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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT: AGENCY AND FIRST-PERSON AUTHORITY 

 
Ordinarily when someone tells us about her psychological states, we immediately presume that she is 
right. By deferring to her in this way, we treat her as a kind of authority on her own psychological life.  
Although a person usually has this authority, she lacks it whenever she takes a more detached, indirect, 
third-personal point of view toward her psychological states.  We see this, for example, when she learns 
about a belief or desire from a friend or therapist.  For this reason an adequate account of first-person 
authority must explain why we have it only for some but not for all our psychological states.   
 The standard view is that first-person authority is an epistemic phenomenon, consisting in each 
of us being better situated to know about our own psychological states than anyone else. Against this 
view, I argue that because epistemic privileges are in principle available from a third-person perspective 
they cannot capture a kind of authority exclusive to the first-person point of view. As an alternative to 
the traditional approach, I propose that first-person authority is derived from the agency a person 
exercises in cognition. By relating to her psychological states in a first-personal way, a person is able to 
change or maintain them directly on the basis of good reasons. Since no other person can determine 
her psychological states in this way, her capacities as an agent guarantee her a unique kind of authority.   
  On my view, first-person authority is not a matter of special epistemic access to psychological 
facts and deference is not a response to the epistemic status of what someone says.  It is an 
acknowledgment of the special role that a person's cognitive agency plays in determining her 
psychological life. Ordinarily when a person utters a psychological self-ascription two things coincide. 
First, she expresses her agential authority for her psychological states and, second, the content of her 
self-ascription represents a state for which she alone has this authority. The account I develop explains 
how these two features combine to justify our practice of deference.  
 Although some recent philosophers appear to be sympathetic to an agential account of first-
person authority, they think it is ultimately an epistemic phenomenon.  Richard Moran, for instance, 
believes that agency explains how each of us has an epistemically authoritative way of knowing our own 
psychological states.  Moran is right to think that agency can explain a distinctive way of knowing our 
own psychological states, but he cannot legitimately infer that this way is superior to other ways of 
knowing without making one of two common assumptions, each of which is held by many 
philosophers. 
 The first assumption is that a person’s psychological state can exist only if she also knows that it 
does. If this were true, however, we could not provide a plausible explanation for any of the mistakes 
we make about our own psychological lives.  Especially given their frequency, some explanation of 
these errors is needed.  The second assumption is that the causal processes underlying our first-personal 
way of knowing are more reliable than ones involved in perceptual ways of knowing.  If this were true, 
our first-personal way of knowing would be epistemically superior because it does not rely on 
perception. However, contrary to this assumption, recent empirical studies demonstrate that we are not 
actually in a better position to know about our own psychological states that anyone else.  Additionally, 
this research further indicates that the standard epistemic view of first-person authority is incorrect.     
 It is obvious that we have a distinctive first-personal way of knowing about our own minds.  My 
view does not deny this. However, since this way of knowing is not epistemically superior to others, it 
cannot be the basis for our first-person authority. We do have this special kind of authority but only 
because we can determine what our psychological states are directly on the basis of reasons.   
  
 


