
2  Comments on the Preconditions of Existence 
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First of all, thanks to Bryan for a very thoughtful paper clearly in his area of expertise.  I 

have engaged the material philosophically, hopefully without distorting it. 

A poem is not an argument though it can draw us to the same conclusion as an argument 

would.  But if not by argument, then by what means?  …by appealing to our emotions through 

the aesthetic. 

The Frost/Joseph Campbell worldview is mistakenly stark.  It is posed as a choice 

between two available directions: “We must choose between the negation of a futile existence 

and the embrace of a harrowing one.”  Here Frost comes close to Camus’ identification of 

suicide as the central issue for philosophy but without the skyward fist-shaking.  Frost adds that 

we will never know whether our choices were right. But given his belief in the absurdity of the 

universe, it is hard to imagine what ‘right choice’ could mean.  But in any case, John Hick 

clearly shows that, e.g. Christianity, if true, would eventuate in a day of verification.   

More to the point, the preferred choices make for a false dichotomy.  Heidegger warns us 

how important our initial apprehension of any phenomenon will be for later interpretation.  Here 

we might also consider Kant’s 3 questions for philosophy: What can I know?  What ought I to 

do? and What may I hope?  Frost appears to clip off the third question.  As for morality, Bryan 

correctly notes that “it could be objected that Campbell’s “preconditions” make for poor 

morality, since at best they are only an unyielding insistence upon the immutability of 

unpleasantness and at worst they are the animating anxieties of all manner of egomania.”  When 

we do reconcile our existence with the preconditions, we may morally edify.  That is, if it is 

morally edifying to acquiesce to amoral fatalism. Nor does the failure to locate a basis for moral 



obligation help Frost’s cause.  Indeed his nihilism leaves the door wide open for “all manner of 

egomania.”  But egomania is a term of disapprobation which here is without basis.   

A third possibility for worldview would be in the category of what we might hope for.  

Aquinas’s Argument from Desire pertains here.  It runs as follows: 

1. All natural desires can be satisfied.  (Not at all times, obviously, but generally 

speaking) 

2. The desire to know the meaning and origin of life is natural (witness the occurrence 

of religion in virtually every culture). 

3. Therefore, the origin and meaning of life can be known 

4. Knowledge of the origin and meaning of life is beyond human power 

5. The origin and meaning of life have to be revealed to us by the maker of same.  

We noted at the outset that poetry persuades by appealing to our emotions through aesthetic 

means.  It can do this in a number of ways. Two of these ways are the intensification of a rhetoric 

and the vivid portrayal of an image.  The fourth stanza of Stopping by Woods on a snowy 

Evening does both of these: They cannot scare me with their empty spaces. Between stars—on 

stars where no human race is.  I have it in me so much nearer some.  To scare myself with my 

own desert places. 

 I can only say that the attempt to overwhelm with size scale must fail.  To say that we are 

insignificant due to our relative size vis a vis the universe is to commit a fallacy we might call 

the cosmological fallacy.  If that were the true measure, then large, obese people would be more 

meaningful than short, slight people, an absurdity. 

 



4 Reaction to “The Psychology of Confederate Symbols” 

Kurt A. DeBord 

 In her presentation entitled, “The Psychology of Confederate Symbols,” Dr. Mara 

Aruguete made the case that such symbols, like the Confederate flag and statues of Confederate 

military leaders, serve to unconsciously trigger reactions in White viewers that lead to increased 

levels of racial bias and, ultimately, discriminatory behavior against people who are African-

American.  This reaction paper is designed to highlight the strengths in the case that she made 

and to propose that caution be used when generalizing the conclusions of her presentation to 

others situations and contexts. 

 Aruguete based her argument about the divisiveness of Confederate symbols on the 

concept of ingroup bias, a well-known and well-researched social psychological concept first 

proposed by Gordon Allport (1954) that contends that human beings have a natural tendency to 

favor those who are familiar and similar.  The flipside of this concept is that unfamiliar and 

dissimilar others (the outgroup) are typically devalued by most people.  Aruguete stated that 

Confederate monuments have served as a way for White, southern people to claim power by 

taking over public spaces with these symbols that trigger ingroup bias among other White 

southerners.  She discussed research showing that Black people are more likely to see 

Confederate symbols as symbols of hate whereas White people are more likely to see them as 

symbols of heritage.  Ironically, the more White southerners supported the use of the 

Confederate flag, the less well they scored on a test of general Civil War knowledge, according 

to Aruguete. 

 After describing the background of Confederate symbols and the meaning of ingroup 

bias, Aruguete posed the question, “Do Confederate symbols influence behavior?”  She 



answered her own question by describing two well-designed studies that clearly demonstrated 

that such symbols did, indeed, affect the behavior of White participants.  One study showed how 

the subliminal presentation of a Confederate flag made White participants less likely to support 

Black candidates in an election.  The other showed how exposure to the Confederate flag led 

White participants to more negatively evaluate a fairly neutral personality profile of a Black 

person.  With these effects documented, Aruguete went on to question the degree to which 

having the Mississippi state flag (which has a Confederate flag embedded in it) present in 

Mississippi courtrooms might negatively impact the decisions of primarily White juries when 

dealing with Black defendants.  She concluded by discussing research that showed how the 

presence of the American flag tends to make U.S. citizens more biased against perceived 

outgroup members.  

 Overall, Aruguete made a compelling case against allowing the presence of Confederate 

symbols in public spaces.  However, I was left with some reservations as to the degree to which 

her conclusions could be generalized, resulting in the claim that nearly any symbol that triggers 

ingroup biases could have negative and discriminatory effects on members of an outgroup.  The 

originator of the term, Gordon Allport, did not agree.  Further, a review of the research (Brewer, 

1999) indicated that ingroup preference and outgroup hate were not necessarily reciprocally 

related, but instead were independent.  Some research indicates that identifying with an ingroup 

can serve to boost self-esteem.  This could be especially useful amongst groups that have 

traditionally been stigmatized by majority society.  For instance, research on sexual and gender 

minorities indicates that identifying with perceived similar others can enhance self-esteem, 

resilience, and positive self-perceptions (Riggle and Rostosky, (2012).  Thus, the presence of a 



rainbow flag during a pride parade would seem more likely to inspire a sense of having a valued 

and important place in society, not a sense of hatred of heterosexual or cisgendered people. 

 Even though not all flags or symbols might generate antipathy toward an outgroup, it 

seems quite likely that Confederate symbols do.  Given the violent history and menacing 

implications of the Confederate flag, along with the research presented by Aruguete, I am in 

strong support of having all Confederate symbols removed from publicly owned places.  I would 

be happy if no one ever had to see one again.   
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