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Chapter 3:

Free
Markets

Foster
Competition

In this chapter Franzen has Patty fill in some of the gaps he deliberately left in the

novel’s opening chapter, "Good Neighbors" (including any mention of Richard).

We have already talked about how Point of View plays a big role here--that first

chapter was nearly all from an  outsiders’ perspective, nudged along by a  neutral

third-person narrator. Now, in Patty’s version, we are allowed to see behind closed

doors (and boy do we!) and by doing so, Franzen has not only allowed time for him

to evolve the  Characterization of Patty (and other characters as well), but also

create narrative tension as well follow the love triangle...but more on that later!

Another thing we have talked about in the previous autobiography chapters is the

significance (or possible hidden meaning) in the section's title. 

For  this chapter specifically,  it is important  to know/understand  what the term 

"Free Market" means/what the free market is in order to interpret any nuance here.

.....So, what is a "Free Market"? 

Interpretation 101: Looking at Titles

Click here to watch a
quick video on

Understanding Free
Market economy

FREE MARKETS
A free market is an economic system in which the
prices for goods and services are self-regulated by
the open market and by consumers.

In a free market, the laws and forces of supply and
demand are free from any intervention by the
government or other authority, and from all forms
of economic privilege, monopolies and artificial
scarcities.

When most people discuss the “free market,” they
are referring to an economy with unobstructed
competition and only private transactions between
buyers and sellers. The critical feature is the
absence of coercive impositions or restrictions
regarding economic activity.

Okay, back to the chapter title! 

So most, if not all, of the Berglunds have demonstrated a competitive nature (or at
least embody the competitive pressures of American ideals  and the ever-elusive
"American Dream") at some point in the novel thus far. We have seen competition
in the form of relationships, sports, "goodness"/righteousness, intelligence, or good
old-fashioned  democratic capitalism (Remember Joey's watch business in "Good
Neighbors"?)

The subtext here has a lot to do with the Setting: All the Berglunds are living in a
society built on the imperative of perpetual growth (aka turn of the century, Bush
Era America) and the desire to "keep up with joneses" as a way to feel fulfilled--
thus breeding competition. 

This chapter centers mostly on the competitions for love/affection--aka the  love
triangle better Patty, Walter and Richard. Since this is Patty's autobiography  we
can call her the "buyer" in this scenario, and we watch her go back and forth
between Walter and Richard (the "sellers" even though Richard doesn't seem to
have to try as hard as Walter). 

The Patty/Walter/Richard love triangle is definitely illustrating the age-old "grass is
always greener on the other side" adage, but it also is illustrating how the the
intersection of democratic capitalism and contemporary U.S. pop culture has
created a society of perpetual, intangible desire for having 'more'--and the
competitive pressure this creates ultimately distort intimate relationships. 

Patty is "free" to choose whichever man she wants in the beginning of her
manuscript (no one is promised to anyone here), but what we seem to be learning
when the words 'FREE' or 'FREEDOM' come up in Patty's sections of the novel, is
that each time Patty feels free, some outside force reminds her how free she isn't 

(don't believe me?...go back and look! I'm sure you've been keeping track by now!) 

Each of the Berglunds are filled with insatiable desires—Patty can only be free to
follow her desires at the expense of her husband; Joey and Jessica, at the expense
of their parents. The irony in the chapter title—just like the previous two chapter
titles in the autobiography—is the idea of 'Freedom' (if understood as doing
whatever you want, without impediment, absent of any sense of responsibility) is
not feasible...because the desires of each family member inevitably impinge on the
desires of others, setting husband and wife, parent and child, in antagonistic
competition with one another.

Where did the self-
pity come from? ...
She had all day every
day to figure out some
decent and satisfying
way to live, and yet all
she ever seemed to get
for all her choices and
all her freedom was
more miserable. The
autobiographer is
almost forced to the
conclusion that she
pitied herself for being
so free (Franzen 192).

The U.S. economy is essentially a free market economy
– a market run by supply and demand  with some
government regulation--however there is a continuing
debate about how much government regulation is
necessary.

Those who want less regulation believe that the
government is inefficient and creates nothing but a
bureaucracy that increases the cost of doing business
for everyone. Those who argue that government
regulations are necessary usually claim that
corporations are not looking out for the good of
the consumers, the environment and the general
public. 

Those who support the "Free Market" believe that
supply and demand creates positive competition, which
helps ensure that the best goods or services are
provided to consumers at a lower price. Those who
criticize "Free Market Economy" argue that it
breeds negative competition  by creating  an
atmosphere of survival of the fittest, causing many
businesses/companies/individuals to put profits before
the safety of the consumer, environment or society in
general. 

FREE MARKETS...Why do Free Markets Foster Competition? 

I know this
economics

lesson feels
off topic but I

promise these
ideals/notions
will come into

play later in
the novel as

well!

This chapter also gives us encounters with Jessica-
-now at college. In one scene we see her staring at
a building that says "USE WELL THY FREEDOM"
while Patty asks her break plans with William and
go to dinner with her instead, but Jessica refuses.

As a character that has "earned" her freedom, this
feels like a moment of defiance against her
mother--a true "coming-of-age" trope--and Patty
saw this as further punishment and notes that
"Jessica was the real grownup of the two of them"
(Franzen 196)

The chapter culminates with Patty spending a lot of time self-deprecating and pitying

herself for her "freedom" (see quote above). For all intents and purposed, Patty is

free (aka she has tons of free time to look back on her life and feel sorry for herself).

The trajectory of the autobiography makes a clear shift from beginning to end. At

first she seems to excuse herself from her faults--She titles her manuscript MISTAKES

WERE MADE, however  ‘Mistakes were made’ is not the same as ‘I made mistakes’,

even though she spends dozens of pages describing the mistakes and exactly whose

fault they are (mostly her fault). In her narrative she married the wrong person, and

she does her best as a housewife almost as a kind of penance.

At the end of the chapter Patty is sure that Richard is staying away from them

because it’s too dangerous – and too painful – for him to spend any time near

her. Walter, according to Patty, has always been the older brother, has always been

able to patronize Richard with his marital and all-round right-on intellectual

successes. Not any more--now "Walter became competitive" (Franzen 198), uproots

his family to pursue a career in politics and environmental activism. 

If we can believe anything in this book (whoever’s telling it) then we knew from the

very first page that Walter's new career move will end poorly enough to show up in

the New York Times--just like we know from the last sentence of the autobiography

chapters that Patty has ‘made yet another mistake.’

What do you think feeds Richard and Walter’s lifelong cycle of competition

and collaboration? Are there outside social/cultural factors to be considered? 

What other interpretations do you have of the title of this section? How else

does the idea of "free markets", capitalism, etc. come into play? 

What do you interpret as the significance of Franzen/Patty using the

"Defense/Prosecution" format while weighing the morality of one of her

actions? (on page 156 of the paperback).

What other symbols or repeated images/words did you notice in this section

and what do you think they represent? 

Questions to consider: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bCO_zFV_NJU
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Economic_system
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Open_market
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Supply_and_demand

