A common refrain in twelfth-century thought is
that God alone knows the secrets of the heart. But
changes in medieval penance, especially in the
Fourth Lateran Council’s demand in 1215 that all
Christians fully confess their sins to a priest, reveals
a shift in attitude. A close reading of twelfth- and
thirteenth-century texts from the cathedral and
monastic schools shows that oral confession was to
include not only visible, external acts, but also the
merely internal actions formerly limited to God’s
knowledge.

What lay behind this shift? Should we
attribute it to changes in priestly status? To the
development of new techniques for breaching the
heart’s secrecy? Was new value placed on the
secrets subject to confession? These questions are
provocative because much recent scholarship
implicates medieval penance in evolving western
notions of selfhood and the part played by
interiority in defining the self. Lateran IV’s
mandate to confess is characterized as a critical
juncture in the history of subjectivity and the rise
of a modern sense of self with its noted attributes
of inwardness and autonomy.

The aim of Sin, Interiority, and Selfhood in
the Twelfth-Century West is to uncover the conception
of self that underlay the demand that all Christians
confess their innermost thoughts. Drawing on
sources from the world of the medieval schools, it
juxtaposes discussions that treat topics ranging
from the difficulties of discerning the source of
tears to the mechanics of original sin. All these
discussions are linked by their underlying interest
in the internal aspects of committing or remitting
sin. Contextualizing these aspects of interiority
allows us to see what role was assigned to internal
actions in medieval definitions of the self; it also
provides insight into the intellectual currents that
contributed to that understanding.
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This is a book of unquestionable
originality. Susan R. Kramer traces the
manner in which thinking about sin
and the interior life during the twelfth
century transformed ancient ideas
about the self and laid the foundation
for much subsequent reflection on the
ethics of selthood in religion. Her
study is an important contribution to
current work on twelfth-century
thought and a reminder of the debt
that later theories of the self owed to
medieval penitential theology.
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