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In The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, historian Edward Gibbon says the first signs of Appian martial weakness happened in A.D. 363, shortly after Constantine.  That year, Emperor Julian invaded Mesopotamia, which was then under Persian rule.  The Roman ruler wanted to conquer Persia – “to chastise the haughty nation which had so long resisted and insulted the majesty of Rome” – and to remake the Middle East in Rome’s image.
Although Gibbon notes many reasons for Rome’s demise, the historian suggests that her imperial power began to wane after Julian’s overreach.  As Niall Ferguson noted in the October issue of Vanity Fair, the Mesopotamian expedition marked the beginning of the legionnaire’s descent, culminating when Visigoths and Huns sacked what had once been the world’s greatest republic.  With only 90,000 troops – too few as it turned out – Julian was halted 20 miles southeast of Baghdad after a victory near the city of Ctesiphon (now called Salman Pak).  The emperor didn’t have enough men to finish the job.  

I served in Iraq’s western Al Anbar Province as a Marine captain in 2004.  When I arrived at Camp Fallujah at the beginning of March, there was a perception – on the grunt level, anyway – that we could soon have things shipshape and squared away.  One month later, Fallujah was on fire and the Shiite south had exploded.  At one point in mid-April, American forces were down to less than two days of available supplies, requiring a “Berlin airlift” push of rations, water, fuel, and ammunition.  Things got better, but that incident revealed just how vulnerable our situation was.  And still is.
When asked, I struggle to explain exactly what I did in Iraq.  An infantry officer by training, I was stationed with the headquarters section of the First Marine Expeditionary Force.  I served as an assistant operations officer, intelligence officer, convoy commander, and executive officer for an infantry company.  I learned Arabic at an elementary level and occasionally worked as an ad hoc liaison with Iraqis.  I was one of dozens of officers at Camp Fallujah who became a “jack of all trades, master of none.”  I solved problems the best I could with resources I either owned or bartered to obtain.
When I was in charge of a traffic control point during the First Battle of Fallujah, three Iraqi mortars impacted about ten yards from where I was standing.  I was hit with a single piece of shrapnel, a quarter inch long and an eighth of an inch wide.  The shrapnel remains embedded in the left side of my jaw (attempts to remove it would damage nerves in the area, said the doctor).  In the summertime, the metal expands a bit – on warm days, it presses into the side of my face like a baby’s curious fingertip.  Most days it doesn’t hurt, but sometimes I feel a random twinge of pain.  I see it as God’s way of reminding me to think before I speak.  Especially when disagreeing with my wife.
My wound is minor compared to those of most of the over 20,000 who have become casualties of war.  Fortunately, many Marines in worse shape than me still remain in great spirits.  One buddy of mine who lost an eye from an IED explosion likes to joke about his new color-coded ocular accessories. This past summer, a friend who lost both of his legs at the knee (and wishes to remain anonymous) rode over 500 miles through the southwestern desert on a hand-cranked bicycle, fundraising for other wounded vets.  His selflessness and valor – to country and Corps, not to a political party – typifies the attitude and character of those with whom I was proud to serve.
But as some Americans give all – and most give none – a quiet but unmistakable disillusion has permeated the veteran’s ranks.  After volunteering once to answer the call of duty, veterans are asked to continue running to the guns again… and again… and again.  Our nation has tapped into the Reserves, National Guard, and Individual Ready Reserves – of which I remain a proud member – at levels unseen since World War II.  At that time, we really were a nation at war.  We can hardly say that today.
This spirit of volunteer patriotism can, in fact, be broken.  The bedrock of that spirit is a sacred trust that the nation’s leaders will not foolishly spend lives.  Repeated requests to leave home and hearth for the battlefield to fill overstretched ranks weaken that trust.  Today’s veterans are asking and answering the same question as Creedence Clearwater Revival once did: “How much should we give?”  Two tours?  Three?  In the end, it seems the answer is more, more, more… but only if you have ever volunteered to serve your nation.  For the more fortunate sons – and daughters – the answer is nothing.
When the supplies ran dangerously low in April 2004, I heard one phrase repeated over and over again in staff meetings:  “troop-to-task ratio.”  This means exactly what you would expect: the number of people required to accomplish a specific mission.  When the insurgency exploded that month, commanders at every level suddenly had more tasks.  They needed more troops.  None were available, so they made due with what they had.  For three years, the warriors in Iraq have been making due.  But they still need more men.
We claim to be a nation at war, but less than 1 percent of our population is employed in our armed forces.  We say that winning Iraq is essential to our national security, but only a fraction of those in the armed forces remain in overseas combat zones.  Insincere rhetoric and ineffective half-measures besmirch the greatness of those who responded when their country called.  How quickly we forget that Time’s 2003 Person of the Year was “The American Soldier.”  That was back when we were winning, I suppose.
In 1920, British forces efficiently quelled a Mesopotamian insurgency with 135,000 troops.  That is about the same number of Americans currently in Iraq.  But in 1920, there were only 3 million Iraqis.  The population of Shia and Sunni Iraqis today is six times that number.  To contain the insurgency, rebuild the infrastructure, and quell the civil war, we need six times as many troops in Iraq as are there right now.  As it stands, the United States is terminally incapable of maintaining law and order in the Fertile Crescent.
I’ve often heard the public relations lackeys of political leaders proclaim the spurious idea that “the generals have everything they have asked for” to fight the war.  This is buck-passing on a criminal level.  The generals cannot requisition a resource that doesn’t exist.  Asking for additional forces would be like a 16-year-old asking his aunt – a single mother of five who works at Wal-Mart – for a Lexus as a Christmas present.  There aren’t any more troops available, unless we call the Boy Scouts onto active duty.

Indeed, generals have actually abandoned the goal of defeating the insurgency because they lack the resources to do so.  Officially, they are working only to train the Iraqis to quell their own rebellion.  In terms of counterinsurgency doctrine, this is sound strategy.  But if only 1 in 30 Americans in Iraq is actually working to train Iraqis, they are the focus of effort in name only.  This “inshallah” approach to fixing the fiasco – God willing, it will work, but we don’t know how – is only a recipe for further disaster.
Victory in counterinsurgency is not impossible.  But if we wish to win, we must commit for the long haul.  According to 2005 testimony from General John Abizaid, counterinsurgencies in the 20th century took 9-12 years to resolve.  Victory only came when a sustained combination of military, political, and economic resources were effectively employed.  And “resources” are sterile, unless you have written them recommendation letters, enjoyed their happiness when they reunite with their lovers, or heard them scream in terror when their humvee flips over and explodes.
Is continuing the war in Mesopotamia the best investment of these most sacred of resources?  If not, we should responsibly exit Iraq by engaging in the diplomatic solutions some have suggested.  Perhaps we should cut our losses and rebuild, maintaining and preserving our resources for other fights.  Regardless, we need decisions, and they should not be phrased as political clichés like “cut and run” or “stay the course.”  

As a nation, we should account honestly for failed policy and performance while working in a bi-partisan manner to find solutions.  What we should not do is engage in thoughtless attacks across party lines.  Consider the Senate Majority Leader’s recent trip to Afghanistan.  After conversations with several NATO generals, Republican Bill Frist called for negotiations with certain members of the Taliban.  His remarks were intelligent, militarily sound and reportedly in keeping with NATO strategy.  
But back at home, Frist was excoriated by his political opponents.  Nothing makes warriors more cynical towards their elected officials than partisan bickering and uninformed squabbling.  Those of us who have served expect our Senators and Congressional leaders from both parties to be problem solvers, not opportunists.
In this respect, Emperor Julian presents a unique legacy.  Although he attacked Ctesiphon without enough men – he had planned for more, but 30,000 were detained in Armenia – Julian fought alongside his warriors, earning their personal esteem.  As the Romans retreated, the Persian army attacked.  Julian was mortally wounded, giving his own life for the cause which other Romans, on his orders, had bled.  After their Emperor fell, Julian’s legionnaires rallied.  They won that battle.  But they also lost the war.
