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For all of the government's insistence over the past half decade that it is committed to the basic tenets of democracy, today's visit to Pakistan of the de facto 'leader' of the world's 'free democracies' has exposed the preposterousness of the idea that Pakistan is any closer to democracy than it has ever been. While Bush's visit to India was met with protest by ordinary people in the tens and thousands who were exercising their democratic right and making it clear to the Congress leadership that they do want to have nothing to do with American imperialism, Islamabad today will be subject to a virtual curfew-like situation when Bush Jr arrives.

Some might argue that Bush's visit follows hot on the heels of protests over the cartoon issue that have virtually paralysed the country, that the momentum of these protests has not yet petered out, and that therefore it is not completely objectionable that the government should take strong-arm measures given Bush's profile. But such an apologetic claim is neither here nor there. In the first instance, the present government has been shamelessly partial to the religious right in terms of policing public rallies and protests throughout its tenure, notwithstanding public pronouncements to the contrary. To the extent that the cartoon protests have spiralled out of control, this is a reflection on the failure of the state rather than a commentary on the inherent nature of all political protest.

Moreover, the parties of the religious right have already committed to avoiding protest during Bush's visit. Finally and most importantly, there need be no security threat associated with a protest against the visit of an admittedly high-profile political leader such as Bush. After all, Indians protested peacefully and effectively, and people in dozens of countries have made a virtual habit of peacefully protesting visits of political leaders or high-profile summits such as the WTO ministerial meetings. The implication of the security arrangements that the Pakistani government has made is that all Pakistanis are somehow unlike the rest of their human kin in that we can simply not be trusted to protest in a non-violent manner.

Of course there is the other small matter of Pakistan being widely projected as one of the major resting grounds of international terrorism. The corporate media has been entirely successful in portraying an image of Pakistan as a highly unstable place, always prone to random acts of 'terrorist' violence. And in this story Westerners are the most threatened, whether they come in the form of cricket teams or presidents and prime ministers. To some, it might be said, to a limited extent, the Pakistani state has to accept that this media construction is its own doing, given that it has systematically exorcised secular politics from within the public sphere and created a space for parochial politics -- most of which is cloaked under the guise of Islamic revivalism -- that has been fully exploited, and which the state continues to implicitly patronise.

Random violence, whether sectarian, ethnic, or of any other such variety has been a prominent feature of Pakistan's social and political landscape for almost two decades, and can hardly be perceived to be a novel phenomenon. In any case, the fact of the matter is that the vast majority of Pakistanis have no real affinity to extremist politics of any kind. In fact, if anything, most Pakistanis are politically inactive, indifferent even. They definitely do not have 'terrorist' tendencies, and many will bitingly claim that if anyone should be called a terrorist, it is George W Bush himself. In this way, they are no different to the millions of people worldwide who are utterly opposed to Mr Bush and his coterie of warmongers. It is just that they are prevented from expressing their opposition.

As it is, Pakistanis have quite gotten used to the virtual shut-downs of their cities given the mass media frenzy -- both international and domestic -- that has been generated about Pakistani terrorism in the aftermath of September 11, 2001. By virtue of being home to the government and arguably more importantly to the GHQ, Islamabad and Rawalpindi definitely suffer disproportionately. Entire highways are closed off to the public on a daily basis to facilitate the comings and goings of General Musharraf and Shaukat Aziz. Needless to say the situation is far more extreme when exalted foreigners come to town. The shut-downs cause extreme frustration, and if anyone has bothered to calculate, would surely prove to have major economic fallouts too. But presumably this is all irrelevant for the powers-that-be. They have become so used to having things their way -- but for the odd irritating fallout with hopelessly compromised mainstream political parties -- that they couldn't care less for what people feel about shutting down roads for VIP traffic.

Be that as it may, Bush's visit has taken the meaning of a security operation to a whole new level. If it were just roads that were being shut down, or public assemblies banned, things would be no different to the usual state of affairs. But on this occasion schools, offices, and virtually every other establishment within city limits are being shut down. How is this within the bounds of reason? If nobody has told the high leadership of the country, such an arrangement indicates that ours is a highly dysfunctional polity, in which the ruled and rulers are so alienated from one another that security exercises of ridiculous severity are common practice.

And while there can be little doubt as to where the major part of the blame for this spectacle lies, it is important for ordinary Pakistanis to also ponder how they are -- unknowingly or otherwise -- exacerbating an already desperate state of affairs. Indeed, if there is anything that the millions of Pakistanis who have been grumbling about the antics of a highly alienated ruling class for some time now should learn from this episode -- if they didn't already know it -- it is that the ruling class is quite content to continue with its antics, because it is under no pressure to do anything differently. The military runs the show, patronises a number of designated political parties to sustain a feeble image of a political process, and continues to triumphantly proclaim that it is protecting the greater national interest.

If things have got to the point where arguably the world's -- and Pakistan's -- most disliked man, George W Bush, can come to Pakistan and be escorted around as if he is in heavily fortified military barracks, are we not at least partially to blame? Everyone else seems to be able and willing to express their indignation when Mr Bush visits their countries, why not us? It is too bad that democracy has become a rather meaningless word that is used and abused by the ruling class to its benefit. To the extent that it is used and abused by men like George W Bush, it is the last thing we should aspire to. But if it means genuine freedom, assuming it will be handed on a platter to those who are not free, but by those who represent the antithesis of freedom, is simply wishful thinking. It requires struggle, and the lack of it in Pakistan largely explains this spectacle of all spectacles.





