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in that we have uniquely secure higher-order awareness of our first-order mental states. Parties to both
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Extended Dissertation Abstract

My dissertation concerns two phenomena that have long been of interest to epistemologists. The
first phenomenon is first-person authority. Roughly, having first-person authority amounts to
being owed (and tending to receive) deference for one’s present-tensed mental self-ascriptions.
The second phenomenon is privileged self-knowledge. Roughly, privileged self-knowledge is the
seemingly effortless, direct, and distinctively secure knowledge one often has of one’s current
mental states.

In Chapter One | consider several possible first-person authority theses. Some emphasize
the relative indubitability of present-tensed mental self-ascriptions, while others focus on their
presumptive truth. I refine and defend theses of both sorts against Wolfgang Barz (2018), who
argues that no first-person authority thesis is both plausible and philosophically interesting.

In Chapter Two | consider whether first-person authority ought to be explained by the
seemingly privileged knowledge we have of our minds. I argue that there are reasons to consider
an alternative, non-epistemic explanation. Thus, on an expressivist view (Jacobsen 1996, 1997;
Falvey 2000; Bar-On 2004), self-ascriptions are first-person authoritative insofar as they express
(and are taken to express) the very first-order mental states they self-ascribe, whether or not the
expressed mental states are known with privilege by their possessors. | do not dispute that we do
have privileged self-knowledge of many of our mental states, however. This raises the question
of what such knowledge can explain, if not first-person authority.

In Chapter Three | examine several possible answers to this question. On one view,
privileged self-knowledge is indispensable to our capacity to “critically reason” about our own
mental states (Burge 1996; Sorgiovanni 2018). On another view, our capacity to reason in
general (i.e., not merely critically) depends on our ability to self-knowingly consider what
follows from our beliefs (Boghossian 2014, 2019; Kietzmann 2018). | argue that both arguments
fail to secure an important explanatory role for privileged self-knowledge.

In Chapter Four | offer an alternative account of the explanatory indispensability of
privileged self-knowledge. Focusing on privileged self-knowledge of intentional mental states
like the propositional attitudes, | argue that such knowledge enables at least three forms of social
agency: interpersonal argumentation, certain forms of collaborative action, and linguistic
interpretation. Each of these forms of social agency requires an ability, as | put it, to track our
mental states in social-epistemic space relative to the mental states of (possible) interlocutors and
collaborators. Next, | address the question of how our privileged self-knowledge relates to our
first-person authority. | argue that appreciating the first-order expressive character of self-
ascriptions is also crucial to many aspects of group-coordination. Thus, | show why first-person
authority and privileged self-knowledge of our propositional attitudes come together in
ubiquitous cognitive contexts, even though I do not see the latter as explaining the former.

In Chapter Five I consider possible sources of our privileged self-knowledge of our
propositional attitudes. | argue for a limited version of constitutivism, which is the view that self-
knowledge is (given certain background conditions) metaphysically built into the attitudes self-
known, at least for agents who are sufficiently rational and conceptually equipped. | defend
constitutivism against what I call a “rational fundamentalist” alternative, according to which self-
knowledge is not metaphysically built into our judgement-sensitive propositional attitudes but is,
instead, the product of a disposition, enjoyed by rational agents, to form higher-order beliefs
about these first-order states in normal cognitive conditions (Parrott 2017).
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