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Fascination

Trance, Enchantment, and American Modernity

PATRICK KINDIG

Most cultural critics theorize modernity as a state of disenchanted distraction, one
linked to both the rationalizing impulses of scientific and technological innovation
and the kind of dispersed, fragmented attention that characterizes the experience of
mass culture. Patrick Kindig’s Fascination, however, tells a different story, showing
that many fin-de-siécle Americans were in fact concerned about (and intrigued by) the
modern world’s ability to attract and fix attention in quasi-supernatural ways. Rather
than being distracting, modern life in their view had an almost magical capacity to
capture attention and overwhelm rational thought.

Fascination argues that, in response to the dramatic scientific and cultural changes of
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many American thinkers and writers
came to conceive of the modern world as fundamentally fascinating. Describing such
diverse phenomena as the electric generator, the movements of actresses, and ethno-
graphic cinema as supernaturally alluring, they used the language of fascination to
process and critique both popular ideologies of historical progress and the racializing
logic upon which these ideologies were built.

Drawing on an archive of primary texts from the fields of medicine, (para)psychol-
ogy, philosophy, cultural criticism, and anthropology—as well as creative texts by
Harriet Prescott Spofford, Charles Chesnutt, Theodore Dreiser, Paul Laurence Dunbar,
Edward S. Curtis, Robert J. Flaherty, and Djuna Barnes—Kindig reconsiders what it
meant for Americans to be (and to be called) modern at the turn of the twentieth century.

PATRICK KINDIG teaches in the University Writing Program at Brandeis University.
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“This is historicist cultural criticism at its sharpest and will appeal to anyone interested in modernity,
secularism, affect theory, or the complicated relations between race and aesthetic performance.”—
Nicholas Gaskill, author of Chromographia: American Literature and the Modernization of Color

“Kindig’s book makes an important contribution to literary and cultural studies through its capa-
cious narrative of how US literature and media historically grappled with attention as not simply
an epistemological or political problem but a problem of social embodiment.”—Erica Fretwell,
author of Sensory Experiments: Psychophysics, Race, and the Aesthetics of Feeling
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