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H-Diplo Roundtable Review of Alison McQueen, Political Realism in Apocalyptic Times 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018). 
 
Author’s Reply by Alison McQueen, Stanford University, forthcoming 
 
It is never a good sign when a book about the apocalypse speaks to our time.  Political Realism in 
Apocalyptic Times examines how Niccolò Machiavelli (1469-1527), Thomas Hobbes (1588-
1679), and Hans Morgenthau (1904-1980) responded to hopes and fears about the end of the world. 
While the focus of the book is historical, my motivation for writing it was unapologetically 
contemporary. I began thinking about apocalyptic rhetoric during the United States-led ‘War on 
Terror,’ when the language of scourge and redemption were everywhere. I wrote most of it during 
the Obama years, when apocalyptic rhetoric was in retreat. I even entertained the possibility that 
the argument was now a safely historical one.  It was a comforting thought.   
 
As I readied the book for publication, apocalyptic rhetoric exploded back on to the American 
political scene with the 2016 Presidential election.  Democratic nominee Hillary Clinton told 
America: “I’m the last thing standing between you and the apocalypse.”1 Donald Trump cast 
America’s problems in apocalyptic terms.  “Our country is going to hell,” he said.2  Economic 
collapse, infrastructure disintegration, costly foreign entanglements, and “radical Islamic 
terrorists” added up to imminent doom. “If we don’t get tough, and if we don’t get smart, and fast 
we’re not going to have a country anymore.”3 If Americans listened to him, he could save them—
our “problems can all be fixed, but…only by me.”4 The last two years have brought more of the 
same rhetoric in the United States and around the world.  
 
Each news cycle brings opportunities to see the arguments in Political Realism in Apocalyptic 
Times with fresh eyes. The astute responses from Joshua Cherniss, Konstantinos Kostagiannis, 
Richard Ned Lebow, and Michael Williams have firmly pushed my thinking along. Each has raised 
productive questions.  I am grateful for their generosity and the time and they took with my book. 
 
The questions that Cherniss, Lebow, Kostagiannis, and Williams raise concern the book’s 
overarching argument and its treatment of specific thinkers, especially Morgenthau. I will start 
with the more general questions before moving on to the more specific ones. 
 
There are two sets of questions about the book’s overarching argument.  Appropriately enough, 
they are questions about the two warring worldviews in the book—apocalypse and tragedy. 

                                                        
1 Hillary Clinton, as quoted in Mark Leibovich, “ ‘I’m the Last Thing Standing Between You and 

the Apocalypse’: The final weeks of Hillary Clinton’s cautious—and surprisingly risky—campaign,” New 
York Times Magazine, October 11, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/16/magazine/hillary-clinton-
campaign-final-weeks.html 

2 “Transcript of the New Hampshire GOP Debate, Annotated,” Washington Post, February 6, 
2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2016/02/06/transcript-of-the-feb-6-gop-debate-
annotated/?utm_term=.8d826d40a351.   

3 “Read Trump’s Speech on the Orlando Shooting,” Time, June 13, 2016, 
http://time.com/4367120/orlando-shooting-donald-trump-transcript/. 

4 “Full Transcript: Donald Trump NYC Speech on Stakes of the Election,” POLITICO, June 22, 
2016, https://www.politico.com/story/2016/06/transcript-trump-speech-on-the-stakes-of-the-election-
224654. 
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Cherniss wonders whether I have overstretched the concept of apocalypse.  He notes that, on the 
one hand, I have used it to describe Morgenthau’s vision of a nuclear doomsday—a final and 
inevitable end, without redemption.  But is an apocalypse without redemption really an apocalypse 
at all?  On the other hand, I have also used it to describe the nuclear optimism that Morgenthau 
was fighting—visions that included life (at least for some) after an all-out nuclear war—and not a 
bad life at that.  Is an apocalypse that stresses continuity and human agency really an apocalypse 
at all?   
 
Our answers to these questions will depend on whether we think the concept of apocalypse ought 
strictly to encompass the paradigmatic case—the end of the world described in the Book of 
Revelation—or whether it should also include the fuller range of possibilities in the Judeo-
Christian tradition and beyond. Within the Judeo-Christian tradition, visions of the end of the 
world tended to vary across multiple dimensions, including visions of the post-apocalyptic world 
and the place of human agency.5 We did not have to wait for the advent of thermonuclear weapons 
to see apocalypses without redemption and doomsdays wrought by human agency.   
 
For example, in Renaissance Florence the Dominican friar Girolamo Savonarola varied his 
apocalyptic visions along these exact dimensions. At first, he denied Florentines the possibility of 
redemption, warning of an apocalypse that would reduce the city to “turpitude and blood and a den 
of robbers.” Later, he promised that Florence would emerge from its apocalyptic tribulations as a 
New Jerusalem, redeemed and purified.  Sometimes he cast the apocalypse as inevitable, 
promising that God would come “with the sword of tribulations—and soon!” Other times, 
Savonarola cast himself and repentant Florentines as agents of the apocalyptic transformation (64-
71). And he did all of this by drawing on the apocalyptic rhetoric and imagery of the Judeo-
Christian tradition. Given this pluralism within the tradition, it is hardly surprising that the reigning 
definition of an apocalypse in the field of Biblical Studies is a definition made by committee.6 
Ambivalence about the possibility of redemption and the potential for human agency have been 
there from the beginning.  
 
Williams asks whether the universal conception of the apocalypse that the book builds in its second 
chapter captures the most powerful forms of apocalypticism today. Apart from apocalyptic worries 
about climate change and all-out nuclear war—two threats which promise to end the world as we 
know it—most looming apocalypses are particular, not universal.  They are expectations about the 
end of a nation, of the West, or of civilization. I have two responses here.  First, if we care about 
contemporary relevance, a concept of apocalypse that captures the two biggest threats to human 
life on earth is not faring too badly. But the focus of Political Realism in Apocalyptic Times is 
primarily historical. If its guiding concept of apocalypse does not capture the book’s historical 
cases, that would be a problem.   
 
This leads to my second response. Williams is entirely right that most apocalyptic thinking is 
particular. Savonarola warned of the end of Florence. Radical English Puritans warned of the end 
of England and the end of Protestantism. However, apocalypticists, like the rest of us, tend to 
universalize the particular. They are only human, after all. For Savonarola and England’s radical 
                                                        

5 For overviews of the range of possibilities, see: John J. Collins, “Towards the Morphology of a 
Genre: Introduction,” Semeia 14 (1979): 1-20; Richard Landes, Heaven on Earth: The Varieties of 
Millennial Experience (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011); Bernard McGinn, John J. Collins, and 
Stephen J. Stein (eds.), The Continuum History of Apocalypticism (New York: Continuum, 2003).   

6 Collins, “Morphology of a Genre.” 
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Puritans, particular circumstances took on universal significance. Their communities would 
become the battlegrounds of humanity and the shining beacons of redemption when the dust had 
settled. And so it was for the author of the Book of Revelation, who universalized the particular 
trauma of Roman imperial rule and turned it into an account of the end of the world.  This tension 
between the particular and the universal lies at the heart of apocalyptic thinking. 
 
So much for apocalypse. What of tragedy? Cherniss thinks I have been too hard on the tragic 
worldview, while Lebow thinks I define it too narrowly. I will focus on Cherniss’s argument here 
and address Lebow’s below in the context of Morgenthau’s thinking. Tragedy is the worldview to 
which Machiavelli and Morgenthau turned in order to oppose the apocalypticism of their times. 
While apocalypticism presents us with certainty about good and evil and the direction of history, 
tragedy urges us to humility. While apocalypticism promises an end to politics, tragedy calls us 
back to the difficult work of politics, though without any guarantee (or even hope) of success. This 
difficult work is, as Max Weber aptly put it, “the slow boring through hard boards.”7 It is not a 
romantic view of politics, to be sure. But politics rarely lends itself to romance and this is perhaps 
for the best. Toward the end of the book, I argue that in most cases, tragedy is an appropriate 
response to apocalypticism. But we ought to acknowledge its risks. 
 
And these risks, as Cherniss nicely puts it, come in the form of risks to judgment and risks to 
motivation. Insofar as the tragic worldview relies on a cyclical conception of political time, it 
leaves us ill-equipped to recognize and confront instances of radical novelty—like the 
thermonuclear revolution that Morgenthau was trying to wrap his head around and the threat of 
climate change today. This is the risk to judgment.  Cherniss hypothesizes that a cyclical 
conception of time is a recurrent—but not a necessary—feature of the tragic worldview. Perhaps 
there are variants of the view that escape this risk to judgment. And Cherniss gestures at some of 
the most compelling ones. If he is right, so much the better for tragedy.   
 
But I am more worried about the motivational risks. And here, it is the other features of the tragic 
worldview that pose a problem. Tragedy views the world as resistant to progress, as unresponsive 
to virtuous intentions, as capricious in its rewards for goodness. It is a hard worldview to hold 
without a hardening of the heart. It invites us to confront the limits of political action—to 
acknowledge that our actions will always escape our intentions and that mastery of politics is 
elusive. Heroes may see all of this and still manage to act. Machiavelli and Morgenthau celebrated 
the tragic statesmen who were able to do this.  But what of the rest of us?  Faced with such a 
worldview, it is easy to become politically paralyzed.  And this fact, I think, helps to make sense 
of why political realism is often accused of being status quo-justifying, even while many of its 
most ardent twentieth-adherents were radicals and progressives.8 A chastened politics of limits has 
a way of normalizing injustice by making us doubt our ability to do anything about it.   
 
The rest of the responses to Political Realism in Apocalyptic Times concern the book’s treatment 
of specific thinkers. Williams suggests that I offer a one-sided interpretation of (St.) Paul by 
emphasizing his insistence on political stability in the face of apocalypticism.  Let me complicate 
this by adding that we may actually be dealing with two “Pauls.” First, there is the more 

                                                        
7 Max Weber, “Politics as a Vocation,” in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, trans. HH. 

Gerth and C. Wright Mills (London: Routledge, 2009), 128. 
8 Alison McQueen, “Political Realism and Moral Corruption,” European Journal of Political 

Theory [Online First] (2016), https://doi.org/10.1177/1474885116664825 
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apocalyptically-minded Paul of 1 Thessalonians.  Biblical scholars think that this book was written 
by the historical Paul. He tells his readers that the Second Coming is imminent but that it will come 
as a surprise, “like a thief in the night” (1 Thess 5:2). This apocalyptic message seems to have 
caused some disorder in Thessalonica, which occasioned a second epistle. While it is attributed to 
Paul, the authorship of this second letter is disputed.9 Its author encourages the Thessalonians to 
resume their normal activities and defers the apocalypse by listing all of the events that must 
precede it. There is obviously a tension between the two letters. The first encourages apocalyptic 
expectations; the second tries to moderate them. So, Williams is entirely right that the Pauline 
tradition is complex. But it is nonetheless true, as I argue in the book, that this tradition is a resource 
for Christian attempts to contain the apocalypse.  (St.) Augustine saw this potential clearly as he 
attempted to neutralize Christianity’s most politically dangerous prophecy. 
 
Kostagiannis thinks that the discussion of Machiavelli’s relationship with Savonarola is 
inconclusive. Here, he seemingly mistakes an argument in the alternative10 for an inconclusive 
argument.  The book makes two claims about Machiavelli’s relationship with Savonarola. First, 
the textual evidence does not support the view of many scholars that Machiavelli held an entirely 
negative view of Savonarola. Second, even if Machiavelli did hold an entirely negative view, he 
may still have been influenced by Savonarolan apocalypticism.  The textual resonances between 
their works support this claim. While only the second claim is needed to support the conclusion, 
the case is even stronger if one accepts both claims.   
 
The remaining questions are all about the book’s treatment of Hans Morgenthau.11 Lebow 
interprets the book as suggesting that Morgenthau underwent a fundamental change in his 
worldview, away from tragedy and toward apocalypse, and is unpersuaded.  As he argues, the 
tragic worldview was well-engrained in Morgenthau’s thinking. It is more plausible to read his 
apocalyptic writings on the nuclear threat as a strategic choice to “use language that [Morgenthau] 
believed his intended audience would find compelling.” Lebow suspects that the reason that I think 
Morgenthau had to turn away from the tragic worldview in order to advocate for the ambitious 
global schemes to combat the nuclear threat is that I define tragedy too narrowly. It was possible, 
Lebow argues, to advocate for such schemes whilst still holding a tragic worldview. 
 
I have two responses here.  First, Lebow is entirely right when he interprets me as saying that 
Morgenthau took a turn away from the tragic worldview in the early 1960s. However, I do not 
argue that he embraced an apocalyptic worldview. Instead, I argue that he embraced an apocalyptic 
strategy of redirection, using apocalyptic language to prevent an all-out nuclear war.  So, Lebow 

                                                        
9 See David G. Horrell, “Introduction to 2 Thessalonians” in Michael D. Coogan, ed., The New 

Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha, 4th edn. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2007), 2080-1. 

10 An argument in the alternative offers multiple claims in support of a single conclusion.  Used 
frequently in legal rhetoric, the strategy also has a sound philosophical pedigree. For example, it is used 
by the Laws when addressing Socrates in Plato’s Crito and by John Locke in his argument against Robert 
Filmer in the First Treatise of Government. 

11 Richard Ned Lebow has noticed an error in my report of Morgenthau’s movements in the 
1930s.  Lebow is entirely correct.  Morgenthau left Germany for Switzerland in 1932, then went on to 
Spain and did not arrive in the United States until 1937.  While I regret this error, I am pleased to report 
that I got the timeline right in my entry on Morgenthau in the Garrett Brown, Iain McLean, and Alistair 
McMillan,  Concise Oxford Dictionary of Politics and International Relations, 4th edn. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2018).     
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and I agree that Morgenthau’s use of apocalyptic language was strategic. Second, I am intrigued 
by Lebow’s suggestion that it was possible for Morgenthau to embrace ambitious global reform 
from within a tragic worldview. Like Cherniss, Lebow suspects that there are variants of the tragic 
worldview that can confront radically novel threats like nuclear weapons head on.  If Cherniss is 
right that a cyclical view of time is not a necessary feature of the tragic worldview, then nothing 
prevents tragedy from adapting to radical novelty. The added interpretive burden, which has not 
yet been met, is to show that Morgenthau thought this too.   
 
Kostagiannis has two concerns about the book’s treatment of Morgenthau. First, he argues that the 
book overstates Morgenthau’s connection to German legal and political theorist Carl Schmitt. As 
he does not provide examples or evidence of overstatement, his claim is difficult to assess.  He 
may have in mind the real methodological challenges involved in establishing the degree of 
Schmitt’s influence. As I note in the book, Morgenthau seems to have “thought it prudent to 
conceal the German sources of his ideas in postwar America” (163, n. 62). As Christoph Frei has 
shown, Morgenthau’s research assistants at the University of Chicago were tasked with finding 
Anglo-American substitutes for German sources like Schmitt.12 When citational debts are 
concealed in this way, establishing influence is hard. It is possible to see influence where there is 
none. The only way to avoid this pitfall is to closely compare the relevant texts, as a number of 
excellent Morgenthau scholars have done.13 This is also the strategy I use to show the resonances 
between the two thinkers’ political theological arguments and histories of the modern internal 
system. Given these textual similarities, the burden falls on the skeptic to show either that Schmitt 
and Morgenthau were influenced by a common source, or that Morgenthau developed Schmittian 
arguments independently (despite having been a close reader of Schmitt), or that Morgenthau was 
influenced by someone else who happened to have arguments eerily similar to those of Schmitt. 
 
Second, Kostagianis thinks that the book’s treatment of Morgenthau would have been stronger had 
it engaged more with the International Relations literature on his ethics and his tragic worldview.  
Kostagianis cites a terrific sample of this literature.14 It is hard to know how to respond to this 
                                                        

12 As Lebow notes in his response, Morgenthau obscured his debts to Nietzsche and Weber in a 
similar way.  See Christoph Frei, Hans J. Morgenthau: An Intellectual Biography (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 2001), 110-1; Christoph Frei, “Politics Among Nations: A Book for 
America,” in Cornelia Navari, ed., Hans J. Morgenthau and the American Experience (Cham: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2018), 55-74. 

13 See, for instance: Chris Brown, “‘The Twilight of International Morality’? Hans J. Morgenthau 
and Carl Schmitt on the End of the Jus Publicum Europaeum,” in Michael C. Williams, ed.,  Realism 
Reconsidered: The Legacy of Hans Morgenthau in International Relations, (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2007), 42-61; Nicolas Guilhot, “American Katechon: When Political Theology Became 
International Relations Theory,” Constellations 17, no. 2 (2010), 224-53; Martti Koskenniemi, The Gentle 
Civilizer of Nations: The Rise and Fall of International Law 1870-1960 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), 413-509; William E. Scheuerman, “Carl Schmitt and Hans Morgenthau: Realism 
and Beyond,” in Williams, ed., Realism Reconsidered, 62-92.  

14 William Bain, “Deconfusing Morgenthau: Moral Inquiry and Classical Realism Reconsidered,” 
Review of International Studies 26, no. 3 (2000):  445–464; Stefano Recchia, “Restraining Imperial 
Hubris: The Ethical Bases of Realist International Relations Theory,” Constellations 14, no. 4 (2007): 
531–556; Douglas Klusmeyer, “Beyond Tragedy: Hannah Arendt and Hans Morgenthau on 
Responsibility, Evil and Political Ethics,” International Studies Review 11, no. 2 (2009): 343–347; Seán 
Molloy, “Hans J. Morgenthau Versus E. H. Carr: Conflicting Conceptions of Ethics in Realism,” Duncan 
Bell, ed., Political Thought and International Relations: Variations on a Realist Theme (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2009) 87–90; Seán Molloy, “Aristotle, Epicurus, Morgenthau and the Political Ethics of 
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suggestion without knowing more about how Kostagianis thinks that engagement with this work 
would have changed the argument I make about Morgenthau. Criticisms of this kind are most 
persuasive when they can show that incorporating additional sources would have led the author to 
a different conclusion. To my mind, many of these sources would simply offer further support for 
the book’s claims about Morgenthau’s tragic worldview,15 the limits of this worldview,16 his 
worries about the dangers of hubris,17 his suspicion of American liberal internationalism,18 his 
early objections to a world state,19 his morality of the lesser evil,20 his close connection to Hannah 
Arendt,21 and his concerns about the displacement of politics.22  While I am grateful for this 
additional support, I am not convinced that my argument requires it.   
 
Lebow and Cherniss each wonder why the book’s chapter on Morgenthau focuses so much on the 
American liberal flirtation with apocalypticism, and not enough on conservative, Marxist, and 
fascist uses of doomsday rhetoric. The answer is that this, for better or worse, was Morgenthau’s 
focus. He saw American liberal internationalism as an apocalyptic political religion. As Cherniss 
recognizes, this raises an interesting interpretive question. Why did Morgenthau focus so much of 
his critical attention American liberal internationalism? Surely, if one were really concerned about 
apocalyptic political religions, one would focus on Marxism or fascism. They seem to fit the mold 
of apocalyptic political religions far better than postwar liberalism. It is certainly true that, in an 
eccentric way that is typical mid-century political realism,23 Morgenthau was preoccupied with 
President Woodrow Wilson and his particular brand of aggressive liberal internationalism—the 
kind of liberalism that promised a “final and culminating battle for human liberty.”24 As Cherniss 
points out, there are intellectual and biographical reasons why Morgenthau focuses his critical 
attention here. His intellectual debt to Schmitt is perhaps the most important. And Morgenthau 
may have had practical reasons to focus on liberalism—the indigenous strain of thought in his 
adoptive home—because he saw more clearly than most both its deep appeal and its darkest 
dangers.   
 
But I think that Morgenthau was less off-the-mark than Cherniss suggests. Even if the apocalyptic 
imaginary did not haunt Cold War liberal intellectuals in the way did their interwar counterparts, 
                                                        
the Lesser Evil,” Journal of International Political Theory 5, no. 1 (2009): 96–98; Hartmut Behr and 
Felix Rösch, “The Ethics of Anti-Hubris in the Political Philosophy of International Relations: Hans J. 
Morgenthau” in Jodok Troy, ed.,  Religion and the Realist Tradition: From Political Theology to 
International Relations Theory and Back (Abingdon: Routledge, 2014): 111-128. 

15 Bain, “Deconfusing Morgenthau”; Recchia, “Restraining Imperial Hubris”; Klusmeyer, 
“Beyond Tragedy”; Molloy, “Hans J. Morgenthau Versus E.H. Carr”; Molloy, “Aristotle, Epicurus, 
Morgenthau”; Behr and Rösch, “The Ethics of Anti-Hubris.” 

16 Klusmeyer, “Beyond Tragedy.” 
17 Recchia, “Restraining Imperial Hubris”; Molloy, “Hans J. Morgenthau Versus E.H. Carr”; 

Molloy, “Aristotle, Epicurus, Morgenthau”; Behr and Rösch, “The Ethics of Anti-Hubris.” 
18 Bain, “Deconfusing Morgenthau”; Recchia, “Restraining Imperial Hubris.” 
19 Recchia, “Restraining Imperial Hubris.” 
20 Recchia, “Restraining Imperial Hubris”; Molloy, “Hans J. Morgenthau Versus E.H. Carr”; 

Molloy, “Aristotle, Epicurus, Morgenthau.” 
21 Klusmeyer, “Beyond Tragedy.” 
22 Behr and Rösch, “The Ethics of Anti-Hubris.” 
23 E.H. Carr was likewise focused on Wilson.  However, this makes somewhat more sense, given 

that Carr was writing in the interwar period. 
24 Woodrow Wilson, “Address to a Joint Session of Congress on the Conditions of Peace,” The 

American Presidency Project, January 8, 1918, www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=65405 
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there was plenty of apocalypticism around in the political discourse of postwar America—from 
Truman onward. Lebow is right that a lot of this rhetoric came from Christian conservatives.  But 
I rather suspect that quite a few anti-Communist liberals could have agreed with Senator Joseph 
McCarthy that America was “engaged in a final, all-out battle” with Communism,25 even if they 
would have agreed with him on little else. The apocalyptic enthusiasm for creative destruction—
for the convenient cataclysms that allow us to make the world anew—that so troubled Morgenthau 
would soon rear its head again in the shock-doctrine neoliberalism of the 1970’s and 1980’s and 
the neoconservatism that came so quickly on its heels.26  Paradoxically, in looking backward to 
Wilson, Morgenthau may have been ahead of his time. This was the fate of many a prophet before 
him and no doubt will be of many more to come.   
 
*** 
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on religion in early modern political thought, the history of International Relations thought, and 
political realism.  She is the author of Political Realism in Apocalyptic Times (Cambridge, 2018) 
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25 Joseph McCarthy, “Enemies Within” speech, Wheeling, West Virginia, February 9, 1950, 

http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/6456 
26 Naomi Klein, Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism (New York: Picador, 2008). 


