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Joan W. Scott is professor emerita in the School of Social Science at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, New 
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ON THE JUDGMENT OF H ISTORY  

We often use the words “the judgment of history,” or we suggest 
that we need to be “on the right side of history.” The moral 
stance implied in those words draws enduring distinctions be-
tween good and evil, justice and injustice, equality and inequali-
ty, right and wrong—as if in her wisdom, Clio will rescue us mor-
tals from the errors of our ways. In these lectures, I am interest-
ed in the paradoxical operations of the judgment of history, par-
ticularly as the imposition of that judgment was seen as a means 
of closing the future to the wrongs of the past and in this way 
establishing the singular linearity of history’s path. I take as my 
cases three examples of the way the realization of justice was 
defined in the discourse of the judgment of history. The Nurem-
berg trial in 1946; the South African Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission struggling to implement the judgment of history (the 
end of apartheid) as the future of the nation was being negotiat-
ed in 1996; the movement for reparations for slavery in the U.S., 
a demand from before the Civil War to the present for the recog-
nition of an old judgment of history—about the immorality of 
human bondage—in the present. These lectures explore ideas of 
history, justice, and judgment, of the moral and the political, and 
of the nation-state as the embodiment of history itself. 
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