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Introduction by Ben Burgis


Michael Brooks died in the summer of 2020.


The author of the book you’re holding now, Matt McManus, is a good writer and a sharp thinker and I fully expect Cosmopolitan Socialism to reach a significant and appreciative readership. But the potential audience for a book like this would have been ten times larger if Michael had lived until 2030 or even 2025 instead of 2020.


The day he died, I got a text message from Bhaskar Sunkara—a friend of both Michael’s and mine and our editor at Jacobin. He asked me how I was taking the news. When I told him I didn’t know what he was talking about, he called me. The rest of the world found out a few hours later.


In the following days tributes were posted on Twitter and YouTube by everyone from Glenn Greenwald (already, in the summer of 2020, a bette noire of American liberals) to conventionally left-liberal MBNC commentator Chris Hayes to more than a few self-described “communists.” Most strikingly, one came in from former Brazilian president Lula da Silva—a figure who loomed sufficiently large in the relatively short time I was close to Michael that we’ll have to come back to him in a minute.


The write-ups I saw in mainstream media outlets were at most a few paragraphs long. They always got his age wrong. (Everyone was subtracting 1983 from 2020. This was July, though, and his thirty-seventh birthday would have been in August.) That his death was noted at all on, for example, CNN’s website says something about the state of his career when he died. So does the fact that writers at these outlets seemed so unsure about what to say.


For a substantial window into the man you had to read Jacobin, which ran a seemingly endless series of tributes from friends and comrades in Michael’s democratic socialist extended political family. In Bhaskar’s contribution, he talked about how he would meet Michael for drinks and get to hear some of the impressions and characters beloved to the audience of Michael’s YouTube show and podcast TMBS (The Michael Brooks Show) as well as some private ones just for him—like a bit Michael developed, in what Bhaskar described as a very good Indian accent, where he imitated Bhaskar’s parents being disappointed that their son was wasting his time running a communist magazine instead of trying to make some money.


Given the range of Michael’s interests and the intensity with which he connected with people he met at different stages of his short life, those who met him at different times sometimes seem to remember very different Michaels. Friends who knew him for far longer than I did had often bonded with him over his deep interest in silent meditation and “spirituality”—interests that I respect but do not even begin to share. By the time he crossed my path, that facet of who he was and what he did remained interesting and intriguing but it wasn’t front and center in quite the same way.


The first conversation I ever had with Michael Brooks was in line at a Chipotle in Boise, Idaho. We were both attending a conference organized by Doug Lain, who was then the editor of Zero Books, in collaboration with a local group in Idaho. Michael and I both had book contracts with Zero. Mine was for Give Them An Argument: Logic for the Left, and I’d already finished a draft. Michael’s was for Against the Web: A Cosmopolitan Answer to the New Right, and at that point what he had was mostly a chaotic and often genuinely brilliant hodge-podge of ideas.


We hadn’t exactly met yet but we both ended up in a group of conference participants going out to grab lunch. Standing in line, Michael and I somehow got to talking about Donald Trump and ended up admitting to each other that, as much as we both reviled him as a president, we both enjoyed him as an insult comic. Once we got outside, everyone sat around a plastic table eating burritos and talking about Jordan Peterson—the subject of the conference and eventually one of the primary subjects of Michael’s book. Anyone who watched Michael’s show knows how much he enjoyed “dunking” on the Petersons of the world. What I sometimes think many people missed, though, is how serious he could be about understanding them.


His project in Against the Web was not just to mock these jackasses, although he certainly did some of that there, but to pierce through the outer layers of bullshit to reveal something not just about them but about reactionary thought in general—and hence about the struggle for social progress. A major theme of the book is that reactionaries like Peterson and his “Intellectual Dark Web” co-thinkers like Sam Harris and Ben Shapiro habitually try to either “naturalize” or “mythologize” unjust social hierarchies, using “science” or mysticism or both to try to treat contingent human institutions as somehow being part of the fabric of the universe. Think about Peterson’s habit of babbling about eternally masculine Order and the eternally feminine Dragon of Chaos when railing against everyone from Marxists whose pursuit of “equality of outcome” allegedly threatens the freedom and prosperity of the West to blue-haired college kids who want Peterson to remember their preferred pronouns. Or think about Harris’s use of crude utilitarian morality to defend everything from profiling Muslims at the airport to the possible “necessity” of the West steeling itself to use nuclear weapons in the Middle East—and his truly bizarre insistence that he’s derived this moral system not from reflecting on his values but from objective “science.”


An hour or two later Doug showed up and took both of us out for afternoon drinks and we talked more, political and theoretical and serious over beers in the darkness of the bar and convivial and crass and joke-y during the walk through the afternoon sunlight back to the conference. Michael and I pretty much kept talking until he flew back to Brookyln a couple days later.


That weekend there was a strange tempest-in-a-teapot controversy about a video Doug had made for the Zero Books YouTube channel presenting a Marxist critique of the limits of intersectional theory. A couple of other conference participants interpreted the point of the video uncharitably, and a lot of my conversation with Michael that weekend was us bonding over that—mostly Michael perfecting a comedy bit skewering the critics as only he could and me howling with laughter. But that was interspersed with intense discussions of everything from psychology to spirituality to Marxist theory to the concept of objective truth to the limits of social democratic reformism, the feel of it all like a vastly better version of an all-night session talking about ideas in a college dorm room. I was coming out of years in which I’d largely put my political interests on the backburner, and I was starting to take a real interest for the first time in my life in going out into the world to do debates and lectures and immerse myself in public-facing political commentary. Michael had already been doing all of that for years and years, but he was excited about his forthcoming book and seizing the opportunity to immerse himself in a weekend of more theoretical discussions. There was a side of Michael that could have easily become a history professor instead of a professional political pundit, and he was reveling in the chance to focus on that side of himself at this conference.


We both, I think, enjoyed the combination of shared politics and shared theoretical interests and a shared sense of no-holes-barred inappropriate humor. While he was much funnier than I’ll ever be, I had my moments—and he seemed to like seeing exactly how much I would crack up over his most wildly “problematic” lines. He was, back then, a much harsher critic than I was of the self-defeating pathologies of our comrades on the Left, telling me for example that if the American Left ever had to go up to the mountains like Castro’s guerillas, we’d never be able to do it because of all the arguments that would break out about whether going up to the mountains was “ableist.”


At the time, my wife and I lived in central New Jersey, where we both taught classes at Rutgers University. When I was in the airport, getting ready to fly home, Michael sent me an audio clip he’d recorded of himself doing the comedy bit he’d perfected all weekend—basically, a version of Doug’s video that would have been bad enough to justify the criticism. He sent it to me because he knew it would make me laugh but I’m sure that another part of the point was that it was a gesture of trust. The accompanying note playfully told me not to “play in front of woke people.”


To be clear, Michael was deadly serious in his support for gay and trans rights, for cultural pluralism, and for the rights of religious and racial minorities. As Wosny “Big Wos” Lambre once put it to me in a reflective conversation, our late mutual friend was about as “into” the black struggle as any white boy he’d ever known. Michael had thoughtful things to say about the history of the civil rights movement, about the way the Southern Christian Leadership Conference types with their ties and their starched shirts and their social democratic policy agendas had a more enduringly radical legacy than the fire-breathingly revolutionary “Black Power” types who rose up in opposition to them, and he was borderline obsessed with the history of the struggle against apartheid. His frequently expressed distaste for the humorlessness, bad analysis, and alienating excesses of contemporary American “wokeness” had many sources—but one thing it can’t be traced to is indifference to oppression or the kind of “class reductionism” the socialist left is sometimes accused of by liberals. In fact everything I’ve tried to express in this paragraph is the kind of thing that Michael had a way of making you understand in passing, as a matter of course, without needing to spell it out.


In the coming months, I’d often take the train into Brooklyn to meet Michael for dinner or drinks. These were the months that I’d started doing weekly videos for the Zero Books YouTube channel—sometimes commenting on news events but often just breaking down some terrible right-wing argument then in circulation. Many of them were about the same reactionary figures who preoccupied Michael.


He and I hadn’t started working together yet. That would slowly develop in the subsequent months. In these early days, though, we rarely talked about The Sopranos or personal or professional developments the way we would so much later—it was pretty much all politics and theory (and jokes about politics and theory) all the time. I’d orient myself toward whatever was going on in the world that week by leaning on his political intuition and he’d work through his more abstract ideas.


Michael’s personal, political, and professional influence on me would be difficult to overstate, and by the time he died I’d come to think of him as one of my closest friends—but I also realize that my understanding of him as a person is based on a very small slice of his life. What I can say is that the Michael Brooks I knew is the one who was just starting to come into his own as a political commentator, and that I had a front row seat while he was thinking through the ideas about “cosmopolitan socialism” that Matt works out a scholarly version of (or homage to) in this book.


As 2018 turned into 2019, we started to work together on many different fronts. I started doing a weekly segment called “the Debunk” on TMBS. Typically, I’d take on some terrible conservative or libertarian argument and explain in detail why it failed. “Taxation is theft?” Nope. Terrible circular argument—it assumes that rich people have a moral right to the wealth they currently possess in the first place. Can education and upward mobility fix poverty? Nope. Education only confers an advantage in the labor market because of its scarcity—and if everyone did somehow magically get a white-collar job no one would grow the food or drive it to grocery stores and we’d all starve to death.


Later on, when the Democratic primaries started, the targets were often anti-Bernie arguments made by centrist candidates and their supporters. Did Kamala or Mayor Pete say something asinine about Medicare for All last night? Were Tulsi Gabbard’s supporters more interested in watching her workout videos with their jaws open than thinking about the asinine things she said at the last debate? We’d skewer it in the Debunk segment. More often than not, I was cast as the earnest philosophical straight man to Michael’s standup comedy act, making my way through the arguments while he riffed, but when Michael laughed at one of your jokes it was the most validating reaction you could ever hope for—because when he thought something was funny his whole body would convulse with laughter. Some of the moments from those segments that linger the most brightly in my memory—full color, full sound—are the points when I’d say something a little bit funny in my dry nerdy way while Michael might be in the act of taking a drink and the beer bottle would pause on its way to his mouth and you could see him start to light up and I knew I’d gotten him. It’s a small thing but almost two years after the last of the Debunks I can’t think about that without wanting to cry.


Eventually, we also co-wrote several articles for Jacobin and I started to play a role as a first reader and informal editor for some of his other writing. Most importantly, though, a few months after we met he asked me to read the pages that had already been produced for his book Against the Web—and what started out as a feedback eventually became a much more direct role in the writing process.


I’ve never had any trouble thinking of it as “his” rather than “our” book. He exercised as much creative control as a director does on a set. I’m someone who shot some footage for his movie but, stretching the metaphor a little, not only did Michael decide on the final cut but we always had very long conversations about what he wanted for every shot. I can remember a point in the summer of 2019 when I’d regularly spend all day and all night in his apartment in Brooklyn working on some of those chapters. Sometimes he’d dictate passages. I’d rework the prose a bit, read them back to him, and he’d want changes and we’d repeat the process again and again. When we were done with it, pages would often go to our friend and comrade Daniel Bessner (who was also, I should say, something of an assistant director on Against the Web) for more revising and sometimes substantial rewriting and then come back to us. Michael was an instinctively collaborative person, always looking for ways that he could harness the talent and energy of a variety of people who, he thought, had something valuable to contribute.


Other times I’d initially write some pages, I’d read those out loud, he’d make insertions and we’d go from there. The whole thing could easily last from breakfast to the middle of the night while Michael’s long-term girlfriend (who I won’t name since she’s a very private person) puttered around the apartment, cooking or studying or just hanging out, and occasionally got in on the discussion. It would be hard to remember later, during the pandemic when he often seemed subdued and depressed, but at the time the level of energy he displayed for this and the rest of his projects felt inhuman. I don’t believe he had any inkling of how little time he had left—he could he?—but sometimes he acted as though he did.


As exhausting as this writing process could be, even at the time I found it thrilling—and, even more so now that he’s gone, the chance to work that closely with him helping him get down on paper the ideas that mattered most to him feels like a gift. You probably have a sense of what I mean if you never met the man but you “just” watched or listened to him on TMBS and his other shows (he was the host or co-host of four of them by the end) or read the articles he co-wrote for Jacobin with me or his other regular co-authors, Djene Bajalan and Danny Bessner. If Michael’s voice on a podcast feed or his image on YouTube wasn’t a regular presence in your life during those years, it can be hard to convey quite what either socially or parasocially hanging out with him and hearing his perspective on ideas and events could feel like.


He was funny and charismatic, obviously—even more so off-air, if only because he was so boisterously unfiltered when he didn’t have to worry about the more easily offended part of his audience misinterpreting him. But there was more to it than that. Much more. As you heard him talk, he had a way of making you feel the way he was sizing up different ideas, different ideological perspectives, different tactical “takes” on day-to-day politics and weighing them against each other so that when he finally arrived at a judgment—and that’s the way to put it, a “judgment”—you intuitively got why he was landing where he did.


He was a passionate admirer, for example, of the Cuban Revolution. One time when I was preparing to talk about Cuba’s impressive response to COVID-19 on a TMBS segment, he even told me to skip all the usual democratic socialist caveats about the undesirable features of Cuba’s political system—not because he disagreed but because he wanted to keep the spotlight on the heroism of Cuba’s response. This is a country, after all, that’s been under a 60-year embargo by its largest natural trading partner—a trading partner that also happens to be the exclusive manufacturer of many important medical supplies—and still manages to send doctors all over the world to help suffering people. Another time, though, in a postgame discussion with me and Bhaskar and the TMBS crew, he casually mocked American leftists who pretend that—with all their boisterous and cranky opinions—they wouldn’t have a problem with submitting to the equivalent of Cuba’s censorship regime. In both cases, it was impossible not to immediately and viscerally see the point.


Somehow the funniest person I knew and the person who was the most casually contemptuous of taboos of all kinds was also in a very real way the most serious and deeply thoughtful person that I knew. He had a way of pulling you in so you found yourself caring about the things he cared about—like an airborne infection of political and ideological passion.


I started listening to TMBS shortly before I met the man. My grad school friend Mark Warren recommended the show to me, telling me that Michael seemed to share a lot of my concerns about how to make the Left more strategic and appealing. He was right. And of course the recurrent bits like “Right-Wing Mandela” and “Nation of Islam Obama” cracked me up and the show had all the same parasocial attractions to me it had for the rest of his audience. But it had already been on air for almost a year and I tend to be a completist about shows I really like and so I started from the beginning.


By the third or fourth time I heard Michael talk about former Brazilian president Lula da Silva, though, I was a little sick of it. It’s not that I disagreed with his perspective about the chain of events that led to Lula’s imprisonment—the “lawfare coup” in which the Brazilian Right removed Lula’s successor as leader of the Workers Party, Dilma Rousseff, from the presidency, the dubious investigation and railroading of Lula himself, the roots of it all in the Brazilian elite’s loathing for what was by any reasonable standards a pretty moderately reformist administration, and the US connection to it all. It’s that, out of everything that could be covered in a globe seething with injustice, I felt no special connection to this particular story. I wondered how often he was going to return to it. Somewhere along the way, though, without quite realizing it, I got invested in the story to the point that, after I met Bhaskar on the TMBS set one of the days I was doing the show in person—usually I did the Debunk via Skype or Zoom—the first article I wrote for Jacobin ended up being about Brazil.


Part of why Michael responded in the way he did to the figure of Lula had to do with his deep identification with liberation movements in the global south and with movements for dignity and equality everywhere. A detail that’s always stuck in my head about the deep hatred for Lula on the Brazilian Right despite the relatively mild nature of his social democratic reforms, is that wealthy Brazilians would often complain that—as a result of the Workers Party’s efforts to essentially create a middle class in the country—“the airports are starting to look like bus stations.” At the end of a live show we did at the Bell House in Brooklyn shortly before the pandemic started, he showed a clip of Lula speaking to a crowd shortly before he had to report to prison, orating in a way that sounded oddly dreamy despite having a voice as gravely as Tom Waits, and quoting Che Guevara talking about how the powers that be can kill a few flowers but they can’t stop the coming of spring. That kind of thing spoke to Michael in a deep way.


But he also liked the way that Lula cut through political nonsense and ideological obfuscation and communicated in the kind of direct, visceral way so few American leftists seem to be any good at—the way he’d talk about making sure poor Brazilians had money to buy coffee and free time to watch soccer. Michael was, as much as anything else, a strategist, always thinking about how to make radical ideas mainstream.


For that purpose, he thought it was important to find what (with heavy irony, given his hatred for Clintonism and Blairism) he called a “third way” in the culture wars, a vision of how people could interact and live together free of bigotry but also free of petty moralistic micro-policing of individual behavior. He had nothing but contempt, for example, for the idea that “cultural appropriation” was a thing. All culture should equally be at the disposal of all humans.


I can remember, far more vividly than I can remember many significant events in the two years since Michael died, sitting in a restaurant he liked in Brooklyn hearing him intensely discourse about this point to make sure I got what he was going for in Against the Web. And I can remember sitting outside a cottage in rural northern Michigan months later, drinking a Bell’s Oberon and looking out at the dark woods, while we first talked about The Sopranos—a favorite non-political non-philosophical topic—and then he went back to the same theme.


Michael was an instinctive synthesizer of ideas. He had a knack not just for seeing the flaws and limitations of a perspective—that’s the easy part!—but for cutting through to whatever core component of a flawed perspective still manages to be correct and compelling, and to put that core together with similar components harvested elsewhere. Matt’s task in the book isn’t made any easier by the fact that Michael’s gift was far more for making conceptual connections vivid and compelling in conversation, both on- and off-air, than for spelling out the fine print.


I don’t say that to denigrate his ability. I was in awe of how good he was at it, and two years after the last conversation any of us got to have with him I continue to find his insights compelling. But there’s hard and necessary translation work to be done in order to make the ideas he was evoking explicit and examine them in detail. Matt’s book is an excellent start. I can hope it’ll be taken up by other writers, scholars, and commentators who see something valuable there and, through that process, some thread of the ideas Michael cared about can be kept alive.


Coda


It took me a very long time to compose the words you just finished reading. I wrote two articles about Michael within weeks of his passing, both of which can still be found at Jacobin. There was an attempt to distill some of his ideas called “The Cosmopolitan Socialism of Michael Brooks” and before that an intensely personal reflection called “What Michael Brooks Meant to Me.”


It was easy to write about him that summer. Somehow it even felt urgent—like I had to get it all down before I forgot a single precious detail. Now it took me months of delays to start a draft of this introduction, and I hated it, and it took me months to start again. A year has passed since Matt first asked me to take this on.


What it gets down to, I suppose, is this: Enough time has passed that I’ve really internalized that my favorite and closest collaborator, this human being I deeply loved, is never coming back. Writing about him now, every sentence feels like an acknowledgment of that awful truth, and it’s like emptying an ashtray into my mouth and swallowing.


But it feels good to have said whatever I can get myself to say about him right now, and I want to just end by emphasizing this: Michael Brooks cared about the ideas you’re about to read about because he cared about people. Whatever else you remember about him, remember that.
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