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BY CLIVE BRADLEY

Clapham Junction (Sunday, July 22,
C4), written by Kevin Elyot — best
known for the hit AIDS-themed play

My Night With Reg — was screened as part
of Channel Four’s celebrations of 40 years
since the 1967 Sexual Offences Act which
decriminalised homosexuality (see also page
15). Following a group of modern gay men
over a day and a half, its aim — presumably
— was to show that homophobia is alive and
well, and murderous, and present even in
those places you don’t expect, like Channel
Four itself and the dinner-partying middle
class.

That might be a laudable, and radical,
aim — to puncture the complacency of
middle class media circles, at least; to
address the often-heard claim that everything
is fine now, prejudice a thing of the past.
Elyot has referred to the rise in violent
homophobic attacks — despite changes in
the law, civil partnerships, and all the rest.
And so, indeed, Clapham Junction opened
with a civil partnership ceremony, smiling,
cheering, champagne-swilling faces — and
went on to show a homicidal anti-gay assault
on Clapham Common — such as really do
take place.

But. 
It would be hard to imagine a more

relentlessly pessimistic, depressing, bleak
account of contemporary gay life than this. It
is not just that the film suggests that security
and happiness are only islands in a storm of

unabated hatred. Gay men themselves, in
Elyot’s worldview, hardly seem deserving of
happiness anyway. The rottenness isn’t just
out on the common. On the day of his
wedding, one of the grooms is downstairs
seducing the waiter. There is scarcely a char-
acter who is not lonely, miserable — ‘tragic’
in all senses that word — or whose happiness
is not based on an illusion. One of the
heterosexual women makes the point —
again, presumably, the film’s ‘message’ —
that even if men are sniffing each other out
behind bushes they don’t deserve to be
brutally beaten. But this is hardly a profound
opinion. Is that it? After forty years, is that
the best we can say for ourselves?

No writer is under contract to present
‘positive images’, or somehow to ‘represent’
a wider community of which they are part. If
this is how Elyot sees the world, then he’s
entitled to write about it. But this was
presented as landmark, celebratory drama,
showing a cross-section of gay men — to
reflect contemporary gay life — but
consisted of characters straight out of a
homophobe’s sketchbook. It was, to put it
mildly, odd.

Especially odd was the decision to have
one strand about a fourteen-year-old boy’s
obsession with an older man who turns out to
be a convicted paedophile — which culmi-
nates in graphic, and lovingly-shot, anal sex.
Is this supposed to be challenging, edgy,
difficult? The worthwhile statement here —
that boys under the age of consent are not
necessarily sexless victims — is hardly novel

BY SOFIE BUCKLAND, NUS NATIONAL
EXECUTIVE MEMBER

AT the behest of right-wing student
union officers and NEC, NUS is
undertaking a wide-ranging

“governance review“, aimed at overhaul-
ing democratic structures, staffing, fund-
ing, and just about anything else they
don’t like. Required to by an annual
conference motion, the NEC “mandated“ a
steering group to produce a green paper
on NUS reform (in reality, the NEC were
presented with a board hand-picked by the
President, including members of the
Association of Managers of Students’
Unions, and a series of pre-decided
actions to give the green light). 

This paper has now been released, and
it’s difficult to criticise — because it gives
almost nothing away about the intentions
of the leadership. 

On the face of it, NUS’s rightwing have
a point. They talk about a ‘democratic
deficit’ in the student movement, and it
does exist. But the language of the green
paper lets slip exactly how much they care
about democracy — in the guiding princi-
ples of NUS, laid down on the first page,
democracy isn’t mentioned once. There’s
‘effective and efficient decision-making’
though, suggesting more cuts to Annual
Conference, less (!) accountability and
more centralisation of power to the NEC,
the President and the Senior Management
Team. 

Those in NUS who want to fix the
“democratic deficit” aren’t sitting on the
review steering committee. It’s the left-
wing who can address the actual problems
— of withering student unions’ political
culture and democracy, of a serious lack
of a fight back and continual capitulations
by the NUS leadership, of the bureaucratic
barriers set up to prevent grassroots
involvement. The democratic deficit isn’t
a problem of a few sabbatical officers who
want more influence for their ideas in
NUS. It’s a problem of a pathetically low
level of actual student involvement, and of
student activist campaigns growing disil-
lusioned with the NUS and no longer
wishing to use its channels to force the
leadership to fight. 

It’s impossible to separate the failures
of NUS over the last 25 years, under
successive Labour Students and ‘indepe-
dent’ right-wing leaderships, from this
new drive to reform the union. HE
students have lost mandatory grants, hous-
ing benefit, free tuition and the right ot
claim unemployment benefit over this
time, and alongside FE students are now
facing privatisation of campus services,
education run for profit and low-paid
casual work to meet the cost of studying.
While NUS and student unions do nothing
to address the situation of ordinary
students, its no wonder very few are will-
ing or able to fight back.

The governance review isn’t a sign that
the NUS leadership have suddenly noticed
this problem. Since it was first discussed

on the NEC at the beginning of the year,
it’s been nothing but a cover for more
wasteful spending, more attacks on
democracy and on the involvement of the
critical left-wing. Education Not for Sale
has been the only faction to consistently
oppose the review both on the NEC and in
our propaganda (SWP and Socialist
Action members failed to vote against the
review or the £100,000 consultant) —
we’ve got the long-term political perspec-
tive to understand why this review must
be challenged. 

If this review goes unchallenged and is
not stopped  we will end up with an NUS
even less able to fight for students’ inter-
ests than the NUS we currently have. And,
we predict, if these type of changes go
through the ‘reforms’ will not end. The
NUS right wing will take heart and move
further against democracy. The entire
structure of this review has been set to
prevent involvement from anyone even
vaguely critical of NUS (the NEC
members on steering, for example, are
right-wing independents and Labour
Students) — we can’t submit decent
proposals to their sham consultations,
cross our fingers, and hope someone
listens. 

This is not a consultation but prepara-
tion for an attack on NUS democracy – a
curtailment in the ability of the member-
ship to set priorities and hold their leader-
ship to account. ENS will continue to
challenge the review at every level — if
you agree, get involved! Email sofie.buck-
land@nus.org.uk or visit www.free-educa-
tion.org.uk

Some proposals:

• Scrap the “Governance Review”, claw
back the maximum possible costs and
conduct a democratic internal debate on
the future of NUS democracy.

• Restore Winter Conference and/or
lengthen existing conference to allow
more discussion and accountability.

• Restore cuts to delegation entitlement

• Defend the ‘Block of 12’

• Reform of regional arrangements;
restore Area NUS organisations

• Support staff for Liberation
Campaigns — disparities should be used
to increase funding for e.g. Disabled
Students’ Campaign, not to cut e.g.
Women’s Campaign.

• NEC should function more effectively,
meet regularly. (E.g. the two month gap in
meetings over this summer! Meanwhile
management team, including full-timers
and unelected staff meets regularly and is
the real executive power in NUS)

• Staff protocols should be reformed so
that it no longer protects senior manage-
ment from scrutiny and accountability

• Cut the current massive waste at
NUS’s centre and redirect resources to
campaigning.

INSIDE THE STUDENT MOVEMENT

Student leaders 
attack 

democracy
(again!)

BY SACHA ISMAIL

APLAY about the Chartists whose
characters include the young
Friedrich Engels? Don’t get too

excited.
Holding Fire, a new play being shown at

the Globe Theatre on London’s
Southbank as part of the “Renaissance
and Revolution” series, depicts the last
years of Chartism as a mass movement,
opening in 1837 when debates between the
reformist “moral force” wing and the
revolutionary “physical force” wing were
raging.

Given how much working-class history
is simply ignored in art, seeing these
events and themes explored is thrilling at
first. (This is particularly true due to the
creative use the action makes of the struc-
ture and open air space of the Globe, for
instance by having orators at a Chartist
convention make their speeches from the
galleries of the theatre.) But once the
excitement of seeing Chartism on stage
wears off, Holding Fire emerges as a mess,
with lots of incoherent bits of history and
ideas acting as the back-drop to a not very
inspired love story.

The lovers, two domestic servants in a
northern English country house, become
Chartist sympathisers, but they are not
involved at all in the moral vs physical
force debates, or indeed in any discussion
of political ideas beyond articulation of a
crude anger at mistreatment by their
employer and various other bourgeois
authorities. Debate is the preserve of the
movement’s leaders, which not only makes
the various parts of the play seem
disjointed, but betrays the elitist sensibili-
ties of the playwright Jack Shepherd.

Irritatingly, the sympathies of the play
are with the moral force Chartists; even
more irritatingly, the writer seems to be

unaware of this political choice, simply
assuming that the moderates are reason-
able and that the revolutionaries are hot-
headed and bloodthirsty. Moral force is
represented by the highly sympathetic
William Lovett; physical force by the lairy
and untrustworthy Fergus O’Connor. The
play ends with in 1867, with an aged
Lovett declaring that with Disraeli’s

Nothing but tr

Chartism in the o

Enter stage left: Fergus O’Connor
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CHARLIE SALMON REVIEWS “AN
ECOSOCIALIST MANIFESTO” BY JOEL KOVEL
AND MICHAEL LÖWY

“THE twenty-first century opens on
a catastrophic note, with an
unprecedented degree of ecologi-

cal breakdown and a chaotic world order
beset with terror and clusters of low-grade,
disintegrative warfare… In our view, the
crises of ecology and those of societal break-
down are profoundly interrelated and should
be seen as different manifestations of the
same structural forces.”

An Ecosocialist Manifesto, Kovel and
Löwy

The word “manifesto” has a particular reso-
nance for class-struggle socialists. In 1848
Karl Marx and Frederick Engels published
the Communist Manifesto — a defining
moment in the history of our movement —
proclaiming “A spectre is haunting Europe —
the spectre of Communism”. So when a docu-
ment claiming to be ‘an ecosocialist mani-
festo’ emerges, it deserves to be taken seri-
ously. Kovel and Löwy proclaim that their
manifesto “lacks the audacity of that of 1848,
for ecosocialism is not yet a spectre, nor is it
grounded in any party or movement”. This is
quite true, but this admission stands in
contrast to the urgency of their message.
Given the authors’ high profile positions in
the American Green Party and the Fourth
International respectively, the energy with
which their ideas are being promoted and
plans to initiate an ‘Ecosocialist International’
it seems that more than a declaration of prin-
ciples are afoot. 

An Ecosocialist Manifesto forms an
‘activist element’ of a growing body of politi-
cal theory attempting a principled and rational
fusing of Marxist and ecological ideas. The
issuing of a manifesto is a call for action —
the question is “what kind action and on what
basis will it be taken?”

Kovel and Löwy see ecological crisis and
societal disintegration as closely connected
phenomena, tied together by “the expansion
of the world capitalist system”. Specifically
they see the former as a result of rampant
industrialisation and the latter stemming from
“the form of imperialism known as globalisa-
tion”. The dominant world dynamic is no
longer that between labour and capital but is
framed as an interrelation between “ecologi-
cal costs” and “human costs”, with both
subject to the whim of capital. The descrip-
tions given to these costs are fairly standard
ecological and anti-capitalist rhetorical points.
For example “the regime … exposes ecosys-
tems to destabilising pollutants, fragments
habitats … [and] squanders resource” and
“[i]t has invaded and undermined the integrity
of communities through its global mass
culture of consumerism and depoliticization.”
The ultimate crisis for capitalism is its inabil-
ity to deal with either of these problems
through adaptation, there can be no reform:
“It cannot solve the ecological crisis because
to do so requires setting limits upon accumu-
lation … It cannot solve the crisis posed by
terror and other forms of violent rebellion
because to do so would mean abandoning the
logic of empire”. 

The choice for humanity (and ecology) is
between socialism or barbarism, “where the
face of the latter now reflects the imprint of
the intervening century and assumes the
countenance of ecocatastrophe, terror, coun-
terterror, and their fascist degeneration.” A
very stark choice indeed. 

Perhaps the most interesting part of the
document is the very brief explanation of
ecosocialism. In dealing with “first-epoch
socialism” — which I take to mean specifi-
cally the workers’ revolution of October 1917
and the historic disaster of Stalinism — they
see ecosocialism “not as the denial but as the
realisation” of this socialism, newly framed in
terms of ecology. “Ecosocialism retains the
emancipatory goals of first-epoch socialism,
and rejects both the attenuated, reformist aims
of social democracy and the productivist

structures of the bureaucratic variations of
socialism”. Here is the potential value of the
‘ecosocialist’ concept: ecosocialism is revolu-
tionary. But what social forces are the agents
of revolutionary change? Reference to another
of Löwy’s works is necessary to fully under-
stand what he means by ‘rejecting produc-
tivism’ and to see, perhaps, who he thinks the
agents of ecosocialist change are. 

Löwy’s essay ‘What Is Ecosocialism’ (in
Capitalism, Nature, Socialism, June 2005) is
— by virtue of being a submission to an
academic journal — a much fuller exposition
on the subject. Whilst it repeats some of the
material in the manifesto in justification for
the need of ecosocialism, it clarifies some of
the worrying omissions from the manifesto
itself. 

One common disagreement between
Marxists and those in the ‘ecology move-
ment’ is that Marx and Engles concentrated
solely on the development of productive
forces as directing the progress of history.
Ecologists argue that Marxism is essentially
productivist and therefore blind to the
destruction wrought upon the planet by indus-
trialisation. They point to the example of
Stalinist Russia and the environmental
destruction wrought upon the country. This
issue has already been taken up in previous
articles in Solidarity but it bears repeating
that whilst some of the criticisms of Marxism
are — on the surface — valid, for Marx “the
supreme goal of technical progress is not the
infinite accumulation of goods … but the
reduction of the working day and the accumu-
lation of free time”. This interpretation is
complemented by the fact that Capital,
Marx’s correspondence and notebooks are full
of references to ecological matters.

The argument around productivism is an
important one. It is true to say that much of
the labour movement is understandably
concerned with the preservation and expan-
sion of industry, regardless of environmental
cost. It is also true that the idea of material
‘abundance’ is seen by many socialists as a
precondition for the development of a fully
liberated, democratic society. There have been
a number of scientific studies that give reason
to believe that with current technology there
are inherent natural limits to growth. For
instance in the October 2005 edition of
Monthly Review, John Bellamy-Foster cites a
study by the National Academy of Sciences to
the effect that “the world economy exceeded
the earth’s regenerative capacity in 1980 and
by 1999 had gone beyond it by as much as 20
percent. This means that ‘it would require 1.2
Earths, or one earth for 1.2 years, to regener-
ate what humanity used in 1999’”. Another
worrying example comes from how capital-
ism ‘accounts for’ (i.e. records the cost of)
natural resources. For example, if all costs are
factored into the production of a hamburger
— maintaining or regenerating the material
assets used up in its production — you’d have
to pay around £100. This suggests two things
(1) that an economy organised around produc-

ing exchange-values has limits and (2) that in
regulating and accounting for production, the
‘total cost’ must be factored in to maintain
stability — or at least honest accounting. An
economy organised on use-values would
substantially deal with these problems. 

Löwy also manages to clarify other ques-
tions left open or unanswered in the mani-
festo itself. Understandably for such a state-
ment of purpose, An Ecosocialist Manifesto
appears to be a rather ultimate political state-
ment. It rightly criticises the destructive
nature of capitalism but implies — in its
urgency to call people to action — that capital
is incapable of ‘holding off’ of ecological
disaster. Alone, Löwy manages to identify a
number of reforms that an ecosocialist move-
ment could fight for within capitalism. These
include free public transport, restructuring the
international debt system, “defence of public
health” and the reduction of work time.
Nothing is mentioned of the possibility that
capitalism could reduce or fairly distribute
carbon emissions (perhaps the most pressing
environmental concern).

The working class is not mentioned once in
the original manifesto but in his essay Löwy
states “Whilst criticising the ideology of the
dominant sectors of the labour movement,
ecosocialists know that the workers and their
organisations are an indispensable force for
any radical transformation of the system” (my
italics). This is a curious way to put it.
Indispensable how? Returning to the para-
digm outlined above where the world is
driven by the dynamic between eco-crisis and
a crisis of ‘humanity’, what role do workers
play? In the struggle to achieve ecosocialism
workers are “indispensable” but are they
central? Kovel and Löwy have no direct
answer but one is implied at the end of
Löwy’s individual work where he details
movements based around an “ecology of the
poor”. Although these forces should not be
discounted and are significant where they
interact with workers movements are Kovel
and Löwy saying that they are key?

In conclusion, Kovel and Löwy’s
Ecosocialist Manifesto suffers — from a
Marxist point of view — on a number of
levels: its barely justified re-writing of the
driving force of history; the maximalist strate-
gising; and its seeming rejection of the work-
ing class as the agent of revolution. Some of
these issues are dealt with by Löwy elsewhere
but not with sufficient detail or force to be
convincing. It’s as if large chunks of Marxism
have been dispensed with to more easily fit
the sensibilities of the ‘Green movement’.
This is worrying when you consider plans to
unite left-Greens and Green-socialists in an
international effort at a time when so many
Marxist organisations have lost their political
bearings. The manifesto is of value only inso-
far as Marxists actively engage with its criti-
cism of productivism (a necessary process of
clarification, of which more needs to be writ-
ten) and are able to forge a more coherent call
to arms.

agedy?
— the opening sequence of Queer as Folk
made the same point nearly a decade ago, but
without any of the overwrought ‘tragedy’, and
with characters you could care about.

Like the other stories, in any case, none
of this was even faintly believable. These
were characters who rarely moved into two
dimensions. 

You can see why someone might want to
say that ‘acceptance’ — gay weddings and all
the rest — aren’t the whole story. But this
bleak vision does an injustice to the genera-
tions of people who fought for that accept-
ance. What we have achieved may not be
quite what ‘gay liberation’ was imagined to
be. But it was fought for. And thanks to those
struggles, it is, on the whole, much easier to
be openly lesbian or gay than it used to be.

Right near the beginning was a scene
which summed up the strangeness of this
project. Rupert Graves, a gay screenwriter, is
in a meeting with a Channel Four executive
(Neil Pearson), pitching a film about gay life.
He’s told it’s old hat; nobody’s interested any
more; the executive ‘passes’. The point,
clearly, is to say that even in these bastions of
political correctness, you find a form of
homophobia. Presumably this is based on
some personal experience of Elyot’s (though
even this wasn’t believable). But — hold on.
Clapham Junction was commissioned by
Channel Four... so its existence contradicts the
claim being made in one of its pivotal scenes.
I’m confused. If this was some sort of post-
modern joke, it was lost on me.

open air

The spectre of ecosocialism?

Haiti: an eco-disaster

Reform Act — which left the great major-
ity of men still without the vote! — the
bulk of the Chartists’ goals had essentially
been achieved.  

(Perhaps unsurprisingly, when the
young Engels appears in the play, his
views are a risible pastiche of Marxism.
All the hoary old myths are trotted out:
Engels believes the worse things get the
better; is hostile to the fight for political
liberty; and wants a society in which
people behave “like ants in an ant-hill”.
Never mind that it was precisely because
they opposed such ideas that Marx and
Engels saw the Chartist movement as so
important...)

Evidently, Shepherd believes that the
cause for which the Chartists fought is
now wildly out of date — and no doubt
most of the heavily middle-class audience
at the Globe would agree. In the first
place, of course, not even all their formal
demands have been won: we do not have
annual elections, and if we did, the
course of the class struggle in this country
might have been very different.

But in any case, the Chartists fought for
the vote not as an end in itself, but
because they wanted working-class power
to change society.  Chartism was the first
mass revolutionary movement of the
working class — anywhere. No wonder
the British ruling class resisted it so
fiercely. Our rulers only granted workers
the vote once they had made it safe, by
reshaping and strengthening the state
machine so that parliamentary elections
would no longer suffice to put the work-
ing class in power.

It’s not that I expected Shepherd to put
forward the full Marxist programme; but
I think his failure to recognise the essen-
tially modern nature of the Chartists’
struggle underpins Holding Fire’s failures
as a play.


