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Reflective Essay—Tenure Review
Since coming to Michigan State University in fall 2011, I have built an international reputation
as a scholar of eighteenth-century literature whose innovative work contributes to vital, ongoing
discussions about the history of cognition and about how and why we read literature. It has been
a pleasure to do so as part of MSU’s English department, one of the leading programs supporting
interdisciplinary studies of literature today. I have completed a book, Distraction: Problems of
Attention in Eighteenth-Century Literature
five major research
essays—two of which appear in collections by leaders in digital humanities and cognitive literary
studies
In addition, I have received a series of increasingly
competitive grants, culminating in an
“The Neuroscience
of Reading: Integrating Digital Humanities and Literary Cognition,” revealing how research in
literary neuroscience can advance digital humanities by reconnecting its broad-scale algorithms
and maps to the individual reader and mind. I have been invited to speak at a number of
prestigious universities, such as Stanford, Duke, NYU, Vanderbilt, Carnegie Mellon, Ohio State,
U. Michigan, U. Arizona, and Lund University in Sweden. My research on Jane Austen also has
received extensive media coverage, including interviews with NPR, BBC, and Scientific
American. Throughout, I have actively served my department and academic community,
particularly as co-founder
) of our new humanities lab in English, Digital
Humanities and Literary Cognition (DHLC). Leading the DHLC has allowed me to join—and
engage graduate and undergraduate students I’m mentoring in—unique interdisciplinary
collaborations that reach across MSU, across institutions (Stanford, Duke, U. of Arkansas), and,
recently, a series of global initiatives.
The main elements of my tenure packet are: 1) my book, Distraction, in eighteenth-century
studies; 2) my publications in literary history of mind and the new field of literary neuroscience;
3) a description of the DHLC, our three experiments, and the grants that made them possible; 4)
evidence of excellence in teaching, service, and outreach; and 5) a vision of my future work,
particularly my second book project, Literary Neuroscience and the Aesthetics of the Brain. I
highlight central facets of my research below.
Distraction: Problems of Attention in Eighteenth-Century Literature
My book,
traces the history of the scattered, unfocused
mind. Mapping the cultural dimensions of diversion and its literary consequences, I engage
readers with a diverse historical archive, including everything from popular novels and essays to
, from sermons and conduct books to medical treatises and brain
anatomies. From this analysis emerges a new vision of the relationship between literature and the
science of mind—one that underscores the powerful role artistic expressions of fictional thought
played in advancing and complicating contemporary views of cognition. Much early scholarship
in cognitive literary studies focused on trends in fiction that stretched across historical periods.
By contrast, Distraction historicizes ideas about attention in modern cognitive science and
reveals their Enlightenment roots.
If in the early modern period, writers predominantly associated distraction with sin, vice and
madness, authors of the eighteenth century radically reconceived distraction as a creative faculty.
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A New Book Project: Literary Neuroscience and the Aesthetics of the Brain
This interdisciplinary work has grown into a second book project in eighteenth-century studies,
tentatively entitled Literary Neuroscience and the Aesthetics of the Brain
The idea began in the classroom where I paired Margaret Cavendish’s “The Circle
of the Brain Cannot Be Squared,” a seventeenth-century poem that fiercely critiques early brain
anatomy, with a famous engraving of the brain by Thomas Willis from 1664. The vibrant class
discussions led to my presentation on the panel “Fictions of Mind” at ASECS 2012. Cavendish’s
geometric metaphors, I argued, suggested that the representations of thought in contemporary
anatomical engravings were dangerously flat and reductionist: “Since Archimed's or Euclid's
time, each Brain / Hath on a Line been stretched, yet all in Vain.” The “in vain,” we learn,
comes from an impoverished attempt to pin mind to brain, yoking thoughts and brain regions in a
simple one-to-one ratio. Against these flat, linear frameworks and equations, Cavendish offers an
alternate metaphorics for thinking about the brain that leverages thought’s multiplicity. In her
poem, it is because “thoughts divide,” or co-occur, that no “Figures” linking an idea to one spot
in the brain “will agree.” Multiplying math jokes, Cavendish uses the circle, traditional sign of
infinity, to suggest the impossibility of taking the mind’s square root or reducing it to any raw
numerical core: “while the Brain is round, [indeed] no Square will be.” My eighteenth-century
colleagues found the poem so rich they suggested it become the introduction to my second book.
Literary Neuroscience and the Aesthetics of the Brain will explore a series of literary and artistic
renderings of the mind and brain from the long eighteenth century, focusing on how each work
problematizes experimental debates still going on in modern neuroscience. Part of what makes
this book unique is that each chapter’s central literary example is paired with—and offers the
crucial historical backdrop for—one of the interdisciplinary experiments in neuroscience
currently being conducted or developed in our lab. Chapter one contextualizes our fMRI study of
Mansfield Park, discussing Austen’s own long-standing interest in attention, memory, and
reading. Fortunately, much substantial work has already been done
2017), which argues that Austen’s unique
focus on collecting comments on her novels from individual readers can draw our attention to
something oft overlooked in neuroscience: individual differences. Chapter two traces the
eighteenth-century history behind our experiment on attention and aesthetic pleasure in poetry.
This section of my book (key portions of which have also been drafted) sheds light on an underexplored set of beliefs about poetry, particularly the popular Enlightenment notion that the rhyme
and rhythm of iambic pentameter couplets could organize attention far better than narrative
My final two chapters—in progress—will provide
literary-historical context for two experiments in a similarly early stage of development at the
DHLC: 1) our collaboration on Narrative Perceptions of Music, and 2) an experiment-inprogress on online gaming. My book’s aim is to reveal how significantly eighteenth-century
depictions of the brain in literature and art shaped Enlightenment theory of mind. More broadly,
my goal is to open up new space to theorize what it means to do truly interdisciplinary
experiments in literary neuroscience, studies that model—indeed, grow out of—humanistic
knowledge.
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