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'President George W Bush has come and gone. A huge sigh of relief has gone up in Islamabad over the successful completion of the trip by the world's most powerful leader. Bush has been duly captured chatting with hand-picked 'citizens', playing cricket and of course lending support to the man he describes as a 'good friend', President Pervez Musharraf.

Oddly, for a visit prior to which there has been much talk about the 'shared values' of democracy, Pakistan's elected prime minister seems to have been left entirely out of the loop. And, as the leader of the 'free world' stalked Islamabad's soil, opposition leaders were dragged away by police goons to prevent protest and barred from making public speeches.

The events of course stood in contrast to the scenes in New Delhi, where thousands marched in the streets against Bush. They included not only Muslim religious leaders, but also activists from India's left -- many of their parties allied with the Congress government of the country.

But of course, going beyond the sycophantic praise heaped on President Bush by government members, few honestly believe the US President or the dangerous coterie of opportunist right-wing hardliners he has collected around him, have any true commitment to democracy. Through the murky history of the US, this has been proved again and again -- in Washington's support for some of the modern age's most brutal dictators in blind pursuit of its own interests and in attempts of US governments to damage democratic governments that they see as being hostile to the US agenda.

Most recently, the ongoing battle between Washington and Venezuela's feisty president, Hugo Chavez, demonstrates this reality. Chavez has been described by the US secretary of State Condoleezza Rice as a 'threat' to regional democracy, while in turn, Chavez, one of his country's most popular leaders who has faced multiple attempts by the US to topple him, has warned Ms Rice not to "mess with" his administration.

It is obvious that Bush's myopic refusal to look beyond President Pervez Musharraf in Pakistan is tied in to his vision of himself as a crusader against world terrorism. In this, he sees Musharraf as a key ally -- and certainly, Islamabad, since the events of 9/11, has done everything it can to prove it is willing to follow the line dictated by Washington without question.

But whether this has really had any impact in reducing the hold of militancy in society is a different matter. A true weakening of this grip would of course, first of all benefit the people of Pakistan, who have been the worst sufferers of the brutal terrorist attacks inflicted repeatedly on them. But even as President Musharraf insists on accusations from Kabul that terrorists remain based in Pakistan are nothing but lies, evidence suggests the roots of militancy remain firmly embedded within the soil. The terrible blast in Karachi, a day ahead of President Bush's visit, is only the latest proof of this, with the explosion having struck at the heart of the country's biggest city.

Had President George W Bush possessed the breadth of vision and the intelligence that many see him as being almost entirely devoid off, he would, by now, have grasped that the unjust policies of the US have played a key role in spurring on the very terror he insists he is determined to combat. This is most of all true with respect to Washington's uneven strategies in the Middle East, with years of violence and oppression having created a cycle of militancy that, as yet, shows no signs of fading away. Indeed, this will not happen until people in the area perceive a willingness to engage in fair play in the region.

The situation in the Middle East inevitably has an impact on Pakistan, and the growth of militant violence in the country. The suicide bombings of the past few years are only the most direct evidence of the scale of this influence. The real question Mr Bush and his team need to ask themselves is whether, beyond the façade of the cricket played by blazered schoolboys or the chats over cups of tea, there is any real lessening of militancy within Pakistan.

The fact is that even while policing efforts, necessary in the aftermath of any terrorist attack, have increased, a great deal else remains undone. In the first place, the severe socio-economic miseries faced by people inevitably breed anger, a perception of injustice and with this, and an increased readiness to embrace extremist causes. The expertise of extremist groups in capitalising on such frustrations and expanding their own ranks is unparalleled, and the trend continues to grow with reports suggesting young men are being picked out for this purpose at mosques, at seminaries and even at bazaars where the most neglected sections of society gather to discuss their many woes.

Bush and his team, if they are genuinely committed to ousting militancy, must ask what is being done by Musharraf to address these factors. They must also move beyond the coffee tables to gauge the opinion, regarding the realities of life, from people on the street. And they must ask why the seminaries that Musharraf had promised to reform still continue to run, spewing out almost unadulterated messages of hate.

Indeed, such hate has even found its way into mainstream curriculum. Books, targeting school children, which are openly available in the market, describe aspects of western science as lies and hold that the men behind them are attempting to mislead Muslims. Such intolerance for anything other than the most orthodox thought has surged everywhere, creating a society that sometimes seems almost unrecognisable even when compared to the realities of Pakistan a mere 35 or 40 years ago.

These are some of the issues President Bush must ponder over as part of his strategy in the 'war against terror' -- the issue that, this visit has made clear, occupies central place in Washington's cosy relationship with Islamabad. Simply bombing alleged militants in tribal areas, or rounding up dozens can obviously do nothing to combat the problem. It is the deeper social issues, within which flourish the roots of militancy that need to be tackled.

Both Washington and Islamabad must accept this can happen only by altering the perceptions of injustice among people and offering them the real opportunities in life that would enable them to lift their heads and look to a brighter future, rather than into the dark abyss of violence towards which social forces beyond their control are currently propelling them.
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