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Our ability to change, according to Mad Men 

 

This study is a textual analysis of the last two episodes of the AMC series Mad Men 

(season seven, episodes 13 and 14). These episodes aired in May of 2015. The penultimate 

episode is titled “The Milk and Honey Route” and the series finale is titled “Person to Person.” 

This study uses semiotics and feminist analysis to establish examples in the texts that exhibit 

some of Mad Men’s dominant and overarching themes. These themes include: the ability to 

change & the role of women in society. Since Mad Men is a period piece (the final season takes 

place in the fall of 1970), the analysis will also demonstrate how these themes reflect modern 

life. Although these two final episodes wrap up the storylines for all of the show’s original main 

characters, this analysis will focus on the storyline of the primary series protagonist, Don Draper. 

The analysis will also explore the narratives of the three main female characters: Betty Francis, 

Joan Harris, and Peggy Olsen. Although “The Milk and Honey Route” and “Person to Person” 

were not marketed as a two-part series finale, they complement each other in many ways. This 

analysis will explore the ways that these episodes are connected and what each episode 

represents.  

“The Milk and Honey Route” was written by series creator Matthew Weiner, along with 

Carly Wray. Weiner also directed. The episode opens with Don Draper driving his Cadillac at 

night, being pulled over by a police officer. The Merle Haggard song “Okie from Muskogee” 
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plays in the background. The song, the Cadillac, and Don’s clean-cut appearance (full suit and 

tie, shaved, combed hair), evoke old-fashioned values. The lyrics of the song mention shaggy 

hair and hippies, which Don is shown to be the opposite of. The officer tells Don “you knew 

we’d catch up with you eventually.” The audience is then shown that the scene is only a dream, 

and Don is sleeping in a messy hotel room. Don’s dream is a reference to his constant fear that 

the past (faking his own death while stationed in Korea by switching dog tags with his deceased 

lieutenant, stealing the lieutenant’s identity) will catch up to him. This episode deals largely with 

Don’s ability to let go of his past and move forward. Even the car itself can be viewed as a 

metaphor for either “running” or “moving forward.” To put this into context, it is worth noting 

that Don abruptly left his job at McCann Erickson during the previous episode. After leaving 

McCann, he begins to drive aimlessly across the country. So far he has just been using the car to 

“run” from his former life, but he isn’t actually “moving forward” just yet. His dream shows that 

his car can help him run, but simply running will not help him to change or truly move forward. 

Don’s Cadillac breaks down while he is driving through a small town in Oklahoma, 

which leaves him stranded at a motel while he waits for the repairs. Since the car is Don’s 

method of moving on, both physically and metaphorically, this detour on his journey leaves him 

stagnant and forces him to confront the issues of the past that were suggested in the episode’s 

opening dream. The small-town motel that Don stays at represents the past – both Don’s past, 

and the cultural “past” of traditional values – in many ways.  

While swimming at the pool, Don admires a beautiful brunette in a red bikini (who is 

soon joined by her husband and child), which can be interpreted as a reference to his past 

indiscretions. The motel’s office porch has a vintage Coca-Cola machine that the innkeeper asks 

Don to fix. When Don says that Coke will fix it for him, the innkeeper replies “They want to 
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give me a new one. I like this one.” Coca-Cola was frequently referenced throughout Mad Men’s 

seven seasons as the dream account that every advertiser wanted to work on. So, it is very fitting 

for Weiner to include this Coca-Cola machine in “The Milk and Honey Route.” It not only 

represents mid-century America, it also represents Don’s life in advertising. 

The motel’s housekeeper, a young con artist, seems to remind Don of his younger self. 

The innkeeper invites Don to an American Legion fundraiser, where Don gives generously to the 

cause while drinking and reluctantly swapping war stories with the other men. When he opens up 

to these strangers about some of his experiences in Korea (he omits anything that would be 

incriminating), he confronts his past. The veterans at the American Legion are an obvious 

symbol of Don’s past life in the military. Later, several of the men from the fundraiser break into 

Don’s room and accuse him of stealing the donations. Don knows that it was the housekeeper 

who stole the money (the young man worked as hired help at the fundraiser) and tells the young 

man that there would be no turning back if he decided to keep the funds – that he would have to 

“become somebody else.” Don clearly sees himself in the young man. He convinces him to 

return the money and promises to drive him to the bus stop so he can leave town. At the bus stop, 

Don gives the young man his Cadillac and tells him “don’t waste this.”  

Don Draper has done his penance by confronting his past and leaving it behind. He leaves 

the motel, his Caddy, and the old war stories behind. In doing this he is also embracing the 

future; the young man is representative of the future. At the end of the episode we see a refreshed 

Don Draper, sitting alone on a bus stop bench, no longer tied down by the pressures of his past or 

the societal norms and expectations of mid-century America. He is both literally and 

metaphorically free of his baggage. Don no longer needs his Cadillac to “run away,” because he 

can move forward on his own.  
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This episode also features Don’s ex-wife and the mother of his children, Betty Francis 

(formerly Betty Draper). Betty is shown slowly walking up the staircase at her new school where 

she is pursuing a master’s degree in psychology. Out of breath, she is stopped by a student and 

asked if she is lost. Betty smiles and says that she is a student. Her royal blue dress and perfect 

blonde hair are in stark contrast to the more casual attire of the younger students around her. 

Betty doesn’t look like a student, and this becomes even more apparent when she suddenly falls 

on her way up the stairs. Betty’s storyline in this episode is also about the past, the future, and 

moving on.  

At the hospital, the nurse calls Betty “Mrs. Robinson,” believing that to be her name 

because that is what the college boys called her. Betty tells her that her name is Mrs. Francis, and 

that calling her Mrs. Robinson must have been a joke. This is a reference to the 1967 Mike 

Nichols movie The Graduate (a movie that also has similar themes of changing cultural norms, 

and “moving on”). The doctor comes in and tells Betty that her x-ray revealed something more 

serious than just a broken rib, but she needs to call her husband before he will tell her anything. 

Betty asks the doctor the news, but he again tells her to call her husband. Here, Weiner is again 

pointing out the sexism that existed in the 1960s, something that he does repeatedly throughout 

the series’ seven seasons.  

Betty has always seemed to be Weiner’s symbol of the stereotypical mid-century 

American housewife. Each of Mad Men’s main female characters represent a different type of 

woman (more on Peggy and Joan later). Betty Draper Francis is the traditional wife and mother. 

She values femininity and her appearance. She quit her modeling career after marrying Don. 

Throughout the series we see Betty as living in the shadow of her husbands, her happiness often 

depending on the state of her marriage.  
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When Betty gets into the car with her husband Henry Francis, it is revealed that she was 

diagnosed with lung cancer. Betty is quiet while Henry is angry at the hospital doctor (Henry is 

in denial about the diagnosis). When she goes to light a cigarette, Henry grabs the pack of 

cigarettes away from her and throws them in the backseat of the car. Betty’s use of cigarettes and 

her lung cancer diagnosis also connote the past; an entire era that is vanishing with the changing 

times. Smoking was such a large part of the show and the era. Season one episode one “Smoke 

Gets in Your Eyes” even shows Don’s first “big idea” as a slogan for Lucky Strike Cigarettes. 

Betty is literally dying and with it her “brand of woman” – the mid-century stereotypical 

housewife – is also dying. It is also represents the symbolic death of the generation that 

glamourized smoking, and further acts as a catalyst to show the audience how much American 

culture has changed since season one. 

Later in the episode, when Henry and Betty seek a second opinion, Weiner uses a 

brilliant shot that shows Betty’s face, stoic, while the doctor and Henry discuss her terminal 

diagnosis behind her. They are talking about her life (in the most literal meaning of the word), 

but not including her in the conversation. It can be said that Weiner used a shot like this to 

illustrate Betty’s reality, a world in which plans are made for her without her being fully 

included in the conversation. This harkens back to season one of the series, when Betty’s 

therapist discussed her private sessions with Don over the phone.  

Although Weiner paints Betty as a “dying breed,” he does not diminish or belittle her as a 

character. Henry fights with Betty about seeking treatment so she can have more time. Although 

she is Weiner’s stereotypical housewife, and very flawed (as all characters in Mad Men are), she 

is also portrayed as a strong woman. The episode goes on to show Betty refusing treatment and 

accepting her diagnosis with grace; although she has lived her life under the shadow of her 
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husbands, she refuses to have men dictate how she will die. Betty tells her daughter “I don’t want 

you to think I’m a quitter. I’ve fought for plenty in my life, and that’s how I know when it’s 

over. It’s not a weakness. It’s been a gift to me. To know when to move on.”  

Betty’s story in “The Milk and Honey Route” ends with her courageously walking up the 

stairs at her college (the same place where the fall that led to her diagnosis happened), smiling, 

and attending her classes even though Henry didn’t see the point in her continuing with it. While 

she climbs the steps, a voice over of her letter to her daughter, Sally, is played as Sally reads the 

letter. Betty is taking control of her final months of life and taking control of her death. The 

stereotypical housewife will “die” with Betty, but Betty herself has changed and moved on from 

simply being a stereotype. In giving the letter to Sally, and complimenting the way that Sally 

lives her life “to the beat of her own drum,” she is passing the metaphoric baton to “the future,” 

in the same way that Don gifted his Caddy to the young man from the hotel. “The Milk and 

Honey Route” demonstrates that Betty and Don are both able to confront and accept their pasts 

while moving forward and accepting their personal futures and the culture of the future. 

It is mentioned above that the three lead female characters in the show represent a 

different type of woman. Betty is the “housewife.” Peggy Olsen, the young secretary turned 

copywriter supervisor, and Don Draper’s protégé, is the “career woman.” From the beginning of 

the series, she has made choices in favor of having a career over having a family. She gives up a 

baby at the end of season one. At the end of season two she explains to the baby’s father (Pete 

Campbell) that she could have shamed him into being with her, but she “wanted other things.” 

Despite failed relationships, Peggy is portrayed by Weiner as confident and generally happy. 

This portrayal of Peggy defies traditional portrayals of women in media; she is complete without 

a man.  
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Joan Harris, the office manager turned working single mother, represents the middle 

ground between Betty and Peggy. Joan was always shown as a mix between traditional mid-

century gender stereotypes and the modern “career woman.” Although Joan is smart and 

successful, her early desires included marrying so she could quit her job. Throughout the series 

we see her ambitions change as she gets divorced and plays office politics in a male-dominated 

world, often enduring sexual harassment and difficult choices along the way. She eventually 

becomes a partner at Sterling Cooper Draper Pryce, but cashes in her stake in the company when 

McCann Erickson buys it out. She cannot endure the sexual harassment at McCann. The series 

finale, “Person to Person,” finds Joan “retired” and enjoying her life with her new millionaire 

boyfriend, Richard. We find Peggy successfully adapting to her new role at McCann, attending a 

meeting and speaking up when she isn’t assigned the account that she wants. 

“Person to Person” was also written and directed by series creator Matthew Weiner. 

“Person to Person” ultimately brings both Peggy and Joan their “storybook endings.” Joan 

decides to start her own production company and offers a partnership to Peggy. Over lunch, Joan 

and Peggy discuss business without the presence of a man. The only man in the scene is sitting 

behind them, blurred, a reference to how men are no longer essential to their success. Their 

futures are in their own hands. Joan says that she needs two names to make the company sound 

real: “Harris Olsen.” When Joan’s boyfriend Richard is displeased with Joan’s ambitions to start 

her own company, Joan ultimately decides to move forward with the company, even if it means 

losing Richard. After Peggy decides to stay at McCann, Joan names the company “Holloway 

Harris,” using her maiden name as the second name. Joan’s transition from “in between” the 

housewife and the career woman is now complete: she is now 100% career woman. She does not 

need a man, or even a partner of any kind, to be successful or happy. 
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Peggy’s “storybook ending” does come in the form of a man. However, it isn’t done in 

the typical rom-com way that we often see. Peggy is completely in control of her own life and 

her own ambitions. While contemplating Joan’s offer, she is told by her close friend and co-

worker Stan that “there is more to life than work.” Peggy’s story ends with Stan confessing his 

love for her, and Peggy realizing that she also loves him. Unlike the stereotypical “girl gets guy” 

tropes that are commonplace in popular media, Peggy and Stan confessing their love for each 

other isn’t solving any type of problem in Peggy’s life. Peggy’s narrative was never centered 

around her love life. Weiner portrays Peggy as complete and whole before she gets together with 

Stan. For Peggy, her life is already complete and Stan is just “icing on the cake.” Also, Stan and 

Peggy’s relationship has been shown as one of mutual respect and genuine friendship over many 

seasons. It is not a superficial relationship, and Stan is not a “Prince Charming” rescuing Peggy.   

“Person to Person” shows Betty’s health deteriorating while Peggy and Joan thrive. This 

represents Mad Men’s overarching theme of change. The housewife stereotype and the 

traditional mid-century gender roles that go with it are dying, while a new world and new 

opportunities for women are emerging. 

“Person to Person” opens again with Don driving a car, the same as in the previous 

episode. This time, Don is driving a race car, dressed in dirty denim. He is no longer running, he 

is now moving on. Even his clothes are very different from what we saw at the beginning of the 

last episode. Don seems to have befriended a group of amateur race car drivers and all seems 

well. However, while on the phone with Sally, Don learns of Betty’s cancer. He shares an 

emotional phone call with Betty (a “person to person” collect phone call, referencing the title of 

the episode). When Don insists that the children should live with him, Betty tells him that things 

need to remain normal for the children; often being absent from their lives is part of that 
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normalcy. The news of Betty’s illness shakes Don, and when his new race car friends come to 

pick him up, he is shown to be intoxicated in his hotel room. He gets a ride to Los Angeles, 

where he goes to see Stephanie, Anna Draper’s niece. Anna is on her way to a retreat and takes 

Don along with her. 

The retreat center represents the future, just like the motel in the last episode represented 

the past. This retreat center is located on the California coast, and most of the people are dressed 

in the counter-culture-inspired fashions of late 60s and early 70s youth. Although the future is all 

around him, Don is having trouble moving forward when confronted with the devastating news 

of Betty’s illness. This brings up the question of change once again. As we have seen many times 

before in this series, change isn’t always permanent. Is Don Draper truly capable of changing or 

of leaving his past behind? Are any of us truly capable of this? After a confrontation with 

Stephanie where she leaves without saying goodbye, Don begins an emotional downward spiral. 

He calls Peggy at McCann (another “person to person” collect call, referencing the title of the 

episode again) and seems to be having an emotional breakdown. She tells him that she knows he 

“gets sick of things and runs” but that he can “come home” and “don’t you want to work on 

Coke?” Don says that he “can’t get out of here.” “Here” meaning his current state of mind. Don 

rattles off to Peggy a short list of the things that he has done in his life that he is ashamed of – he 

says that he is “not the man you think I am.” Peggy tries to be encouraging to him, and to talk 

him into coming back. This conversation suggests a reversal of roles. In an episode of season 

two, Don visits Peggy in the hospital after giving up her child. He encourages her to put it all 

behind her and to move on. Now, Don’s protégé is the one trying to save him.  

After hanging up with Peggy, Don is visibly upset and struggles physically, falling into a 

sitting position on the ground near the pay phone that he was using. He is encouraged by a retreat 
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staff member to attend the seminar that she is going to. While at the seminar, where everyone is 

sitting in a circle and sharing their feelings, he is touched by the words of a stranger, a man who 

appears to be approximately Don’s age. Don sees himself in the stranger. He gets up and hugs 

the man, having an emotional breakthrough. He is finally able to forgive himself. In order to 

truly move forward he must accept the things that he has done and embrace psychology and 

therapy (something he had been critical and skeptical of in season one). In doing this, he appears 

to have finally found peace.  

The final scene of Mad Men is of Don Draper meditating with a group on the grass at the 

retreat center, the ocean in the background. The instructor leading the group says “the new day 

brings new hope, lives we’ve led, the lives we’ve yet to lead, new day, new ideas, a new you.” 

Don is shown smirking as the scene changes to the 1971 Coke commercial “Buy the World a 

Coke,” suggesting that Don got his next “big idea” while meditating at the retreat center, and 

returned to McCann to “work on Coke” as Peggy suggested. 

The final two episodes of Mad Men show that people can indeed change, and also 

suggest that confronting our past is the only way to move forward into the future. This is true for 

people and for American culture. However, even though we are all capable of change, change 

might not be permanent. Even though the Mad Men finale takes place in 1970, almost all of the 

themes are still relevant today (personal and professional growth, women’s rights, 

commercialism, and reducing the stigma associated with mental health). The final scene of Mad 

Men, the 1971 Coke commercial, connotes a theme of togetherness while also trying to sell us 

something. Don Draper is shown to have grown personally but he is still the same “ad man” that 

he always was. In “The Milk and the Honey Route,” the Coke machine represents Don’s past and 

his career in advertising. Does returning to “work on Coke” mean that Don has fallen back into 
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his old ways? The theme of change, of whether people really can do it, is left open to 

interpretation. Again, this holds true for both individuals and culture. Cultural movements 

happen in waves, and this can also be seen in people. Don Draper is shown as an evolving 

character while also frequently falling back into his old habits. As a culture, we are also 

susceptible to fall back into “old habits.” The ability to change is something within in our reach, 

but whether we choose to learn from the past and truly change is up to us.  
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