
Freedom is a 2010 novel by American
author Jonathan Franzen. 

Freedom received general acclaim from book
critics, and was ranked one of the best books

of 2010 by several publications, and has
been described as one of the 

"Great American Novels" of our time.

N Cassanetti-Cella 

FREEDOM: A NOVEL 
Lesson 1

INTERPRETATION OF FICTION 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_American_Novel


Jonathan Franzen is a
contemporary American

novelist and essayist 

His 2001 novel The Corrections, a sprawling,
satirical family drama, drew widespread
critical acclaim, earned Franzen a National
Book Award, was a Pulitzer Prize for Fiction
finalist,

In recent years, Franzen has become
recognized for his opinions on everything from
social networking services such as Twitter
("What happens to the people who want to
communicate in depth, individual to
individual, in the quiet and permanence of the
printed word?"; "the actual substance of our
daily lives is total electronic distraction") to the
impermanence of e-books ("All the real things,
the authentic things, the honest things, are
dying off.") and the self-destruction of America.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Corrections
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Book_Award
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pulitzer_Prize_for_Fiction
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Twitter
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jonathan_Franzen#cite_note-6
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The novel is non-linear
in structure and is

divided into sections 



Good 
Neighbors

The novel opens with a brief look at the

Berglund family during their time living in

St. Paul, Minnesota from the perspective of

their nosy neighbors.

The Berglunds are portrayed as a white,

liberal, middle-class family who are among

the first families to move into urban St. Paul

after years of white flight to the suburbs.

"Walter and Patty Berglund were the young

pioneers of Ramsey Hill - the first college

grads to buy a house on Barrier Street since

the old heart of St. Paul had fallen on hard

times three decades earlier" (Franzen 3)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_flight


Seemingly 
Important
Characters
We've Meet 
So Far...

Walter is a mild-mannered but principled lawyer with environmentalist
advocacies. 

Walter Berglund

Patty Berglund

Jessica & Joey (the Berglund kids)

Carol & Connie Monaghan 

Seth & Merrie Paulsen

Blake

Patty Berglund is a charming and youthful homemaker with a self-
deprecating sense of humor

Jessica, the oldest, and Joey (who exhibits a precocious independence and
talent for making money. Also becomes sexually involved with  Connie

Carol (the only non-gentrifier left on the block) was a single mother to her
daughter, Connie, who later becomes sexually involved with Joey. 

The neighborhood couple from which the reader gleans much of the
information about the Berglund's decline (most of which occur while they
are doing dishes)

a "goateed young backhoe operator" who Carol starts dating who has a "I'm
white and I vote" sticker on his pickup truck.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Environmentalist


"The news about Walter Berglund wasn't picked up locally--he and
Patty had moved away to Washington two years earlier and meant
nothing to St. Paul now--but the urban gentry of Ramsey Hill were
not so loyal to their city as not to read the New York Times.  According
to a long and very unflattering story in the Times, Walter had made
quite a mess of his professional life out there in the nation's capital"
(Franzen 3)

"Good Neighbors" is told mostly in 3rd person Point of View (with some moments that shift into 2nd), and
seems to chronicle the Berglund family's gradual decline that Franzen alludes to in the first two sentences of
the novel: we are made aware of in the first sentence 



These first two sentences are important because
they let us know where we are in time (this may be
confusing now but take note of this as the
importance will be clearer as we continue reading).

Although it's not totally clear where we are
when "Good Neighbors" begins, the chapter ends with
the Berglund's putting their house on the marker two
weeks after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, and moving to
Washington D.C. in February 2002 when Joey was
about to attend the University of Virginia.

Using some basic math we can start to deduce some of
the novel's time frame and settings.

SETTINGS SO FAR: 

SETTING
AND
CHRONOLOGY

St. Paul Minnesota - 1970s/80's thru 2002
Washington D.C. - 2002 tru 2004
Virginia
White Plains, NY
Nameless Lake (Walter's family lakehouse)



WHAT'S BENEATH THE SURFACE? 

There's a lot of dense storytelling happening in "Good Neighbors" but there is also a lot of stuff hidden
in nuance (or at least easily unnoticed while trying to keep up). 

W h o  a r e  t h e  B e r g l u n d s ? A n d  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t l y,   d o  y o u  l i k e  t h e m?  

There are a lot of things worth giving a closer look and hopefully you are annotated as you read (THIS
WILL BE SO IMPORTANT WITH THIS BOOK! Get some post-its and start tracking things now!). Here
are some thematic concerns that come up in this chapter: 

P o l i t i c s

C l a s s

R a c e

E n v i r o n m e n t a l i s m

C a p i t a l i s m

Fa m i l y  d y n a m i c s

G e n d e r  i d e n t i t y

C o m i n g - o f - A g e

A m e r i c a n i s m  



Chapter 1:
Agreeable

The second section of the novel entitled: 

MISTAKES WERE MADE: Autobiography

of Patty Berglund by Patty Berglund

(Composed at Her Therapist's Suggestion)

is a story within a story told by our now 

"protagonist", Patty Berglund.

In it, Patty recalls her youth as a star

basketball player, her upper-middle class

family, as well as a traumatic experience

from her youth and the subsequent rift

between her and her parents resulting in her

alienation from her Immediate family.  

We also learn that instead of attending an

East Coast elite college like her siblings, she

obtains a varsity scholarship to the

University of Minnesota, where she

continues her successful basketball career.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Minnesota


IMPORTANT 
NOTE

ON 
SHIFTING
POINT OF

VIEW

Franzen wrote "Good Neighbors" in 3rd person P.O.V.
from a seemingly omniscient narrator. Seeing the title
page of this section and anticipating an
AUTOBIOGRAPHY (aka. a book someone writes about
themselves), we presume the P.O.V. will shift to first-
person. 

However, Franzen instead reveals that adult Patty would
prefer to refer to herself as 'the autobiographer' and
writes the entire thing in third-person. 

This is important to keep in mind because the
narrator of this section is NOT the same as that of the
earlier section--it is s the subjective, partial account
of a character whose adult self we’ve already
witnessed in distress in the book's first chapter.

DOES THIS KNOWLEDGE CHANGE YOUR STANCE ON
THE RELIABILITY OF THE NARRATOR? 



‘The autobiographer’ knows enough about herself to understand that her view is limited. But

that doesn’t stop decades of resentment from rising up in these pages. Patty's life is clearly

charmed in terms of the access and opportunities a white, upper-middle class, New England

family received in that time period, however "the autobiographer" paints Patty as an outsider

alienated from the rest of her family. In childhood it’s her belief that her parents only really

care about her siblings who excel either academically or musically (or both), and seem to

take little or not interest in Patty's athletic accomplishments. Worse, they patronize her: her

father would make fun of her, pull pranks on her, or make her feel dumb (Franzen 34).

Patty's judgment of herself seems to be that she was just too innocent/naive for her own

good, and her family exploits this in a way that reads as at least partially malicious. 

To reinforce this sense, Franzen has found an interesting way for her parents to find it hard

to take the interest in Patty that she thinks she deserves: they aren’t sporty, and all her

achievements are in the sports arena. They never go to her matches – a fact confirmed in

Patty’s narrative by her coach when Patty’s mother claims she’s been more than once

(Franzen 42) – so they never know how good she is.

Patty paints herself as an outlier--someone who has been alienated from the rest of her

family for being different. However, this portrayal is made VERY complicated by the way

Franzen has  structured this part of the story. Although this section is written in third
person which paints Patty as the main character, as readers we MUST remember that
Patty is also 'the author' of this section and we are not getting a truly objective, bias-
free telling of the story. 

TEACHER
THOUGHTS 
ON THIS
SECTION



(Continued)

It seems at first that this chapter is designed to explain the depth of her resentment over her parents’ lack of care, those

little childhood scars are dealt with in a few pages; what takes two thirds of the chapter is her highly detailed reporting

of the rape she alleges at the age of 17 (and her parents’ response to the incident). 

As I mentioned earlier, this is a moment where the third-person POV really works to complicate the story: the reader

never knows how certain to be of Patty’s version, no matter how convincing it reads (which it does); and the parents’

reasons for not going to the police are explained as clearly as if by a ‘neutral’ omniscient author.

Her father tells Patty that the lawyers of the rich boy’s parents will do their best to ruin her reputation and that their

financial and political resources would definitely make a prosecution ill-advised. As readers we can see that her
father might well be right, but can also see exactly why a 17-year-old child would see this as a betrayal.

We feel the seething resentment almost immediately in this chapter, and believe her assessment of her parents’ lack of

interest in her sporting activities, so when Joyce and Ray seem to downplay the assault and try to convince Patty not to

press charges it feels less about the inevitable misery of a late 1970's rape case involving a powerful family and more as

further proof that her family didn't care about her because she was--for some reason--not worth caring about. 

One narrative thread that stuck out to me as offering "deeper meaning" that deserved unpacking was the multiple

references made to the Eulalie, the Barbadian nanny, and her living quarters in the basement. 

I'm going to use this narrative thread to illustrate some close reading on the next slide! 



Symbolic
Settings:

Parallels
between 
Patty &
Eulalie

"When Jack Kennedy dot the Democratic nomination, in 1960, it gave Joyce a noble and stirring excuse to

get out of a house that she couldn't seem to help filling up with babies. Then came civil rights, and Vietnam

and Bobby Kennedy--more good reason to be out of a house that wasn't nearly big enough for four little

kids plus a Barbadian nanny in the basement" (Franzen 33). 

We first hear about Eulalie early on in Chapter 1...

Later on, Eulalie is referenced in tandem with "injustice" 

At this point in the narrative, Eulalie hasn't been named yet and her existence seems to
connote the Emerson family's financial standing as one that could afford live-in childcare.
The fact that she in an immigrant and lives in the basement has some subtle subtext of
"otherness" that she does not fit in with the rest of the family. 

"Even today, when she thinks of people who are oppressed around the world and victims of injustice, and

how they must feel, her mind goes back to that hour. Things that had never occurred to her before, such as

the injustice of an oldest daughter having to share a room and not being given Eulalie's old room in the

basement because it was now filled floor to ceiling with outdated campaign paraphernalia...."(39). 

On the surface, this moment seems like just another time Patty was disappointed by her
parents, but a case can be made that it also speaks to Patty's desire to break away from her
family because she feels alienated or 'othered' (like Eulalie)

In the final reference, Patty's otherness is solidified...
"Patty's true home amid all this brilliant eccentricity was a foam-cushioned, mildewed, built-in bench iI the

TV corner of the basement. The fragrance of Eulalie's hair oil still lingered on the bench years after Eulalie

had been let go. 

In this final moment, Patty refers to the basement as "true home", a place that is literally
beneath the rest of her family. Moreover, a conventional symbolic interpretation of
a basement can be that it's a place you put things that are less important, or that you want to
keep out of sight. 



OTHER QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER:  
What do sports/athletics represent to Joyce, Patty's Mother? 
In the moment before we learn about what happened with Ethan, Patty recalls that "she'd been
feeling so wonderfully free!"(Franzen 38)--did the use of the "free" (a word akin to the novel's title)
jump out to you here? 
What did Ethan teach Patty about vulnerability? What do Coach Nagel and her father teach her
about strength? 

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER:  

Why do you think Franzen included Eulalie (a character we never meet) multiple times in this
chapter?  
We know Eulalie in an immigrant and we can infer she is a person of color. Do these things
make the parallel between her and Patty more or less significant? 



T h e re  i s  n o  D i s c u s s i o n  B o a r d  t h i s
we e k ,  b u t  yo u  w i l l  b e  we l c o m e  t o  w r i t e
a b o u t  t h i n gs  f ro m  t h i s  ch ap t e r  ( a n d
t h e  a b ove  q u est i o n s )  i n  D i s c u s s i o n
B o a r d  6 :  Fre e d o m  ( p a r t  I )  wh i ch  w i l l
b e  p a r t  o f  n ex t  we e k's  m o du l e .  

Fo r  n ex t  we e k ,  R e a d :  
“ C h a p t e r  2 :  B e s t  F r i e n d s ”

( p . 5 2 - 1 2 4  i n  t h e  p a p e r b a c k )


