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Author’s Note
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Hey, you. Yeah, that’s right, you.

Trying to decide if this is worth laying out a few bucks at the cash register, or if you can get away with stuffing it in your pants and walking out? Is this really worth risking getting caught, arrested, and ending up sharing a 6’ x 6’ cell with Bubba? (That’s Mister Bubba to you.)

So, here’s the scoop of what you can expect.

There’s a bunch of quotes.

I mean, it’s not Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations, but there’s a good amount of people in here—famous, not-so-famous, infamous, and “who the hell is that” people who have shared their take on this off-kilter world we live in.

Then we have some jokes, one-liners, biting retorts.

Stuff to read instead of that must-read novel you wanted to crack open. (You know you’re going to go through a bunch of reviews and then just pretend that you read it anyway. How many people do you think actually read Umberto Eco?)

It’s easy. Perfect for those brief moments when you crave a smidge of entertainment and frivolity. Bite-sized. Just dip in, dip out. Yes, what you’re holding is the perfect little book for the john. And don’t forget to wash your hands.

Go now, no one’s looking.


Clarification
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You’re going to see “*(S)” at points throughout this book.

This is the “emoticon” du jour to indicate the need for a sarcastic tone.

Let’s give it a try:

Say “I’m trying to imagine you with a personality.” *(S)

Again, aloud … this time with attitude.

(Sigh)

Alright, not bad. Not good either.

Stay with me and by the end of this book, you should have it mastered. [Optional *(S)—we’ll just have to wait and see.]


Introduction
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“If you don’t want a sarcastic answer, don’t ask me a stupid question.”

—UNKNOWN

In 2009, I lost my job in publishing.

The great geniuses *(S) who ran the company (and believe me there were many) decided that my position was no longer necessary—despite the fact that they didn’t have a clue as to what I did or how I did it.

However, they did have the big desk, and after years of calling meetings and having lunches, they knew *(S) that without my position, there would be greater profit and bigger bonuses for all of them.

After all, they had been barely squeaking by on high six-figure salaries. *(S) And to be fair, publishing wasn’t all that different from just about every other business at the tail end of the “I got mine” 90s, which had followed hot on the tail of the “Who can I screw now?” 80s.

On the street for the first time in my life, I jumped on the fun-filled carousel of job hunting, hoping to quickly grab that golden ring of job security and career fulfillment. After months of nausea and the vertigo of the interview process, I got a call from a friend who was an editor at a newish publisher and was looking to build a list.

She asked me if I wanted to write something.

I laughed. An author? Me?

I had spent a lifetime watching stay-at-home moms, overworked teachers, and road-weary salesmen approach the altar of fame and fortune with their blood-and-sweat-stained manuscripts only to be beaten back by self-righteous publishing folks critical of material that was too derivative, too original, too limited, too unfocused, too … unpublishable. “Thanks for playing, but don’t let the door hit yr ass on the way out.”

And they were the lucky ones.

The poor slobs who were allowed to enter the arena typically found their heartfelt prose twisted, tweaked, sliced and diced. Their titles were discarded and their cover concepts designed by people who had never read a single word of their work. Demanding deadlines were enacted, penalties imposed, inflated print runs established.

And if by some very small chance it did well, you were committed to do it again … and again … and again … every year.

Did I want to add to the vast wasteland that book publishing had become? Was the next great American (or Lithuanian) novel percolating inside me, rife with product placement and “of the time” content that made it easier to tie in to advertising and sponsors?

Was I dying to explore some quasi-great figure from history or spew out a bio of some momentarily interesting musician or flash in the pan that Rolling Stone deemed hot?

Would my legacy be a commitment of time and energy in hopes of producing some great remainder-in-waiting, destined to sell at Barnes and Noble on the $4.98 table next to the Pictorial History of the Merchant Marines?

Oh, yes. Can I, can I please? *(S)

No, really. Can I, can I please?

I wanted to—no, needed to—prove to all those colleagues, through all those years, at all those publishing houses, that I could do it differently.

I would be an Author. (With a capital A.) Author!

But now I needed something to write about?

I was always a voracious reader. This was made easy by working in a business where free books were a major perk. Not much money for us lowly grunts in publishing, but all the books you can eat. *(S)

When I started, we got one free copy of every book that my company published. Every single one. Every bodice-ripping romance and no-taste diet cookbook. We had some mighty toasty fires those years. *(S)

Other sales reps were always sending me packages with new titles from their companies. Soon my name was added to a number of “big mouth” lists, where it was expected that I talk up the new book by Stephen King’s wife’s sister’s nephew’s babysitter’s mother on the chance I could get someone to buy it. I would search through daily deliveries for the rare book that would be worthy of my “big mouth.”

I sat comfortably in the wormhole of contemporary publishing and picked my target.

One of the books I enjoyed reading recently was a thin tome called Snark by David Denby. Denby was a well-known critic for the New Yorker, a world-class snarkist, and sarcastic as all get out. But in this book, he took issue with the repartee that was prevalent at the time, making the point that snarky “shots” (mostly in political dissertation) were overtaking real thought and discussion. He saw snark and sarcasm as the lowest form of wit and humor and postured that it was ruining all conversation, creating a wasteland in personal relationships, and would possibly—no, probably—lead to the end of the world as we knew it. An interesting point I couldn’t disagree with more.

I have always loved sarcasm and snark and have employed it almost from the moment I could speak. (Mama. DaDa. I’ll smile when I’m good and ready. And who thought walking around with three pounds of cotton between my legs would help me learn how to walk? Sheesh.)

I was weaned on the television greatness of the Three Stooges and the Marx Brothers, and sat glued to the set watching the likes of David Steinberg, Jackie Mason, and Mort Sahl. When I got a little older, the joy of reading people like Kurt Vonnegut, John Barth, Tom McGuane, Tom Robbins, and John Irving came into play. Later came David Sedaris, Carl Hiaasen, Jim Harrison, Christopher Moore, and many, many others. Cable brought me Sam Kinison, Bill Hicks, and Denis Leary.

So in 2009 I wrote The Snark Handbook: A Reference Guide to Verbal Sparring.

Got some nice reviews, lots of kudos from friends and colleagues … but barely a blip on the radar of the publishing movers and shakers who were off flying from the Frankfurt Book Fair to the London Book Fair to the Book Expo to … (Did they ever work?)

I decided I’d give them another chance with The Snark Handbook: Insult Edition in 2010.

Still busy.

I did Snark the Herald Angels Sing the next year.

Snark Handbook: Sex Edition the next.

Snark Handbook: Politics the next.

Snark Handbook: Parenting and Schadenfreude after that.

And the publishing world continued to ignore my brilliance. What was wrong with these people? How far did they have their heads up their …

I was done. Finished. Kaput.

At least I got out before climbing into a bottle with F. Scott Fitzgerald or choking on an all-day sucker with Ernest Hemingway. *(S)

So when my publisher, a glutton for P&P (profit and punishment) *(S), called again and asked “Hey Snarky, wanna focus that red-hot wit of yours on SARCASM?” my first thought was: “Jeez, every time I think I’m out, they try to pull me back in.”

Then, I thought “Cool, an advance.”

And my third thought was “I’m hungry.”

So, in reverse order, I ate a sandwich, planned how I would spend my advance, and called him back to say “Sure, why not?”

I’d give them another shot. I’m a ho.

Maybe they learned.

Maybe publishing had found its way back from the edge of the abyss of self-absorption and delusion to the ethical moral center of days of old.

Nah.

Well, there’s always the $4.98 table at Barnes and Noble.


Definition of Sarcasm
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“Some sarcasm is best told simply.”

—KEVIN HART

sar·casm ([image: images]) n. 1. The use of irony to mock or convey contempt. 2. Sharp, bitter or cutting expression or remark (may employ ambivalence). 3. The use of words that mean the opposite of what you want to say, especially to show insult, show irritation, or be funny.

Ridicule, Scorn, Scoff, Sneer.

Yeah, right. *(S)

Defining sarcasm is like defining irony, or bullshit. It just can’t be done. Try as hard as you like, all you can do is come reasonably close (and this ain’t horseshoes). Defining sarcasm is elusive. It continues to slip just out of our reach. Words can never convey the pure essence of sarcasm; but like pornography, you’ll know it when you see it.

Sarcasm: The Ability to insult idiots without them realizing it, or as Oscar Wilde once said, “The lowest form of wit but the highest form of intelligence.”


Sarcasm vs. Snark
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“Sarcasm is the body’s natural defense against stupidity.”

—ANONYMOUS

“So tell me Snarkboy, what’s the difference between snark and sarcasm?”

Good question. Surprising, coming from you. What is the difference? As the unofficial arbiter of all things snark, (if you’re not convinced, go back and read my six, yes count them, six previous books on snark. Go ahead, I’ll wait … and my accountant will smile.)

Ready?

Okay, the answer, young grasshopper is … well, not much. Which is to say, it’s subtle, very subtle. Sort of to-MAY-to, to-MA-to.

Sarcasm is usually filled with disdain. It’s often mean, sometimes downright sadistic. “People say that laughter is the best medicine … your face must be curing the world!”

Snark is witty. It’s clever repartee. It’s showing off your smarts, without having anyone sighted in the scope of your aim. So then, why a book on sarcasm?

A Scientific American article written by Francesca Gino suggested that the use of sarcasm actually promotes creativity for those on both the giving and receiving end of sarcastic exchanges.

Imagine that.

I get to insult you, and you’re smarter for it. (And yes, I didn’t think that was possible.)

The key to mastering sarcasm is tone. And attitude. And wit. Oh, and, goes without saying, intelligence.

Maybe.

You can make the case that no one really needs a “handbook,” that it’s an innate thing that comes naturally to most humans (Americans in particular?) *(S) and it starts in the very young.

Studies show that kids understand and use sarcasm as young as kindergarten. Some scientists say the inability to understand or recognize sarcasm is a telltale sign of brain disease.

Well, sure. But sarcasm can be easily misinterpreted, particularly when communicated via old-school mail or electronically. When you leave a voice message or, god forbid, are actually talking to another person, inflection, cadence, accent, emphasis, pitch, are essential communication tools. All of these nuances, coupled with facial expression and body language, can help make the target of your sarcasm (or the other persons you want to hear and get the joke) understand.

The world as we now know it is rife with sarcasm. This book maintains that, contrary to the pundits of yore, sarcasm can be—and is—an art. The problem, however, is that sarcasm easily gets lost in print.

Why?

I’ll say it again. A crazy little thing called tone. Inflection.

Sayin’ it again, Sparky: Tone is extremely important.

Indeed (wow that was pompous), many phrases can hold completely harmless and safe meanings until you apply tone.

The leader of the pack these days is, “Yeah, right.” Try to go a day without hearing that one or uttering it yourself. It’s a panacea to end all panaceas, a magic bullet that is used, when spoken correctly, to keep your enemies at bay, let your friends know how you feel, and to signal to the world, “Watch out, this one’s skeptical.”

But there are lots of others. For instance:

“With the greatest respect …”

“Thanks for the help …”

“Cool …”

“I’ll make a note of that …”

“Take your time …”

“Obviously …”

“Sorry …” (With prerequisite eye roll)

“Great job …”

“Well done …”

“Oh, really?”

“Good luck with that …”

“I’m so happy for you …”

“Fascinating …”

One might feel that you’re quite the nice fella or gal if you say any one of those tropes. “What a nice person!” they might extol. But add even a modicum of sneer into the way you say those things … well, then you have sarcasm.


How and When to Use Sarcasm
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“Blows are sarcasms turned stupid.”

—GEORGE ELIOT

In the play Oedipus the King, by Sophocles, our hero must answer the following riddle: “What goes on four feet in the morning, two feet at noon, and three feet in the evening?”

Oedipus answers correctly with “man,” and is then allowed to go onto Final Jeopardy. (I’d like to see how fast he would have solved the riddle of the Rubik’s Cube?)

The use of sarcasm is a bit like Oedie’s riddle: it changes as we age.

We all love it when kids say the darndest things. When asked “Where was the American Declaration of Independence signed?” one child wrote “at the bottom.” (You can almost hear his full response—“where do you think it was signed, you idiot?”) Answering the question, “Phil has one hundred candy bars. He eats ninety. What does Phil have now?” one kid wrote: “Diabetes. Who let him eat ninety candy bars?”

In the later eighties and early nineties, moviegoers flocked to the movies to see Bruce Willis provide the voice for Mikey in a series of Look Who’s Talking movies. It was just adorable to hear smarmy Bruce’s sarcastic voice coming from little Mikey. A year later they upped the ante with babies voiced by Roseanne Barr and Damon Wayans.
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