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T H E   A L L - P U R P O S E   S H R U G

Whatever!
One word that ended a thousand arguments. It means:
I  hear  you,  I  disagree,  and  this  conversation  is  now
closed for renovations.

1 What  it  means  A  verbal  shrug.  Deployed  when  you
have lost interest, lost the argument, or lost the will to
keep talking.

2 How to deliver it  Exaggerate the W, add the eye-roll,
and  let  the  hand  do  a  little  wave.  'What-EV-er.'  The
hand sells it.

3 When it backfires Say it to your mother and discover
a whole new argument you did not want, in a volume
you did not expect.

4 Say it today Still the fastest way to end a debate about
the thermostat. Use sparingly; it is a weapon.

Good  to  know:  Clueless  (1995)  made  it  the  decade's
punctuation  mark.  Cher's  delivery  turned  a  shrug  into  a
superpower.
Take care: Workplace warning: 'whatever' to your boss is not
conflict resolution. It is a resignation letter with extra steps.

A familiar moment: Mark, 52, ended a 20-minute debate
about  whose  turn  it  was  to  shovel  the  driveway  with  a
single 'whatever' — then shovelled the whole thing while
muttering.  His  neighbour  called  it  'the  most  productive
sulk in Ontario history.'
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C O N V E R S A T I O N :   C L O S E D

Talk to the hand
The  90s  equivalent  of  hanging  up  on  someone  in
person.  The  hand  goes  up,  the  discussion  goes  down,
and somehow you win by leaving.

Lift the
palm › Stop the

talk › Win the
exit › Feel the

power

1 What it means 'I am done listening.' The palm is a tiny
stop sign with fingers, and it is not taking questions.

2 The  full  ceremony  Raise  hand,  deliver  the  line,
optionally add ''cause the face ain't listening.' Walking
away is the mic drop.

3 Why  it  worked  It  turned  losing  an  argument  into
winning the exit. Strategy, not surrender.

4 Say it today  Use it  on telemarketers.  They cannot see
the  hand,  but  you  will  feel  better  and  they  will  feel
confused.

Good  to  know:  Martin  Lawrence's  Sheneneh  Jenkins  made  it
famous  on  the  90s  sitcom Martin;  it  escaped  into  schoolyards
everywhere.
Take care: Do not use in performance reviews, courtrooms, or
anywhere someone holds your paycheque.

A  familiar  moment:  In  1996,  Lisa  ended  her  brother's
40-minute  lecture  on  proper  CD  storage  by  raising  her
palm  mid-sentence.  He  talked  to  the  hand  for  six  full
seconds  before  realising  she  had  left  the  room.  The  CDs,
she notes, are scratched anyway.
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M A X I M U M   E Y E - R O L L

As if!
Cher's  weapon  of  choice.  Two  syllables  that  could
vaporize  any  suggestion,  plan,  or  boy  with  a
skateboard.

Tilt the
head › Narrow

the eyes › Judge the
plan › Dismiss it

all

1 What  it  means  'That  will  never  happen.'  Delivered
with  the  confidence  of  someone  who  has  seen  the
future and found it lacking.

2 The  delivery  Head  tilt,  upward  inflection,  and  an
eye-roll so complete it counts as cardio.

3 Peak  usage  Rejecting  fashion  advice,  curfews,  and
anyone  who  said  'you  will  understand  when  you  are
older.'

4 Say  it  today  Perfect  for  declining  plans  you  never
wanted. 'Camping? As if!'

Good to know: Clueless (1995) launched it; Alicia Silverstone's
delivery made it the most quoted dismissal of the decade.
Take care:  Sarcasm does not  translate  over text.  'As  if!'  in  an
email reads as agreement to exactly one confused coworker.

A familiar moment: When her dad suggested she wear a
helmet to ride her bike 'just around the block,' 14-year-old
Priya replied 'As if!'  — then spent the summer grounded,
helmet  firmly  on,  waving  at  traffic.  'The  helmet,'  she
admits, 'was actually fine. The grounding built character.'
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T H E   I N S T A N T   R E V E R S A L

Not!
Say  something  nice,  pause  for  exactly  one  heartbeat,
then detonate it. Comedy's cheapest trick, and we loved
it beyond reason.

Say it
sweet › Pause for

effect › Flip the
meaning › Take it

back

1 What  it  means  Whatever  I  just  said?  The  opposite.
'Great haircut... not!'

2 Timing  is  everything  The  pause  is  the  joke.  Too  fast
and it is confusing; too slow and it is just mean.

3 Where it lived  Borat made it famous, Wayne's World
carried it,  and every sibling perfected it  on a younger
victim.

4 Say  it  today  Still  lethal  on  compliments.  'Love  what
you have done with the place... not!'

Good  to  know:  Sacha  Baron  Cohen's  Borat  popularized  it  in
the  late  90s;  Wayne's  World  (1992)  had  already  planted  the
seed.
Take  care:  The  'not!'  has  a  half-life  of  about  12  years  old.
Adults using it at dinner parties get looks.

A familiar moment: Dave told his wife her meatloaf was
'the best thing I have ever tasted... not!' on their third date.
She  married  him  anyway,  he  reports,  'which  proves  the
meatloaf was actually fine and the joke was the problem.'
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C A P T A I N   O B V I O U S

Duh!
One syllable that asked: how did you survive this long?
It was rude, it was perfect, and every sibling wielded it
like a lightsaber.

Hear the
question › Slap the

forehead › Sigh it out › Move
along

1 What  it  means  'That  was  obvious.'  Reserved  for
questions with painfully clear answers.

2 The physics Must be expelled in a single breath, often
with a forehead slap for emphasis.

3 Sibling  warfare  Ninety  percent  of  all  'duh's  were
deployed by an older  sibling  to  a  younger  one within
earshot of parents.

4 Say it today Whisper it, do not say it. Adult 'duh's are
just called being condescending in meetings.

Good to know: A 90s staple; the exaggerated 'duhhh' appeared
everywhere from sitcoms to cereal commercials.
Take  care:  Saying  'duh'  to  tech  support  guarantees  your  call
will be escalated to someone with less patience.

A  familiar  moment:  When  8-year-old  Tyler  asked  if  the
pool  was  cold  before  jumping  in,  his  sister  replied  'duh!'
so  forcefully  she  startled  a  nearby  duck.  Tyler  jumped
anyway,  screamed,  and  has  trusted  his  sister's  weather
forecasts ever since.
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V I C T O R Y ,   V O L U M E   U P

Booyah!
The  sound  of  winning.  Shouted  after  sinking  a  shot,
beating a level,  or successfully parallel parking on the
first glorious try.

Nail the
shot › Pump the

fist › Shout it
loud › Take the

win

1 What  it  means  'I  did  it!'  Pure,  unfiltered  triumph  in
two syllables.

2 Volume  requirements  Whispered  booyahs  are  void.
Minimum  acceptable  volume:  startling  nearby
pigeons.

3 The  fist  pump  Optional  but  traditional.  The  full
combo is booyah plus fist pump plus spin move.

4 Say  it  today  Still  valid  for  small  wins.  Fixed  the
printer? Booyah. Found parking downtown? BOOYAH.

Good  to  know:  Stuart  Scott  made  it  a  catchphrase  on  ESPN's
SportsCenter  in  the  90s;  it  jumped from sports  to  schoolyards
instantly.
Take care: Shouting 'booyah' after winning an argument with
your spouse is technically starting a second argument.

A  familiar  moment:  After  three  failed  attempts  at
parallel parking on a busy Toronto street, Raj nailed it on
the  fourth  and yelled  'BOOYAH!'  so  loudly  that  a  passing
streetcar driver honked in salute.  'That honk,'  he says,  'is
the proudest moment of my driving life.'
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A G R E E M E N T ,   P E R I O D

Word.
One word that meant 'I agree,' 'I hear you,' and 'we are
done here' all at once. Hip-hop gave it to us; we gave it
to everyone.

Hear the
story › Nod along › Say the

word › Mean it
fully

1 What  it  means  Agreement.  Affirmation.  The  verbal
nod.

2 The upgrade 'Word up' for enthusiasm, 'word to your
mother' for respect, just 'word' for cool efficiency.

3 Why it stuck  It said everything in one syllable. Gen X
respected brevity; we had Nintendo to get back to.

4 Say  it  today  Drop  a  'word'  in  a  meeting  and  watch
everyone  under  40  nod  and  everyone  over  60  reach
for a dictionary.

Good to know: From hip-hop culture of the 80s ('word is bond'
= my word is my promise); mainstream by the early 90s.
Take care: 'Word' as a full email reply will get you a follow-up
call. Some battles are not worth the syllable.

A familiar moment: When his buddy described a 14-hour
drive  to  Winnipeg  in  February,  all  Steve  could  manage
was  'Word.'  His  friend  nodded  solemnly.  'No  further
discussion  was  needed,'  Steve  says.  'We  both  understood
the suffering.'
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G O T C H A

Psych!
The  verbal  whoopee  cushion.  Build  someone  up,  let
them  believe  it,  then  yank  it  away  with  one  gleeful
syllable.

Set the
trap › Spring the

joke › Watch
them fall › Claim the

win

1 What  it  means  'Just  kidding!'  Deployed  immediately
after a statement the victim briefly believed.

2 The  rules  Must  follow  within  seconds.  A  delayed
psych is just lying with extra steps.

3 Classic  setups  'I  got  us  tickets...  psych!'  'Mom  said
yes... psych!' Choose your victims wisely.

4 Say it today The text equivalent is 'jk,' which lacks the
joy of watching someone's face fall in real time.

Good  to  know:  An  80s  schoolyard  classic,  often  paired  with
'sike!'  depending  on  your  region.  Both  meant  the  same
beautiful betrayal.
Take care: 'Psych' does not work as a legal defence. Do not test
this.

A familiar moment: Ten-year-old Emma told her brother
she had eaten the last popsicle, watched his face crumple,
then  yelled  'PSYCH!'  and  produced  it  from  behind  her
back.  He  cried  anyway.  'The  psych,'  she  reflects,  'was
technically perfect. The audience was not ready.'
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T H E   T W O - W O R D   A P O L O G Y

My bad
The  shortest  apology  in  the  English  language.  No
excuses, no grovelling — just ownership, Gen X style.

Make the
mistake › Skip

excuses › Own it fast › Move on

1 What  it  means  'My  mistake.'  Full  stop.  No  'but'
allowed.

2 Why it worked It admitted fault without the theatrical
remorse older generations required.

3 The shrug factor  Usually delivered with a half-shrug,
as if to say 'I am human, what do you want from me?'

4 Say  it  today  Still  the  gold  standard.  'My  bad'  beats  a
ten-minute excuse every single time.

Good  to  know:  Picked  up  from  pickup  basketball  in  the  80s
('my bad' = my foul); went mainstream in the 90s.
Take  care:  'My  bad'  covers  small  mistakes.  It  does  not  cover
forgetting anniversaries. Scale your apology to the crime.

A familiar moment: After sending a company-wide email
addressed  'Hey  guys'  to  400  people  including  the  CEO's
mother, new manager Dan's reply-all was simply 'my bad.'
He  kept  his  job.  'Two  words,'  he  says.  'The  shortest
performance review of my life.'
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P R E S C R I P T I O N :   C A L M

Take a chill pill
Medical advice from someone with zero qualifications.
Prescribed  freely  to  anyone  showing  symptoms  of
overreaction.

Spot the
spiral › Stay calm › Offer the

pill › Dodge the
drama

1 What  it  means  'Calm  down.'  Usually  said  by  the
calmest person in the room, which is rarely true.

2 The  diagnosis  Overreacting  to  minor  problems  —
spilled drinks, bad haircuts, the finale of a TV show.

3 Side  effects  May  cause  the  patient  to  become
significantly less chill. Consult your common sense.

4 Say  it  today  The  modern  equivalent  is  'touch  grass,'
which is somehow ruder.

Good to  know:  80s  slang;  the  'chill  pill'  was  never  a  real  pill,
which disappointed exactly no one.
Take  care:  Never  prescribe  a  chill  pill  to  someone  holding  a
knife, a baby, or your performance review.

A  familiar  moment:  When  Karen's  son  announced  he
had  shaved  one  eyebrow  'as  an  experiment,'  she  took  a
deep breath and said, 'Somebody needs a chill pill.' It was
her. She was somebody. The eyebrow grew back; the story
never died.
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