Preliminary Honours Proposal

Research Topic and Significance

My research will investigate popular contemporary television examples of a relationship triangle that occurs
between three workplace colleagues: a high-level professional male, a low-level professional female, and a mid-to-
high level female. The high-level male and low-level female engage in a cross-class romantic relationship, and the
mid-to-high level female acts as a work spouse to the male, and as a mentor to the female.

| will engage in a textual analysis of three television shows that portray this triangle: Mad Men (AMC), Grey’s
Anatomy (ABC) and The Good Wife (CBS). Each program features this triangle as a significant story arc, taking place
over multiple seasons. These programs make a compelling sample, as they have marked differences in their
overall narrative structures, as well as production details. Each program has a different narrative focus (Don Draper
and Alicia Florrick are the focal points of their respective programs, while Grey’s Anatomy is an ensemble drama),
takes place in different types of workplaces (advertising agency, hospital, law firm) and different time periods (the
1960s and present day). The programs are produced by three different networks for three different target
demographics, and have had varying levels of popular and critical success.

My research will seek to determine: 1) the contemporary social factors that influence the creation and reception of
these triangles in television programs, and 2) the ideologies that underlie them.

| believe that by examining enough instances of this triangle, it can be boiled down into a group of salient
characteristics that reflect a recurring ideology of dominant culture, but also appeal to a feminist negotiable
reading.

Research Methodology
| will engage in a critical textual analysis of the triangles in the television shows:

1) From Mad Men, | will examine the triangle between Megan Calvet (Jessica Pare) Don Draper (Jon Hamm),
and Peggy Olsen (Elizabeth Moss).

2) From Grey’s Anatomy | will examine the triangle between Christina Yang (Sandra Oh), Owen Hunt (Kevin
McKidd), and Teddy Altman (Kim Raver).

3) From The Good Wife, | will examine the triangle between Alicia Florrick (Julianna Margulies), Will Gardner
(Josh Charles), and Diane Lockhart (Christine Baranski).

Because of the time constraints on this thesis | am limiting myself to three instances of this triangle, but | see the
potential for further research in the area that could consider the progression of this triangle over time.

Based on my research to date, | foresee the theoretical framework being based on four factors present in the
triangle:

1) the homosocial relationship between the low-level female and mid-to-high level female;
2) the cross-class relationship between the low-level female and her two superiors;

3) consideration of the love triangle as a representation of the Electra complex, and

4) gender roles within workplace structures.



By examining the meanings of these elements of the triangle, | hope to determine the ideology or ideologies that
lie behind them.

| will then place those ideologies within either a dominant or a negotiable decoding of the triangle, using a Cultural

Studies process as my framework. This will provide insight about the reasoning behind the ideologies of the writers
and producers who create the triangles, and the beliefs of the audiences who receive them.

Working Bibliography

To date, | have yet to find any sources that specifically address this relationship triangle in popular culture.
However, there is scholarship regarding its individual elements, as identified in my methodology, which | have
included in my summer reading list. These sources will assist in developing my theoretical framework.

Also of interest are the considerable non-academic articles from pop culture critics that analyze the chosen
programs, which will provide insight into the cultural environment that these triangles are created in, as well as
their reception.

Primary data

Scott, R., McDougall, C. & Zucker, D. W. (Producers). (2009). The Good Wife [Television Series]. United States: CBS.
Lionsgate Television (Producer). (2007). Mad Men [Television Series]. United States: AMC.

Rhimes, S. (Producer). (2005). Grey’s Anatomy [Television Series]. United States: ABC.

Secondary Sources

Binhammer, K. (2006). Female homosociality and the exchange of men: Mary Robinson’s Walsingham. Women’s
Studies 35(3), 221-240.

Burkehead, C. (2008). Grace Under Pressure: Grey’s Anatomy Uncovered. Newcastle, UK: Cambridge Scholars,
2008.

Edgerton, G. R. (2010). Mad Men: Dream Comes True TV. London, UK: I. B. Tauris.

Engstrom, E. (2014). Mad Men and Working Women: Feminist Perspectives on Historical Power, Resistance and
Otherness. New York: Peter Lang.

Feasey, R. (2008). Hospital drama: Reassurance, anxiety and the doctor-hero. In Masculinity and Popular
Television, pp. 68-79. Edinburgh, UK: Edinburgh University Press.

Fiske, J. (1987). Television Culture. Florence, KY: Routledge.

Sutherland, S. & Swan, S. (2007). Raising the bar: Brilliant women lawyers from Ann Kelsey to Miranda Hobbes. in
Inness, S. A. (Ed.), Geek Chic: Smart Women in Popular Culture, pp. 138. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Hall, Stuart. (2011). Notes on deconstructing the popular. in Szeman, |. & Kaposy, T. (Eds.) Cultural Theory: An
Anthology, pp. 72-80. West Sussex, UK: Wiley-Blackwell.

Lauzen, M. M. (2001). Prime-time players and powerful prose: The role of women in the 1997-1998 television
season. Mass Communication & Society 4.1, 39-60.



Miller, C. L. (1994). “What a waste. Beautiful, sexy gal. Hell of a lawyer.”: Film and the female attorney. Columbia
Journal of Gender and Law 4, 203-232.

Press, A. (2009). Gender and family in television’s golden age and beyond. Annals of the American Academy of
Political and Social Science 625: 139-150.

Press, A. & Stratham, T. (1993). Work, family, and social class in television images of women: Prime-time television
and the construction of postfeminism. Women and Language 16:2, 7.

Scott, J. (2005). Electra after Freud: Myth and Culture. New York, NY: Cornell University Press.

Sedgewick, E. K. (2009). Introduction from Between Men. In Warhol-Down, R. & Price Herndl, D. (Eds.) Feminisms
REDUX: An Anthology of Literary Theory and Criticism, pp. 181-197. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University
Press.

Sedgewick, E. K. (2009). Gender asymmetry and erotic triangles. In Warhol-Down, R. & Price Herndl, D. (Eds.)
Feminisms REDUX: An Anthology of Literary Theory and Criticism, pp. 198-205. New Brunswick, NJ:
Rutgers University Press.

Tulloch, J. (1990). Television Drama: Agency, Audience and Myth. London, UK: Routledge.



