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      Context

      
      David Mamet's work epitomizes controversy. Born in Chicago in 1947, he is in many ways the American successor to British playwright
         Harold Pinter; his plays are sparse on action, with notoriously realistic dialogue—so realistic that he has often been accused
         of tape recording conversations and transcribing them. The rhythm and diction of the dialogue, which is often colloquial,
         are just as important to Mamet's point as its actual content, which is frequently and famously profane. His stories reflect
         the grittiness of urban life and are particularly male-dominated. Mamet began writing at Goddard College in Vermont and attended
         the Neighborhood Playhouse School in New York; early off-Broadway successes like Sexual Perversity in Chicago brought notoriety in the mid- 1970s and led up to a Pulitzer Prize for 1984's Glengarry Glen Ross. His first produced screenplay, The Postman Always Rings Twice (1981), was warmly received and preceded a string of originals and adaptations. House of Games marked Mamet's directorial debut in 1987; since then, he's directed eight films, most recently Heist and including, in 1994, Oleanna. Mamet taught at Goddard College, at Yale Drama School, and at New York University, and he founded the Atlantic Theater Company
         with William H. Macy. He has a big personal base for writing on the life of a professor.
      

      
      Mamet wrote Oleanna soon after the Clarence Thomas confirmation hearings, which were a huge factor in bringing the term "sexual harassment" into
         household usage. In 1991, Republican President George Bush nominated conservative African- American Clarence Thomas to succeed
         retiring Justice Thurgood Marshall on the United States Supreme Court. When confirmation hearings reached the floor of the
         Senate, University of Oklahoma law professor Anita Hill came forth with charges of sexual impropriety. While working under
         Thomas at the Equal Employment Opportunities Commission, Hill alleged, he harassed her with inappropriate discussion of sexual
         acts and pornographic films after she turned him down for a date. The case became "he said, she said" and highlighted the
         balance in gender politics in the early 1990s, particularly the inequalities of the primarily masculine workplace. Thomas
         was confirmed despite the accusations, but national awareness of sexual harassment in the workplace and in other institutional
         settings increased dramatically. Combined with its growing concern with political correctness, American culture was primed
         for the topics that Oleanna raises.
      

      
      The play also holds a unique place within the rest of Mamet's body of work. He has often been accused of writing females as
         males, and Oleanna tests the bounds of this characterization: Carol is not particularly feminine, but Mamet signifies her sex by giving her
         several undesirable, weak traits that contrast John's, such as her depression and her consumption by self-doubt. The characters'
         inability to communicate is expressed in the play's rhetorical structure, its stops, its interruptions, and its false starts;
         this is Mamet's realistic dialogue in top form. The action is sparse, as usual, and the play doesn't deal with anything fantastic
         or extraordinary. Mamet instead emphasizes the subtext behind common exchanges—how that which seems mundane is seldom uninteresting.
         This is very much in the spirit of Pinter and is a common strain throughout Mamet's works. Unusually, Oleanna is almost entirely lacking in the profanity that characterizes Mamet's work." This absence may be due to the play's educational
         setting or simply the nature of the characters; in this sense, the play is an example of Mamet breaking stereotype and proving
         his range as a writer.
      

      
   
      
      Plot Overview

      
      As David Mamet's Oleanna opens, Carol is seated across from John in his office. It is quickly obvious that he is a professor, and she is one of his
         students whom he has asked to his office to discuss her class performance. John's explanation of worry that Carol is a bright
         girl who is performing poorly in class is punctuated with phone calls from John's wife Grace and friend Jerry, during which
         they discuss John's purchase of a new house. Carol tells John that she is worried about her grades, but she also wishes to
         understand what he teaches; she simply cannot understand anything that is going on in class. In fact, says Carol, she is stupid,
         that people have always thought her stupid, and that now John, too, is aware of her stupidity.
      

      
      John can sympathize with this feeling; he tells Carol he, too, was brought up to feel stupid. He has turned himself around,
         however, and wishes to help Carol see how she can improve herself. John takes the blame for Carol's lack of understanding
         in his class and vows to fix it. His wife calls again about the house, and here Carol makes the connection that the new house
         is to accompany John's tenure at the college. John connects his situation of possible tenure to Carol's problem, suggesting
         that tests, like those of the tenure committee, which has announced but not yet approved him, are meaningless; much of the
         structure of higher education is artificial, and the established teacher-student relationship is not necessary or important.
         Carol asks again about her grade, but John interrupts, assuring her that she will receive an A, if the two of them begin the
         class again in his office hours.
      

      
      They discuss some topics from class about which Carol has questions, and John explains his view of higher education, which
         is that a criminal trial is not a necessity to live a complete life, yet college—a similar right in the modern age—is regarded
         as a necessity and taken for granted. To John, higher education is not such a good thing, a view with which Carol takes opposition.
         He explains more, and Carol cannot understand some points and becomes frustrated. John goes to comfort her physically, but
         she denies him and walks away. She cannot be placated and is about to explain to him something she's never told anyone before
         when the phone rings. It is John's wife, and she again tries to lure him out to talk about the house. Finally, she puts on
         his friend Jerry, who spills the beans; it was a surprise party to celebrate the new house. John is shocked, and the first
         act ends.
      

      
      As the second act opens, we discover that Carol has filed a complaint with the tenure committee regarding John. He feels guilty
         because of his own self-concern and selfish desire for tenure, but he ultimately feels her charges are out of line. He reads
         some of these charges aloud: he is sexist, elitist, racist, was alone with her, moved to physically embrace her, told her
         a sexually explicit story, and offered her grades in exchange for private visits to his office—all charges substantiated by
         actions in the first act. She tells him that he is powerless to deny the actions, but he is steadfast that she is wrong in
         her charges and that he wishes to help her.
      

      
      Carol attacks John for his views on higher education and his inherent role in the system; he defends this, showing her that
         they are merely people who agree to take part in an exchange. His role is to provoke her and, more so, to tell her what he
         thinks; he cannot correct her, but he merely shares his views as a professor with her, for her to do with as she will. Carol
         mentions that she has consulted on this matter with her "Group," and Grace calls again; John brushes her off to talk to Carol,
         who tells him the proper venue for these discussions is at the hearing of the tenure committee. Carol turns to go, but John
         physically restrains her, telling her he just wants to talk to her; the act ends with her call for help.
      

      
      By the third act, John has lost his job and, with it, his security. Carol insists that the charges are absolute fact, and.
         though John endeavors to apologize, Carol takes advantage of her newfound power over him, lecturing him on how he exploits
         students who have every right to learn in college, perpetuating the elitist paradigm. Carol takes her charges very seriously,
         and she tells John she desires not revenge but understanding.
      

      
      John is insistent in attempting to discover how he may end Carol's attacks, and she ultimately offers a bargain; she and her
         group will drop their charges if John recommends the banning of certain books at the college and signs a statement of support.
         John is repulsed and refuses, snapping out of his kowtowing to Carol and becoming firm in his denial. He reveals that he has
         not been home in days, worrying about this, but now is steadfast in his acceptance of the repercussions of his actions. The
         phone rings, and Carol urges him to pick it up; it is Jerry, advising him that Carol and her group are considering pursuing
         criminal charges against John for battery and attempted rape. John's wife calls, and as he talks to her, he asks Carol to
         leave. She begins to oblige, but warns John on the way out not to call his wife "baby." John knocks Carol down, begins to
         beat her, and grabs a chair as if to hit her with it. As he attempts to regain composure, she sits on the floor, saying to
         herself, "Yes. That's right."
      

      
   
      
      Character List

      
      
         John - 
            Alternately protagonist and antagonist, John is a white, male, forty-something college professor, latest in the long line
            of dead white males professors are always talking about. He is a member of the ruling class, about to be granted tenure at
            the college and situated in a very nice cloud of upper-middle class security. This makes him pompous and inherently oppressive,
            but he is good at heart, with an honest desire to express his thoughts (which he often thinks quite a bit of) to his students.
            
         

      

      
      
         Carol - 
            Carol is a student, probably undergraduate, who, despite attending an institution of higher learning, feels oppressed to an
            extent that denies her full education. She is seemingly incapable of synthesis, often consulting her notes to get the facts
            straight but rarely coming up with an original idea of her own. Her charges ultimately belie a desire for power, a political
            agenda and an unexplained amount of anger; she keeps herself well guarded in exchanges with John, leaving the audience mostly
            clueless regarding her motivations.
            
         

      

      
      
         Jerry - 
            Jerry never appears in the play, but he plays a major role as John's friend, confidant, and liaison. He seems to stick by
            John—it is he who calls to share the news of the criminal charges.
            
         

      

      
      
         Grace - 
            Grace is John's wife, who never appears in the play. Their exchanges on the telephone are civil but not mushy, and though
            they fight, he does care for her and expresses his love for her several times. It is one nickname for Grace, "baby," which
            ostensibly sparks the play's final attack.
            
         

      

      
   
      
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         
         John

         
         John is a very open and honest character; in contrast to Carol's secretive nature, John shares his motivations, spelling out
            his desires, passions and whims. He may be an unmistakable part of the oppressive white male elite, and he may even sexually
            harass Carol, but he is honest in his confusion, exasperation, desperation, and ultimate denial. John is unquestionably the
            audience's access point to the play; Mamet facilitates our identification with him through these character traits, while he
            alienates us from Carol by clouding her motives. If at the end we side with John, as most readers do—and as Mamet seems to
            have intended—it is not only because of his actions contrasted to Carol's charges, but also because of who he is and how he
            behaves. This humanity is brilliantly highlighted by John in act two, as he worries that Carol is making him a "bogeyman"
            and trying to strip him of his complexity.
         

         
         For an individual whose primary role is analysis—John examines and critiques the institution of higher learning and the system
            of education in general in his classes and his lectures to Carol—he turns surprisingly little of this analysis inward to monitor
            and limit his own behavior. Unlike Carol, John is not constantly limiting his own actions. His physicality with Carol highlights
            the contrast between the two; while John plays into her hands by touching her, restraining her, and ultimately beating her,
            Carol refuses to fight back, censoring her own actions. Act two opens significantly with a rare instance of self-reflection
            on John's part; confronting his true feelings, his desire for security and material goods which is somewhat at odds with his
            teachings, is ground-shaking for John, and his character slowly moves from vain self-righteousness to a sort of humble modesty.
         

         
         In a play about sexual harassment, how John and Carol relate to their bodies is important. John is always the initiator of
            physical acts—hence the criminal charges—but it does not seem to come in a sexual way. Contact is rare, and so it is noteworthy
            when it occurs. John tries to embrace Carol to calm her in Act One, attempts to keep her in his office out of exasperation
            in Act Two, and throws her down and beats her in Act Three. His physical acts are those of a normal person, one who is not
            terribly self-conscious of contact and who lives both a meaningful mental life and a physical one; a reader might picture
            him playing catch with his kid on a weekend. This contrasts Carol's physical uncertainty—she is primarily concerned with mental
            things and even seems awkward in her own skin.
         

         
      

      
      
         
         Carol

         
         Carol's actions and behavior are simple enough to document, but the substance of her character is more enigmatic and difficult
            to grasp. The first act paints her as an exasperated, clueless schoolgirl torn between concern for grades and her desire to
            genuinely learn, bordering on self-hatred linked to her lack of scholastic success; by the play's end, Carol is a manipulative,
            intelligent woman with a strongly developed political agenda. It is connecting these two Carols that proves the difficulty,
            a game that Mamet avoids at many costs. Subtle clues, such as her involvement with a group of advisers and her extensive knowledge
            of university and legal statutes regarding harassment, are downplayed, as they are not central to the plot. Instead, we are
            left having to pick between two equally difficult interpretations of Carol; one, as the manipulator who has assumed a naïve
            facade in previous interactions with John, and the other as a girl who goes through an incredible progression with very little
            obvious motivation, be it external influence or, as she describes, the simple troubles of someone of her socio-economic background.
         

         
         Motivation is an important word in reference to Carol, not only because it is the often-mocked acting catchphrase. She embarks
            on a course of action which, if nothing else, takes a lot of effort; it is seemingly something one would have to be motivated
            to do and, more likely than not, motivated strongly. Yet Carol's motivations are in many ways a mystery to the reader; she
            identifies being upset at her socio-economic background, resenting the oppression which John and others of his station exert,
            and says she desires understanding. Looking at either of the dominant interpretations of Carol outlined above, however, it
            seems difficult to see these factors as direct motivating influences upon her actions. If she has been feigning naïveté with
            John, then her attack requires careful planning and may suggest a more expansive range of motivations, while if she is indeed
            traveling an arc, the influences do not seem to have strong enough force to push her along in this transformation.
         

         
         However, it is her lack of explained motivation which fuels interpretation of Oleanna as pro-political correctness. It is easier to identify with John, by far, and by making Carol's motivations and thus her humanity less accessible to the audience,
            Mamet runs the risk of doing just what John warns against: simplifying a character, Carol, and having her instead as a symbol
            for a position in an issue.
         

         
      

      
   
      
      Themes, Motifs, and Symbols

      
      
      Themes

      
      
      Political Correctness

      
      Oleanna is primarily a backlash against the American political correctness movement of the 1990s, which encouraged minimizing offensiveness
         in all aspects of life. Common examples include phrases like African- American replacing Black or African, gender neutrality in writing, and great concern about interpersonal behavior that could be construed as sexual in nature
         or intent. Political correctness teaches great sensitivity to situations in which sexual harassment may occur, and the action
         of Oleanna shows the characters within this framework. John is completely insensitive to the dangers of being in such a situation; he
         refuses to censor himself and constantly watch his own actions, and so he is charged with sexual harassment by Carol.
      

      
      If taken to its logical extreme, this mandated sensitivity could become so invasive, so overpowering that every interpersonal
         act could be construed as sexual in nature and, as a result, punishable. Carol's admission that the charges may be false yet
         cannot be denied by the accused is the dangerous conclusion of this extreme form of political correctness. What began with
         good intent as a safeguard for the rights of everyone becomes an unstoppable tool for the malicious and the power-hungry.
         While the charges of rape and battery are somewhat extreme in such a situation, John's actions may be interpreted as sexual
         harassment by the letter of many laws, and his punishment is not by any means fantastical; what happens in Oleanna could very well happen in real life. By bringing this to life on the stage, the play suggests that the audience question
         its own judgment of what constitutes sexual harassment. To what extent is intent important, and to what extent is the offense
         in the eye of the beholder?
      

      
      
      
      Higher Education

      
      John is a professor who teaches a class on higher education; Carol is a student. Every scene in this play takes place in a
         professor's office at a college. Higher education is not only the backdrop for Oleanna, it also serves as a subject of ideological scrutiny. Mamet includes several thought-provoking barbs relating to the system.
         John questions the necessity of a college education and how much good it really does for students. For John, college is a
         ritualized form of "hazing," in which teachers go through the traditional motions, claiming that they are teaching while really
         inculcating the students with the belief that higher education is good and necessary. Teaching, for John, is nothing if not
         self-perpetuating; many students, he suggests, do not really learn, instead coming away with a firm belief that education
         is an unassailable good and that they have learned. Carol, however, takes this as an assault upon her right to an education,
         arguing that she and other students will take quite a bit out of an education for which they have worked very hard and that
         people like John make it more difficult for those students to learn because of their power roles. When John calls education
         no more than hazing, when Carol cannot perform up to par in something that isn't even real but instead some meaningless ritual—if
         these characteristics make the case, she sees John and others of his status as mocking what she is working for, holding her
         confusion as a joke and not taking seriously a process which Carol and other students hold extremely dear to their own self-improvement.
         Behind the scenes, higher education in this play shows the contrast between the worth of the system and of its critiques,
         as well as the dangers of seeing only one of the two.
      

      
      
      
      Communication

      
      Communication is more important structurally than textually. The ringing phone ranges in role from an interruption in John's
         convincing rhetoric to a sort of deus ex machina that controls the lives of the characters on stage. John's interruptions express much of his character, and the clipped conversations
         hint at the characters' fundamental inability to understand each other. The action is constrained to one room and two characters,
         and the telephone is the only method of communication with the outside world. When the phone rings, it is for John, and only
         he is shown as communicating with someone else. Carol mentions a group of advisers several times, but there is no evidence
         that they exist or how she communicates with them. In this sense, the mere presence of the phone calls contrasts John, who
         communicates somewhat normally with others and leads a life outside of the office, with Carol, who, in the play itself, only
         communicates with John. The telephone calls back up John's claims to Carol; he does lead an outside life and have outside responsibilities, as the two sometimes cross over in the form of telephone communication.
      

      
      Whatever John communicates through his speeches, the way they are constructed speaks volumes about his character. His use
         of more academic words and his frequent allusions both characterize him as well educated and perhaps haughty, and Carol certainly
         seems to think that he overuses big words in an attempt to belittle her. He begins the play repeatedly interrupting Carol,
         which shows his lack of concern for her right of speech and his own self-esteem. Social mores hold that interruption is impolite,
         but for one reason or another John regularly violates this rule. Similarly, when by the Act three Carol begins interrupting
         John, she is recognizing and taking advantage of her own power over him, which allows her to violate the rule and show disregard
         for his rights. How these two people communicate shows certain aspects of what they think about themselves and about each
         other.
      

      
      Ultimately, Mamet is going as far as to ask what it means for two people to communicate and how much of what is intended is
         actually expressed through our methods of communication. His conclusions seem disheartening; the two are so incapable of communication
         that John must resort to clear, unambiguous physical action—serious violence—to finally express himself.
      

      
      
      
      
      Motifs

      
      
      Interruptions

      
      Mamet constantly uses interruptions as an example of rhetorical structure elucidating character. When John interrupts Carol,
         this tells us something about him—that he is arrogant and little concerned with what she says. Similarly, when they engage
         in a mutually interruptive conversation, we are seeing that their problems in conversation stem in part from their relative
         lack of concern for the role of the other in conversation; each would be equally happy if he or she were able to propound
         their views before a stone wall or a video camera. Interruptions are difficult to read and in actual performance are violent
         and disconcerting, and so Mamet returns to them as a method of showing the communication barriers between the characters.
      

      
      
      
      
      Symbols

      
      
      Carol

      
      When Carol is with John, she is following her own agenda and playing games with him, and so she hides her true feelings and
         motivations. While hiding her real thoughts and feelings may be believable in the context of the play, presenting us only
         with John's conception of Carol threatens her three-dimensionality and pushes her toward becoming symbolic. Instead of being
         a complex character with many conflicting aspects, Carol at times appears to be a caricature who is attacking John for being
         oppressive and not being politically correct; as such, we can see her as representing the politically correct movement. One
         interpretation of the final scene has it being symbolic of the real world attacking the virus of political correctness the
         best way it knows how, with force. This reading might even suggest that Mamet wishes us to excise the tumor and abandon political
         correctness altogether. This is definitely an oversimplification but looking at the play in this light—with Carol as symbolic
         of the politically correct movement as a whole—yields some interesting insight. It is important to note, however, that Mamet's
         body of work is almost entirely lacking in important symbolism and that he has been cast as a writer in a genre that is not
         interested in symbolism. It is doubtful that Mamet intended any overt symbolism in the play, and while reading it through
         the lens of a set symbols may be insightful and thought-provoking, it is more than likely not the author's wishes that any
         such set of symbols be exclusive.
      

      
      
      
   
      

      
      Act One, Part A

      
      
      Summary

      
      Oleanna opens with John on the phone, and Carol is seated across the desk. He's discussing real estate matters with what we presume
         is his wife Grace (he ends the conversation with "I love you, too"), indignant because there seems to be some problem with
         a deal. He pledges to meet her in ten to fifteen minutes. He hangs up, and Carol asks him about a term he used on the phone;
         he attempts to define it, offering a complicated explanation but ultimately does not know what it means himself.
      

      
      John expresses his frustration at Carol's class performance, although not in so many words, just as she deduces that he is
         buying a house. He feels she is in reality bright but troubled, and she agrees, citing her social and economic background
         as impediments to her class performance. To illustrate frustration, he reads a passage from a paper of hers, which says absolutely
         nothing of any substance. She complains that she read his book and did everything she was told. He protests, "Look. Look.
         I'm not your father." The telephone rings, it is someone named Jerry calling about the house. John brushes him off, carried by his concern for
         the situation with Carol.
      

      
      John wants to level with Carol and asks her to tell him what she wants him to do. She is concerned about her grades and asks
         him to teach her; she doesn't understand his book or his lectures. After consulting her notes, she brings up one of his phrases,
         "virtual warehousing of the young." He offers vague platitudes at her lack of understanding, and in reaction she launches
         into a monologue: people come to college to be helped and to prepare for a full life. Carol feels that because she doesn't
         understand, she will fail to live that life. She reveals that she believes she is stupid.
      

      
      John tells her she is not stupid, but angry, and he reminds her that he has pressing appointments and that this meeting was
         not scheduled. She accuses him of thinking her stupid, citing a comment he made in reference to her paper: "What can that
         mean?" Carol becomes very frustrated, saying she doesn't understand anything anyone is talking about and is failing the class;
         she becomes self-hating, calling her work "garbage" and herself "pathetic."
      

      
      
      
      Analysis

      
      The play opens with a telephone call, evidence of communication's role in Oleanna. John's phone call, as well as the ensuing conversation with Carol, is a great example of Mamet's notorious dialogue style—few
         sentences are completed, and the characters are constantly overlapping each other for an effect that's more talking at than communicating with. They trail off before any meaning is actually conveyed, ironic because John repeatedly says he wishes to level with Carol
         and really communicate. The form their dialogue takes also expresses a power dynamic here—it is John that does most of the
         interrupting, exerting his dominance over Carol in conversation.
      

      
      Near the beginning of this section, John tries to define "term of art" for Carol, but does not actually know the phrase's
         meaning. This is indicative of John's character: he's overbearing, relentlessly interrupts her and often does not respond
         to what she actually says, talking instead on a topic important to him. John is almost entirely output, with very little input.
         Until Carol is forceful, she can get at most a few words out before he assumes her meaning.
      

      
      Carol alternates between concern for passing the class and desire to understand the subject material. She begins by expressing
         an urgent need to pass the class, but once John asks her to tell him what she wants him to do, she explains that she wishes
         for him to teach her. This muddling of motives will later contrast her concern for John's teachings; initially, she very adamantly
         wishes only to pass the class. The only topic from the class that comes up in this section—"virtual warehousing of the young"—degenerates
         into her feelings on the purposes of higher education without any explanation or definition of the term from John.
      

      
      Carol grows very negative near the end of the section—upset and filled with self-doubt. It is appropriate to note gender roles
         in this sort of behavior: it is the woman who becomes possessed with her own failures. This will contrast with the next section,
         where the man admits to previously having experienced such self-doubt but has overcome it. Mamet's female character is weak
         because of this self-doubt and negativity, while the male character is strong by contrast, having reversed this situation
         without any outside assistance. Rather than writing the female character as essentially male, Mamet uses the first two sections
         to set up Carol as different because of her weakness.
      

      
      
   
      
      Act One, Part B

      
      
      Summary

      
      Carol's claim that she is stupid makes John pause. ("Pause, one of the few stage directions in the play, occurs ten times on this page) He asks Carol to sit, and he tells her that
         he can empathize, having been brought up to feel stupid himself. He speaks of his alienation from the rest of the world: "The
         real people. Who were they? They were the people other than myself. The good people. The capable people. The people who could do the things, I could not do: learn, study, retain. " Through his own frustration with his incapacity to learn John took this as a description
         of himself: it is not that he simply couldn't understand at any given moment, but that he was someone who could not understand.
         John takes the blame for Carol's lack of understanding, saying he had his house and other matters on his mind.
      

      
      Carol is incredulous at John's confession, and he tells her that she can improve herself as he has. John says that he is being
         personal with her, as he wished someone had sat him down personally and helped him when he was younger. She asks, "Why would
         you want to be personal with me?", and just as he answers, "We can only interpret the behavior of others through the screen
         we create," the phone rings again. It is his wife Grace again (although he doesn't identify her except by saying "I love you")
         calling about the house. John promises to be right down but hangs up, somewhat flustered at her insistence.
      

      
      The new house, Carol realizes aloud, is because of John's promotion. She asks why he remains with her when he should go; he
         answers, "Because I like you," because he feels that they are similar. She tells him he said "everyone has problems" (he did
         not, at least not yet in the play) and asks what his are. He again responds with an attempt to level the field between them,
         breaking down the "Artificial Stricture" of the teacher-student relationship. He says he has problems with teaching—he found the hierarchy artificial and resented
         positions of authority because he knew he was bound to fail. He has, however, lifted himself up from this by realizing that
         he thought of himself as a failure and deciding to change that "by succeeding now and again."
      

      
      Tests, he says, are nonsense. As an example, he talks of the Tenure Committee, which he says is populated by individuals he
         "wouldn't employ to wax my car." Carol identifies that he has nonetheless been granted tenure, but John clarifies that they've
         announced it but haven't officially signed yet. He worries that at any moment they will find him unworthy—as he himself feels
         he is unworthy of his job, his home, his wife, his family, etc.—and his house will not go through.
      

      
      Carol interrupts to ask about her grade. John becomes very terse, the phone rings, and he offers a frustrated deal: Carol
         stays, they begin the class over, and she receives an automatic A. "Your grade for the whole term is an 'A.' If you will come
         back and meet with me. A few more times." He tells her not to worry about the paper; he just wants to get her interested and
         answer her questions. Carol protests—she cannot believe that it's possible. She is worried about the rules, but John placates
         her, telling her that they won't tell anyone, keeping it between the two of them.
      

      
      
      
      Analysis

      
      Despite claiming to shrug off the teacher-student hierarchy, John continues to be pedantic and somewhat condescending. He
         insults the Tenure Committee, seemingly only because they hold positions of authority important to his security. He continues
         to interrupt and override Carol. He uses words, which Carol does not understand. John seems to be comfortable saying one thing
         yet doing another, at least when it comes to modifying his own overbearing behavior.
      

      
      John has just begun to explain a particular theory of education when Carol interrupts to ask about her grade. Throughout this
         section, she has let John explain his rise from low self-esteem without interruption, but when he begins to reenter explanations
         of academia, however, she interrupts, concerned not with learning but with grades. In Act two, Carol ignores this previous
         concern with grades and simply passing the class. John's reaction to her prodding about grades may be a place to look for
         her motivation; he brushes off her questioning in the first section and here gives in easily, offering her an A. While she
         is incredulous here, later Carol will take advantage of John's benevolence.
      

      
      This section includes some foreshadowing; many things John says and does here will come back to haunt him later in the play.
         John mentions being personal because he likes Carol. They talk of breaking the rules when he agrees to begin the class over,
         and she cannot understand. He sets up the standard that she later throws back at him, claiming that, "finally, you have to
         look at how you act," rather than what you think or what you say. Most importantly, Carol claims John has said something he
         has not said ("everyone has problems"). This is the only instance of outright fabrication in the play, but it foreshadows
         Carol's tendency to spin the truth to her own best uses.
      

      
      
   
      
      Act One, Part C

      
      
      Summary

      
      Carol mentions John's lecture on hazing, and she checks her notes to make sure she is getting it as he said it. He urges her
         to tell him in her own words, and suggests that you don't necessarily have to put forth maximum effort simply to retain things.
         He explains hazing: to him, it is a word for the educational process as a "ritualized annoyance," heavily structured but useless.
         It is a ritual, John says, "that all are entitled to Higher Education," and Carol challenges that. He asks her opinion, which
         she cannot offer, and when he mentions his example—justice—she cannot repeat it to him without her notes. He explains that
         justice is a right, rather than a requirement—a person can live a full life without standing trial. In modern times, however,
         someone cannot live a full life without attending higher education.
      

      
      Carol attempts to protest, John keeps interrupting her ("Good. Good."), and finally she bursts: "I'M SPEAKING. " He is apologetic,
         and she asks how he can possibly express that sentiment in a college class. John says that is his job to provoke Carol. He
         tells her a story: when he was young, he was told that the rich copulate less often than the poor. At various points in his
         life, he compared his experiences to this, but ultimately it was not a profound statement, nor necessarily true. To John,
         this is like education—it is not necessarily true that higher education is such a good thing, but it is so dear to Carol that
         when he questions it, she becomes angry.
      

      
      John begins to outline reasons people might pursue higher education, but trails off to make a note about his home—about private
         schools and the school tax. He wishes to challenge the notion that he must send his child to public school and pay the school
         tax at the expense of his own interests. "Is this not simply The White Man's Burden?" he asks, as Carol takes notes, saying "I want to make sure I remember it." Carol wonders that some people might find college
         instructive—how might they feel, "being told they are wasting their time?" If education is something so awful, she asks, why
         does John teach? He says he loves it and suggests she look at some demographic charts to explain his point. She protests that
         she cannot understand them, but he argues that she can. Carol explodes, yelling that she doesn't understand.
      

      
      Carol becomes very frustrated at not understanding, and John moves to put his arm around her shoulder. She shouts "NO!" and
         walks away, another rare stage direction. She sputters about not understanding, but John shushes her, trying to calm her.
         He asks her to tell him how she feels, and she cannot, only saying "I'm bad." She is about to tell him something she's never
         told anyone, when the telephone rings once more. He says he can't talk, but whoever's on the other end keeps him on. The agreement,
         it seems, is void; on the other end is his wife, who is telling John about problems with the agreement. He asks her to put
         Jerry on; John grows indignant, telling Jerry to take Grace and leave. After he becomes particularly angry, Jerry says something
         that makes him pause. The rest of the conversation consists of pauses and confusion. When he politely hangs up, Carol asks,
         "What is it?" John replies that his wife and friends are throwing a party in the new house. The final exchange of the Act
         is most memorable:
      

      
      
      CAROL: (Pause) They're proud of you. JOHN: Well, there are those who would say it's a form of aggression. CAROL: What is? JOHN: A surprise.
      

      
      
      
      
      Analysis

      
      By the time this act ends, the phone has rung five times, and we finally know why. Others wish to communicate with John—this
         is a reminder that John has a life outside of the office, a life with others who care about him and to whom he holds responsibilities.
         John will later cite these responsibilities in argument against Carol's actions, and it is important to remember this evidence
         of John's outside relationships. Carol, in contrast, portrays herself as very alone in this act, but she will later cite a
         group of supporters with whom she has been consulting.
      

      
      The most actual teaching takes place in this section. Just as John begins teaching for an extended period of time, however,
         he trails off into his own thoughts, making notes and prompting Carol to worry, "I'm keeping you." This is nonetheless enough
         time to set up the fundamental educational conflict between Carol and John—she champions the cause of students who wish to
         learn and understand as much as possible, while he cautions against taking higher education for granted and generally feels
         it is conducted in a less-than-optimal manner. A crucial exchange comes when John reminds Carol that his job is to provoke
         her, and she can't understand this; Carol is mostly concerned with note- taking and fails several times to offer what she
         thinks on a topic. She is typically fact-obsessed and is not concerned with being provoked to thoughts of her own—she fails
         when asked point-blank to offer her own opinion.
      

      
      This section is the most important part of the act for foreshadowing. Carol checks her notes often, saying things like "I
         want to know everything that went on," and "I want to make sure I remember it." John's story about copulation seems a bit
         off-topic and possibly inappropriate. Finally, John puts his arm around Carol's shoulder, and she screams, "NO!" All of these
         pass by with little notice but come back to haunt John in the second act.
      

      
      
   
      
      Act Two, Part A

      
      
      Summary

      
      John's two-page monologue that opens the second act is the longest uninterrupted speech in Oleanna. He confesses to Carol, across the desk, that he esteems himself as a skilled teacher and values the performance aspect of
         his role as a professor. He wished so desperately not to become the robotic type of teacher he himself had as a student that
         he instead went so far as to be unorthodox in his teaching style—perhaps too far, he wonders, for the good of his students.
         When confronted with the possibility of tenure, he admits to having coveted it, and, wondering if that was wrong, he admits
         to wanting tenure in and of itself, for the security and comfort of himself and his family. This security came at the price
         of tenure, which he was in the process of getting, and he also initiated the purchase of a new house as a result, something
         important to him and his concept of security.
      

      
      The Tenure Committee, John goes on to say, will meet, hear Carol's complaint, and dismiss it—but not without the delay causing
         John to lose his house and his deposit. He says he has angered Carol; he, too, was angered by teachers, but he turned his
         hurt and humiliation into positive motivation to reform the system. Carol's first line, "What do you want of me?", is answered
         with John's admission that he is, in fact, pedantic and vulnerable to criticism for his teaching. She attempts to speak, but
         he again overrides her, asserting that he feels he is "unassailable" in his "unflinching concern for my students' dignity."
         He asks how the matter can be settled, calling it "pointless"; Carol paraphrases this as, "What you can do to force me to
         retract?" In fact, she asserts that this is what he has said, and when he claims the contrary, she merely responds, "I have
         my notes." John asks again what he has done to her, and Carol replies that whatever he has done, "to the extent that you've
         done it to me, do you know, rather than to me as a student, and, so, to the student body," is found in her report to the tenure committee.
      

      
      John reads aloud charges from the committee report: he is sexist and elitist (a word of whose definition he professes to be
         uncertain), has engaged in "theatrical diversions from the prescribed text", was alone with a student, told a sexually explicit story (the story which contrasted the frequency of fornication with
         class), tried to embrace the student, used the phrase, "The White Man's Burden," invited Carol to his office because he liked
         her, and offered to let her rewrite her examination paper if she would come back to his office—all charges based on incidents
         contained in the first act. John tells Carol that her report is ludicrous, bound to humiliate her and cost him his house;
         she counters that he cannot deny that the incidents occurred or, if they did, that they meant what he said they did rather
         than what she said. Carol claims an ironic reversal: "We don't say what we mean. Don't we? Don't we? We do say what we mean. And you say that 'I don't understand you'"
      

      
      Once again, he asks Carol to tell him in her own words the problem, but she yields to the report. John cannot believe Carol
         is so hurt, but she retorts that her feelings are irrelevant. He wishes to help Carol, but she asserts that she does not need
         anything he can provide. John starts, "I feel", only to be interrupted: "I don't care what you feel." She says he no longer has the power, as he has misused it. He retorts that she is angry, violating his rights,
         which he contrasts as part of the "real world," reminding that he is a real person, not a symbol for something.
      

      
      
      
      Analysis

      
      The theme of communication reveals much, especially in contrast to its form in the first act; where there was overlap and
         miscommunication before, now the ellipses are fewer and the average line length longer. Carol speaks up, and much of this
         section shows her finally presenting her point. Despite no longer being in control, John continues to retain his professor
         persona in communication, using overly elaborate words ("paradigm") and alluding to the stoics.
      

      
      Carol's character makes a significant turn in this section. Where she has previously been weak, less persistent, and filled
         with self-doubt, she now challenges John at every step, making demands of him and unabashedly acknowledging that whether or
         not the charges she has filed are true, John cannot deny them by virtue of the situation in which they occurred. This burden
         of proof is one of Mamet's criticisms of the political correctness movement and the flurry of accusations of sexual harassment
         that followed: when an accusation places the burden of proof on the accused rather than the accuser, a sort of situation may
         ensue in which an individual is by almost any definition innocent, yet will suffer the consequences because he cannot prove
         otherwise. Carol's unconcern with thoughts or feelings mirrors this problem, because rather than reach a synthesis of understanding,
         she turns the case into one person's word against the other's. So, when John's word is against Carol's, she must win because
         she is the accuser and the purported victim; it is only right to give her the benefit of the doubt and right the wrongs that
         have been done to her.
      

      
      When John cautions Carol against attacking him as a "bogeyman," as a symbol of something greater, he offers an important insight into not only Carol's character but, because Mamet portrays
         her as the archetypical student, the dangers of academia. Literary interpretations often analyze characters, plot devices,
         and other objects as symbols of something greater—this is the language through which literature communicates—but in applying
         the same process to real life, it is easy to fall into the trap of over-simplifying the complexities of real human stories.
         John worries that Carol is perceiving him two-dimensionally by ignoring the other aspects of his life, specifically his responsibilities
         to his family, his job security, etc. This may be intended ironically, as it is nonetheless stated by a character in a drama,
         still entrenched in artificial representation; however, the brief mention of symbolism focuses on the point that John feels
         Carol is flattening him like an intellectual concept in order to deal with him.
      

      
      
   
      
      Act Two, Part B

      
      
      Summary

      
      John mentions "The Tenure Committee, Good Men and True," which prompts Carol's outrage—to overlook such a sexist remark, in
         her mind, is to promote the mindset that allows such comments. John questions, exasperated, if that is sufficient to deprive
         his family; Carol finds it so, reprimanding him for speaking to a woman in private, performing, ordering Carol about, treating
         higher education as a joke, confessing "to a taste to play the Patriarch in your class," and embracing his students. She cites his transgression of established norms—his questioning of some but
         embracing of others which he feel will advance him—as hypocrisy and contrasts this hypocrisy with his mocking of students
         through his criticism of the educational system. Carol berates him—no longer interrupting herself or trailing off as she did
         in the first act and bids John good day.
      

      
      John seizes upon this, offering a, "Nice day today," as an example of essential human communication: "I say something conventional,
         you respond, and the information we exchange is not about the 'weather,' but that we both agree to converse." He defends himself;
         though their positions are in conflict, they are still human and imperfect. People are self-serving and conventional, he admits,
         but she came to the class looking to learn about education. All John could do, he claims, is tell her his thoughts and let
         her decide. They are not supposed to correct each other, but, in his role as teacher, he must tell her what he thinks.
      

      
      Carol has once again come to stuttering. She alludes to her "Group," and John counsels, "Everybody needs advisers." The telephone
         rings: it is Grace, his wife, worried about the house. He asks her, "Babe, baby, will you just call Jerry?", pushing her off
         to return to Carol. With the conversation, Carol regains footing; John has asked to talk about the complaint, but Carol reminds
         that they will discuss it at the Tenure Committee Hearing. Carol advises they stick to the conventional process and tries
         to go. It is John's turn to stammer, and he "restrains her from leaving." She cries out, "LET ME GO." "I have no desire to hold you," John says, "I just want to talk to you. " Carol cries out for help.
      

      
      
      
      Analysis

      
      Carol's perceived dichotomy between knowledge and thought or feeling pervades this act, as she emphasizes her lack of concern
         for John's feelings; instead, Carol is still obsessed with the facts, looking at what she knows and what her notes and the
         report say. In this, she still doesn't understand the role of professor in the educational relationship. He explains it as
         communicating his thoughts and letting her decide, but Carol once more pushes away synthesis in favor of a "he said, she said"
         model.
      

      
      It is important to note how Mamet draws our sympathy to John. Carol confronts him with what is essentially an admission that
         her charges are false but that he cannot escape them; in a sense, she acknowledges her own deviousness. Throughout most of
         the act, he is making rational appeals to the most universal parts of life—his family, his job, and his security. It is only
         near the end, when John restrains Carol out of his own frustration, does Mamet alienate us from John. While some readers may
         still be able to identify with this act and not be wholly alienated from John, many will act as a horror movie audience screaming
         at the screen, realizing that in his frustration John is playing into her hands.
      

      
      Power relationships shift somewhat in this act, and it is important to note how. Carol seems to have the upper hand—she has
         filed a report against John with the Tenure Committee—yet when she bids him good day and rushes out, he can hold her with
         a word. John can still bring her to stuttering with his lecturing and can overpower her with his rhetorical skills, but only
         when she takes advantage of the break a phone call affords can she rally enough gusto to rebut. She may vocalize her dominance,
         as well as hold the keys to John's future, but Carol is nonetheless still a weaker character than John.
      

      
      Finally, the physical action—the second scripted contact between the two—gives perhaps the best insight into the power structure.
         John has to step out of the bounds of the intellectual realm—in which their conversation has until now remained—to make his
         point with Carol. Rather than yield or fight, Carol responds by calling attention to John, yelling for help. This is a microcosmic
         representation of her strategy—she is not powerful enough to fight back herself, but she can call attention to injustice being
         done and let the proper authorities deal with it. Carol works within the realm of convention and within the established rules
         to counter John's constantly stepping outside of them.
      

      
      
   
      
      Act Three, Part A

      
      
      Summary

      
      JOHN: I have asked you here. (Pause) I have asked you here against, against my.
      

      
      Carol: I was most surprised you asked me.
      

      
      The third act opens with a number of false starts; John has invited Carol to his office and spends two pages telling her that
         he'd like her to hear him out—two pages constantly interrupted, that is, by her antagonisms and assurances that she "didn't
         have to come here." Carol mentions, in fact, that the court officers told her not to come. John is not sure what to make of
         this phrase, "court officers," but she threatens to leave before he gets to ask. John feels she is owed an apology, having
         re-read the accusations before the tenure committee, but, before he can apologize, she points out that they are not accusations
         but rather proven facts.
      

      
      The telephone rings as he gives in to her point. It is unclear who it is, but whoever gives John messages from both his wife
         and Jerry, both of whom are concerned about him. He asks that the caller tell them he's fine, assures the caller he will call
         them, and hangs up. He has spent some time studying the indictment, he tells Carol, but she does not understand the word.
         He describes it in terms of alleged conditions, but she "cannot come to allow" that anything in the report is not fact; it has been ruled upon by the tenure committee, who have found John "negligent...guilty...wanting, and in error," and have subsequently recommended discipline. John complains that he is going to be fired, and Carol launches into a monologue
         berating him that his situation is not caused by any uncontrollable property of his (for example, sex, race, or class) but
         instead by his own actions. His arguments will have no effect on her, she tells, because he has worked not for his career
         and his responsibilities, but for the power to be in the position he is in, which she says is that of a privileged white male
         with the power to insult her.
      

      
      "Don't you have feelings?" John asks, and Carol jumps upon that as indicative of his oppression. If she doesn't take his side,
         she is subhuman and lacking feelings. Carol cites her responsibility to the school, other students, and her group—all of whom
         suffer what she suffers in some form—as reason not to forgive him. She reads off examples from her notes of his harassment,
         examples such as "Have a good day, dear," which she views as John exploiting the "paternal prerogative." Carol almost even
         equates this transgression to rape. He asked her into his office originally to explain something to her, she says; she came
         instead to instruct him. His book, instead of being "outside of tradition", is banal—John believes, she shouts, in nothing
         at all.
      

      
      "I believe in freedom of thought," he responds. Why would he then question the committee's decision, she asks. He responds
         that he believes in "freedom-of- thought and a home, and, and prerogatives for your kid, and tenure"; in other words, he believes in the oppressive elitist paradigm currently in place. Carol warns John that he is wrong
         and that she knows what he thinks of her. She warns him that he projects to her emotions from fright to rage to sexual discomfort.
         He admits to it, and she tells him she came to tell him that he is wrong; she asks if he hates her, and he responds in the
         affirmative. Rather, she says it is the power she holds over him that he hates, so much so that free discussion is impossible;
         he agrees.
      

      
      This same hate for this same power, Carol lectures, is the type which she and her group must submit themselves to every day;
         it is the system in place against which they are judged, and if it is fair for them, it is similarly fair for him. Carol's
         speech is now filled with pauses as she tells about how many students overcome prejudices to attend college and are in danger
         of losing that privilege, yet are mocked by educators like John. Carol's charges, she says, were not trivial, though they
         seem so to him. He says that they were devoid of sexual content, but she claims they are not and that it's not for him to
         say.
      

      
      John stammers that she makes good points but that he can change. You little yapping fool"; Carol warns him that she doesn't
         want revenge, she wants understanding. He doesn't see any use, as his job is over. At mention of his job, she begins to leave
         but steps back.
      

      
      
      
      Analysis

      
      As the third act opens, Carol has assumed John's original role; the initial clues are rhetorical, as she is constantly interrupting
         him and not really listening to what he is saying. More than just rhetorical style has shifted; however, their power roles,
         too, have shifted, as the act features Carol threatening to leave several times and John almost begging her to stay. John,
         however, is showing that not all of his behavior is necessarily that of an oppressive professor. When he uses the word "transpire,"
         Carol verbally assaults him for deliberately speaking over her head. John may simply have a large vocabulary and may not intend
         to impress, and the word likely slips out when he is at his most defensive and honest, not contrived to impress or dominate.
      

      
      John's concern for his job ironically mirrors Carol's concern for grades in the first act, another sign that they have switched
         roles. John is no longer concerned with developing an understanding or even clearing his good name. Instead, he focuses on
         a simple point, his job, and endeavors to save that as one step in the road to solving his problems. This focus might yield
         a little insight into Carol's early concern: when everything is falling apart, Carol reached for the most obvious and concrete
         goal—grades—as a beginning point upon which to build. Similarly ironic is her statement in this section that she doesn't wish
         revenge, but instead understanding; John is now at the same point Carol occupied when the play began and cannot simply understand.
         He grasps at his job and his sanity as small goals, but without regaining them, he cannot begin to understand Carol.
      

      
      Carol's lectures on her place within the academic system ring very true at certain points. She seems to fear that educators
         like John, who comment on the system itself and question its appropriateness as an institution, go too far in objecting to
         its existence. Even if a C student attend a typical college, the experience is likely to have many positive effects, both
         scholastically and otherwise. But, John warns that it is taken for granted and may also have ill effects upon that student,
         perpetuating the status quo. It remains, however, that John never gets very far in his description of the ill effects.
      

      
      The examples Carol finally lists to support her accusations are, as she recounts them, ultimately ridiculous. None of them
         fall under the legal guidelines for rape or battery, particularly as they stood at the time of the play's writing. They may
         be instances of covert harassment, but Mamet wishes the audience to hinge on the "may"; he points to the slippery definition
         of sexual harassment and the difficulty of setting bounds in behavior. Ultimately, John and Carol are speaking two different
         languages—but as long as her side exists, it is the one on which the law will support.
      

      
      
   
      
      Act Three, Part B

      
      
      Summary

      
      "What if it were possible that my Group withdraws its complaint?" Carol asks. She tells him it would be an act of friendship,
         but John is dubious, asking in exchange for what. They derive nothing from it, she says, but might speak to the committee.
         "GIVEN WHAT?" is John's query; Carol presents him with a list of books that her group finds questionable. John is aghast,
         sputtering phrases like "Academic freedom." They, too, have their agenda, Carol reminds.
      

      
      One of the books on the list is John's; Carol's group wants it censored as a "representative example of the university." John
         grows angry, responding, "Get out of here Get the fuck out of my office." It will happen whether or not he helps, Carol threatens.
         John will simply lose the group's support and, with it, his job. She hands him a statement that they wish him to sign. He
         grows calm and tells Carol it is out of the question. He has a responsibility, he says, to himself, his legacy, his job, and
         to keep that book in circulation. He professes to Carol that he has not been home in two days, thinking this matter out in
         a hotel. The phone rings, and John doesn't pick it up, saying that Carol is wrong and dangerous and that she can "go to hell" for such a suggestion as banning his book. Carol keeps repeating the fact that John has not been home in two days and advises
         that, "I think you should pick up the phone."
      

      
      On the telephone is Jerry. People have been worried about John, but he assures Jerry that he's fine, even if he no longer
         has a job. Jerry tells John something which makes John incredulous and upset; it obviously has something to do with Carol,
         as John tells Jerry, "She's, she's, she's here with me." He hangs up midstream and asks Carol, "What does this mean?"
      

      
      Carol says she thought he knew that according to the law, John tried to rape her, pressing his body into her when she left
         the office earlier. She says that her group may pursue criminal charges, as battery and attempted rape. John tells her to
         go and that he wishes to talk to his lawyer; the phone rings again, and he picks it up immediately. It's John's wife Grace.
         He tells her he can't talk and calls her "Baby." Carol asks if it's his wife, to which he responds that it is not her business.
         John again tells her to go.
      

      
      She begins to leave, but on her way out, Carol tells John not to call his wife "baby." He asks, "What?" and Carol repeats
         her command. As she begins to leave the room, John grabs Carol and begins to beat her. He calls her a "vicious little bitch,"
         who is destroying his life with political correctness. He knocks her to the floor and can't believe she thought he was trying
         to rape her. John picks up a chair as if to hit her with it, calling her a "little cunt," whom he would never touch. As she cowers beneath him, he lowers the chair, arranges things on his desk and tries to regain
         control and composure.
      

      
      Carol merely looks at him, saying, "Yes. That's right," to herself.

      
      
      
      Analysis

      
      This final act features a power struggles and changing self-awareness in the characters. Carol realizes she has power over
         John and attempts to use it to express what she says is her agenda. She also expresses a somewhat ambiguous, impersonal perspective
         on the power conflict. The reason they cannot communicate throughout this act, as Carol points out, is because of his hate
         for the power she holds over him. John may have more reason to hate Carol personally, as she holds this power only through
         her machinations and attempts to gain it; however, those who hold this power by default and as a function of the system may
         be hated for the power without any comment on their personality. That is, you may hate your boss simply because he is your
         boss, Carol says. To an extent, we wonder if that is at the seat of her grudge against John.
      

      
      Mamet does not choose to elaborate on the particulars of Carol's agenda, merely having her discuss her revolt against the
         oppression which John and similar others offer. While this absence focuses the play on Carol's actions and the meaning they
         have in relation to political correctness, it clouds the issue by making Carol's motivations difficult to unearth. Carol expresses
         many frustrations at her socio-economic background, her relative impotence, and her simple lack of intelligence, but her more
         immediate motives for exploiting John and attempting his blackmail are hidden from the audience. By dint of the dramatic structure,
         the only part of Carol we see is the face she presents to John, and, as she wants to keep her motives a secret from him, she
         keeps them a secret from us. Perhaps Mamet wishes to use this absence to suggest that, no matter what the motivations, sensitivity
         to political correctness may be exploited.
      

      
      As always, the play is notable in its lack of stage direction, and this act brings it to a head. There are few textual indicators
         of the emotions of the characters, other than their dialogue, and so most of the interpretation comes in performance. For
         example, mid-act, after Carol's tirade about John's lack of belief in anything, John becomes very terse and says no more than
         five or six different words. Is he angry? Guilty? Humbled? Only through performance can the audience tell what emotion John
         feels. In real life, as opposed to much theatre, people do not wear their emotions on their sleeves, and it is difficult to
         decipher what a complex character is feeling at any given moment. The most helpful clues are seldom the things people say
         themselves, but instead body language, tone, attitude, etc.; Mamet paints his dramas in the same realistic manner, leaving
         ambiguity with which the actors and directors can play.
      

      
      
   
      
      Important Quotations Explained

      
      
         
         
            
            JOHN: I'll make you a deal. You stay here. We'll start the whole course over. I'm going to say it was not you, it was I who was
               not paying attention. We'll start the whole course over. Your grade is an "A." Your final grade is an "A."
            

            
         

         
         
         John's initial offer to Carol in Act one, an expression of his true commitment to his students, will come back with bite.
            He wishes to set aside Carol's fears about her grade and be able to focus on making her understand the parts of the class
            that were not clear. This is one of the few points in act one where John is not arrogant and overbearing, but Carol distorts
            this to an offer of good grades for time alone with her.
         

         
         
      

      
      
         
         
            
            
            CAROL: (Pause) They're proud of you. JOHN: Well, there are those who would say it's a form of aggression. CAROL: What is? JOHN: A surprise.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         In Act one's closing exchange, John reacts to the surprise party thrown by Jerry and Grace for him, celebrating the purchase
            of their new house. John is almost reticent to extricate himself from his session with Carol, and he seems ambivalent about
            the party thrown by his friends. It is unclear why he is so tentative, but his quip expresses not only his desire to stay
            with Carol, but a brief glimpse of uncertain happiness in the outside world.
         

         
         
      

      
      
         
         
            
            JOHN: You said you came in the class because you wanted to learn about education. I don't know that I can teach you about education. But I know that I can tell you what I think about education, and then you decide. And you don't have to fight with me. I'm not the subject. I don't want to fix you. I would like to tell you what I think, because that is my job, conventional as it is, and flawed as I may be.
            

            
         

         
         
         John's expresses his role as a teacher in Act two and he sets up the educational debate between he and Carol. John sees his
            role as very flawed and wishes to reform the educational system. As it stands, though, he is the teacher, and this is his
            job. Carol rejects that, as his job is inherently oppressive because of the role in which it puts him. She sees John as trying
            to impose his views upon her, and if she doesn't understand them and doesn't agree with them, then he is wrong. This is also
            a section of a long, rational monologue which is important in its force; it stops Carol in her tracks, making her grasp for
            words and lose her power in the exchange.
         

         
         
      

      
      
         
         
            
            
            JOHN: I have asked you here against, against my CAROL: I was most surprised you asked me. JOHN: against my better judgment, against CAROL: I was most surprised JOHN: against the yes. I'm sure.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         The opening exchange of Act three is a perfect example of Mamet's use of the form of dialogue to express power relationships
            and lack of communication. Carol is the one interrupting John here, causing him to keep repeating his thought, "against the.
            " Contrasted with excerpts from Act one, she seems to have adopted the role in conversation that John once held. This is realistic
            dialogue at its height, the type for which Mamet is famous. Carol tells John she was surprised, but it is uncertain whether
            he heard her until he acknowledges her; she, similarly, does not acknowledge his comment on the better judgment. There is
            little communication going on here, simply Carol exerting her power over John.
         

         
         
      

      
      
         
         
            
            You have an agenda, we have an agenda. I am not interested in your feelings or your motivation, but your actions.

            
         

         
         
         Carol utters this in Act three, a terrific expression of her ultimate position in the play. She becomes concerned with promoting
            her own agenda, although she hides it beneath resistance to John's agenda. This is a brief moment of clarity and honesty.
            Throughout the play, Carol's interests are not in feelings or motivations—she is seemingly incapable of synthesis, bringing
            her own feelings to bear upon particular facts. Instead she takes copious notes on John's actions and his exact words, worried
            about getting things right to the letter.
         

         
         
      

      
      
         
         
            
            Yes. That's right.

            
         

         
         
         Carol's comment, to herself, after John beats her. It is her only reaction, and may be read as damning, understanding, or
            some other feeling.
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            having been in John's class for two semesters
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         Falling action · Carol looks at John and says, "Yes. That's right." She looks away, lowers her head, and repeats it to herself.
         

      

      
      
         Foreshadowing · The theme of communication, which is prevalent throughout the first act, returns as the source of conflict in the remainder
            of the play; similarly, actions in the first act are the points of contention throughout the play.
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      Study Questions and Suggested Essay Topics

      
      
         
         Study Questions

         
         
            
            
               Discuss how the form of Mamet's dialogue impacts the meaning, in addition to the content.
               
            

            
            
            Form of dialogue often expresses otherwise hidden characteristics of the speaker. At the play's beginning, John does most
               of the talking—and most of the interrupting, showing his dominance over Carol in conversation and his comfort in his role
               as lecturer. John talks almost exclusively, with very little input—he does not place importance on the other person in the
               conversation. He fills his lectures with overly elaborate words and academic allusions, for which Carol constantly asks clarication.
            

            
            More so, however, form can show the exchange between two people in conversation. In the first act, few sentences are completed,
               and the characters are constantly overlapping each other for an effect that is more talking at that communicating with, trailing off before any meaning is actually conveyed. Carol can get in at most a few words before John assumes her meaning;
               there is an attempt at communication by Carol, but it is not happening between them. In the second act, both characters speak
               more freely, Carol expressing her points and John only quieting her with a long, rambling speech reminiscent of act one. Whether
               or not the reception is there on either end, both parties are allowed more free expression. Finally, by the third act, Carol
               assumes John's original role, constantly interrupting him and not really listening to what he is saying. His expression is
               being limited because of Carol's power role, and so true communication is still not taking place.
            

            
            
         

         
         
            
            
               What is the role of the telephone in Oleanna?
               
            

            
            
            In a play which has many of the Greek unities—at least, the restrictions on setting and story—Mamet uses the telephone as
               a sort of modern deus ex machina. It doesn't simply ring incidentally; rather, when the telephone rings, it is either to communicate something which furthers
               the story along, to give one of the characters a break in an otherwise heavy conversation, or, more often, to do both. The
               telephone rings many times in act one, alternately Jerry and Grace attempting to lure John away from his talks with Carol.
               This places importance on John's house purchase and makes it more human and pressing—it is not merely that he is buying a
               house, but that he has people for whom this house means quite a bit. It also indicates that John has normal human relationships,
               with people who care for him considerably. John's reaction to the first act's phone calls also make the play possible; if
               John had run off with the opening phone call, none of the problems would have happened.
            

            
            Grace's call in the second act serves as an opportunity for Carol to regain her footing—her charges before the tenure committee
               have given her the upper hand in the power struggle she perceives between her and John, but John's innate power and his strong
               rhetoric is turning the tides. Until, that is, the phone rings; his flow is interrupted, and she takes the opportunity to
               close the discussion. The first phone call of the third act sets up the second, corroborating John's story that he has not
               been home in days and so has not communicated with anyone close to him. Finally, it is the second phone call, informing John
               that he may be charged with rape and battery, which tips him over the edge into action. This not only interrupts the conversation,
               it gives Carol an opportunity to comment on John's treatment of his wife. With all this new information, John is overloaded,
               and lashes out physically. It is important that Mamet does not note the ending of the final phone conversation or include
               John hanging up the phone. Instead, the possibility is open that John is so upset that all else loses importance and that
               he enters a mental zone where all that exists is the two of them.
            

            
            
         

         
         
            
            
               Look at the physical relationship between John and Carol; what does it say about each character?
               
            

            
            
            Carol never makes a move on John; she always walks away, calls for help, etc. John, however, is physical with Carol once in
               each act, to increasing degrees of violence. John's actions are never contrived, however. When Carol is upset, he naturally,
               without thinking, moves to comfort her. When she tries to leave, he sees no alternative but to restrain her. Finally, when
               he cannot communicate his anger or impose his opinion in any other way, he beats her. John is a man comfortable with the possibility
               of his physicality, not awkward within his skin. It is unclear whether expressing himself physically is within or without
               the bounds John perceives on his actions. It seems obvious that he considers his embrace of Carol not only natural but right,
               but his struggle to regain composure after beating her reveals that, in his mind, the limit for acceptable action falls somewhere
               in between. Carol's reactions show her perception of the boundaries as fairly similar, oddly enough, and when John moves to
               comfort her, she counters physically, moving away. His grabbing is met with a cry for help; what may have been pushing the
               boundaries for him is not best met with physical resistance from her, as she intends to always work within the limits, crying
               for help instead. Finally, she must simply take his beating since any counteraction would be improper and detract from the
               oppressive role in which Carol has cast John. She never crosses into desperation, and so her physical actions are always carefully
               within the bounds of what she considers proper; she is careful to play her own role and let John fall into the one she wants
               him to play.
            

            
            
         

         
      

      
      
         
         Suggested Essay Topics

         
         
            There are two dominant interpretations of Carol, one as a manipulator who is faking naïveté in the first act, the other as
            a girl who makes a tremendous progression from simple frustration to complex anger against John. Discuss the one you think
            most likely, providing many examples to support your decision.
            
         

         
         
            Discuss John's opinions of the educational system, contrasted with Carol's. What is Mamet trying to achieve by posing these
            views in opposition?
            
         

         
         
            Explain Carol's final statement: "Yes. That's right."
            
         

         
      

      
   
      
      
         
         Quiz

         
         
            1.	Why does John call Carol into his office?

            
               A.	To help him put together his new desk
B.	To teach her more about "virtual warehousing of the young"
C.	To confront her about her poor class performance
D.	To congratulate her on her hockey team's victory
               

            

         

         
         
            2.	Why, in Carol's opinion, do most people come to college?

            
               A.	To land lucrative investment banking jobs
B.	To be helped, and to be prepared for a full life
C.	To rush Delta Phi Epsilon
D.	To get good grades
               

            

         

         
         
            3.	What directly prompts John to get a new house?

            
               A.	His gaining tenure
B.	His inheritance of some money
C.	His fiftieth birthday
D.	His wife's second pregnancy
               

            

         

         
         
            4.	How does John liken justice to higher education?

            
               A.	John Rawls had elaborate theories of both
B.	A jury is just as clueless as an admissions board
C.	Both are rights, but neither is necessary to life
D.	Hideous robes
               

            

         

         
         
            5.	Why do Jerry and Grace keep pestering John throughout act one?

            
               A.	The seller of the house won't take John's offer
B.	They are trying to save John from having to meet with Carol
C.	They are covering up an affair
D.	They are throwing him a surprise party
               

            

         

         
         
            6.	What charges has Carol brought before the tenure committee?

            
               A.	He wrongly flunked her
B.	He embezzled college money
C.	He has plagiarized in his works
D.	He is sexist, elitist, racist, has harassed her and bribed her for personal time together
               

            

         

         
         
            7.	Why does John ask Carol to stay so he can tell her, "Nice day today"?

            
               A.	To illustrate basic conventions of human communication
B.	To provoke her to consider meteorological data in her studies
C.	To have the last word
D.	To know whether or not to put on a sweater before leaving
               

            

         

         
         
            8.	What is the tenure committee's punishment of John?

            
               A.	thirty days jail
B.	Dismissal from his job
C.	Censure and lack of tenure
D.	A pat on the back and a round of cigars
               

            

         

         
         
            9.	What does Carol say she wants from John?

            
               A.	An A
B.	Sex
C.	Understanding
D.	Revenge
               

            

         

         
         
            10.	What does Carol propose in exchange for withdrawing her complaints?

            
               A.	John's banning a list of books and signing a position paper
B.	An A in John's class
C.	John writing a new book which recanted his old viewpoints
D.	Sex
               

            

         

         
         
            11.	What criminal charges has Carol initiated against John?

            
               A.	Extortion
B.	Slander
C.	Trespassing
D.	Attempted rape and battery
               

            

         

         
         
            Answer Key:

            1: C; 2: B; 3: A; 4: C; 5: D; 6: D; 7: A; 8: B; 9: C; 10: A; 11: D
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