
A c o m m on re fr a in i n t we l ft h -cen t u ry t h o u ght is 

t h at God a lone kn o ws t he secrets of t he h ear t. But 

changes i n m ed ieval pen an ce, especially i n t he 

Fo u r th Lat eran Co u n c i l 's d e m a nd i n 1215 t h at a ll 

Ch r is t ians fu l l y confess t h e ir sins t o a p r iest, reveals 

a sh ift i n a t t i t u d e. A close r ead ing of t we l ft h- and 

t h i r t een t h -cen t u ry texts f r o m t he cat h ed ral and 

m on ast ic schools sh ows t h at o r al con fession was t o 

in c lu de n ot o n ly vis ib le, ext ern al acts, b ut also t he 

m er e ly in t e r n al act ions fo r m e r ly l i m i t e d t o God 's 

kn o wled ge. 

W h at lay b e h ind t h is shift? Sh o u ld we 

a t t r ib u te i t t o changes i n p r iest ly status? To t he 

d eve lo p m ent of n ew t ech n iqu es for b r each ing t he 

heart 's secrecy? Was n ew value p laced on t he 

secrets sub ject t o con fession? These qu est ions are 

p rovocat ive because m u ch recent sch o larsh ip 

im p lica t es m ed ieval pen an ce i n evo lving west ern 

n o t io ns o f selfh ood and t he p art p layed by 

in fe r io r i t y i n d e fin ing t he self. La t eran IV' s 

m an d ate t o confess is ch aract er ized as a cr i t ical 

ju n c t u re i n t he h is t o ry of su b ject ivi ty and t he rise 

o f a m o d e rn sense of self w i t h it s n o t ed a t t r ib u t es 

o f in ward n ess and a u t o n o m y. 

The a im of Sin, Inferiority, and Selfhood in 

the Twelfth-Century W est is t o uncover the concept ion 

o f self t h at u n d er lay t he d e m a nd t h at a ll Ch r ist ians 

confess t h e ir in n e r m o st t h o u gh t s. D r a w i ng on 

sources f r o m t he w o r ld of t he m ed ieval schools, i t 

juxtaposes d iscussions t h at t reat t op ics r a n g ing 

f r o m t he d ifficu lt ie s of d isce r n ing t he source of 

tears t o t he m ech an ics o f o r ig in al s in. A l l these 

d iscussions are l i n k ed by t h e ir u n d e r l y ing in t erest 

i n t he in t e r n al aspects o f c o m m i t t i ng or r e m i t t i ng 

s in. Co n t e xt u a l iz ing these aspects of i n t e r io r i ty 

a l lows us t o see wh at ro le was assigned t o in t e r n al 

act ions i n m ed ieval d e fin i t io ns of t he self; i t also 

p rovid es in s ight i n t o t he in t e l lec t u al cu r ren ts t h at 

co n t r ib u t ed t o t h at u n d e r s t an d in g. 
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t he t o p ic as a Rich a rd H o fst ad t er Fe l low at 

Co lu m b ia Un ive r s i t y, wh ere she earn ed h er 

d oct o ra te i n Med ieval H is t o r y. She has t au ght 

courses on m ed ieval in t e l lec t u al t h o u ght and 

sp i r i t u a l i ty at Co lu m b ia Un ive r s i t y, Sarah 
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Sin, In ferior ity, 

and Selfhood 

i n the Twelft h -Cen tu ry West 

Th is is a b o ok of u n q u est ion ab le 

o r ig in a l i t y. Susan R. Kr a m er t races t he 

m a n n er i n w h i ch t h i n k i n g ab out sin 

and t he in t e r ior lif e d u r i ng t he t we l f t h 

cen t u ry t r an sfo r m ed an cient ideas 

ab out t he self and la id t he fo u n d a t ion 

fo r m u ch subsequent re flect ion on t he 

eth ics o f selfh ood i n r e l ig io n. H er 

st u dy is an im p o r t a nt c o n t r i b u t i on t o 

cu r r e nt w o rk on t we lft h -cen t u ry 

t h o u ght and a r e m in d er of t he d ebt 

t h at lat er t h eor ies o f t he self o wed t o 

m ed ieval p en i t en t ial t h eo logy. 
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