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Many years ago I had a co-worker, a
columnist, who frequently decried ster-
eotyping, by which he meant lumping
entire groups of people under a common
character trait. I thought of him this
week when I read the report on the coro-
navirus epidemic in North Carolina’s ru-
ral counties.

Rural counties should have fewer vi-
rus cases because there are fewer peo-
ple to congregate, right? Wrong. Nearly
twice as many new cases have been re-
ported from rural counties compared to
urban or suburban counties.

The virus affects minority groups
disproportionately, right? Wrong. The
number of cases among non-Hispanic
whites has been increasing dispropor-
tionately in recent months, as are the
number of deaths.

The disease is particularly suffered
by the elderly, right? Wrong. The major-

ity of COVID-19 cases in rural communi-
ties are in people 49 years and younger.

The increase is being driven by con-
gregate living facilities, right? Wrong
again.

The trouble with stereotypes, as my
columnist friend would point out, is that
they are always wrong. They can be pos-
itive, but more often than not they are
insulting.

Such insulting stereotypes abound.
Irish-Americans are drunks. Polish-
Americans are stupid. African-Ameri-
cans are welfare cheats. The Romani are
grifters. Jokes abound about these
groups, jokes I won’t repeat because
they are grossly offensive to the target
populations.

People living in rural counties, par-
ticularly in the mountains, are used to
being stereotyped. They have been por-
trayed repeatedly as lazy, inbred moon-
shiners. Critics of Horace Kephart say
he put too much emphasis on the illegal
liquor trade in “Our Southern Highland-
ers”.

Another former colleague who was a
columnist, a native of Kannapolis,
would compile lists of Southern expres-

sions and decry those that he said were
found nowhere outside the Snuffy
Smith comic strips.

A further problem with the stereo-
type of mountaineers, according to
John C. Campbell in “The Southern
Highlander and His Homeland,” is that
the rural counties are populated by
three distinct groups: the town people,
the farmers of the open valley and the
people who live up in the hills. This third
group is the one into which many lump
all Southern Highlanders.

I recall when a friend, who lived well
up a narrow valley, told me of the day he
came home to notice that his older son
had a bloodied right hand. This was par-
ticularly notable because the son was a
gentle giant, not given to outbursts of
violence. “What happened to your hand,
son?” he asked.

What had happened was that a town
kid who had been constantly bad-
mouthing the son in school as an igno-
rant country hick finally pushed him too
far. The son put him against the brick
wall of the gym and punched him. The
son decided that felt good and he would
punch him again. The other boy decided

it didn’t, and he ducked. The son
punched the wall, hard.

We have just emerged from an elec-
tion season when the use of stereotypes
has reached new lows. Liberals are so-
cialists. Conservatives are fascists. Po-
lice are racist thugs. Protesters are ter-
rorists. I could go on and on, but you get
the idea.

Stereotypes are not necessarily de-
rogatory. Consider the independent
mountain people. There are many
mountain people who are not indepen-
dent, but the stereotype reinforces re-
gional pride, and there’s nothing wrong
in being proud of your own identity as
long as you don’t do so at the expense of
someone else’s identity.

Another former co-worker of mine, a
native of rural Louisiana, once told me
during the continued tensions over
school desegregation, “Hatred is too
strong an emotion to be wasted on en-
tire groups of people. I reserve my ha-
tred for carefully selected individuals.”

And that touches on the biggest sin-
gle problem of stereotyping. It leads us
to view members of another group as
part of a monolith and not as individ-
uals. Maybe if we could get past that, we
would be on our way to healing as a na-
tion.

This is the opinion of Bill McGoun, a
contributing editor on the Citizen Times
Editorial Board. He lives in Bryson City.

In the mountains and beyond,
let’s set our stereotypes aside

Bill McGoun
Guest columnist

In this season of Thanksgiving, I am
grateful to live in the mountains where
we work hard to take care of ourselves
and each other.

It is also the season of Open Enroll-
ment for 2021 health insurance plans,
including Medicare, employer-spon-
sored, and individual and family plans.

According to the NC Justice Center,
723,000 workers and their dependents
have become uninsured since the start
of the pandemic through the loss of em-
ployer-sponsored health insurance. The
pandemic emphasizes that we all need
to have health insurance and health care
for our wellbeing: 1) To help control con-
tagious diseases through vaccinations
and treatment, 2) To enable us to work
and support our economy, 3) To protect
our loved ones, friends, and all of our
neighbors who care for our elderly, treat

our illnesses, teach our children, deliver
our mail, and build our homes.

Furthermore, we don’t have enough
doctors in rural places, in large part be-
cause too many of us lack health insur-
ance coverage. If more of us had the
means to pay for health care, more doc-
tors and nurses could make a living in
these mountains.

We are uninsured for three major rea-
sons. 1) NC has not expanded Medicaid
to all people living below the Federal
Poverty Level (about 500,000 North
Carolinians). 2) About as many of us
don’t know about or have not taken ad-
vantage of the Affordable Care Act
(ACA) insurance options for people
making between 100% and 400% of the
Federal Poverty Level. (Most of us have
incomes in that range.) 3) More people
have lost their jobs in the pandemic, and
thus their insurance, and need to look
into Affordable Care Act health insur-
ance options right now.

Several non-profits have been help-
ing people learn about how health in-
surance can benefit them through the
Affordable Care Act for eight years. It

can be complicated to shop for a plan
online that is right for you and your fam-
ily. The benefits are not always obvious.

Now Dogwood Health Trust is part-
nering with these non-profits to expand
the free assistance available to people
who are uninsured. Dogwood is funding
a region-wide awareness campaign by
Pisgah Legal Services to encourage local
people to purchase affordable health in-
surance for 2021 before the December 15
deadline. Dogwood understands that
having more people insured is key to
dramatically improve the health and
wellbeing of all people in WNC

Free help over the phone is available
at 828-210-3404 or at the numbers be-
low. Appointments can also be made
online at www.pisgahlegal.org/aca. The
WNC ACA Assisters group partnering
with Dogwood Health Trust includes:

h Pisgah Legal Services 828-210-
3404

h Mountain Projects 828-452-1447
h Blue Ridge Health 828-692-4289
h Mountain Community Health Part-

nership 828-688-6621
h Council on Aging - Buncombe

County 855-733-3711
h Project Access/Western Carolina

Medical Society 828-274-2267
Even if you have health insurance for

2021, you can help make all of us in WNC
healthier by encouraging neighbors,
friends, and family to check out Health-
care.gov and seek free, unbiased help to
shop affordable health insurance op-
tions. Getting more people insured
brings down the cost of health care for
us all and makes WNC more healthy.

We are grateful to the Dogwood
Health Trust because this awareness
campaign will help us spread the word
about the ACA in an unprecedented way
to the people who need it most, espe-
cially populations that continue to ex-
perience disparate health outcomes. We
can be thankful that the staff and volun-
teer assisters of these organizations, as
well as the Dogwood Health Trust, are
helping to make all of WNC stronger.

Jim Barrett is the executive director
of Pisgah Legal Services, a local, com-
munity-based non-profit law firm with
a priority for improving access to health
care for all the people of WNC.

Open enrollment for 2021 health insurance
ends Dec. 15. Don’t let anyone you love miss it.

Your Turn
Jim Barrett

Guest columnist

There has long been a debate regard-
ing whether living in a society with per-
fect conditions would lead to happiness
or increasing boredom. Aldous Huxley
once said something to the effect that
the only logical procedure for a man in
Utopia is to hang himself. With that in
mind, considering the intensity of feel-
ing and division in America today, there
is certainly no rush for people to hang
themselves. Instead, as we celebrate the
holidays, we should give thanks for the
opportunity to live in challenging times.

As days have passed into weeks we
still await President Trump’s acknowl-
edgement of his defeat and his willing-
ness to work toward a peaceful transfer
of power. During this time the President
has tweeted every possible accusation
of fraud in regard to the election. But as
court after court, in state after state,
dismisses the Trump claims, it is be-
coming apparent that the only presi-
dential candidate attempting to steal
the election is Donald Trump, and the
only political party with some members
who seems content to condone such an
attempt is the Republican Party.

In recent days I have been inter-
viewed by television networks outside
of the U.S. to help explain America’s po-
litical situation. In doing so, I have tried
to keep it as easy to understand as pos-
sible and to point out the ludicrousness
of some of the positions being taken.
“Stop the count” was the shout by Presi-
dent Trump’s supporters in states

where he was winning, and “count the
votes” was the slogan shouted by them
in states where he was losing!

I also point out that Joe Biden carried
some states where Republicans on the
same ballot won election, including
candidates at almost every level, even
the U.S. Senate. That being the case,
how do you claim the ballots are illegiti-
mate for the Democratic candidate for
President, but legitimate for Republi-
cans who won?

In the intensity of our partisanship
here in this country, we often forget that
the whole world is watching what we do
here. America sets an example of demo-
cratic practices for a large part of the
globe.

Just before our election I received a
message from a young acquaintance of
mine in Southeast Asia. She is actively
engaged in trying to build a more demo-

cratic society in her home country. My
friend told me that her country is at a
turning point and that they need to be-
lieve in the possibilities of what they are
trying to achieve. She, and many others
like her, look to America as a place for
hope and inspiration.

In her message she said, “I really
want to see the U.S. choose a leader who
can actually lead - whom people feel
lucky to follow - more than ever. It is not
directly related, but your win will be tak-
en as a reaffirmation that things can
change everywhere in the world, includ-
ing here.” Reading her words I was re-
minded yet again that to many people,
America is the “city on the hill” that they
strive to emulate.

When it was announced that Joe Bi-
den had won the election, my friend and
her colleagues were delighted that
America chose a new leader and one

that they would “feel lucky to follow”.
In recent days, their excitement has

been dampened by the refusal of Presi-
dent Trump to acknowledge his defeat
and his attempts to undermine a deci-
sion rendered by 79 million of his fellow
citizens.

These young Asians wonder if Amer-
ica’s democratic system will hold to-
gether under this onslaught of rumor,
innuendo, and possibly outright lies.
The whole world is waiting to see if we
are up to the challenge.

In both the television interviews and
my response to my Asian friend the last
point I make is that democracy is not
easy. It never has been and is not meant
to be. You have to really want it, and you
have to work hard not just to get it, but to
keep it. It is an ongoing effort and some-
times you have to deal with positions
and attitudes that simply make no
sense.

Gerald W. Johnson, a fellow North
Carolinian, once wrote that “as long as
we defend the right of every silly ass to
spread nonsense, we make doubly se-
cure our right to speak words of beauty,
wisdom, and truth.” As we wait to see if
we eventually have a peaceful transi-
tion, I hope for not only America’s sake,
but for the hopes and aspirations of mil-
lions of people around the world, that
we are still a country where these words
truly reflect who we are as a people. 

Clark Plexico is a former North Caro-
lina senator and consults worldwide on
democracy assistance, global leader-
ship development and the impact of cul-
ture on international negotiations.

As Americans fight among ourselves, 
we forget the world is watching. But it is.
Your Turn
Clark Plexico
Guest columnist In recent days I have been interviewed by television
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ludicrousness of some of the positions being taken.
“Stop the count” was the shout by President Trump’s
supporters in states where he was winning, and “count
the votes” was the slogan shouted by them in states
where he was losing!


