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To Understand is Not to Condone 
People’s expressions reflect their experience, not yours 

By JT (Jerry) Fest 
 

“That’s the reason they’re called lessons,” the Gryphon remarked: “because they lessen from day to day.” 
~ Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland 

 
 
There are so many challenges in working with street-dependent youth that it’s sometimes difficult to even know where 
to begin. But one of the reasons why they may be seen as a “difficult” population to work with is because the difficulty is 
often due not to their behavior, but to a lack of understanding of their behavior. This is particularly true when we 
encounter behaviors that we personally find distasteful, immoral, or simply “wrong.” 
 
To make an exhaustive list of the types of behaviors that fall into these categories would be impossible, not only because 
they include so many things that the vast majority of us would agree upon, but also because each of us brings our own 
personal beliefs and morality to our work. Behaviors that one may not be bothered by may be totally offensive to others, 
but the point is that in working with this population you will run into beliefs and behaviors that leave you shaking your 
head and wondering what’s wrong with that kid, and even more to the point, leave you wondering how you should respond. 
 
The thing is; you can’t know how to respond -- particularly when doing cross-cultural work as you are when working 
with youth on the streets -- until you understand. Seeing a person’s behavior and listening to their expression of their 
beliefs is not the same as understanding; it is simply observing … and if we respond at that point we run the risk of an 
unhelpful response in an attempt to not condone that with which we disagree. To respond based on our observations is 
to respond to what we would mean by those behaviors and beliefs. To respond in a way that is helpful requires us to 
understand what they mean by those behaviors and beliefs. 
 
To give an example, I was recently asked about the following concern of some outreach workers who were encountering 
a behavior fairly common in the culture. It concerned how many youth on the street tend to think of and portray their 
partners as “theirs,” sometimes getting into rather dramatic and possessive fights over them. It was stated that they 
attempt to counter with messages about not owning people; that s/he is her or his own person and gets to make his or 
her own decisions; that the youth is not responsible for the other person, etc. The question was referenced to my 
chapter in Street Culture1 regarding property and ownership, and how this behavior may relate. 
 
The short answer is that it relates very well if you consider the basics of property and ownership concepts on the streets. 
The main points of that concept are that street-dependent youth often don’t feel ownership over their own lives and 
bodies, making it difficult to respect other’s ownership of property. Additionally, this lack of ability to feel ownership of 
self results in compensating behaviors where they demonstrate an excessive sense of ownership over certain objects that 
they possess, with the simple act of possessing a thing being equal to owning it. This carries over even to their 
relationships … with the understanding that street relationships are not like non-street relationships. We are dealing with 
people who are in survival mode operating from the bottom of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Relationships are not about 
what you give to them; they are about what you get from them. In this sense, relationships on the street become just 
another object of possession, and youth will react to perceived attempts to “take” or affect those relationships in the 
same manner that they would react to attempts to “take” or affect any other property that they deem as “theirs.” 
 
But here’s where it gets tricky, because this is not the same as objectifying the other person, because it isn’t about the 
other person. It is a survival behavior based on a response to the young person’s circumstance and experience, shaped 
by a reflection of the dominant culture. Just as (as I describe in Street Culture) most expressions of prejudice on the 
street are really an expression of a crisis of self-esteem requiring you to address how the young person feels about 
themselves, rather than shaming them about how they are expressing their feelings about others, the same can be said 
about their apparent attitudes about objectifying their partners. Admonishing them to respect others is going to have 

                                                 
1 Street Culture 2.0: An Epistemology of Street-dependent Youth is available in paperback at http://www.in4y.com/products.html or on Kindle at 

Amazon.com. 
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little impact until you help them to learn how to respect themselves -- and such admonishment can be existentially 
threatening as you are challenging their fragile sense of control before you have helped them find their self-control. It 
also ignores the fact that the streets represent an exaggerated reflection of the dominant culture. Like all kids, street kids 
are trying to learn how to live by mimicking their role models … and the role models that most of these youth have 
experienced have been those that represent the worst of our culture. To approach them as though they are doing 
something “wrong” is simply a shaming approach that will not work well, and, in a sense, they are not doing it “wrong” -
- they are correctly mimicking what they have learned. In response to this behavior, as with most distasteful street 
behaviors, a more effective approach is to introduce them to different options that may work better for them. Offering 
choice will always get you further than offering criticism. 
 
The way to overcome your own negative reactions to street behaviors and be able to professionally respond in a way that 
is helpful is to forget about taking a stand, and instead focus on simply trying to understand. This is not about what 
something means from your perspective, but rather about what it means from the youth’s perspective. The surface 
behavior, such as the example given above, may make it appear that the youth is objectifying their partner, but the reality 
may be that they are expressing a need for safety and control in their life, and have no experience with what a true 
relationship really is. An approach that is appropriate with the former appearance may not be at all helpful with the latter 
reality. If you focus on teaching additional skills and behaviors rather than eliminating old skills and behaviors, the old skills 
will give way to the new skills as the young person learns that the new skills work to better meet their needs. To 
paraphrase the Gryphon, focus on new lessons, and old behaviors will lessen day to day. 
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