
Then she turned to me and said, in a low and even voice, emotional in its total lack of inflection, 
 that there were things she wished to say to me. And then, with the same flat affect, she said that, 
 in late 1989, when she was fifteen and I was a year younger, at a  party her brother had hosted at 
 their house in Ikoyi, I had forced myself on her.  

 
 - from Teju Cole’s Open City (New York: Random House, 2012) 
 
This excerpt is from a novel I’m discussing in the dissertation chapter I’m working on 

about the effects of unreliable narration and sequence (or, stories told out of order) in interpreting 
literary portrayals of violence. The narrator, a polymath in his 30s, walks around Manhattan and 
narrates everything he knows about everything he sees: he’s an updated Holden Caulfield 
character. Coming to the locked doors of Trinity Church, for example, he variously relates the 
death of Alexander Hamilton (the novel was published before intricate knowledge of Hamilton 
was a common enough quirk), the settlement of the Dutch that came to the harbor in the 
seventeenth century, a history of whaling and of specific whales killed by those settlers, and a 
burst of information about the church’s placement in inspiring Melville’s masterpiece. And all 
this because he can’t go inside. 

But there are things he can’t remember, information he doesn’t know. He can’t think of 
his PIN at an ATM machine. He once forgets his address (?!?). He suddenly remembers a girl 
from his childhood, one who he had not thought about in 25 years. He runs into a woman in the 
market who calls him by name, but he has to ask hers. She asks him to a party in Washington 
Heights, and she sits with him outside, and she tells him that he raped her in 1989. 

That moment – it shifts the reader’s perspective on the entire novel. It’s not so much an 
“aha!” moment as it is an “oh, no…” moment, because what happens to the reader is the 
thudding, painful, sickening realization that this brilliant, educated, well-traveled, fascinating 
narrator in whose thoughts they had been spending enjoyable hours is a rapist. 

Literature, like all art, is culturally responsive and therefore illustrative of the concerns 
and imaginings of the society it arises from. It is meaningful to me to be working on a novel that 
resonates with what’s happening in the U.S. right now, though I could also trace the history of 
representations of sexual assault in literature and list examples in every era, every culture, every 
group. Sexual assault is always, everywhere, a problem. But the ways in which the stories about 
it are told changes. And new ways of story-telling tell readers and critics something new about 
the time we live in.  

After the woman from his past tells the narrator that he raped her, she asks him to say 
something in response. He doesn’t. There are 20 pages of the book left, and he talks about 
philosophy, astronomy, orchestral music. He says nothing about that conversation at the party. 
It’s maddening for the reader. No closure, no resolution, no change in his behavior or self-
expression. He goes on just as he always has, aesthetically pleasing and morally empty, 
dominating the narrative and taking up space.  

But – the reader is no longer taken in by him. The reader sees him for what he is. He goes 
on about the night sky and the reader feels contempt, not awe. He discusses Nietzsche and the 
reader feels exhausted, not engaged. For the narrator to continue exactly as before but with a 
reader who knows and can’t stand it is new. It isn’t perfect, or even good, but it is cultural 
movement. 
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