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Barry: Student Writing: A "Nice Guy"

restraint as the highest human goods. The liberal paradigm aug-
ments this slightly with statements such as “I cannot be free until
all are free,” or “I am happiest when I'm helping others,” state-
ments that seldom sound very convincing, at least to me.

A Topography of
Paradigms of Love

It is more difficult, I think, to characterize our students as
adhering to one or the other of two alternative and competing
paradigms of love. Instead, I {ind it helpful to think in terms of a
kind of topography of these paradigms. There is considerable
overlap across this landscape of paradigms, with one and the
same student committed to two or more paradigms that are not
particularly commensurable with one another, though students
for a time seem largely innocent of this fact.

One index to the lines of demarcation among these paradigms
is the way that a student will use the word “love.” The vast major-
ity restricts this word to romantic and domestic contexts—Ilove of
boyfriend or girlfriend, spouse, children, immediate relatives.
Naturally enough, the exemplars that give substance and meaning
to the term are members of their own families. Usually, however,
certain figures from literature, cinema, and the arts also provide
exemplars that fill out their paradigm of love. Within this para-
digm the instrumentation is domestic mutuality of affection and
indeed of passion, as well as reciprocity of self-sacrificial deeds.
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Moreover, domesticity—in the sense of a fairly high level of eco-
nomic prosperity—is considered indispensable to this vision of
love. On the whole, students holding this paradigm tend to be
much more convinced of the importance of income to a success-
ful loving relationship (e.g., living together) than they are about
the bonds of holy matrimony.

For some students the proper use of the term “love” ends here,
and it would be at least anomalous, if not almost immoral to
them, to consider love as something taking place outside the
immediate context of domesticity. Many other students, however,
subscribe at least in practice to additional paradigms of love,
although most of them are still uncomfortable with actually using
the word “love” in these extended senses. For these students as
well, the domestic paradigm remains paramount.

The most common additional paradigm of love has to do with
“being nice” to people. It is the closest most students come (ini-
tially, at least) to the type of love associated with patriotism in its
noblest sense—love of one’s fellow citizens. In this paradigm citi-
zen-love reduces to tolerance—the non-judgmental acceptance of
those who are “different” from oneself. The problems of loving cry-
ing out most urgently for solution within the purview of this par-
adigm are problems of how to get more people to be more accept-
ing of others. This paradigm’s exemplars are usually certain peers
and teachers—and here exemplars who are not “nice” are just as
illuminating as those who are. Because of the importance attached
to being non-judgmental, however, the mutuality and reciprocity
characteristic of domestic love are not part of the instrumentation

of this paradigm. Tolerance is a kind of “live and let live” paradigm,
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