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that that person is yourself. Literature exists in moments
like that.

Notes

Gerard Manley Hopkins, Journals and Papers. Edited by Humphrey
House (London: Oxford University Press, 1959), Pp. 193-194. I am fol-
lowing a discussion of the widowed image in Irving Massey, Find You the
Virtue: Ethics, Image and Desire in Literature (Fairfax: The George Mason
University Press, 1987): 153~155.

Viktor Shklovsky, “Art As Technique,” in Russian Formaliy Criticeam:
Four Esways. Translated and edited by Lee T. Lemon and Marion J. Reis
(University of Nebraska Press, 1965).
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Charles Baxter

What good are insights? They only make things worse.
—Raymond Carver

Insights leave one stunned. Sometimes the vision causes
the world to fall away, and sometimes the objects in that
world take on a Promethean fire and radiance, but quite
often the truth of things is so overpowering that one simply
has nothing to do and nowhere to move. Following the ra-
diance comes the immobility. Radiance doesn’t need any-
one to add anything to it. And sometimes the epiphanic in-
sight is not so radiant. You discover that you are going to
spend your life in Laundromats, fighting other people to
get access to the dryers. In most stories, this moment,
which is understood in our literary tradition to be impor-
tant and climactic, carries with it a stop-time effect. When
things just stop, the fire of insight inhabits the screen.

Insight is one of the last stands of beliefin a secular age.
I feel that I am saying something here that is both obvious
and obtuse. Insight’s connection to the loss of innocence, to
a vestigially religious worldview, and to conspiracy theo-
ries, makes it particularly suited to a culture like ours that
thrives on psychotherapeutic models, paranoia, and self-
improvement. A belief that one is a victim will lead in-
evitably to an obsession with insight. There is really noth-
ing wrong with any of this except for the conventions it is
capable of fostering. The mass-marketing of literary
epiphanies and climactic insights produces in editors and
readers an expectation that stories must end with an in-
sight. The insight-ending, as a result, has become some-
thing of a weird norm in contemporary writing.
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The reason I find these developments baffling is that
discursive insights are so rare, in my experience, that they
seem freakish. Another reason I am baffled js that, in ret-
rospect, I can say with some certainty that most of my own
large-scale insights have turned out to be completely false.
They have arrived with a powerful, soul-altering force; and
they have all been dead wrong.

But, to paraphrase Cheever, if you take away fiction's
insights, what do you have left?

Imagine, for the sake of the argument, two ways of ap-
proaching a story.

Suppose, in honor of the least visible of the Marx
Brothers, we have before us a well-meaning apprentice
writer named Zeppo. Let’s suppose that Zeppo is writing a
story with a conventional plot structure, one in which, fol-
lowing suggestions that go back for over two thousand
years, he creates an introduction of oppositions, a deepen-
ing of those oppositions, a crisis, and a resolution. Zeppo
has arranged his plot so that his protagonist, a charming
gangster, has won the heart of the mayor's daughter. He is
opposed in this love match by the mayor himself, who has
allied himself with a rival group of gangsters. Near the end
of the story there is a battle of some kind, and someone
wins. From The Decameron to Romeo any Juliet to The Goo-
fatker and Prizziy Honor, this story has held the attention of
readers. The characters need not be distinguished by their
intelligence or sensitivity. The poetry may be supplied by
the narrator or by the eloquence of the participants. Elo-
quence isn't the same as sensitivity. The action itself may

i
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