisation” would benefit mankind. As if.’

AS YOU DO

An ironic little add-on to a sentence that has just described someone’s unusual behaviour. For instance, ‘To celebrate his thirtieth birthday he decided to bungee-jump off the Eiffel Tower – as you do.’

AT THE END OF THE DAY

Perhaps the most ubiquitous of all modern clichés. You’ll hear it at bus stops, in boardrooms and bedrooms – it’s even been the title of a film. Some radio phone-ins have desperately tried banning the phrase, but to no avail. OK, it is useful, but, for goodness’ sake, try something else for a change!

AT THIS MOMENT IN TIME

It has been pointed out again and again that all you need to say is ‘now’ but some people think this phrase sounds more impressive. It doesn’t.

BAD-HAIR DAY

A day when absolutely nothing goes right – and apparently the worst thing of all that can possibly happen is that you find you can’t do a thing with your hair. Come on! If your family were kidnapped and your house burned down just before you found that you’d been made bankrupt, surely the fact that your hair was sticking up a bit on one side would be the least of your worries. And what about people like Don King? Does this mean he’s having a terrible time every single day?

BALLPARK

‘Ballpark figure’ has now been shortened to ‘ballpark’ and has scuttled out of business jargon into general use. ‘I’d like to get a second-hand car for about six grand – but that’s ballpark.’ Substitute the words ‘football pitch’, ‘hockey stadium’ or ‘velodrome’ for ‘ballpark’ and it makes you realise just what a strange phrase this is.

BASICALLY

This is far from new but it refuses to go away. Listen out for it today and you are almost guaranteed to hear it once, if not several times – perhaps even in the same conversation. Some clichés stick around because they’re useful: they can encapsulate a thought in a few words. But ‘basically’ is meaningless. All it does is sit at the beginning of a sentence, usually a reply, and give the thinker a bit of extra thinking time.

BEEN THERE, DONE THAT, AND GOT THE T-SHIRT

This has been around for quite a while but is still frequently heard. It was probably an accurate enough phrase when used in relation to visiting tourist destinations, but not when applied to, say, getting a divorce.

BIG PICTURE

The Sistine Chapel ceiling? Tom Cruise’s latest film? No, it just means ‘the whole thing’. ‘I’m not interested in all the nitty-gritty detail, just give me the big picture.’

BIG TIME

The big time used to be something to aspire to: ‘She’s hit the big time’, ‘He’s a big-time operator.’ Now it’s just as likely to be applied to something negative, for example ‘I am in debt – big time’; ‘I’ve really messed up – big time.’

BLING

‘Bling’ or ‘bling-bling’ is a slang term for expensive jewellery that emerged from hip-hop culture. Possibly the first artist to popularise the term was rapper B.G., who had a big hit with a track called ‘Bling-Bling’, which made him a lot of money to buy even more bling. Surely it must have annoyed genuine bad-ass rappers when white middle-class people started using the word or phrase.

BLOWN AWAY

‘Blown away’ is also a term for being killed, usually by gunfire, so it’s quite a strong metaphor for being merely impressed. ‘I was blown away by your flower arrangements.’


… BRIGADE


The first of many adaptable clichés. Although this was originally a military term meaning a body of troops, it can now be tacked onto other phrases to denote a group of people who are often as far from being trained fighters as it is possible to be, for example ‘the politically correct brigade’.

BRING IT ON!

Mucho macho but a toucho naffo.

BROWNIE POINTS

‘She’s been getting in at 8.30 every morning and getting brownie points from the boss.’ Always said with an air of disdain and condescension about some poor soul who’s trying to do something positive.

BUNNY BOILER

Taken from the film Fatal Attraction and meaning a woman who is without principle or restraint and who should be avoided – a bit like this cliché.

BUT, HEY!

Would-be hip prelude to self-contradiction. ‘I don’t usually drink in the lunch hour, but, hey, it’s your last day!’


BUT IN A GOOD/BAD WAY


‘She dresses very seventies – but in a good way.’ A clichéd qualifier that is so imprecise it doesn’t really qualify anything very much at all.

BUYING INTO

Originally an expression denoting literally buying into a business (shares, partnerships and so forth), which now can be applied even when no money changes hands – for instance, ‘I don’t buy into all this religion stuff.’


Bereavement clichés

It may seem cruel or insensitive to include such a section, but these phrases are often uttered by public figures with no direct connection to the dead person or persons and are said insincerely for effect. If you must come out with a platitude about a recently departed person, try to make it an original one. It’s what they would have wanted.


EXTRAORDINARY DIGNITY


After people have suffered some great tragedy in their lives, they then have to suffer other people constantly commenting that they have shown ‘extraordinary dignity’. Perhaps it is assumed that nothing cheers people up after some great tragedy so much as being congratulated on their manners, poise and general bearing.

LOVED ONES

People who have just died, often in some dreadful accident, are referred to as ‘loved ones’. ‘Several families lost loved ones in the disaster.’ How do they know? Who’s to say that some families weren’t secretly delighted that their selfish, good-for-nothing, womanising Uncle Mick was run over by that runaway traction engine?

NOTHING’S GOING TO BRING HIM/HER BACK

This is so obvious it hardly needs saying, but they still say it anyway.


OUR HEARTS GO OUT …


This is the sort of thing politicians say after some dreadful public-transport tragedy, hoping perhaps that a bit of public sympathy from them will result in a reciprocal amount coming back when the future of their position is being examined.

OUR THOUGHTS ARE WITH …

Similar to above – sometimes said by police chiefs for the same reason.

TRIBUTES ARE POURING IN

When somebody famous dies the tributes ‘pour in’. They never trickle, drip or dribble in – even when nobody realised the ‘celebrity’ was still alive in the first place.



CALL ME OLD-FASHIONED, BUT …

Used immediately before saying something distinctly old-fashioned.

(I) CAN’T BE DOING WITH IT

A syntactical mess of a cliché that could surely be better expressed some other way.


CARBON FOOTPRINT


With ‘the environment’ high on the ‘news agenda’ it was inevitable that it would result in a new cliché or two. And here we have one so sparkling and shiny that it may not even be quite a cliché yet, but it is being heard increasingly often in the media and means our impact on the environment through carbon emissions. As environmentalists are always urging us to get out of our cars, not board planes and so on, ‘footprint’ may not be the best metaphor to use, but, as we know, logic and clichés sometimes go together like Belgian chocolates and curry paste.

CATCH YOU LATER

It makes ‘you’ sound like a disease, or at best, an object plummeting to Earth.

-CENTRIC

Suffix meaning ‘oriented towards the thing that this suffix has been tagged on the end of’, for instance, ‘child-centric’, ‘woman-centric’, ‘person-centric’, ‘phallocentric’, ‘nematode-worm-centric’ etc.

CHEERS

Once a mere salutation when drinking but now becoming a multipurpose word that can substitute for ‘thank you’, ‘goodbye’ and so on. It will be confusing, though, if, instead of performers saying ‘Thank you, and goodnight’, they say ‘Cheers, and cheers’. Even more confusing if they sign off with a drink in their hand, in which case they’ll probably have to say three cheers.
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