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Annapolis, MD – Over 800 of us graduated here from the U.S. Naval Academy over 54 years ago.  We came from all 50 states and had widely different backgrounds.  Some of us had been raised on farms and ranches, others lived in metropolitan areas, some were enlisted personnel from Navy ships, a few had been Marines and USAF airmen, and others were from families which had been in the Navy (some for several generations).  Although we had led considerably different lives prior to our four years together at the Academy, our shared experiences while at Annapolis were both intense and similar.  Upon graduation we traveled different paths, but almost all led directly into obligated military service of five years.  The U.S. was in the midst of the Vietnam War during this period, and when our initial obligation was completed, many in our class chose to pursue other interests leading to careers in various  disciplines.  Some of us remained on active duty in the Navy and Marines for 20 years or more.  For my part, I twice considered resigning, but ultimately served 20 years in the Submarine Force before spending the next 25 years in education.
We are all now USN (Ret.).  Most of us pursued other careers after the Navy, and even now some still have “day jobs” while in our mid-70’s.  Although we are spread throughout the U.S. (and even a few live overseas) we remain in touch through emails and the internet, mostly via a Class of 1965 web page and several e-mail groups.  There are also periodic meetings for lunch or dinner in various locales where groups of 5 - 30 get together for food and discussion.  In short, many. of us remain in frequent contact.
I mention all of this because I have been struck by how so many in our group now have such widely divergent world views.  When we discuss a particular current event, there are stark differences in how we view these situations.  Many fall into the convenient, but oversimplified, groupings of conservative or liberal.  Obviously there is a continuum within these labels, but in general we tend to see issues through two dramatically different prisms.  What is interesting is that there now seems to be precious little common ground.   More alarming is the realization that both sides have little empathy with the other’s views.  It often even slides beyond the “we will have to agree to disagree” into outright disparagement and name calling.  “How can you possibly think that way?” is a refrain heard far too often.  In most cases we remain friends - that brotherhood bond usually remains firm - but sometimes one of us withdraws into a self-imposed cocoon because “they” are irredeemable.
Unfortunately what I have been seeing among my classmates mirrors society at large in America today.  We have evolved from a collegial exchange of ideas into camps metaphorically surrounded by concertina wire from which we snipe at our political opponents.  Instead of dialogue, we demand concurrence.  If that is not forthcoming, we lob insults and/or taunts, often accusing the other side of some form of bigotry.  
Essentially many Americans have now embraced an intellectual isolationism in which we do not even want to hear an opposing view, much less have to consider it.   The religious wars which have had such a history of wracking civilizations have now morphed into political struggles where each side comes close to loathing the other.  Some now actually threaten physical harm to their ideological opponents. Recently a young man was apprehended who wanted to shoot a Presidential candidate not to his liking.  Groups now exist with the express intent of intimidating political opponents with threats of physical attacks if they deign to appear in public.  In many respects,  we have become gangs
Most nations in the early stages of the 21st century have evolved into having two main political parties with opposing views on how society should be governed and what priorities should be.  Interestingly, no matter the country, the fault lines run pretty much along the liberal-conservative chasm;  that is, more government action to solve problems and achieve social results, as opposed to a belief in personal responsibility and limited government.  Obviously, this “Cliff-notes” type of definitions cannot capture the nuances of opposing world-views, but it is certainly a starting point.  Such separation of beliefs is not new, but what has been evolving in the U.S. is a hardening of positions affecting not only the operation of our government, but also the halls of academia where centuries of tradition of free discussion have been tossed aside at the altar of “truth” which is, by definition what I say it is.
So how about a fresh start?  I am hoping to establish a renewed, and civilized, dialogue within our USNA Class of ’65 group so that we can return to fruitful debate of our differences.  Who know?  Maybe it will spread...  
I thought that you might like to know.
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