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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."
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