
barbara tuchman march of folly
Barbara Tuchman March of Folly is a compelling exploration of historical events where
governments have pursued policies that are demonstrably against their own best interests.
Tuchman, a Pulitzer Prize-winning author, delves into the concept of folly, illustrating how
leaders often ignore reason, historical lessons, and sound judgment. This article will
explore the key themes, historical examples, and enduring relevance of Tuchman's work,
alongside practical insights for understanding contemporary political maneuvers.

Understanding the Concept of "Folly"

In "The March of Folly: From Troy to Vietnam," Barbara Tuchman presents a unique
thesis: that foolish decisions are not merely the result of ignorance or incompetence, but
often stem from a deliberate choice to ignore reason. She outlines several characteristics
that define folly in governance:

Persistent Pursuit: The failure to alter policies even when they are clearly failing.

Disregard for Evidence: Ignoring historical precedents and factual evidence that
contradict one's beliefs.

Rationalization: Leaders often find ways to justify their decisions, no matter how
irrational they may be.

Groupthink: A tendency for cohesive groups to conform to a dominant viewpoint,
suppressing dissent.

Tuchman's work encourages readers to reflect on how these traits manifest not only in
historical contexts but also in modern governance.

Key Historical Examples of Folly

Tuchman identifies three primary historical events to illustrate her thesis:

The Trojan War

The first example is the Trojan War, a classic tale from Homer that showcases the folly of
the Greeks, particularly their decision to build the infamous wooden horse. Tuchman
argues that the Greeks' overconfidence led them to ignore warnings and historical lessons
about deception and strategy, resulting in their eventual downfall.



The Reformation and the Catholic Church

The second example she discusses is the Catholic Church during the Reformation.
Tuchman highlights how the Church, despite clear signs of growing dissent and the rise of
Protestantism, chose to cling to its practices and doctrines. This stubbornness ultimately
led to a significant loss of power and influence across Europe, demonstrating how
institutions can become entrenched in folly.

The Vietnam War

Lastly, Tuchman examines the Vietnam War, a conflict that epitomizes modern folly. She
critiques the U.S. government for its escalating involvement in Vietnam, arguing that the
decision-makers ignored both historical precedents and the realities on the ground. The
failure to recognize the limits of military power and the complexity of the Vietnamese
society resulted in a protracted conflict with disastrous consequences.

The Lessons of Folly

Tuchman's analysis of folly serves as a cautionary tale for current and future leaders. Her
work encourages a deeper understanding of the consequences of poor decision-making in
governance. Here are some lessons to take away from "March of Folly":

Value of Historical Awareness: Understanding past mistakes can prevent the
repetition of folly in the present.

Importance of Diverse Perspectives: Encouraging dissenting views and debate
can mitigate the effects of groupthink.

Critical Thinking: Leaders must prioritize rational analysis over emotional
responses when making significant decisions.

Responsibility of Leadership: Leaders should be held accountable for their
decisions, particularly when they lead to detrimental outcomes.

Contemporary Relevance of Tuchman's Work

The insights from Barbara Tuchman's "March of Folly" are not confined to the past; they
resonate deeply in today’s political landscape.



Examples in Modern Governance

In the contemporary world, several instances reflect the persistence of folly in
governance:

Climate Change Denial: Political leaders who ignore scientific consensus in favor
of short-term economic gains exemplify folly.

Healthcare Policies: Decisions that prioritize profit over public health can lead to
detrimental outcomes for populations.

International Relations: Ignoring the lessons of history in diplomatic relations can
exacerbate conflicts and lead to unnecessary wars.

These examples highlight the continuing relevance of Tuchman's thesis; the potential for
leaders to act against their interests remains a pressing concern.

Conclusion

Barbara Tuchman's "March of Folly" is an essential read for anyone interested in political
history, decision-making, and the dynamics of power. By examining the folly exhibited by
past leaders, Tuchman provides valuable insights that can inform our understanding of
contemporary issues. Her work serves as a reminder that the path of folly is often chosen
deliberately, and it encourages vigilance and critical thinking in governance. As we
navigate the complexities of our modern world, the lessons from Tuchman’s explorations
of folly remain as relevant as ever, urging us to learn from the past to forge a more
rational future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Barbara Tuchman's 'The
March of Folly'?
The main thesis of 'The March of Folly' is that governments and leaders often pursue
policies that are contrary to their own interests, illustrating how folly can persist despite
evidence and rational arguments to the contrary.

What historical examples does Tuchman use to
illustrate her argument in 'The March of Folly'?
Tuchman examines several historical examples including the Trojan War, the Protestant
Reformation, British policies in the American colonies leading up to the Revolutionary



War, and the U.S. involvement in Vietnam.

How does Tuchman define 'folly' in the context of her
book?
Tuchman defines 'folly' as a self-destructive behavior or decision-making process that
ignores facts and leads to detrimental outcomes, often driven by ideology, pride, or
emotion.

What role does leadership play in Tuchman's analysis of
folly?
Tuchman emphasizes that leadership plays a crucial role in perpetuating folly, as leaders
often prioritize their own agendas or beliefs over rational decision-making, which can lead
to disastrous consequences.

What impact did 'The March of Folly' have on historical
scholarship and public discourse?
The book has been influential in historical scholarship by encouraging critical analysis of
decision-making processes in history, and it has also sparked public discourse on the
importance of rationality and accountability in governance.

How does Tuchman's writing style contribute to the
themes of 'The March of Folly'?
Tuchman's writing style is accessible and engaging, combining rigorous research with
narrative storytelling, which helps to illustrate complex historical themes and makes her
arguments compelling to a broad audience.
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