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Each of these papers is concerned with the ways in which popular norms and understandings about the meaning of gender and sexual transgression enter the case files and courtrooms of early twentieth-century America.  Two of the papers (Umphrey, Constable) discuss the “unwritten law,” an honor-based defense against charges of murder raised generally by men in the nineteenth century but increasingly challenged by women in the twentieth century.  When and why, they ask, were men and women excused from legal punishment for killing their spouses and spouses’ lovers?  How was this denial of culpability articulated inside and outside courtrooms, and what relation did those articulations have to formal legal standards of criminal responsibility?  The third paper (Mnookin) concerns a related problem:  modes of attributing paternity.  How and why might general judgments about sexual accountability trump scientific knowledge as a means of establishing the identity of a child’s father?  Each of these papers highlights significant historical tensions in the organization and articulation of public knowledge and expectations about gendered norms of behavior and the role law, and other authoritative discourses such as science, ought to play in enforcing or discouraging those norms.

