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IF there are pseudo-intellectuals, then it stands to reason that there must be pseudo-idiots too.

So we predict that within another decade — after scholars have ransacked archives, all the overpaid official memoirs have been forgotten and the battered US begins to show signs of recovery from Bush’s reactionary reign — it will become apparent that the greatest acting performance of the 21st century has been George W. Bush playing the fumble-mouthed clueless president throughout an eight-year long run on the White House stage.

It will all have turned out to be a brilliant beguiling performance worthy of the late Sir Laurence Olivier or Marlon Brando, who both would have wept with thespian envy. Imagine an actor of their calibre playing a simpleton and you begin to get the picture.

Intelligence usually shines through such miscast roles, betraying itself with a flash of wit, a sly nod, or a knowing wink as to who really hides behind the empty face. This is the reason why a very intelligent actor was miscast in maverick film maker John Sayles’ 2004 movie ‘Silver City’ about the irresistible rise of a gormless George W. Bush figure.

The actor Chris Cooper just couldn’t play it dumb enough. This takes a lot of talent. Someday we will all appreciate the injustice of displaying advisor Karl Rove as Bush’s brain — as a documentary film maker portrayed him — when none other than the boy emperor (as Gore Vidal calls Bush) himself really was the brains behind it all. Only 28 per cent of Americans are perceptive enough to see through his consummate guise, and support him unreservedly. What a shame.

It takes tremendous political acumen and a shrewd eye for human weaknesses to manipulate a cunning creature like outgoing British prime minister Tony Blair. Bush outwitted the suave Blair, out-manoeuvred the entire US Congress, cowed the media, and brought many a liberal intellectual (Christopher Hitchens, Paul Berman, and others) simpering to their knees.

Who can forget that during the 2000 and 2004 elections the American press corps swooned whenever Bush uttered a half-coherent answer that bore the slightest relation to reality or to the question he was originally asked. This tongue-tied fellow, the canny press corps always insisted, was smarter than he sounded.

Bush was an ordinary guy, except for his own inherited wealth and status. It takes genius to pull off so sublime a charade. Moreover, he is a graduate of Yale University and Harvard Business School yet manages to come across as if he barely graduated from an inner city high school. Both he and John Kerry were inducted into the hyper-exclusive Yale secret society Skull and Bones — a tightly connected world which privileged Pakistanis enjoy their own versions of.

Some of that erudite education must have rubbed off on him but all he has to show for it are flashes of light-hearted contempt towards all those beneath him on the social scale. These occasional lapses — witness the Hurricane Katrina aftermath — were quickly explained away. We’re all human, you know.

Bush upon becoming president rolled out a brilliantly basic repertoire: cut taxes for the rich as the solution, no matter what the problem was. That’s what rich people crave. Bush enthusiastically pressed ahead to mutilate the welfare state and, after 9/11, civil rights too.

In democracies the key trouble for parties of the rich is that, by definition, they are a small minority. So how do they attract enough people to gain office? One ploy is to experience a religious conversion into the fold of US fundamentalists who prefer good mindless dogma to good hard thinking. These pious people steadfastly imagine a rich loud convert is still on their side even as he raises prices for everything, hold their wagers down, send their jobs abroad, undermine workplace protections, prices them out of housing, hikes the tuition for their kids’ schooling, and makes healthcare unaffordable or unreliable. Well played, Mr Bush.

One foresees Bush someday leaning back and bragging how easy it was to fool the religious rubes. All he needed to win political power then was plenty of money, a compliant corporate-owned media and an increasingly privatised voting system (the majority of votes now are counted in electronic machines manufactured and controlled by Republican supporters). Investigative reporter Greg Palast estimates that through various legal and illegal ruses Republican operatives have erased more than four million Democratic voters from the rolls.

Americans from birth are badgered by media blitzes to believe that the mystical market — dominated in every key sector, including the media, by a few major firms — is a sure cure for whatever ails the economy. Bold private enterprise is the answer. Yet defence firms, agribusinesses, oil companies, computer firms, pharmaceutical and chemical firms, and banks and investment firms always depend on the government and sup happily at the public trough.

The internet wouldn’t exist if not for publicly funded research. The ‘Halliburtonisation” of funding practices under Bush and Cheney invites infinite corruption and waste. To that end, privatising state assets is portrayed, instead of the huge subsidy to the rich that it is, as an efficiency measure. In Tony Blair’s Britain, for example, the woefully inefficient and overpriced privatised rail system costs the state far more in subsides than the total cost when it was in public ownership. One of Bush’s few dismal failures, by his lights, was an attempt to privatise US social security.

In foreign policy Bush reminded us that a president will lie for as long as the obliging media and timid opposition will let him. There is no question that if Bush had his way that Orwell’s vision of ‘thought crimes’ would come to pass in the US and be prosecuted. International law, after Guantanamo and Abu Ghraib, is plainly meaningless to Bush where it conflicts with US plans. Even though the vast majority of American Jews, according to Zogby polls, want a fair and just solution for Palestinians in the Middle East, a band of neo-cons and well-funded right-wing lobbying groups run the policy show, although, to be fair, this state of affairs antedated Bush’s arrival.

Bush has induced most Americans to ignore the nearly 700,000 Iraqi deaths since 2003. Only patriotic American casualties matter. Yet the much-lauded soldiers he dispatches abroad to serve the designs of American energy companies are often enough consigned to poor care and homelessness when they return home, no longer useful.Bush now is busy assuring long-term profits for ravenous defence industries by provoking a new cold war through ringing Russia with “defensive” weapons systems. The US defence budget is now $582 billion although the combined Iraqi resistance finds plenty of ingenious ways to make it seem like pennies.

A UN report finds the top 20 per cent get 86 per cent of the world’s wealth — and Bush means to exacerbate it. Under a series of Republican and conservative Democratic administrations the distribution of wealth inside the US accelerated in favour of the rich — the top one per cent saw their share of wealth rise from 20 per cent to 40 per cent since 1970 — and Bush means to keep that trend going.

In sum, Bush did exactly what he came to do for the people he serves. Pakistanis, of course, hardly need pity average US citizens. But during six and a half years of the Bush presidency the US has moved more towards Pakistan’s legal and economic standards than Pakistan has moved towards earlier envied US standards.

Apart from Iraq, what the deeply “misunderestimated”, to use his own word, George W. Bush will have demolished by the time he exits office is the widespread delusion that most upper-class Americans and corporate behemoths care for ordinary human beings abroad or at home. Say what you like about Bush, the epitaph on his administration must read: mission accomplished.

