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Review by Jessica Chapman, University of California, Santa Barbara

riumph Forsaken is the first installment in Mark Moyar’s ambitious two-volume
reinterpretation of America’s Vietnam War. He seeks to overturn the predominant
scholarly view that, in his words, deems U.S. policy “wrongheaded and unjust” (ix). On the

contrary, Moyar argues, American intervention in Vietnam
was necessary, as it was based on an accurate assessment
of monolithic Sino-Vietnamese Communist aggression
during the late 1950s and early 1960s. In his view, the U.S.
commitment to oppose Ho Chi Minh, a dyed in the wool
Marxist-Leninist and a diehard of international
communism, was wise under the geopolitical circumstances
of the Cold War. Moreover, Moyar claims, “South
Vietnamese President Ngo Dinh Diem, who has been
incessantly depicted as an obtuse, tyrannical reactionary by
orthodox historians, was in reality a very wise and effective
leader” (xiv). According to Moyar Washington’s mistake
was not in supporting Diem, but in turning against him and
allowing the military coup to take place in 1963. He insists
that Diem was winning the war in the countryside up until
his death, and that even the infamous Buddhist crisis did
little to discredit the President in the eyes of his
countrymen until the United States began to express concern over his leadership. Washington’s
doubts, according to Moyar, were generated almost entirely by an unpatriotic press corps led by
David Halberstam. Halberstam, writes Moyar, “would do more to harm to the interests of the
United States than any other journalist in American history” (170). In fact, Moyar argues, negative
perceptions of Diem, and of America’s policy of supporting him, which persist to this day, were
inspired almost single-handedly by a handful of ill-informed pessimists in the press.

Moyar frames his book as a challenge to the predominant “orthodox” interpretation of American
involvement in Vietnam. In his view, orthodox historians have closed the fundamental issues of
the Vietnam War to further debate. Moyar writes, “Some prominent orthodox scholars have gone
so far as to claim that revisionists are not historians at all, but ideologues, a claim that is indicative
of a larger, very harmful trend in American universities whereby haughty derision and ostracism
are used against those whose work calls into question the reigning ideological orthodoxy, stifling
debate and leading to defects and gaps in scholarship of the sort found in the historical literature
on the Vietnam War” (xii). Moyar is correct to note that scholars are not immune to ideological
bias and closed mindedness, though the literature on the Vietnam Wars is vastly more complex
and nuanced than his liberal orthodox/conservative revisionist dichotomy implies. As he points
out, revisionists like Harry Summers, A.J. Dommen, and others have already posed challenges to
the predominant view of America’s war in Vietnam, and I believe the historical profession
welcomes solidly researched, well argued work of any ideological persuasion. On final analysis,
though, Moyar contributes little of substance to what he has termed the revisionist perspective. If
anything, his consistent overstatement of the originality and importance of his arguments, his

T
Jessica Chapman is currently a Faculty
Fellow and Executive Director of the
Center for Cold War Studies at the
University of California, Santa Barbara.
She received her Ph.D. from UCSB in
2006. She has published articles in
Diplomatic History and the OAH
Magazine of History, and is currently
working on a piece for the Journal of
Vietnamese Studies and revising her
dissertation, “Debating the Will of
Heaven: South Vietnamese Politics and
Nationalism in International
Perspective, 1953-1956,” into a book
manuscript.



Triumph Forsaken: The Vietnam War, 1954-1965 Roundtable

2 July 2007

3 | P a g e
Stable URL: http://www.h-net.org/~diplo/roundatbles/PDF/TriumphForsaken-Chapman.pdf

fragmentary and often questionable use of evidence, and his easily discredited attacks on well-
respected, rigorous scholars, merely validate the orthodox view, perhaps undeservedly, and does
a great disservice to the complexity of Vietnam’s recent history and to the story of American
involvement there.

Moyar asserts that his book “differs from all of the existing literature in its breadth of coverage
both inside and outside the two Vietnams and in its use of a more comprehensive collection of
source material” (xiii). In fact, Moyar’s sources consist mainly of heavily-mined U.S. archives, and
he often cites documents or fragments of documents that are by no means representative of the
sources available. Despite his claims to have rooted his work in Vietnamese sources, he does not
appear to read Vietnamese, and makes only limited use of Vietnamese materials in translation.
This is particularly ironic coming at a time when growing numbers of students and scholars are
busy mining the rich archival materials available in Vietnam with an eye toward producing a fuller
view of that country’s recent history.

One of Moyar’s stated goals in this volume is to revive the well-worn debate over whether Ho Chi
Minh was a nationalist or a communist. He puts the Viet Minh leader squarely in the latter camp.
“Contrary to widely accepted interpretations,” writes Moyar, “he never would have turned against
his Chinese communist neighbors, or any other communist countries, had the United States
allowed him to unify Vietnam” (xiv). In drawing this conclusion, he accepts unquestioningly the
accuracy of Washington’s perceptions of the global communist threat. I would certainly welcome
clarification from Moyar on why Vietnam was of such vital strategic importance to the United
States in 1954, as most evidence seems to suggest that its value as a non-communist state was
more symbolic than real. In addition, Moyar’s discussion of Ho Chi Minh’s diplomacy would
benefit from additional research and analysis. While he recognizes Ho’s penchant for political
manipulation, and for playing his potential allies off of one another, he concludes that Ho’s
overtures to the United States were duplicitous while his supplications to China were genuine.
Moyar takes Ho’s statements of loyalty towards the Chinese at face value while dismissing the
leader’s friendly advances to the United States as subterfuge. Referring to Ho’s well known
statement, “It is better to sniff French shit for a while than to eat Chinese shit all our lives,” Moyar
writes, “Ho generally liked the Chinese as a people… It could easily have been an attempt to trick
his Western adversaries into thinking that there were not strong ties between the Vietnamese and
Chinese Communists” (9-10). Moreover, he concludes, “Ho had manipulated many past
adversaries with false offers of friendship, so the idea of hoodwinking the Americans with
pretended amicability came readily to him” (17). Moyar provides no satisfactory explanation for
how he distinguished Ho’s true inclinations from his rhetoric, which points to a disturbing lack of
critical analysis throughout the book.

In arguing for total unity in the Sino-Vietnamese Communist bloc prior to 1963, Moyar overlooks
an emerging body of scholarship, based in rich international archives, that illuminates the
fragmentary, contentious nature of international communism throughout the Cold War.
Historians like Sophie Quinn-Judge, Ilya Gaiduk, Qiang Zhai, Chen Jian, and others have
demonstrated that inter-state tensions always existed among communist powers, and the
relationship between the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the Democratic Republic of
Vietnam (DRV) proved no exception. Ho Chi Minh was at once a communist and a nationalist, a
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duality which has long been recognized to pose no contradiction. Additional scholarship on Ho
Chi Minh and the DRV is certainly necessary and welcome, but Moyar’s book contributes little to
our current understanding of the North Vietnamese state and the Sino-Vietnamese relationship.

Another of Moyar’s arguments, stemming from his core assumption that the defense of South
Vietnam was vital to Washington’s strategic interests, is that Ngo Dinh Diem was an effective
leader, and that his overthrow in 1963 “forfeited the tremendous gains of the preceding nine years
and plunged the country into an extended period of instability and weakness” (xxiii). While Moyar
does recognize Diem’s many shortcomings, he dismisses them as necessities of circumstance. He
claims that “the Vietnamese masses of the mid-twentieth century were not seeking a leader whose
ideas appealed to them, but a strong and charismatic leader who would organize the people,
protect them, and treat them justly” (37). He recasts Diem’s short-term ability to stifle dissent,
usually cited as evidence for authoritarianism, as a sign of the President’s ability to lead a vital
non-communist Vietnamese state. Recent works by Edward Miller, Philip Catton, Matthew Masur,
and me have begun to complicate previous depictions of Diem as a mere puppet of the United
States, but archival sources have yet to support the conclusion that he was an effective popular
leader. Moyar apparently did no direct research in Vietnamese sources to support his view, and
his argument that Diem was a successful strongman is not a novel contribution to existing
literature on the subject.

One of the most troubling aspects of Moyar’s work, relative to his treatment of Diem, is his
monolithic representation of the “Vietnamese masses.” He describes the people of Vietnam,
particularly peasants, as a coherent bloc with singular wishes and goals. On the contrary, the
country was and still is ethnically, religiously, ideologically, politically, regionally, and socio-
economically diverse. I encourage him to consider this pluralism as he revisits his conclusions and
moves on to future projects. As it stands, his reductionist depiction of the Vietnamese people
constitutes a step backwards, rather than forwards, in the historiography of the Vietnam Wars.

Moyar should be commended for his willingness to challenge the overwhelming majority of
scholars in his field. He took on an ambitious project, attempting to cover ten years of America’s
Vietnam War with attention to all of the major parties involved. However, perhaps it was his
effort to provide such great detail that prevented him from analyzing any single element of his
argument in sufficient depth. Rather than bringing up new veins of discussion, he revived a
number of old debates that most scholars were all too happy to replace years ago with more
sophisticated lines of inquiry. I hope Moyar will continue his work and search for new ways to
foster dialogue and academic cooperation between scholars of various political perspectives.
Doubtless, literature on the Vietnam War, as any other subject, will benefit from such diversity.
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