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Dorothy Canfield Fisher’s Understood Betsy 

and Murray Bowen’s “Child Projection Process”
By Erik Thompson
INTRODUCTION:  FISHER, BOWEN, AND THE UNDERSTOOD GENERATION

Dorothy Canfield Fisher’s classic children’s novel Understood Betsy was published in 1917, when Murray Bowen was a four-year-old boy.  Dorothy Canfield Fisher was named by Eleanor Roosevelt as one of the ten most influential women in the United States.  She lived most of her adult life in Vermont.  She was a pioneer in children’s literature who wrote more than fifty books.  She was active in educational reform and was the first woman on a state board of education.  Murray Bowen was a psychiatrist who founded a scientific theory, Bowen Family Systems Theory. Bowen said that he did not “invent” Differentiation of Self, the cornerstone concept of his theory about the family.  Rather he “discovered” it. 

If Bowen’s ideas are a description of the natural world of the family then the dynamics he described ought to have been pictured in imaginative literature. As a researcher in Bowen Theory, I have looked for examples in fiction.  Triangles are a case in point.  Literature abounds with vibrant illustrations of triangles in action.  It took the scientist Murray Bowen to make triangles part of a theory.  Though Understood Betsy was written to portray Montessori’s educational ideas, it is the best artistic expression of Bowen Theory that I have found. It is a graceful portrait of Bowen’s “Family Projection Process”.  In Understood Betsy, we are shown a child in two contrasting settings.  One that illustrates what Bowen called “child focus”, and one that illustrates what he called a “well-differentiated family unit.”  A differentiated family is relatively free of anxious child focus.
When preparing this paper, I mentioned Fisher’s book to a number of colleagues. The book has been read to children for generations. Many remembered the book’s title to be “Misunderstood Betsy.”  The mistake was so common that it got me thinking.  Does it reveal more than our limited memories?  I am a member of a “misunderstood” generation.  My generation, perhaps more fully than any before, conceives of its problem as being misunderstood: by our parents, our parent’s religion, our government, etc.  Psychotherapy is a favored balm for this deficit.  In psychotherapy, we hope we will be “understood”, and some final centering will occur. Despite psychotherapy’s popularity in the developed world over the past 30 years, we seem to be getting worse at living with one another.  Signs of increased social anxiety are everywhere.  The eminent sociologist Francis Fukuyama has labeled our age “The Great Disruption.”  Like Betsy, many of us find ourselves beset by a persistent need to be understood.  This need seems to grow hungrier for being fed.  If this is our condition, then Dorothy Canfield Fisher and Murray Bowen offer us a hand.  In very different ways they both ask a Zen question:  Could our problem be that we are the “understood” generation?

BOWEN 101:  WHAT IS CHILD FOCUS?

 “Elizabeth Ann was very small and thin and little.  And yet they all had plenty to eat.  I wonder what was the matter…?”     

The first chapter of Understood Betsy is a graceful portrait of what Bowen Theory calls “child focus.” In Daniel V. Papero’s book, Bowen Family Systems Theory, he explains the underpinnings of child focus in Bowen’s third concept, Nuclear Family Emotional Process.  Papero states that each parent comes to a marriage “with a specific level of autonomous self.” “In the closeness of an intense relationship” these two emotional selves “blend into a common self, a we-ness.”  This “we-ness” refers to Bowen’s central concept “Differentiation of Self.” “We-ness” is undifferentiation in a relationship or person.  This we-ness is a multi-generational process.  Papero says that the partners will manage the intensity of the we-ness “using mechanisms similar to those used in relationships to the parents.” He continues, “The outcome of these efforts to survive the intensity of the relationship are a set of four mechanisms or patterns that operate in the nuclear family (parents and children.)” (51)

These are Bowen’s four basic mechanisms for managing anxiety in a family: 

1. Emotional Distance

2.  Marital Conflict

3.  Transmission of the Problem to a Child

4.  Dysfunction in a Spouse.

The third mechanism “Transmission of the Problem to a Child” was given the status of a separate concept, “Family Projection Process”.  This is “child focus” and it is our subject here.  Papero describes it:

“The mother’s emotional response to the child affects her ability to mother competently.  The involvement may appear as a positive, loving involvement, or as nagging worry…. In the worrisome version a mother focuses on a real or supposed problem in the child.  The presumed problem can be physical or psychological.  She appears both to want the child to be independent yet afraid to let him or her beyond the range of her guidance and control.  The child also behaves as if it cannot function without such guidance.  He or she may be fearful of new situations or overly bold.”  Papero, 55

Papero has also described the first chapter of “Understood Betsy.”  

PORTRAIT ONE:  
CHILD FOCUS:  AUNT FRANCES

WHERE DO CHILD SYMPTOMS START?  

In Fisher’s first chapter “Aunt Harriet Has a Cough” we are shown a problem being transmitted to a child via worry.  The chapter begins by sketching a family.  A nine-year-old orphan, Elizabeth Ann (later called Betsy), is being cared for by her Great-Aunt Harriet, whose adult daughter the child calls “Aunt” Frances.  A diagram of this extended family (See Figure 1) would begin with the child Elizabeth Ann at the trunk.  From this trunk would rise two main branches, one for each parent.  Both parents die the year the child is born. Following the two branches up, each parent has an Aunt, and a female first cousin. These two first cousins, “Aunt” Frances, and Ann Putney, are contrasted in the story.  Elizabeth Ann’s father is “Aunt” Frances’ first cousin.  The child’s mother is the first cousin of Ann Putney who is described in later chapters.  

How the child came to live with Frances and Harriet is described this way: 

“…when Elizabeth Ann’s father and mother died when she was a baby, although there were many other Aunt’s and Uncle’s in the family, these two women fairly rushed upon the little baby orphan, taking her home and surrounding her henceforth with the most loving devotion.” (4)  

The word “rushed” suggests some anxiety, but to the Aunts this anxiety is a protective force.

“They said to themselves that it was their manifest duty to save the dear little thing from the other relatives, … who had no idea about how to bring up a sensitive, impressionable child, and they were sure, from the way Elizabeth Ann looked at six months, that she was going to be a sensitive, impressionable child” (5) 

Throughout this paper I will refer to the Aunts as the child’s parents because it makes our discussion simpler. Fisher shows that the Aunts’ view of the child was formed early, and decisively.  She suggests that they were excessively “sure.” Papero’s description of the projection process fits: “In simplistic terms, anxiety in the parent is expressed in sensitivity and reactivity to a child.” (55)  The central, bold, idea of both Bowen’s concept of “Child Focus”, and Chapter One of Understood Betsy is that the anxious focus of the well-meaning parent precedes the anxious behavior in the child. A protective wall can become a constraint. As Fisher’s book unfolds it become clear that the child did not need saving.  Quoting Papero above, the child’s sensitivity was a “supposed problem”, not a real one. The Aunts’ “sensitivity” has been projected onto the child.  

Early in the book Elizabeth Ann does act like an over-sensitive child.   She is described as “small for her age, with a rather pale face and big dark eyes which had in them a frightened, wistful expression…” (7) Papero says “The child plays a role in the process.  He or she behaves in a manner that will justify the mother’s concern.”  He explains how child focus shapes the behavior of a child:  “…this process is driven by anxiety in the parent at least initially.  The child in this position develops a heightened sensitivity to emotional forces in the family and particularly to anxiety in the mother.” (56)  Naturally, the heightened sensitivity impacts the child’s behavior.  This is the exact opposite of Aunt Frances’ conception of the situation. She believes that her worry is a response to the child. Fisher clearly shows us that Elizabeth Ann’s fearful, hesitant manner is not rooted in her “nature” but in what Bowen Theory calls a relationship process.  The effort to ease the child’s fear is the thing that leaves her fearful.  

CHILD FOCUS IS NEITHER BAD NOR GOOD

When viewing things as they are, it is easy to get judgmental.  The judgment has two central characteristics:

1. The presumption that it would be easy for people to act differently than they do.

2. The myopic blaming of one or two individuals, when in fact the process is the result of many generations.

Bowen and Fisher seem to agree that judgment is another kind of anxious thought. Bowen and Fisher counteract judgment in various ways.  Fisher states right away that the reason the Aunts act as they do “…was certainly not because they were not good, for no womenkind in all the world had kinder hearts than they.” (4)  Later she adds that Aunt Frances “…loved the little girl with all her heart, and longed, above everything in the world, to protect her from all harm and to keep her happy and strong as well.  Yet Elizabeth Ann was neither strong nor well.” (7)  Fisher is clear that the problem is not due to a lack of effort.  Similarly, Bowen Theory is stridently non-judgmental. Papero comments that child-focus is not abnormal, in that “All children become involved to a degree in the emotional process of the parents.” (54) He goes on to state that  “Neither parent or child is at fault in this process.  Neither father or mother wants this sort of emotional involvement with the child.  The parents may have some awareness of the intensity of the relationships but find themselves unable to be different.” (59)  Regarding the myopic blaming mentioned above, Papero states: 

“To isolate the phenomenon in a particular generation of parent and child is somewhat misleading.  That framework too easily allows the assignment of blame to the parent and the status of victim to the child.  Such a viewpoint misses completely the long-range sweep of the phenomenon across the generations of a family.  It also seriously misgauges the automatic, even physiological proportions of the relationship between parent and child, and parent to parent.” (55)

WHAT WORRIED CHILD FOCUS LOOKS LIKE

Fisher’s portrait of this parent/child process is challenging. Child Focus looks like sympathy and understanding.  

 “Aunt Frances believed in sympathizing with a child’ life, so she always asked about every little thing, and remembered to inquire about the continuation of every episode, and sympathized with all her heart over the failure in mental arithmetic” (11)  

Fisher also describes worried focus this way:  “…Aunt Frances stopped reading novels and magazines, and re-read one book after another which told her how to bring up children…And Elizabeth Ann got the benefit of it all.” (6)  The question Fisher is exploring is this: What’s better for a child, a parent primarily engaged in his or her own life, or a parent engaged primarily in their child’s?  The question was answered by an expert in Bowen Theory in this way:  “My children did better when I was writing my book.”  In the following quote, Fisher shows what’s behind this vigorous parenting: 

“Aunt Frances always said that she and the little girl were “simply inseparable.”  She shared in all of Elizabeth Ann’s doings.  In her thoughts, too.  She felt she ought to share all the little girl’s thoughts, because she was determined that she would thoroughly understand Elizabeth Ann down to the bottom of her little mind.”  (7)  

Aunt Frances is a diligent parent. We all know kind parents who think and act this way.  She is certainly not neglectful.  Fisher is hinting that neglect is not the only kind of challenge a child can face.  Aunt Frances’ sympathy is shown to be an expression of what Bowen would call her “fusion” with the child, they are “simply inseparable.” Her “understanding” is laced with worry.  

Aunt Frances would have been interested in ideas such as “lack of bonding” and the “abandonment issues” it can foster. While these phrases are compelling, they do not address the confining side of attachment well.  They have contributed to a pressured over-emphasis on bonding in parenting.  This emphasis, Fisher suggests, can constrain a child.  Bowen Theory is quite precise on this matter.  “Simply Inseparable” is an eloquent expression of what Papero called “We-ness” or undifferentiation.  We-ness is not bad.  It keeps the species going.  It is also the fuel that worried focus runs on.  Jane Goodall’s research has much to teach in this respect.  She reports on the relationship between a fine chimpanzee mother, Flo, and her son Flint (Goodall, 1979).  Flint was Flo’s last child, born when she was getting old.  Papero summarized the story this way:  

“Although Flo appeared to be an excellent mother and had produced older children who became dominant animals in the chimpanzee community, her relationship to Flint was different.  They were unable to accomplish weaning, with Flint clinging to his mother well past the usual age when young males join their adolescent peers.  When Flo died in Flint’s eighth year, Flint survived her by three and a half weeks.”    Papero, 59

The Elizabeth Ann of Chapter One has much in common with Flint.

CHILD FOCUS: A MULTI-GENERATIONAL PROCESS

Murray Bowen believed, that the projection process is not a one-generation phenomenon.  As Papero puts it: “The intensity of the parent-child involvement is characteristic of past generations as well. Its appearance and intensity in one generation is the cumulative effect of what has happened in preceding generations.” (59)  Remarkably, Fisher makes a parallel point.  In explaining her vigorous attempt to understand Betsy, Fisher says:  “Aunt Frances (down in the bottom of her own mind) thought that her mother had never really understood her, and she meant to do better by Elizabeth Ann.” (7)  This sentence echo’s Murray Bowen’s comment that parents make their biggest mistakes by trying to correct the perceived wrongs in their own childhood.  We will see how Frances’ over-focus on understanding Betsy leaves the child prone to feeling misunderstood. 

CHILD FOCUS:  CHARACTERIZED BY TRIANGLES

Understood Betsy offers a glimpse at another concept in Bowen Theory which is triangles.  Triangles are the managing of tension between two people by emotionally involving a third.  The more “simply inseparable” a dyad is, the more prone it will be to triangles as a mechanism for managing its intensity.  The focus on a child like Betsy is essentially a triangle. The intensity in the adults (in this case Aunt Frances and Aunt Harriet, perhaps) is managed by focus on the child.  If the intensity cannot be contained in one triangle, interlocking triangles develop.  Fisher shows us an example when she says that Aunt Frances  “…triumphed over Elizabeth Ann’s beating the Schmidt girl in spelling, and was indignant over the teacher’s having pets.” (11)  Again here, what the parent perceives as “support” is actually an expression of her anxiety.  This action is common in modern psychotherapy, where the therapist often joins with the client against a third party, typically the family of origin.

CHILD FOCUS: ROOTED IN CUTOFF

Bowen’s concept of cutoff states that the unresolved emotional attachment between one generation and another can be solved by cutting off contact between them. Though this reduces tension in the short run, Bowen states that it leads to long term problems for future generations of the family.  The problems that cutoff solved are the precise challenges that the future generations will struggle with. According to Bowen Theory an “inseparable” parent/child dyad is intensified by cutoff from the previous generation. A cutoff is based in emotionality.  Bowen said “With all the myths and pretense and emotionally biased reports and opinions it is difficult to ever really know "self" or to know family members in the present or recent past.” (492)  Fisher shows us that the worried focus on Elizabeth Ann is concomitant with the Aunts’ cutoff from their extended family. 

 “Aunt Harriet did not like the Vermont Cousins.  She used to say “Anything but the Putney’s!….I shall never forget the way they treated some children visiting them!…Oh, no, I don’t mean they abused them or beat them…but such a lack of sympathy, such a starving of the child-heart…” (5)  

As Betsy’s story unfolds, Fisher shows us that this was an “emotionally biased report.” Like Betsy, we do not know what our primary caretakers cutoff from.  Fisher devises a way for her protagonist to discover this.  Betsy’s encounter with the Putneys illustrates the process Bowen described as  “bridging cutoff.”  Bridging cutoff involves moving beyond family myths by learning more about the actual family.  It involves making contact with previously cutoff family members, and so it involves “sailing into the wind” of one’s own anxiety.  The potential benefits are decreased chronic anxiety, and an increase in one’s basic sense of self.  Understood Betsy illustrates each of these components.  

HOW TO TREAT A CHILD FOCUS

As Chapter One ends, Elizabeth Ann does as Papero would have predicted.  She behaves in a manner that justifies the mother’s concern.” (56)  She has a dream of dying and being lain in a white coffin. The expression of anxiety in the child accelerates the worried projection of the parent. Aunt Frances decides that Elizabeth Ann must be sick.  She calls for a doctor.  Fortunately the doctor is not fused with the anxiety of the referring parent.  He is what Bowen might call “neutral.” The doctor surprises Aunt Frances by pronouncing the child “as sound as a nut.”  A health professional can become the agent of child focus.  How many times will special attention, or Prozac, be prescribed to such a child in the next decade?  According to Bowen Theory such prescriptions fertilize the plant they wish to root out.  The doctor has a prescription for the child: “What she needs is….” (14)  But after glancing around at the worried expressions of the caring Aunts, he thinks better of prescribing too directly.  And then something happens which “changed Elizabeth Ann’s life forever and ever.”  Her Aunt Harriet coughed.  The doctor prescribes an extended trip to a warm climate for Aunt Harriet, and says that Aunt Frances must go with her.  

Fisher’s device of having the doctor called to treat Elizabeth Ann, but ending up treating Aunt Harriet, is a graceful image of systems thinking.  The symptom in the child is shown to be indistinguishable from the relationship process.  The doctor’s actions recall Bowen’s words:  “The most profitable approach has been to avoid becoming entangled in the issues of the family projection process and to direct attention to parental anxiety that feeds the projection.”  (135)  He hopes to assist the caretakers to “tone down” their child focus and develop more emotional separation from the child.  The prescription of a trip away is a metaphor for this “emotional separation”.

Elizabeth Ann is shuffled off to the Lathrop cousins who are not in a position to take on the child.  Elizabeth Ann is described as feeling “awfully unwanted” there.  Feeling “unwanted” is common to people who have been the focus of a worried projection process.  What a remarkable irony.  Fisher has made her case that this child was overly wanted!  “Feeling abandoned” is a painful state.  But how one understands it is important.  Fisher suggests that “feeling abandoned” does not always come from being abandoned.  

Fortunately for Elizabeth Ann, the Putney cousins are waiting in the wings.

PORTRAIT TWO:  

FREE OF CHILD FOCUS:  THE PUTNEY COUSINS
BUMPING INTO DIFFERENTIATION:  “BETSY HOLDS THE REINS” (OF HER OWN THINKING)

Understood Betsy has turned a corner.  The contrast has begun.  We are now shown a more-differentiated family unit in operation, and its effect on a child.  In the first scene Betsy takes a train to the station where she meets her Uncle Henry. The first chapter was full of Frances’ thoughts about the child. Chapter two is called “Betsy Holds the Reins”. In it, and those to follow, we hear Betsy’s thoughts directly. This device leaves the reader with a sense of meeting the actual child for the first time.  We sense that Aunt Frances’ thoughts about Elizabeth Ann were imagined.  

A focused-on child instantly senses a new emotional climate.  Betsy is a picture of this:

“There was Elizabeth Ann alone with her much feared Great-uncle Henry.  He nodded to her, and drew out from the bottom of the wagon a warm, large cape, which he slipped over her shoulders. “The women folk were afraid you’d git cold drivin’”, he explained.  He then lifted her high to the seat, tossed her satchel into the wagon, climbed up himself, and clucked to his horses.  Elizabeth Ann had always before thought it an essential part of railway journeys to be much kissed at the end and asked a great many times how you had “stood the trip.”  25

A more differentiated family is more sparing in its focus.  It is not neglectful, however.  In the quote above the cape is significant.  The Putneys are attending to the reality needs of the child, not the imagined needs.  The child faces a significant challenge.  “…She looked up at Uncle Henry with wild eyes of nervous terror which always brought Aunt Frances to her in a rush to “hear all about it,” to sympathize, to reassure.” (26)  Her fearful face is shown to be what Bowen called a “relationship posture.”

How does a well-differentiated family unit respond to a spike in acute anxiety?  “Uncle Henry looked down at her soberly, his hard, weather beaten old face unmoved.”  (26)  The word “unmoved” suggests a word used by students of Bowen Theory to describe such a family which is “non-reactive.” Such a family responds to anxiety, rather than reacting to it.  Uncle Henry illustrates this in his response to Betsy:  

“Here, you drive, will you, for a piece?” he said briefly, putting the reins into her hands,  hooking his spectacle over his ears and drawing out a stubby pencil and a bit of paper.  “I’ve got some figgering to do.  You pull on the left-hand rein to make ‘em go left and t’other way for t’other way…” (26)

Rather than focusing his mind on the child’s anxiety, Henry is focused on self.  What are the results?  “Elizabeth Ann had been so near one of her wild screams of terror that now, in spite of her instant absorbed interest in the reins, she gave a queer little yelp.” (26) The child’s “screams” have softened to “yelps”.  She is regulating her emotions. The next sentence is interesting.  “She was all ready with the explanation, her conversations with Aunt Frances having made her fluent in explanations of her own emotions.”  (26) Fisher suggests that conventional psychology’s emphasis on “emotional literacy” may be the achievement of anxious focus vs. emotional maturity. Fisher shows the well-differentiated parents response:  “But Uncle Henry seemed not to have heard her little howl, or, if she had, didn’t think it worth conversation.” (26)  Henry is not blind to anxiety in the child, but he does not absorb it.  It does not rule him.  Met by neutrality, Elizabeth Ann becomes absorbed in driving the team.  She is challenged, but as she meets the challenge she draws “a long breath of relief and pride.” Uncle Henry doesn’t react to this either.

As the scene unfolds Fisher offers a lucid glimpse into a differentiating child’s mind. As Elizabeth Ann’s struggle to drive the team continues, she is beset by worries that she will forget which is her left hand and which her right.  Henry remains beside her, focused inward, on his “figgering. He is present, but not focused on helping.  The results are profound: 

“And then suddenly something inside Elizabeth Ann’s head stirred and moved.  It came to her, like a clap, that she needn’t know which was her right or left.  If she just pulled the way she wanted them to go- the horses would never know whether it was the right or left rein!   (28)  

What kind of revelation is this? Fisher tells us: 

“It is possible that what stirred inside her head at that moment was her brain, waking up.  She was nine years old, and she was in third-A grade at school, but that was the first time she had ever had a whole thought of her very own.  (28)  

Bowen’s scale of differentiation of self accounts for the variation in individuals by the degree of separation they achieve from the “togetherness” of the family emotional field.  The more fusion, the more chronic anxiety.  Differentiation is also the degree to which a child’s thinking becomes separate from emotion. Fisher’s words mirror Dr. Michael Kerr’s concise summary of differentiation: “the ability to think for oneself.” They stand in precise contrast to a previous description of the child’s thinking: “…whenever anything happened in school, the first thing she thought of was what Aunt Frances would think of it.” (12)   When she shares her discovery with her uncle, his response is another precise contrast to the “over-involved” responses of Aunt Frances.   “Well, now, that’s so,”  he admitted, and returned to his ‘rithmetic.”  (29)   

THE PROCESS OF DIFFERENTIATION:  BETSY AND COUSIN ANN

Elizabeth Ann comes to stay at the Putney farm, and has many adventures in her transformation towards “Betsy.”  The story illustrates what Bowen called defining a self.  The center of this is her relationship with her cousin Ann. On one of her first days she waits a long time in her room, expecting that someone will come upstairs and dress her.  When none comes she dresses herself, and does her hair in a way she has always wanted to do it.  “And still…although she had enjoyed doing her own hair, she was very much inclined to feel hurt because cousin Ann had not come to do it for her.  (45)  None likes to see a child hurting. But how one thinks about such suffering has an influence on the long-term functioning of a child.  How natural it would be for a conventional counselor to see her “hurt” as needing attention? Might it not be seen as an expression of the child having been through the “trauma” of this “harsh transition”? Verbal expression of such hurt might be seen as healing. To such a counselor another thought might come naturally: “the lack of bonding with the deceased mother has left a wound here.” Fisher would not agree with this conceptualization. Nor would a system’s thinker.  It might be seen as a professional version of anxious child focus. 

 
Cousin Ann’s lack of reactivity has a similar effect to Uncle Henry’s.  An early scene shows us that Cousin Ann has the opposite of a worried focus. Elizabeth Ann has come to like school, but one day the students are given an examination.  In her life with Aunt Frances examinations were dreaded.  Aunt Frances had explained to Elizabeth Ann that when she had to take exams as a child she became very symptomatic, experiencing dried mouth, ringing ears, “headache” (114), weak knees, and blank mind.  Elizabeth Ann had learned to tell Frances all about her symptoms during an exam and “ the two of them had sympathized with one another and compared symptoms and then wept about her resulting low marks.”  (114)

After the exam at her new school Elizabeth Ann comes home very upset.  She feels that the Putney cousins “must be told” about her miserable experience.  But when she begins to tell her, Cousin Ann doesn’t appear very interested.  The child says to Cousin Ann “And you know how perfectly awful examinations make you feel.” Cousin Ann’s response surprises her.  “Why no…They never made me feel awful.  I thought they were sort of fun.”  Ann goes on.  “Like taking a dare, don’t you know.  Somebody stumps you to jump off the hitching post and you do it just to show ‘em.”  

Betsy continues talking about the exam and finally Cousin Ann says, “Look here, Betsy, do you want to tell me all this?”  Betsy considers the question and concludes that she does not want to. Cousin Ann is not involved emotionally in Betsy’s performance at school. She leaves that to Betsy.  

CONTROLLING REACTIVITY:  THE CLIFF

In the next scene  Fisher shows us how this lack of emotional involvement strengthens the child.  Betsy goes off for a walk with her younger friend Molly and begins to fear that they are lost. Eventually, Molly falls off the edge of a small cliff and Betsy is left to decide how to handle the crisis.  Molly is terrified.  At first Betsy fuses with Molly’s emotion.  She “felt a wild impulse to burst out in a shriek for Aunt Frances, and to run crazily away, anywhere so long as she was running.” (125)  Aunt Frances represents thinking that is fused with emotion. But Betsy decides she “mustn’t get frightened.”  She “made a great effort to stop crying.”  Fisher says what students of differentiation know, controlling ones reactivity is a “great effort.” “She sat down on a stone and tried to think. And this is what came to her mind as a guide: “What would Cousin Ann do if she were here?  She wouldn’t cry. She would think of something.” (129) Fisher directly contrasts Aunt Frances with Cousin Ann here.  Ann represents thinking that is separate from emotion. This scene hearkens again to Kerr’s description of differentiation as the development of “one’s capacity to think for oneself.” Betsy solves the problem. Her relationship with Ann has helped Betsy develop this capacity.

ANOTHER TEST: THE FAIR


Papero once said that self-esteem does not develop from getting more love, but from solving difficult problems. In Understood Betsy Fisher makes the same point.  The scene in the wood lays a foundation for the next trial that Betsy encounters, which is being left on her own at the fair.  Through a series of mishaps, Betsy and little Molly end up stranded, with no way home but to take the train, and not enough money for the fair.  When Molly realizes this she is quite upset.  “Everybody’s gone and left us. We can’t walk.”  (175)  Betsy is thinking.  She tries to earn some money, but the women she solicits work from meet her first attempt with derision.  Betsy struggles to deal with her emotion, not wanting to show her fear lest Molly become terrified. Once again she calls upon her capacity to think in the face of strong emotion. Fisher shows what Bowen theorizes,  that this quality is developed via relationship processes.

“Now, now was the moment to remember what Cousin Ann would have done.  She would certainly not have shaken all over with hurt feelings nor have allowed the tears to come stinging to her eyes.  So Betsy sternly made herself stop doing these things.  And Cousin Ann wouldn’t have given way to the dreadful sinking feeling of discouragement, but would have gone right on to the next place.  So, although Betsy felt like nothing so much as crooking her elbow over her face and crying as hard as she could cry, she stiffened her back, took Molly’s hand again, and stepped out, heartsick within but very steady (although rather pale) without.”  180   

In an effort at differentiation of self, there is a time and place for the skill of “fake it ‘till you make it.” Betsy solves this difficult problem on her own. The Putneys’ response to this scare is interesting. Fisher shows us that the Putneys were much worried about her, and they don’t hide their pride in her resourcefulness.  A well-differentiated family unit is not devoid of worry and praise.  But these responses are generated more by reality and less by the emotionality of the adults.  

PSEUDO SELF OR BASIC SELF?:  UNDERSTOOD AUNT FRANCES

In the final chapter, intriguingly titled “Understood Aunt Frances” Fisher lays a fine finish on her beautifully carved work.  From the perspective of Bowen theory, a shift in imitation is a change in “Pseudo Self” vs. “Basic Self”.  This would not illustrate an increase in differentiation.  It would be like the change in color of a chameleon vs. the graying of an elder’s hair.  Fisher understood the difference, and she attends to it.  She shows us that Betsy change is substantial. Betsy has not merely switched from imitating Aunt Frances to imitating Cousin Ann.  Rather, Betsy has grown to become more of a self.  In this final chapter, Betsy receives a letter that Aunt Frances is coming to take her back the very next day.  She is upset.  Rather than run to Cousin Ann to ask what to do, she runs off to a quiet place to be alone. She finds there:

 “a certainty that, whatever else she did, she must not hurt Aunt Frances feelings- dear, gentle, sweet Aunt Frances, whose feelings were so easily hurt and who had given her so many years of such anxious care.” (201)

Betsy recognizes that the care she received was “anxious care”, yet she is full of gratitude for it.  She does not focus on the “anxious” part.  The contrast with Aunt Frances’ complaints about her own mother is striking.  Betsy has overcome the family tradition of feeling misunderstood.  Regarding Betsy’s search in solitude, Fisher now tells us that:

 “Something up there had told her…that now had come a time when she must do more than what Cousin Ann would do- when she must do what she herself knew was right.  And that was to protect Aunt Frances from hurt.” 201   

This is not imitation. The differentiated parent, or helper, isn’t interested in imitation. The scene recalls Bowen’s comment that the family always has a better solution than the best one the therapist can think of.  If a therapist can stay with the family but stay out of the problem, the family will calm down and find their own solution.  

Earlier I said that a worried child focus appears as sympathy and understanding.  What does differentiation look like?  Again Fisher answers; sympathy and understanding.  The Putneys are obviously upset to be losing Betsy.  As Betsy lay upon her bed in the dark that night she too is upset.  

“Something moved in the room.  Somebody leaned over her.  It was Cousin Ann, who didn’t make a sound, not one, but who took Betsy in her strong arms and held her close and closer, till Betsy could feel the quick pulse of the other’s heart beating all through her own body.”  (204)  

Ann’s response is a fine image of the differentiated parent.  She is anything but distant. Yet her voice does not intrude into the child's quietness.  “Then she was gone- as silently as she came.” (204) This kind of love leaves no stain of burden. What is the response of a child to such a differentiated presence?  Fisher answers: “…somehow that great embrace had taken away all the burning tightness from Betsy’s eyes and heart.” (204)

Fisher now shows us a graceful side of Aunt Frances, as she recognizes Betsy’s unspoken wish to stay with the Putneys. Fisher’s vision of family goes beyond a polarization of the Putneys as “good” and Frances as “bad”.  Polarizations are made of emotional fusion, though they wear the clothes of opposition.  A family contains various levels of differentiation. The family leader treats all parties with respect.  A leader is interested more in what parties contribute than in what they lack.  When Frances over-reacts to the playfulness of a barnyard calf,  “It came over Betsy that Aunt Frances was frightened, yes, really, and all at once her impatience disappeared, never to come back again.” (215)  Differentiation is free of impatience toward others in the family.  And so the differentiating family member has less need for distance or cutoff from them.  She is not compelled to alleviate others fears, but remains free to do so.  Betsy throws her arms around Frances in a “transport of affection.  She felt that she understood Aunt Frances as nobody else could, the dear, sweet, gentle, timid Aunt.”  (216)  

Fisher titled the book Understood Betsy,  and the books memorable beginning is recalled by this word, spoken by Betsy, in the final chapter.  Things have turned around.  We recall Fisher’s insight into the burden that too much understanding, born of what Betsy named “anxious caring”, can lie upon a child.  But she is not content to merely puncture false compassion.  Through Betsy, Fisher has now shown us another kind of understanding, born of what I will call “differentiated caring.”  It is commonly thought that the insecurities of adult life are based on having received insufficient understanding from one’s parents.  Fisher has made us wonder about that.  But she is not content to replace one simplistic notion with another, in its place.  She suggests that, while to be understood may be a balm or a burden, to understand is to be free.  
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