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Back in 2003 there seemed many good reasons to invade Iraq, but in the four years since 
Saddam fell they have all dropped away. Even with 30,000 more troops, few Americans still hope 
they can build a free and democratic Iraq, and fewer believe President George Bush any more 
when he says that fighting in the Sunni Triangle protects them from terrorism at home.    
 
Many Americans still worry that withdrawal would humiliate their country, but most now accept 
that persisting in failure is humiliating too, and young Americans keep dying.    
 
So what keeps America in Iraq, apart from the lonely stubbornness of the man in the White 
House? The answer is Iran. America is stuck in Iraq because Iraq stands between Iran and the 
rest of the Middle East, especially the Gulf states. Iran is the natural hegemon of the Gulf; its 70 
million people dwarf the other Gulf states' small populations, and its economy is second only to 
Saudi Arabia's. Since Ayatollah Khomeini's Islamic revolution deposed the shah in 1978 and 
seized American hostages in 1979, Americans have seen Iran as implacably hostile to American 
interests and values and have feared that its politically potent form of Islamic fundamentalism 
might spread.    
 
For all his faults, Iraq under Saddam was an effective check on Iranian hegemony in the Gulf. 
Since America destroyed Saddam's Iraq, Iran's power and influence have grown strongly. So 
now, having removed Iraq as a strategic counterweight, America seems to face a simple choice. 
It must stay in Iraq to keep the Iranians contained, or risk hostile Iranian domination of a vital 
region.    
 
This dilemma won't go away when Bush leaves the White House. Whatever the Congress says, 
and whatever the candidates promise, the next president will face the same remorseless strategic 
logic: stay in Iraq, or concede the Gulf to Iran.    
 
Unless, of course, they are prepared to take a lesson from history and try something big. Thirty-
five years ago America was caught in a similar strategic dilemma: stay in Vietnam, or concede 
hegemony in Asia to communist China. To break that dilemma, President Richard Nixon changed 
the game. In 1972 he went to China and settled their differences. The deal got America out of 
Vietnam and transformed Asia. It ended decades of war and laid the foundations for the 
prosperous region we know today.    
 
Nixon, of course, went on to infamy. That makes it hard today to recall the elan he brought to 
American foreign policy at this critical point and the great political courage he showed. When 
Nixon went to Beijing, communist China seemed to most Americans the incarnation of evil, still 
ruled by Chairman Mao and racked by the Cultural Revolution. Nixon and his national security 
adviser, Henry Kissinger, saw all this, but also saw beyond to deeper shared interests.    
 
The lesson for today is clear enough. The safest way, perhaps the only way, for America to get 
out of the mess it has created in Iraq is to neutralise the threat from Iran by turning Iran from an 
inveterate adversary into some kind of friend. Not a very close friend, perhaps, but a country with 
which American can do business.    
 
A few lonely souls in Washington have argued for years that America and Iran could learn to get 



along, but the idea is now starting to get rather closer attention. For both sides, 30 years of 
animosity have left deep scars. In the US, especially, the hostage crisis of 1979-81 remains a 
traumatic memory. But Iran is hardly more threatening to America today than China was in 1972. 
The hostage crisis was much smaller and much more remote than were the bitter memories of 
China's role in the Korean War when Nixon made his trip. Iran may be fundamentalist, but at least 
it's not communist. It remains a more democratic country than most others in the Middle East and 
its Government enjoys greater popular legitimacy. In the final analysis, what precisely do America 
and Iran have to disagree about?    
 
An opening to Iran is not imminent. No one has ever accused George Bush of displaying elan, so 
I think we can safely predict that he will not follow Nixon's example and take the road to Tehran. 
But for his successor, Democrat or Republican, a version of Nixon's China gambit may be a very 
real option. It may indeed be the only alternative to an indefinite American death toll in Iraq.    
 
But it would still be a big step. It would require America to recognise the legitimacy of Iran's 
theocratic regime. It would require America to accept Iran's aspirations for nuclear weapons and 
acknowledge the leading role that Iran must play in the region's affairs. It would require America 
to concede that the 21st century world will not be ruled solely by American values. All this would 
require great leadership by a president brave enough to take it on. George Bush has set his 
successor a big test.    
 
 
 
 
Hugh White is a visiting fellow at the Lowy Institute and professor of strategic studies at ANU.    
 
 


