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Abstract
Th is article examines the eff ects of racialized name-calling 
on a group of twelve visible minority refugee youth from 
Newfoundland and Labrador, Canada. Th rough one-on-
one in-depth interviews, the author discusses their experi-
ences in order to better understand how this important 
group of adolescents conceptualizes, constructs, and copes 
with racism while living in a highly homogeneous white 
Canadian city. Th e author concludes by noting that these 
experiences are having a negative eff ect on their social inte-
gration and that increased eff orts by teachers and admin-
istrators are needed to help combat peer racism in this pre-
dominantly white city.

Résumé
Cet article examine les eff ets des injures raciales sur un 
groupe de jeunes réfugiés de douze minorités visibles de 
Terre-Neuve-et-Labrador, au Canada. À l’aide d’entrevues 
individuelles approfondies, l’auteur examine leurs expéri-
ences dans le but de mieux comprendre comment ce groupe 
important d’adolescents comprend le racisme et négocie 
cette réalité dans le cadre de leur intégration dans une 
communauté urbaine canadienne blanche et homogène. 
L’auteur arrive à la conclusion que ces expériences ont un 
eff et négatif sur leur intégration sociale, et que les enseig-
nants et administrateurs doivent fournir un eff ort supplé-
mentaire pour lutter contrer le racisme par les pairs dans 
une ville canadienne blanche, telle que St. John’s.

Introduction
Over the past few years, the role that immigration can play 
in sustaining Canada’s, and specifi cally Newfoundland 
and Labrador’s, population has been well documented.1 
Th e province, however, has had problems in attracting and 

retaining immigrants; in fact, in 2009, Newfoundland and 
Labrador attracted less than 1 percent of the total immigra-
tion population arriving in Canada.2 Th is process is further 
complicated by the fact that as many as 70 percent of those 
who arrive in Newfoundland and Labrador leave within 
the fi rst year.3 Coupled with this exodus is a low provin-
cial retention rate which, according to a report completed 
for Citizenship and Immigration Canada, averaged about 
43 percent from 2000 to 2006.4 Still, Newfoundland and 
Labrador continues to slowly increase its immigrant and 
refugee population, especially from such areas as Asia, 
Africa, and South America. In 2002, for example, 404 immi-
grants arrived in the province while in 2011, that number 
had increased to 682.5 Indeed, as the province continues to 
diversify, there is no doubt that the issue of racism will gain 
greater public salience.

While many Canadians take pride in the belief that 
Canada is viewed as a country that promotes immigration 
and multiculturalism, the fact remains that racism does 
exist within contemporary Canadian society.6 Ibrahim M. 
Alladin argues that many visible minorities living in large 
urban centres (such as Toronto, Montreal, and Vancouver) 
have experienced widespread discrimination in hous-
ing, employment, and education.7 In fact, a 2005 poll con-
ducted by the Dominion Institute and Ipsos Reid suggests 
a shift  in those targeted by racism. In 1993, it was reported 
that Canadians felt that African-Canadians were the most 
likely population to be discriminated against; however, by 
2005, that view had shift ed towards individuals from the 
Middle East.8 Regionally, the same poll found that 15 per-
cent of Atlantic Canadians felt they had been a victim of 
racism while 10 percent believed that racism had increased 
in Atlantic Canada in the past fi ve years. While research 
and polling on racism tend to focus on the experiences of 
visible minority adults, there is still a paucity of research on 
the experiences of adolescent visible minorities, especially 
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younger refugees living in a smaller urban centre like St. 
John’s, Newfoundland and Labrador. Indeed, the focus on 
refugee youth is especially important given the fact that 
numerous studies have identifi ed the eff ect that racism has 
on the lives of visible minorities.9 As Varma-Joshi and her 
colleagues note, “Studies suggest that children are aware of 
racial diff erences, can cite experiences in racism, hold racial 
preferences, and demonstrate discriminatory behaviour as 
early as four years old.”10

Th e purpose then of this study is threefold: to under-
stand how adolescent refugees conceptualize racism; to 
describe the nature of racism as experienced by those living 
in a predominantly white city; and to examine their coping 
responses to racist incidents. Th e specifi c questions asked 
were: How do self-described adolescent victims of racism 
conceptualize the term? What is the nature of racism as 
experienced by self-described adolescent victims of racism in 
the St. John’s Census Metropolitan Area (CMA)? How do self-
described adolescent victims of racism respond to perceived 
racist incidents? In order to address these research questions, 
this article focuses on the experiences of twelve refugee 
youth aged fourteen to twenty who were enrolled in three 
junior and senior high schools in St. John’s, Newfoundland 
and Labrador.11

Th is research was partly driven by a desire to better 
understand the nature of racism as experienced by adoles-
cent refugees living in a small urban centre (defi ned in this 
study as having a CMA population of less than 200,000) 
as well as to contribute, in a small way, to the literature on 
racism.12 Th is article was also conceived, in part, aft er a 
discussion with individuals who are associated with, and 
work for, the Association for New Canadians. Aft er several 
discussions with the Association’s Settlement Team, it was 
becoming quite clear that racist incidents among refugee 
youth were increasing within the St. John’s CMA.

Given the similarities between New Brunswick and 
Newfoundland and Labrador, and the desire to research 
racism in a smaller centre, it was thought that replicating the 
methodological approach of Cynthia Baker’s New Brunswick 
study would be both useful and practical.13 Generally speak-
ing, both New Brunswick and Newfoundland and Labrador 
have a relatively homogeneous population (although New 
Brunswick has a more visible Aboriginal population located 
closer to the major population centres of Fredericton, 
Moncton, Saint John, and Miramichi). In terms of popu-
lation, Newfoundland and Labrador has approximately 
514,000 residents with 196,000 of these individuals located 
within the St. John’s CMA while New Brunswick has an 
approximate population of 751,000 with 138,000 located 
in Moncton, 127,000 located in Saint John, and 94,000 in 
Fredericton.14 Furthermore, based on the 2006 census, the 

total immigrant population in Newfoundland and Labrador 
is estimated to be 8,380 (representing approximately 2 per-
cent of the total provincial population) which is relatively 
comparable to New Brunswick (its total immigrant popula-
tion is estimated to be 26,359 representing approximately 
4 percent of the total population).15 As these numbers will 
also include immigrants from the United States of America, 
the United Kingdom, and other white European countries, 
the number of visible minorities who are newcomers will be 
invariably lower.

Sampling and Methodology
Th is research involved twelve Government Assisted Refugee 
(GAR) adolescents aged fourteen to twenty (from geographic 
areas that include Eastern Europe and South Asia [n=4], 
Africa and Middle East [n=4], as well as South America 
[n=4]) who were residing in St. John’s, Newfoundland and 
Labrador at the time of the study. A potential participant 
was described as a visible minority GAR youth who believed 
her/himself to be a victim of a racist incident. One of the key 
issues for this research was agreeing on a proper defi nition 
of youth. For example, a cursory review of Statistics Canada 
reports suggests that the defi nition of youth can range 
anywhere from fourteen to thirty-fi ve, depending on the 
research, and even the United Nations Educational, Scientifi c 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) diff ers in its assess-
ment (using fi ft een to twenty-four in some instances and fi f-
teen to thirty-fi ve in others).16 As such, for the purposes of 
this study, youth will be defi ned as fourteen to twenty-fi ve, 
based on Statistics Canada’s National Longitudinal Study of 
Children and Youth.

In order to secure potential participants for the research, 
GAR youth were contacted with the assistance of the 
Association for New Canadians, a non-profi t, community-
based settlement agency located in St. John’s, Newfoundland 
and Labrador. As the main settlement agency in the prov-
ince, it was believed that they would be best positioned 
to help identify youth who would be able to address the 
research questions. Th e Association’s Settlement Social 
Worker made an initial contact with potential participants 
and, if the individual agreed to participate, the researcher 
followed up shortly aft erwards. In an attempt to achieve 
as large a sample as possible given the research limitations, 
the snowball technique was utilized. With this process, 
existing study subjects recruit future subjects from among 
their acquaintances. Th is was especially important given 
that the population was uncharacteristically small (i.e., self-
identifi ed victims of racism aged fourteen to twenty among 
a refugee youth population of approximately one hundred 
at the time of the study). While this technique is useful in 
managing the characteristics of a sample, it would be nearly 
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impossible to balance the sample by location, age, or gender. 
Moreover, due to the small sample size, the schools remain 
unidentifi ed in order to maintain participant anonymity. 
Th e fi nal sample included seven females and fi ve males from 
Kyrgyzstan, Liberia, Ukraine, Sierra Leone, Colombia, Iraq, 
and India.

Researching youth is especially important given that the 
millennial generation (those born post-1980) are the lar-
gest, most racially diverse generation in Canada. Th ere is no 
doubt that such changes will have important implications 
for smaller provinces like Newfoundland and Labrador 
which remains largely (greater than 95 percent) homogen-
eous and may experience resistance from the local popu-
lation as it continues to diversify.17 Furthermore, for those 
who arrive in Canada as refugees, asylum seekers, or low-
skilled immigrants, research conducted by the Canadian 
Race Relations Foundation found that the unemployment 
rate is higher among foreign-born visible minorities and 
Canadian-born visible minorities than their white counter-
parts, that good jobs remain elusive for minorities, that 
higher education off ers fewer payoff s for minorities, and 
that racism, especially subtle racism, continues to be a fac-
tor in the workplace.18 Finally, refugee youth are an import-
ant cohort for study given that there is so little research on 
this group within either the Canadian or Atlantic Canadian 
context.

Table 1: Youth Participants

Gender Age Source Country

M 14 Ukraine

F 18 Kyrgyzstan

M 18 Kyrgyzstan 

M 18 Liberia

F 17 Liberia

M 18 Colombia

M 14 Colombia

F 14 Colombia

F 20 Sierra Leone

F 17 Colombia

F 15 Iraq

F 15 India

Each of the twelve participants engaged in an in-depth 
one-to-one interview on the subject of racism. Interviews 
were chosen as the preferred method of research for a num-
ber of reasons: fi rst, it was felt that other methods (such 
as focus groups) would limit the discussion given that 
the research addressed a sensitive topic; second, with the 

interview process, the researcher could ensure both confi -
dentiality and anonymity (which would not be the case with 
focus groups); and third, given scheduling limitations, the 
interview process proved to be most eff ective for the inter-
viewees (it is easier to schedule for one person rather than to 
try to schedule for a group).

To ensure that no problems arose during the interview, 
responses were recorded via both hand and tape. Although 
the questions were predetermined, the interviewer had 
fl exibility in following up on related topics, and in order 
to ensure consistency, the author conducted all the inter-
views. In order to get a reasonable sample, some interviews 
were conducted via telephone. Th is proved to be highly con-
venient for the interviewee given that the interviews were 
conducted during the exam period for the students, thereby 
allowing them to participate in the research while ensur-
ing minimal disruption to their studies. Th e author also 
believed that the telephone interviews put an emotional dis-
tance between the interviewer and the interviewee, allowing 
for a freer discussion on racism. Unfortunately, phone inter-
views were not practical for all participants given that the 
English language skills of some interviewees were limited. 
It is important to note that interpreters were not used as the 
researcher wanted to ensure that the interviews refl ected, in 
their own words, participants’ lived experiences. As such, 
the sample was further limited to those youth whose under-
standing of English was strong enough to be able to com-
municate reasonably well in English.

Prior to taping the telephone interviews, the consent 
form was verbally read to the potential participant and then 
the participant’s desire to continue with the interview was 
audio recorded. Th e research assistant then followed up 
with a sealed written consent form that was provided to the 
student at their respective school for their signature. For the 
in-person interviews, youth were given a copy of the con-
sent form and asked to read it. If they did not have any ques-
tions, and agreed to participate, they were asked to sign and 
date the document.

Data was collected from the participant interviews and 
interpreted using a hermeneutical methodology.19 Th is 
approach is most useful when one wishes to understand 
what it means to be a victim of racism. As Varma-Joshi, 
Baker, and Tanaka note, “In a hermeneutical framework, 
interviews are treated as texts created by participants who 
were engaged in the particular experience being studied.”20 
Texts were fi rst treated as a whole, then were broken into 
relevant parts. Th ese parts were constantly read and reread 
as the data was divided into categories in order to develop 
relational patterns. Indeed, Allan and Jensen note that text-
ual interpretation is at the core of a hermeneutical frame-
work given that “the purpose of a hermeneutical description 
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and explanation is to achieve understanding through inter-
pretation of the phenomena under study.”21 As part of the 
constructivist inquiry paradigm, hermeneutics is useful in 
that it presumes that individuals bring a body of prior know-
ledge to new situations. Assessing the participants’ prior 
understanding of racism was crucial, as this would not only 
help frame their experiences, but also contribute to a better 
understanding of their reality living within a predominantly 
white city. It is important to note that given the small sample 
size, the research cannot be generalized to the entire refugee 
youth population in the province or even St. John’s; rather, 
the intent is to allow for a better understanding of how this 
particular group of refugee youth conceptualize, construct, 
and cope with racism while living in a relatively homogen-
eous white city.

“Old” versus “New” Racism
Th e contemporary scholarly consensus suggests that the 
concept of race is a modern phenomenon.22 Ian Law, how-
ever, suggests that racism has existed in numerous forms 
across the globe since antiquity. For example, commenting 
on Middle Eastern racism, he notes, “Ancient Hebrews 
thought interbreeding between natural kinds abhorrent … 
[and the] biblical story of God cursing black Africans with 
eternal slavery … has been used as the single greatest justi-
fi cation for slavery for millennia.”23 Law further argues that 
Christian European racism has its origins in the expul-
sion of the Jews and Moors from Spain and that racism has 
existed in China and Japan as far back as feudal times. In 
eff ect, Law’s assessment challenges the notion that “old” 
racism has its origins in European colonialism.24

Th e idea of “old” racism (as juxtaposed against the idea 
of “new” racism) can be best described as “a belief that race 
is the primary determinant of traits and capacities and that 
racial diff erence produce an inherent superiority of a par-
ticular race.”25 While racism can exist at multiple levels 
including institutional, environmental, cultural, and inter-
personal, identifying individual racism may be problematic 
given that its identifi cation is invariably based on one’s per-
ception of a situation and/or interaction. Whether institu-
tional or individual, Ying Yee argues that while racism is a 
social construct, it does carry meaning within contempor-
ary society, thereby infl uencing the ways in which individ-
uals interpret and defi ne the term. Hence, the defi nition of 

“old” racism is oft en based on skin colour, culture, national-
ity, or religion.26

Th is research, however, proposes that the key to assess-
ing racism in contemporary Newfoundland and Labrador 
society is to apply Teun van Dijk’s “new (or subtle)” racism. 
Van Dijk’s theory can help to explain the potency of such 
concepts as fi tting in, passing, and blaming the victim. 

Indeed, the concept of “new” racism is best conceptual-
ized as the idea that “traditional forms of racism, based on 
explicit beliefs in white superiority, have been giving way to 
new forms of racism, which are more subtle than traditional 
forms, and which in many cases (though by no means all) 
rely on discourse rather than violence and segregation….”27 
Whereas traditional racists exhibit a direct and overt pat-
tern of discrimination, the “new’ racists” actions may 
appear variable and inconsistent. As Dovidio and Gaertner 
point out, “Sometimes [‘new’ racists’] do not discriminate, 
refl ecting their egalitarian beliefs; other times, they do dis-
criminate, manifesting their negative feelings.”28

By exploring the concept of “new” racism, van Dijk 
argues that latent racist messages can exist everywhere, 
yet in some popular manifest perspectives, exist nowhere. 
For van Dijk, racist messages “are expressed, enacted and, 
confi rmed by text and talk, such as everyday conversations, 
board meetings, job interviews, policies, laws, parliament-
ary debates … movies, TV programs and news reports in 
the press, among hundreds of other genres.”29 Th us the 
idea of a “new” racism can potentially provide important 
insights regarding the existence and infl uence of latent or 
subtle racism on adolescent refugees living in a small white 
urban centre.

Indeed, such contemporary racism is, as Barker argues, 
masked in racially neutral language and rearticulated to 
make it more acceptable in public discourse.30 Th is “new” 
racism is most potent because it refl ects a subtle, continued 
form of prejudice—even though an individual may not rec-
ognize that her/his actions are causing anguish. Indeed, as 
Phil Fontaine notes, “particularly in politics, racism and 
prejudice are always founded on seemingly rational, stra-
tegic arguments, designed to appeal to ‘common sense’ and 
so-called logical thinking.”31 His assessment implies that 
the prejudices, upon which such racist arguments are based, 
seem acceptable.

Philomena Essed also argues that the micro forms of 
racism have their origin in the macro forms; in other words, 
it is the inherent structural inequalities and historical pro-
cesses that have led to the micro forms of racism. Such 
everyday racism is especially hurtful because it represents 
something that may not be consciously experienced by its 
perpetrators; it can occur without thought and be dismissed 
when attention is brought to it. It integrates itself into every-
day practices and over time becomes part of the expected, 
the unquestionable, and the habitual. It represents “the 
empty seat next to a person of colour which is the last to 
be occupied in a crowded bus, the slight movement away 
from a person of colour in an elevator, [and] the over atten-
tion to the Black customer in the shop….”32 Indeed, every-
day racism is quite similar to the concept of “interpersonal 
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context” as described by Shelly Harrell, who argues that 
“at the interpersonal level, racism is manifested through 
both direct and vicarious experiences of prejudice and dis-
crimination. Th is involves interactions with other people, 
as well as observation of their actions, nonverbal behaviour, 
and verbal statements.”33 While everyday racism (or inter-
personal context) may be subtle, invisible, and ethereal to 
those who perpretrate it, for those who experience it, every-
day racism is obvious, visible, and substantial.

It is important to recognize that everyday racism can-
not simply be reduced to a singular event. It is a systemic 
process that works through multiple interactions, situations, 
and experiences. Indeed, many of the young interviewees 
identifi ed multiple everyday racist experiences that, to the 
outside observer, might appear innocuous but to the young 
refugee, they can have a lasting and signifi cant eff ect. As 
Henry et al. note, “Th ese [everyday racist] incidents are 
diffi  cult to quantify because they are only revealed in the 
thoughts, feelings and articulations of victims….”34

“Maybe I Do Something Wrong”: Young Refugees’ 
Conceptualization of Racism
Given that hermeneutics presumes that individuals bring a 
body of prior knowledge to new situations, it was import-
ant to understand how adolescent refugees conceptualized 
racism. Indeed, Essed argues that the meaning attached to 
specifi c racist events can only have signifi cance within a 
framework of one’s general understanding of racism.35 For 
those youth from Colombia, their racist experiences in St. 
John’s refl ected a well-known negative Colombian stereo-
type. For example, the Colombian youth noted that their 
peers oft entimes made disparaging comments about their 
country and its connection to the drug trade. As one female 
student noted:

…well Colombia is known for its drug thing, the drug trade and 
all that because people assume that if you come from a place you 
necessarily, you know, do things that some other people have 
done so sometimes people ask me about drugs and they make 
constant comments about you know about being related to drugs 
and cocaine and marijuana or stuff  like that … they’ll ask me if I 
have some or if I grow it at home or if I smoke it.

Th is statement is perhaps an excellent example of a “lesser” 
form of racism (assuming that there are even “degrees” of 
racism). For the individual making the comment, it may 
be viewed as harmless (or merely a source of curiosity) but 
for this young refugee, it speaks directly to her identity. In 
fact, the Colombian youth interviewed in this research were 
highly cognizant of the “Colombian stereotype,” and felt 

that comments such as the one above continued to perpe-
trate an overall negative image of Colombian refugees.

Similarly, the three African youth interviewed for this 
research conceptualized racism in terms of their skin colour. 
Moreover, one Liberian youth indicated that there were “lev-
els” of racism in the province, and he perceived blacks to be 
at the base of that racial hierarchy. He states that racism is:

…physically by color [be]cause, um, especially black and white, 
because if you are white and you’re from Mexico they [white 
people] won’t treat you diff erently because you’re white, but if 
you’re black [laughs] and you’re from, and you [don’t] look like 
white people, they treat you diff erently because of your color….

Th is statement suggests that the interviewee perceives 
individuals from South America as on a par with other white 
youth. Obviously, as the interviews indicate, Colombian 
students do not share this view.

Another interesting problem with conceptualizing 
racism stemmed from the fact that two respondents had 
diffi  culty understanding the term. While both of these 
individuals had little trouble recognizing the fact that they 
were viewed as diff erent in St. John’s, having arrived from a 
country where they were the majority, racism, as a concept, 
was foreign to them. Such a view is supported by Essed, who 
notes that “it may be assumed that, without general know-
ledge of racism, individuals cannot comprehend the meaning 
of racism in their lives.”36

While they were unable to conceptualize racism, the nega-
tive eff ect it has had on them was nonetheless compelling:

Interviewer: When I ask about the word racism, what image 
comes to mind or what ... how would defi ne racism or how do you 
see racism?

Interviewee: Racism? Umm … I don’t know what it means.

Interviewer: How would you describe when someone treats you 
diff erently?

Interviewee: Mistreating me? (Yeah) okay, it’s like treating me 
badly (uh-huh) yeah (long pause) umm maybe someone does not 
like me (okay) umm maybe sometime I may do something wrong 
and the person does not understand and maybe… I don’t know…

Th is exchange speaks volumes regarding the problems 
that newcomers, especially refugees, face when coming to 
Canada. Two of the three African refugee youth who were 
interviewed were at a loss to explain why some individuals 
reacted this way when,
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… as for you, you said racism right [nervous laugh] … I don’t know 
the meaning of the word too good … so if anybody tells such 
a thing that it would not feel good … what action I would take 
against the person if somebody … somebody to tell me I didn’t do 
anything to them.

Obviously, they recognize the emotional distress that 
racism can cause, despite their inability to “name” it.

Finally, while one Eastern European interviewee 
described a racist experience that was not directed toward 
him (rather toward a Chinese student in his class), he was 
nonetheless cognizant of the harm it can cause. 37 He states,

you don’t expect people to think [about people like that] and when 
people think something like that about someone who’s diff erent, 
I’m diff erent from the others, I look like Chinese too, and you just 

… I feel like something like that might happen [to] me, and there’s 
going to be bad things said about me for nothing.

For his sister, however, her experience with racism was 
refl ected through her nationality, which she recognized as 
making her diff erent. She went on to describe her experi-
ence as one in which her female peers would give her 
demeaning glares—a prime example of the overt nature of 
everyday racism.

Sadly, some students in the sample perceived their racist 
experience as a result of their own actions. As the female 
Liberian youth noted, “I used to say umm ‘I think most 
people doesn’t like Blacks’ and he’d [her brother] just say 
‘maybe no they don’t want to talk to you because you just 
came here’ and I was like ‘yeah, maybe’.” Such experiences 
may be rooted in the discourse of blaming the victim. As 
Frances Henry and her colleagues note, “In this form of 
dominant discourse, it is assumed that certain communities 
(such as African Canadians) lack the motivation, education, 
or skills to participate fully in the workplace, educational 
system, or other arenas of Canadian society.”38

“I Don’t Like Blacks”: Young Refugees’ Experience 
with Racism
While it was a relief to fi nd that none of the interviewees 
had experienced any violent racist incidents (in contrast to 
the study by Baker, Varma-Joshi, and Tanaka), there was, 
however, concern over the number of incidents in which 
racial slurs were used. During the interviews, seven youth 
described an incident where they were subjected to a racial 
slur. In one incident, a female youth described how another 
student would not help her fi nd a classroom because she was 
black:

I want[ed] to go to the ESL to see [name removed] but I thought 
she didn’t say anything and I just put my hand on her shoulder, 
she was like ‘Leave me alone’ and I said ‘Why? Can you please 
direct me somewhere?’ and she said ‘I don’t want to direct you.’ I 
said ‘Why?’ she said ‘I don’t know you’ I said ‘I want you to be my 
friend. You can direct me because I don’t know anyone here.’ She 
said ‘I don’t like blacks.’ And I said ‘Because I’m black.’ She was 
like ‘Yeah.’

Another youth reported that she remembered being 
called a “P—i” and an “Oreo Cookie” in elementary school.39 
Clearly, such examples go beyond the covert form of racism 
to a point where the individual wanted to ensure the vic-
tim knew that they were the “outsider.” Th ese racial slurs 
were not limited to youth of colour as four other students 
reported being persecuted due to their religious practices. 
As noted earlier, one youth noted that he was picked on for 
not being Jewish (while living in Israel) while a Muslim 
youth in the sample noted that she had been called a ter-
rorist numerous times because she wears a hijab. As Picca 
and Feagin suggest, there are some whites who “engage in 
racialized performances to show people of color that they 
are trespassers into white space.”40

Th e remainder of the sample described being subjected 
to anti-immigrant sentiments, stereotypes, and discrimina-
tion. Th e anti-immigrant comments ranged from such state-
ments as “immigrant go home” and “you’re not wanted here” 
to “go back to your country” and “stop killing my language.” 
Th ese stereotypes were refl ected mostly in the comments 
made by the Colombian interviewees who noted that they 
had been subjected to numerous references about the drug 
trade in Colombia. In fact, when asked if there had been 
other racist incidents in his life, one youth responded, “Well 
[pause] mostly comments people make about my [pause] 
my country, and like my color, and stuff  like that, like they 
make a lot of comments about drugs and stuff  like that.”

Finally, one of the interviewees recounted being sub-
jected to discrimination while applying for a job in St. John’s. 
Despite her belief that she was qualifi ed, she felt that she 
was not hired due to her skin colour. She notes that she felt 

“like they [the business] are really racist in that place because 
they hadn’t picked me, but it’s not even in the context, that 
place is, like a public place.” In fact, the particular individ-
ual went on to note that, from this experience she would 
not feel comfortable applying again for a job in the province.

“You Just Try To Be Like Everyone Else”: Coping 
with Racism
Much research has been conducted on the social and 
mental eff ects of racism on visible minority adolescents.41 
For youth of all ethnicities, adolescence can be a diffi  cult 
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time; indeed, it becomes more acute when adolescent refu-
gees have to deal with the added pressures produced by 
their race or ethnicity. One of the more troubling results 
of racism is the sense of loneliness and isolation it can cre-
ate. As Rokach and Neto note, “Loneliness has been linked 
to such maladies as depression, suicide, hostility, alcohol-
ism, poor self-concept, and psychosomatic illnesses….”42 
Furthermore, Brennan has noted that “adolescence seems 
to be the time of life when loneliness fi rst emerges as an 
intense recognizable phenomenon.”43 while Feagin and his 
colleagues have suggested that racism, as experienced by 
visible minority youth, has resulted in a higher degree of 
isolation, alienation, segregation, and concomitant stress.44 
Brondolo and her colleagues indicate that racism can be 
a signifi cant source of stress and may have “deleterious 
eff ects even when the target does not consciously perceive 
the maltreatment or attribute it to racism.”45 Indeed, those 
aff ected by racism must not only cope with the substance of 
racism (e.g., interpersonal confl ict, blocked opportunities, 
and social exclusion) but also must manage its emotional 
consequences (e.g., painful feelings of anger, nervousness, 
sadness, and hopelessness).

In these interviews, the youth respondents expressed 
feelings of embarrassment, hurt, sadness, uneasiness, and 
shyness. Th ese feelings can also infl uence their development 
and lead to an increased sense of loneliness. One young 
refugee noted that aft er experiencing the initial racist inci-
dent, he remembered being sad and moody. He went on to 
note that racism “makes me feel not good about myself, like, 
I don’t know, makes you think, like, that you don’t deserve 
to be like everyone else and all that.” Surprisingly, only two 
interviewees indicated that their experience with racism 
made them angry—a natural response given the seriousness 
of the issue.46

Another refugee youth suggested that he had to “act white” 
in order to be accepted; indeed, this acceptance would come 
at the expense of his own identity. Indeed, the coping tasks 
posed by racism may create a need to manage the damage 
to one’s self-concept and social identity.47 He states, “You 
know like you don’t always like being the one who is out-
side who is like you know … it’s like you and everybody 
else … so you just like try to be like everyone else is….” Th is 
too has serious implications for Canada given the emphasis 
that is placed on promoting multiculturalism as an offi  cial 
policy. If young refugees feel that they need to “act white” in 
order to fi t in with Canadian society, then this directly chal-
lenges the very notion of Canada as a multicultural mosaic. 
Indeed, his sentiment mirrors the anecdotal evidence as 
reported by settlement counsellors at the Association for 
New Canadians in Newfoundland and Labrador. Th ey have 
observed that some African youth have adopted the African 

American identity—perhaps as a means to fi t into “trad-
itional” North American society and to adopt traditional 
behavioural norms associated with that identity.48

Two trends deal with the way in which these youth 
address the emotional pain created by these experiences. 
First, there appears to be a tendency for these young refu-
gees to dismiss their experience with racism by attempting 
to ignore the comments and incidents. Second, and per-
haps even more serious, refl ects the fact that their parents 
are also encouraging this behaviour. Th e majority of those 
interviewed indicated that their parents advised them to 
forget about their experience, and even suggested that it 
was not all that important. As one youth noted, “Th ey [his 
parents] said that we just had to get used to it because ahh … 
like racism really exists everywhere all around the world.” If 
these youth bottle up the associated feelings they have with 
racism, it may create greater emotional and social prob-
lems for them in the future. Interestingly, evidence suggests 
that specifi c coping mechanisms may be culturally based. 
Brondolo et al. reported that while black Americans would 

“try to do something and talk to others” in response to a 
racist incident, Asian immigrants in Canada would prefer 
to “regard it as a fact of life, avoid it or ignore it.”49

While some youth in this sample felt the need to ignore 
the pain of racism, others sought social supports from their 
family and friends. Social supports are defi ned as the pres-
ence or availability of network members who express con-
cern, love, and care for an individual and provide coping 
assistance.50 Seeking social support involves communicat-
ing with family and/or friends about the experience, and 
many of the youth interviewed indicated that they had the 
support of their friends in dealing with racism in St. John’s. 
While they recounted there were times when they felt they 
were an outsider, the fact remains that they do have some 
degree of peer support. Several students indicated that their 
friends came to their defense during the racist incident and 
provided support following it. Th is is especially important 
to young refugees since it may give them cause to believe 
that not all of their white peers espouse racist attitudes or 
beliefs, and that their adopted country will support and 
protect them.

Discussion and Conclusion
Th is paper sought to answer three key questions: “How do 
self-described adolescent victims of racism conceptualize 
the term?”, “What is the nature of racism as experienced by 
self-described adolescent victims of racism in the St. John’s 
CMA?”, and “How do self-described adolescent victims of 
racism respond to perceived racist incidents?” It is evident 
that these refugee youth understand the nature of racism 
and are able to conceptualize it despite the fact the some 
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respondents appeared unable to comprehend the term. 
Moreover, the nature of their experiences seems to fall 
directly into the scope of “new” racism although one indi-
vidual’s experience could be considered to be institutional 
racism. Finally, the coping strategies of these youth varied 
ranging from accepting and/or ignoring it to seeking out 
social supports.

Indeed, the connection between the respondents’ vision 
of racism and their own experiences is especially powerful. 
Th ey recognized that racism was having a negative eff ect on 
their lives, and was creating an environment where they did 
not feel welcome. In fact, one of the observations made by 
the researcher was that the interviewees generally became 
quiet and withdrawn when describing their experiences. 
Th is can become problematic if these experiences begin to 
occur on a regular basis, especially for the younger respond-
ents (i.e., younger than sixteen), if they choose not to discuss 
their experiences, or if they choose not to seek out peer or 
family support.

Th e evidence also suggests that the described experiences 
have the potential to go beyond the spectre of everyday/“new” 
racism and may refl ect the possibility that a virulent overt 
racism is developing in the city. Indeed, a report prepared 
for the Association for New Canadians found that over 40 
percent of white youth in the St. John’s CMA felt that racism 
was a problem at their school.51 Such statistics are especially 
relevant as St. John’s seeks to move away from its traditional 
monocultural (i.e., English/Irish) demography to one that is 
more refl ective of the Canadian mosaic. While the majority 
of Canadians may believe that Canada is generally devoid 
of prejudice, discrimination, and racism, the evidence 
presented here, at least among a select group of St. John’s 
refugee youth, appears to contradict that assertion. Clearly, 
there is a discrepancy between the perceived and the actual 
degree to which racism is a problem within the city. Indeed, 
each respondent felt that racism created an environment 
where they did not feel welcomed or where they could not 
be viewed as equal to their white peers. Beyond the trad-
itional problems associated with language and culture, refu-
gee youth also have to deal with the issues that follow from 
experiencing racism.

Th e experiences of racism also diff ered among the vari-
ous ethnic groups. For Middle Eastern and Indian youth, 
their belief system and religious practices were most likely 
to be attacked by their peers and their conceptualization of 
racism refl ected this view. Moreover, the Eastern European 
and Colombian students seem less likely to experience 
racism on a level similar to African students, though the 
impact is perhaps just as devastating. Evidence from Warren 
et al. suggests that this could result from the fact that these 

individuals are more accepted due to the homogeneity of 
their culture and language in relation to their white peers.52

Racism, either real or perceived, can also aff ect young 
refugees by creating undue stress in their lives. Indeed, it is 
the accumulation of racism-based stress that can have the 
most devastating eff ect. As Harrell notes, “Th e stress—and 
potential damage—of racism lies not only in the specifi c 
incident but also in the resistance of others to believing 
and validating the reality or signifi cance of one’s personal 
experience.”53 Th e reliving or retelling of the experience to 
someone who is doubtful can create added stress beyond 
the original event. Moreover, persistent racism can signifi -
cantly impact the social and mental well-being and develop-
ment of youth by infl uencing their ability and willingness 
to trust, to form close relationships, and to be part of a 
social group.  It can also infl uence their overall academic 
performance.

Th e research demonstrates that racism has had an 
immediate, and in some cases, long-term eff ect. Many 
respondents indicated that they felt ashamed about being 
diff erent from their white peers and that the comments 
oft entimes resulted in a poor self-image. When asked about 
how the racist comments made them feel, one student 
responded that “sometimes it makes me feel bad because 
I’m not doing anything wrong. I’m just being here.” As an 
adolescent refugee to Canada, developing a poor self-image 
at such a critical stage in the integration process may have 
serious implications for his later emotional and cogitative 
development.

Another consistent observation emanating from the 
interviews was the respondents’ belief that education can 
help to eliminate racism and that community groups have 
an important role to play. Th e respondents spoke about the 
types of events in their schools as well as the education sem-
inars that take place. Indeed, March 21, the International 
Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, was cited 
by many of the youth as an important part of the school year 
for them. Furthermore, settlement agencies, such as the 
Association for New Canadians, have done a tremendous 
job in developing programs to educate youth on such key 
topics as racism, multiculturalism, and cultural diversity. 
Yet, despite all the programs, events, and training designed 
to promote diversity, racism still looms large.

Th e interviews clearly demonstrate that adolescent refu-
gees are experiencing increased instances of racism in 
St. John’s, and perhaps more seriously, this racism is peer 
driven. Indeed, the eff ect that racism can have on the men-
tal health of these refugee youth is immense and can ser-
iously impact their integration into Canadian society. It is 
also perhaps likely that the limited racial diversity found 
in Newfoundland and Labrador may diminish the critical 
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impact of the interviewee’s experiences. As such, given the 
lack of a familiar ethnocultural community, this may result 
in an increased mental strain on young visible minorities, 
especially given the tendency for the youth in this sample 
to cope with the racialized name calling by accepting and/
or ignoring it.

While it was anticipated that racism would exist in the 
city, it was disconcerting to realize its overall eff ect on young 
refugees. Both this study and the one conducted by Baker, 
Varma-Joshi, and Tanaka suggest that racism does have 
immediate and long-term mental and social consequences 
for adolescents.54 It is hoped that this research will not only 
help to increase the knowledge of the eff ects of racism in 
a predominantly white city but also provide the necessary 
impetus for teachers and administrators to act to address it 
sooner rather than later.
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