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Abstract 

Literary prize culture operates as a niche sphere within the broader field of cultural production; 

similarly, larger “reading publics” become condensed into specific “prizing publics” around 

individual prizes. These prizing publics comprise mainly audience members and readers, but also 

authors, critics, sponsors, jurors, and scholars (among others), all of whom are offered avenues 

through which to become part of the prizing mechanism. This study describes an implicit 

“idealized prizing timeline” that dictates the ways in which members of a prizing public may 

interact with the prize; at a surface level this timeline organizes and manages participation in 

order to avoid disruption to the prize.  

Due in part to the largely inflexible nature of this timeline, literary prizes become prone 

to disruption. However, literary prizes prove difficult to disrupt in a way that meaningfully shifts 

the purpose, operation, or reception of a prize. As a result, this study identifies disruption as a 

key piece of the implicit prizing timeline which prizing institutions and organizers often cannily 

turn to their own use—leveraging scandal, uncooperative members of the prizing public, or 

organizational missteps into a fortification of their present and future power as well as a 

fortification of their dominant, consecratory position in the field of cultural production. 

This project considers three such disruptions in the Canadian literary prize sphere. The 

first case study considers the disruption of the Giller Prize in 2010 by Gaspereau Press, during 

which the small press could not produce enough copies of the award-nominated and then award-

winning novel to satisfy the ravenous prizing public, counter to the desires of the Giller; the 

second case study examines the disruption of Québécois prize le Prix littéraire des collégiens in 

2018, during which the prizing public protested and subsequently disrupted the prize’s new 

sponsorship agreement with Amazon, forcing the prize to choose between social approval and 
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sponsorship funding; the final case study analyzes the founding of the Indigenous Voices 

Awards (the IVAs) in 2017 and the ways in which this founding—and the unique conception and 

purpose of the prize—disrupted and continues to disrupt the Canadian prize sphere.  
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Introduction: 
This Book Wants Your Money 

It’s a carousel of slides, each of which follows the same format: the uneven, roughly painted 

icon of a book, some edges squarer than others, a half-derisive, half-sincere title filling the 

cover. The first slide, for instance, houses the roughly-painted image of a brown book, its 

pages rendered with a single stroke of a rough brush and its title painted in the same colour 

in rough handwriting: BAD MOOD FILTER, it says. UNPUNISH ME, reads another, this 

time on a black book. IT WASN’T ME IT WAS MY STORY, reads yet another book in the 

carousel. It’s always only a title: no cover image, no author, barely any differentiation in 

paint as the cover turns into the spine and wraps around the back of the book. These books, 

of course, don’t exist—at least, not outside of what Winnipeg-based artists Michael 

Dumontier and Neil Farber call #librarymdnf, after their initials. It’s a collaborative project, 

meme-like in its repetition, and the titles are simultaneously jokes and not-jokes. GUIDE TO 

COUGHING, for instance, feels like a ridiculous title: does anyone really need a guide to 

coughing? It’s fairly self-explanatory, one would think, and yet somehow this title becomes 

a believable text in the time of COVID-19. These are books but not-books, jokes but not-

jokes, and all of the above somehow simultaneously. 

My favourite of these jokes-not-jokes is a dirt-brown book on a green background; 

its cover is as roughly painted as the others, its pages hidden by perspective, its title filling 

the entire cover with capitalized chicken-scratch: THIS BOOK WANTS YOUR MONEY. 

It’s a joke, because no book would so baldly state its core purpose in this way, not even in a 

market in which books feel free to baldly state their purposes.1 But it’s also not a joke: both 

the object invoked by the image (which is to say, actual books) and the image itself (a piece 

																																																																				
1 (Wreck This Journal, by Keri Smith, comes to mind). 
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of art, price determinable by reaching out to the artists’ agents) are built on this precise 

transactional desire, which is to say the bald need for payment as restitution for labour and 

creativity. The title becomes haunting, so obvious that it seems almost to obscure itself, to 

make the reader second-guess their impression of it. THIS BOOK WANTS YOUR MONEY. 

But that’s precisely the joke, or the not-joke: this book, like all books, wants to be seen, 

desired, bought, consumed, consecrated.  

It does, in fact, very much want your money.  

 

Figure 1: THIS BOOK WANTS YOUR MONEY. Neil Farber, 17 September 2020, 

Instagram.  

 

This Literary Prize Wants Your Capital 

The push and pull which powers this joke is the same contradiction that rests at the heart of 

literary prizes, which are the object of this study. Prizes are deeply informed by the 

juxtaposition of the book as a consumer item which necessitates (or demands) monetary 
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compensation on one hand, and the high-literary conception of the book as a cultural object 

on the other. This juxtaposition is further complicated by the fact that, historically, cultural 

objects were often seen as betraying or sacrificing their cultural value if their creators appear 

to be too interested or invested in “indices such as book sales, number of theatrical 

performances, or honours, appointments, etc” (Bourdieu “The Field of Cultural Production, 

Or: The Economic World Reversed” 319), both theoretically or philosophically as well as 

culturally and socially. How can books—and book prizes, for that matter—navigate the field 

of cultural production, which is both “a field of forces” and “a field of struggles tending to 

transform or conserve this field of forces” (Bourdieu “The Field of Cultural Production” 

312), and do so in a way that both affirms their cultural capital and also produces the 

economic capital necessary to survive in a capitalist landscape? Book prizes are, at their 

heart, agents of both cultural and economic capital, dealing in both prestige and cash; they 

exist, simultaneously, within coexisting but competing hierarchies. On one hand, Bourdieu 

describes the “dominant” or “heteronomous” hierarchy which equates economic profit(s) 

with success, and on the other hand one finds the “dominated” or “autonomous” hierarchy 

which equates “art for art’s sake” with success (“The Field of Cultural Production” 319, 

320). Ultimately, book prizes occupy a seemingly ambivalent position in the field of cultural 

production, defined and occasionally pulled in opposite directions by their twin purposes: to 

celebrate, and to sell.  

This project describes how literary prize culture operates as a niche sphere within the 

broader field of cultural production; similarly, larger “reading publics” become condensed 

into specific “prizing publics” around individual prizes. These prizing publics comprise 

mainly audience members and readers, but also authors, critics, sponsors, jurors, and 
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scholars (among others), all of whom are offered avenues through which to become part of 

the prizing mechanism. This study further describes an implicit “idealized prizing timeline” 

that dictates the ways in which members of a prizing public may interact with the prize; at a 

surface level this timeline organizes and manages participation in order to avoid disruption 

to the prize. In other words, with roles and expectations clearly defined, ostensibly every 

member of the prizing mechanism will know their cues and perform as required for the 

prize’s benefit. Due in part to the largely inflexible nature of this timeline, however, literary 

prizes become prone to disruption—here broadly understood as anything which significantly 

delays or changes events in prizings’ idealized timeline. However, literary prizes prove 

difficult to disrupt in a way that meaningfully shifts the purpose, operation, or reception of a 

prize; as the following case studies show, even apparently resistant or oppositionally 

positioned agents in the field who attempt to disrupt prize culture ultimately shore up the 

dominant systems of power which inform prizing. As a result, this study identifies disruption 

as a key piece of the implicit prizing timeline which prizing institutions and organizers often 

cannily turn to their own use—leveraging scandal, uncooperative members of the prizing 

public, or organizational missteps into a fortification of their present and future power as 

well as a fortification of their dominant, consecratory position in the field of cultural 

production.  

This project considers three such disruptions in the Canadian literary prize sphere, 

taking up a sociological analysis of the prize, its prized books and authors, and its 

relationships with other agents in the field. In each of these cases, moments of disruption 

provide spaces in which the dominant position of the prize is fortified, and as a result these 

cases of external prize disruption reveal prizing to be characteristic of a field of cultural 
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production whose dominant logic is capitalist and whose dominant product is the 

blockbuster. In this way, these case studies help to understand the function of the prize in the 

present, how it emerged, and how disruption is an invaluable tool for prizes in consolidating 

their power in the field of cultural production. While the prize’s position is almost always 

fortified in the wake of disruption, so too do these conflicts reassert and similarly fortify 

disruptors’ positions in the field of cultural production. Ultimately, my analysis traces how 

disruption has become a key part of prizing and a crucial part of the implicit idealized 

prizing timeline, and asserts that, rather than posing a threat to prize culture, disruption 

instead renews prizing logic through an ongoing process of contradiction and reabsorption.  

This project is, broadly, about the way the economic field and the cultural field 

overlap, and how the contemporary expressions of these fields have become more collapsed 

than ever under capitalism; in particular, economically motivated agents of large-scale 

production have become increasingly adept at incorporating elements from the field of 

restricted production into newly profitable forms. The twin forms of capital at the heart of 

prizing point to an overlap of cultural and economic sensibilities within prize culture which 

allows prizes more flexibility in how they choose to pursue and define success—since 

success, for a book prize, variously looks like notoriety, prestige, funding, longevity, 

influence, and the list goes on. If a prize fails to gain cultural traction (e.g. prestige, broad 

recognition by industry professionals, wide viewership), the economic purpose of the prize 

may yet continue to drive it forward if the prize is finding economic success (e.g. increased 

funding for the prize or for its organizers, profit or cultural cachet for its sponsoring 

partners, suitably high sales for prize nominees and winners). Likewise, in some cases, even 

if the prize ceases to succeed economically, its cultural capital may continue to sustain the 
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prize’s position in the field regardless of financial disruption. In other words: it is very 

difficult to disrupt a prize in a way that meaningfully changes what it is able to accomplish 

or how the prize accomplishes its work. Numerous avenues and actions remain open to book 

prizes in the field of cultural production regardless of disruptions, and the result is that prizes 

occupy a position of immense power in the field of cultural production. Previous prizing 

studies have failed to fully recognize the drive towards dominance in the field—a goal that 

doesn’t prioritize economic capital over cultural capital or vice versa, but is concerned 

merely with capital, period, and how these stores of capital allow any given agent a wider 

array of possibilities than others in the field. Disruption, I argue, is a key mechanism used by 

literary prizes in order to secure capital, both economic and symbolic, and therefore a key 

mechanism in their drive for a dominant position in the field of cultural production. 

THIS BOOK WANTS YOUR MONEY. Yes, it does. It’s only too easy to imagine 

other books in the library of MDNF that might follow these same lines: THIS BOOK ALSO 

WANTS YOUR ADMIRATION would be a good sequel, for instance. In regards to prize 

culture, we might imagine tongue-in-cheek titles that are likewise bald about their intentions. 

A CLEAR WINNER NO MATTER WHAT YOU THINK would be a good one. Or maybe, 

simply: THE PRIZE CANNOT BE STOPPED. 

But here’s the thing: the prize can be stopped. The prize is stopped. Literary prizes 

suffer disruptions all the time: setbacks, conflicts, scandals, pandemics, technical issues, 

interpersonal drama, public outrage. The research questions of this project, and of the 

following case studies, all converge on this point: how do prizes transform disruption, 

almost alchemically, from potential failure into a further consolidation of their already 

hegemonic power? And, in an even better trick: how do they use disruption to corral other 
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agents in the field into doing the same on the prize’s behalf? 

 

Situating Capital 

This project is, on a foundational level, interested in the idea of “capital,” a term borrowed 

from Pierre Bourdieu which bears repetition and definition here. I follow James English in 

interpreting Bourdieu’s use of “capital” as a term which “is not merely understood in its 

narrow economic sense … but rather is used to designate anything that registers as an asset, 

and can be profitably put to work” (English 9). Economic capital is, generally, immediately 

understandable to those living under capitalism as the value represented by cash, gold, 

stocks and bonds, and the many other common expressions of financial value. It follows that 

symbolic capital, of which cultural capital is a subset, can be defined as the presence of value 

which does not rely directly on economic valuation—although it must be noted that 

transactions and circulations of cultural capital often mimic (and become intertwined with) 

economic systems despite the ways that cultural capital seems to disassociate itself from or 

even repudiate economic value. Symbolic capital in the cultural sphere is represented by 

prestige and indicated by tools such as book clubs, social media hashtags and virality, and, 

of course, literary prizes; furthermore, this cultural capital may be traded or translated, lost 

or found, gifted or received, just as the economic capital inherent in a twenty-dollar bill may 

be similarly used or (mis)managed.  

The sphere in which cultural capital is traded or tracked is what Bourdieu calls the 

field of cultural production, in which art and literature are produced both as objects and as 

symbols of belief or value. As Bourdieu tells us, “works of art exist as symbolic objects only 

if they are known and recognized, i.e. socially instituted as works of art and received by 
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spectators capable of knowing and recognizing them as such” (“The Field of Cultural 

Production” 317), meaning that art and literature must be recognized by scholars, readers, 

viewers, and other serious creators in the field in order to be culturally understood as art, as 

literature; a cultural object must be recognized as a cultural object in order to be considered 

a cultural object, since the cultural field operates on a politics of recognition. As a result, 

“the sociology of art and literature has to take as its object not only the material production 

but also the symbolic production of the value of the work,” which encompasses the physical 

value of the object, yes, but simultaneously must be understood as “the production of the 

value of the work, or, which amounts to the same thing, of belief in the value of the work” 

(“The Field of Cultural Production” 317). This duality of cultural production is key in 

understanding the economy of cultural capital, which sets, maintains, and remains beholden 

to “its own rules of negotiation and transaction, its own boundaries and constraints, [and] 

above all its unique stakes” in what “may be understood as part of a general economy of 

practices” (English 9). The cultural field operates using rules similar to those found in 

financial economies, and yet the cultural economy is concerned with transactions of cultural 

value and prestige which are largely distinct, although not completely separate, from the 

overarching economic field. This cultural field is the site where literary prizes take place and 

in which they are organized, awarded, and critiqued, even as they affect, and are affected by, 

the economic sphere.  

 This cultural field, as described by Bourdieu, is further divided into two poles of 

production. The heteronomous cultural production prioritizes economic product and profit 

and often converges with the field of large-scale production; in contrast, the field of 

autonomous cultural production resists the heteronomous hierarchy, focuses more on “art for 
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art’s sake” (Bourdieu “The Field of Cultural Production” 318), and often takes place in the 

field of restricted production (which produces fewer items, generally with higher aesthetic 

value and production quality). In this conception, the field of cultural production exists only 

within a larger sphere of economic production, which requires and reproduces the field of 

class relations. These class relations likewise structure the “habitus” of regional, national, 

and/or global society, by which Bourdieu means “schemes of perception and appreciation” 

(“The Field of Cultural Production” 344) as well as “systems of dispositions” (“The Field of 

Cultural Production” 352) which form and guide social interactions as well as broader ideas 

of morality and taste that become socially internalized on an individual level. This series of 

nesting dolls—cultural field, within economic field, within social habitus, within field of 

class relations—effectively communicates the pressures placed on cultural production; 

Bourdieu argues that, at its most autonomous, art is indeed for art’s sake, and is created and 

consumed with little or no emphasis placed on economic profit. However, Bourdieu 

constructed his diagrams of the field in the 1980s, and the economic and cultural spheres 

have collapsed together even more so in contemporary formations than in Bourdieu’s 

original conceptions. There is no longer (if there ever was) a purely “autonomous field” in 

which prizes—or any institution, mechanism, or creator for that matter—can exist fully. 

Instead, prizes, like much of cultural production under capitalism, always-already operate in 

the economic sphere, within and at least somewhat beholden to the heteronomous hierarchy. 

This was true even for Bourdieu, who places “the literary and artistic field ... [in] a 

dominated position” (“The Field of Cultural Production” 319, emphasis author’s own) and 

further classifies “cultural capital” as “a dominated principle of domination” (Bourdieu 

Distinction 291). In other words, even as cultural capital remains a dominating force despite 
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the ways it is dominantly informed by the field of economic production. This idea of the 

dominated dominant deeply informs the contemporary use of Bourdieu’s ideology in this 

project, since the heteronomous pole and the field of large-scale production are much more 

powerful now than they were in the period Bourdieu analyzes in his work, and as a result 

their dominating power over the economy of cultural capital has likewise increased. 

Echoing English’s expanded conception of the cultural field as an economy in its 

own right and cultural production as “a process that cannot take place without a whole series 

of complex transactions involving more than simply artists and their work” (26-7), Jasper 

Bernes agrees that, in the contemporary landscape under capitalism, “[a]rt’s autonomy does 

not lie in being separate from the world of labor but from being connected to it; it can select, 

reject, or negate certain technical processes, on one hand, or push some to the point of 

failure, on the other, revealing their constitutive contradictions” (33). In the field of literary 

prizes particularly, these contradictions rise to the fore in the way that cultural products or 

productions become used for economic profit (and vice versa). English posits that we could 

interpret this as a “grand narrative of art’s commercialization” in which economic factors 

have, over time, combatted and overtaken the priorities of the cultural field (8), and yet, 

again as Bernes suggests, these fields are subject to “a complex set of reversible mediations 

between different social spheres” (1), meaning these fields are not true inverses of each 

other but rather interconnected, and reliant on one another, in complex and dynamic ways. 

In this context, prizes are just one entrance into the fraught—but not necessarily 

combative—coexistence of these two spheres.  

This project situates literary prizes as hybrid mechanisms which draw power from 

both economic and cultural fields, and likewise award both economic and cultural value. 
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These overlapping fields represent a constant negotiation of power, and through these 

negotiations capital is not only traded but transformed as it passes from one field into 

another, or is shared between the two. English refers to this as “capital intraconversion” 

(10), which he uses as an overarching term for any process by which economic capital (e.g. 

money provided to a literary prize by a corporate sponsor) can be translated into cultural 

capital (e.g. increased attractiveness to consumers due to affiliation with a cultural initiative) 

or vice versa. These translations are often, discomfitingly, more or less baldly transactional 

in nature, and the power of these transactions is at least part of what has led to “the rise and 

rapid proliferation of prizes over the course of the past century” (English 27).  

In this project, I am somewhat interested in capital intraconversion—but more 

interested in the ways that cultural capital and economic capital operate simultaneously, as 

they do at the heart of every literary prize. Sometimes, as Bourdieu warns, their purposes are 

indeed at odds with one another. However, at the same time, the dual machinations of capital 

at the heart of any book prize—to celebrate, but also to sell—doubles any book prize’s 

chance at success by creating multiple avenues towards success. While occasionally uneasy, 

for the most part this balance ensures every prize’s continued success as well as its 

production and reproduction of capital, both economic and cultural. Prizes are cultural 

processes, but they are also indebted to (and therefore resemble) economic beliefs and 

processes; what we should take away from this is that the award is always a cultural 

production, and yet, simultaneously, also-always an economic production, since the one 

cannot be divested from the other. This capital duality at the heart of prizing not only 

solidifies and propagates the hegemonic, consecratory power of prizes, but gives literary 

prizes an inarguable and unique advantage in surviving disruptions no matter in which field 
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they originate.  

 And so, as with any successful machine under capitalism, the successful 

“production” of book prizes begets more book prizes: flashier book prizes, more affluent 

book prizes, culturally influential book prizes. The result, in other words, is more book 

prizes that want your recognition, your admiration, and yes, your money—although they’ll 

settle for the symbolic capital of your attention and belief. 

 

Surveying the Field of Prize Studies 

Most prize studies begin, as they should, with James English’s foundational text The 

Economy of Prestige, which considers literary prizes as mechanisms of consecration. After 

all, the prize is not just consecration (English writes), but seeks to present itself as the only 

consecration that really matters (21-22). Importantly, English examines not only 

prizewinners and the structure and function of prizes, but broadens this examination into the 

study of the rhetoric and work of those who organize and administer awards. 

In his study, English falls in line with Bourdieu’s accounting of the writer’s 

ambivalent position in the field of production. Thanks to Gutenberg, literary works are now 

inherently reproducible; the writer, as a result, cannot make her art without implicitly trying 

“to sell to an audience that is as wide as possible but one which, as it grows, is no doubt less 

and less composed of ‘connoisseurs’” (Bourdieu “The Field of Cultural Production” 330), 

resulting in a fraught position for both writers and literature as a whole. In short, Bourdieu 

argues writers are, and have always been, particularly ambivalent about the reproduction and 

commodification of their work, since they move “units” in a way that other creators do not, 

and, generally, cannot. Any novel, once published and distributed, exists firmly in a 
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framework of economic value, and yet maintains a certain ambivalence towards this position 

due to its simultaneous position as a cultural object. For this reason, English notes that prizes 

gain a “fundamental ambivalence” in the Bourdieusian struggle; they consecrate the work 

and its creator culturally, but also desecrate the work and creator by bringing them “rudely 

down to earth by entanglement in a system of hard-nosed financial calculation, [and] 

national or municipal self-promotion” (31). Prizes are further brought “rudely down to 

earth,” English asserts, by the semi-internal, semi-public, and “often petty” politics that 

often accompany both the cultural and economic work of a prize and who can win one (31).2  

This tension between consecration and desecration is paralleled by another strong 

ambivalence which crops up in prizing, according to English: “that between a festal and 

bureaucratic orientation toward culture, between the celebration and the administration of 

cultural work” (31, italics author’s own). The prize intends to celebrate “good” literature, 

however it’s defined, but also to ensure continuation by cumulating both economic and 

cultural capital. These priorities reflect the wider operations of the field of cultural 

production, which mimic economic transactions but become veiled in alternate language of 

prestige and belief—even as these operations of prestige and belief are necessary working 

parts of the creative economy. In Bourdieu’s words:  

																																																																				
2 The phrase “petty politics”, here, invokes several aspects of prize organization and 

adjudication, with the main point being that prizes are not objective mechanisms despite the fact that 
they are often styled as objective. Prizes are subject to the biases of the individuals who found, 
manage, and adjudicate the prize, which in Canada has historically led to disproportional 
representation of straight, white, educated, middle-class, Toronto-based male authors. Further petty 
politics occur in who picks the jury, who is picked to be on the jury, and in how the jury picks the 
book; since the Canadian literary scene is relatively small and jurors are likely to have connections or 
relationships with at least some of the authors in running for the prize, there is a level of social 
politics which must be accounted for and yet which remains largely obscured to those external to the 
prize. As Linda Leith puts it, “There are jurors who keep their personal animosity for a writer to 
themselves. They quietly set that writer’s work aside so it never even gets within hailing distance of 
a shortlist. Other jurors keep their love for a writer to themselves, which doesn’t help either” (Leith). 
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There is a specific economy of the literary and artistic field, based on a particular 

form of belief. And the major difficulty lies in the need to make a radical break 

with this belief and with the deceptive certainties of the language of celebration, 

without thereby forgetting that they are part of the very reality we are seeking to 

understand, and that, as such, they must have a place in the model intended to 

explain it. (“The Field of Cultural Production” 317) 

Above all, English warns us “to guard against subsuming the curious logic of prize 

proliferation into a ready-made narrative of art’s commodification” (88). In fact, English 

writes, a prize’s subsumption is just as likely to operate the other way around, with “more 

perfectly commercial … dominant prize[s] tend[ing], over time, to begin angling for 

symbolic profits” (88-89). In short, after a while, the underlying priorities of most prizes 

begin to look the same: equally concerned with the cultural profits of the prize as they are 

economic profits. In this way “alternative” and mainstream prizes begin to resemble one 

another, and in this resemblance we can begin to see that success, for a prize, often means 

balancing symbolic and economic priorities, and taking advantage of—and deriving strength 

from—both.  

Sharon Norris similarly writes about a kind of ambivalence at the heart of the Booker 

Prize, and likewise uses Bourdieu as a primary foundational framework in her examination 

of the prize. Although Norris’ examination in not directly concerned with the Canadian 

prizing context, her discussion of the Booker relates to (and may be read into) Canadian 

prizes by dint of the Booker’s international scope and its inclusion and nomination of 

Canadian writers and publishers. Norris’ ambivalence appears to be similar to English’s in 

that it views Bourdieu’s dominant economic hierarchy and dominated cultural hierarchy as 
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forces enacted more or less equally on a prize; her study grapples with this by way of prize 

sponsorship, and considers what is gained and lost and by whom when literary prizes such as 

the Booker acquire (or are founded by) corporate sponsors. Often, we may interpret these 

transactions of capital intraconversion as another kind of alchemy: the economic capital 

provided by sponsorship becomes transformed into symbolic capital in the form of prestige 

for the sponsor, while the symbolic capital provided to the sponsor by the prize is exchanged 

for the economic capital—cash—of the sponsor’s funding. Furthermore, Norris writes, it is 

important to acknowledge that prizes such as the Booker often become sites for the 

reproduction of social distinctions; in turn, prizes become sites of symbolic violence, since 

the attitudes, beliefs, and consecration that a prize produces and reproduces are made in the 

image of those who make the prize. In the case of the Booker, the image is of those who 

form “the new bureaucratic class” who often hail from “elite institutions” such as Oxford 

and Cambridge (Norris 145), and whose level of education and overall class status are 

similarly represented in the juries and organizing committees of other mainstream prizes. 

Prestigious mainstream literary prizes such as the Booker, as Norris concludes, are liable to 

have a firm foundation in a privileged socio-economic class, and tend to reward, consecrate, 

and reproduce the attitudes and priorities of that privileged class. As Sarah M. Corse 

similarly reminds us: “Literary prize winners are not chosen by popular ballot, but by panels 

of ‘experts,’ experts with vested interests in the maintenance of a system which, among 

other things, strongly differentiates between high-culture literature and popular-culture 

literature” (102), “encourage[s] the current elite version of literary aesthetics, otherwise 

known as rewarding ‘good’ writing” and invests in the “continued validation of notions of 

‘pure’ literary and aesthetic hierarchies of value” (100).  
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We might summarize this concern succinctly by highlighting the importance of 

examining who, exactly, consecrates the consecrators. This is, Bourdieu tells us, “the 

fundamental stake” at the heart of the field of struggles that makes up the sphere of cultural 

production: “the monopoly of literary legitimacy,” or, to put it another way, “the monopoly 

of the power to consecrate producers or products” in a world in which “the consecrated 

writer is the one who has the power to consecrate” (“The Field of Cultural Production” 

323).3 Every study of prizing, literary or otherwise, must foreground the fact that prizes are, 

often and powerfully, self-consecrating; merely by positioning themselves as consecratory 

bodies, they themselves become understood as consecrated bodies as well.  

This consecratory power is a virile one; many critics have written about prizing’s 

power to expand public conceptions of what does or does not belong in the literary canon 

merely by awarding—or even just nominated—certain books. Building on this idea, Corse 

writes about how prizes form not only a broad canon but often a specifically national one, 

diverting some of the symbolic capital at the heart of this prize into a kind of national capital 

as well. In her conception, literary prizewinners are “precanonical” texts, or “educated 

guesses about what might survive the exigencies of time and caprice to become tomorrow’s 

classics” (100). What becomes actually canonical depends, at least in part, on how the 

surrounding national framework can or cannot use these precanonical texts as tools for 

nation-building (or, perhaps, nation-solidifying). However, the caveat in this idea—“at least 

																																																																				
3 We see this reflected, too, in the way prizewinning authors are often subsequently tapped to 

serve as jurors, sometimes for the same prize they themselves won previously. This is so common, 
particularly for authors with large stores of cultural capital, that Margaret Atwood stated publically 
that she would not be on any further Giller juries after serving as a juror in 1998, 2000, 2008, and 
2013. As Alex Good puts it,  
Atwood’s rejection of jury duty suggests “that perhaps she has grown tired with and/or embarrassed 
of the honour. But, and this is more troubling, her refusal also suggests that she accepts as a very real 
possibility that she might be asked again!” (153, emphasis author’s own). 
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in part”—becomes key, and Corse ends her study with a set of twin warnings: “Canon 

formation cannot be understood as a purely literary process. And canon formation cannot be 

understood as following naturally from some inherent national identity” (168). The canon is, 

we are to understand, both literary and patriotic, but neither the literary nor the patriotic are 

naturally occurring processes; it is important to draw attention to the artificiality of their 

natures even as the artificers themselves remain obscured, complex, and difficult to see, 

since the artificiality of prizing and canonization tend to operate in tandem.   

Extending the idea of prizing’s role in the national canon, Gillian Roberts writes 

about prizes and their consecratory power as, quite literally, an expression of acceptance and 

hospitality on behalf of the nation as a whole. This operates not just as a welcoming of a 

work/author into the canon, and not just as a general broadening or opening up of the canon, 

but a specifically patriotic hospitality through which authors and texts become “welcomed 

into a national culture and celebrated as part of that culture (particularly through national 

literary awards)” in a process that “can confer the status of host upon immigrant writers 

previously considered as guests” (8). In other words, literary prizes shape the canon of a 

national literature as well as both internal and external conceptions of that literature; through 

this process, the identity of prizewinning authors becomes accepted or amalgamated into the 

broader public conceptions of what that “national identity” looks like, acts, accomplishes. 

The official, national recognition of a prize nomination or a prize win becomes a symbolic 

acceptance of not only the writer, but the writer’s ethnic or cultural identity into the larger 

landscape of Canadian identity—even as the prize-as-gesture-of-welcome leaves minoritized 

writers in a fraught position, since acceptance of this “welcome” simultaneously fortifies 

mainstream euro-Canadian culture into the consecratory host position. In other words, the 
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prize reaffirms the subjugation of minoritized authors even as the welcoming gesture 

purports to remedy their exclusion from mainstream literary culture.  

Prizes, then, for Roberts, are structures that provide a focal point through which to 

interrogate “the relationships between national culture and hospitality, between celebration 

and accommodation, between writing, reading, and citizenship (4). Here, like English and 

Norris, Roberts senses a deep and complex ambivalence at the heart of literary prizing: that 

they are created to celebrate and honour the outstanding work of writers, but that a prize 

committee’s conception of what constitutes outstanding work (echoing Norris’ thoughts 

here) allows for the social reproduction of symbolic violence against those historically 

unrepresented in prize nomination lists. In some cases, a prize’s consecratory power merely 

shores up the symbolic violence inherent in the idea of a “literary canon”; in other cases, 

however, the consecratory power of a prize can be used to expand conceptions of what is 

and is not literary, including writers and publishers who have been historically excluded 

from such literary institutions. This tension rises to the fore in literary prizes as a whole, but 

prize studies in Canada (and similar settler-colonial nation-states of the former British 

empire) should stay especially attuned to it, since the “Canadian host position contains 

within it a legacy of colonial violence” due to the fact that “[t]he current dominant version of 

Canadianness depends upon the wresting of the host position from Aboriginal peoples by 

French and English colonizers” (Roberts 9). Canadian settler prizes aid in this “wresting,” so 

to speak, by implicitly casting settler culture as the only host culture in Canada, and by 

extension casting Indigenous peoples as interlopers who must be welcomed by the host 

culture before they can belong.   

It is perhaps no surprise to see these echoes of subjugation in prizing. In a macro 
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sense, prizes seek to set themselves as dominant agents in the field of cultural production, 

which is only possible through the diminishment (whether active or passive on the part of 

prizes) of other agents’ power; in a micro or operational sense, prizes define what it means 

to be “literary” not by defining “literariness” itself, but rather “by negation—it is not 

formula fiction or genre fiction, not mass-market or bestselling fiction” (Connor 19, 

emphasis added), despite the fact that “the literary novel exists—as it has since its inception 

as a literary form—under market conditions just as other, ‘genre’, fiction does” (Squires 5). 

Nevertheless, literary prizes become a kind of paratext in support of this highbrow 

conception of “the literary”—a literary that ostensibly exists above or outside of the 

mainstream, as above or outside of the petty capitalist squabbles of popularity and the 

market. Readers, scholars, and critics alike can’t always point to what is or what makes the 

literary actually literary, Squires seems to say, but we can more easily identify what makes 

something non-literary. A pulpy crime or romance novel will almost certainly never be 

nominated for the Booker—not even a really good pulpy crime or romance novel. Instead, 

genre novels are relegated to genre-specific prizes, thereby helping to define what is 

acceptable in what we understand as “literary,” both in prizing and elsewhere. The flip side 

of this mechanism, of course, gives literary prizes an extraordinary power in being able to 

expand ideas of what readers and literary workers alike consider “literary”; when seemingly 

“non-literary” books are, indeed, nominated for so-called “literary” prizes, it begins to build 

out and expand the definition of what is literary, what is prizeable, what can or may be 

considered a canonically good book.4 In other words, literary prizes “use literary 

categorisation, both by choosing works to reward and promote, but also by defining the 

																																																																				
4 See Bayrock, “Graphic Novels are Overlooked by Book Prizes, but That’s Starting to Change.” 
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ways in which they are chosen” (Squires 101). This recalls Bourdieu’s exhortations that the 

main struggle in the field of cultural production is not what is produced or who produces it, 

but rather “who has the power to consecrate and to win assent when he consecrates an author 

or a work” (“The Field of Cultural Production” 323).  

So there is something in prizing, too, which perhaps has the ability to transcend or 

replace traditional processes of canonization; as Nicholas Taylor-Collins notes, prizes are 

largely locked into nominating literature so freshly published that it belongs to the “hyper-

contemporary” genre—that is, literature that has “not yet been read, pored over, or digested. 

They are fresh and their stories are new. The ways those stories are told are as yet unknown” 

(8).5 This uniquely allows readers to pass their own judgement, untainted by reviews or 

publicity, although Taylor-Collins forgets or obscures the fact that literary prizes represent, 

in fact, some of the best publicity that new books could hope for, as Claire Squires tells us in 

Marketing Literature: “The dust has not settled, canons are still in formation, and the 

marketing of each novel—which includes the agencies of canonisation and books such as 

this one—is an ongoing process” (7-8). Even so, prize long- and shortlists represent a unique 

opportunity to readers in allowing them to decide which of these “hyper-contemporary” 

works they believe has the most merit before the prize jury does; this opens a moment in the 

prizing timeline in which readers can build their own conception of literary merit, even if 

these conceptions are ultimately much less important than the prize jury’s eventual decision.  

Furthermore, Taylor-Collins is convincingly “firm in the belief that book prizes only 

																																																																				
5 As Taylor-Collins reminds us, books are often nominated for prizes before they are even 

published, depending on the schedules of both publishing and prizing. In Canada, most recently, 
three of the twelve works nominated for the Giller Prize were unpublished as of their longlist 
announcement on September 8, 2021: A Dream of a Woman by Casey Plett (forthcoming September 
21, 2021), and Katerina Vermette’s The Strangers and Kim Thúy’s Em (both forthcoming September 
28, 2021). 
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occasionally grant their award to the best book or writer, and that prize shortlists include 

writers who are shoo-ins—in some cases, regardless of the quality of the text—because of 

the value of their name” (10). This is clear in many examples, including Margaret Atwood’s 

(shared) Booker win in 2019, which occurred amongst the jury’s enthusiastic descriptions of 

Atwood’s long and award-studded career (despite the fact that the Booker, unlike the Nobel, 

for instance, is ostensibly about the single nominated text rather than the author’s oeuvre) as 

well as tepid reviews of the book itself.6 This is just one example of how the “contingent 

nature of the book prize leads to healthy disagreements, both on the judging panel and in the 

reading public” (Taylor-Collins 15), which is exacerbated by the hyper-contemporary nature 

of most prize-lists, and the subsequent lack of trustworthy book reviews about these 

selections.7 The result is that the reader is invited to pass their own judgement on these 

books, and their ability to pick their own personal favourite or “winner” is usually 

encouraged by the mechanism of the prize, either explicitly or implicitly. Canada Reads in 

particular encourages the participation of its audience members as readers to chime in (either 

online or during live Q&A sessions) with their predictions, opinions, and preferences, and 

while Canada Reads traditionally runs an online poll to determine the “fan favourite” in the 

competition, this is an empty accolade with a brief half-life which fades quickly in the glare 

of the attention lauded on the actual winner. We also see this echoed in “shadow prizes” 

																																																																				
6 It is also worth noting that Atwood’s winning novel, The Testaments, was the unexpected 

sequel to her highly acclaimed Handmaid’s Tale, which she wrote thirty-three years after the 
original text—coincidentally enough, just as the novel proved its enduring profitability by being 
adapted into a well-renowned television series for Hulu. 

7 Perhaps unsurprisingly, reviews published about award-nominated or -winning books after the 
book has been nominated or awarded tend towards either effusive (in a piling-on of cultural capital 
which allows the reviewer to align themselves both with the longstanding cultural capital of the prize 
and the somewhat-newer cultural capital of the prize-winning book) or antagonistic (in which case 
the reviewer is, at least in part, attempting to place themselves in a higher consecratory position than 
the prize (e.g., that the reviewer knows better than the prize does). 
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organized by fans and readers who take up the criteria and framework of the prize but 

ultimately nominate their own shortlists and longlists, sometimes in an effort to predict how 

and what the prize will actually consecrate. 

This is a kind of democratization of prizing which can unfold, in its most extreme 

form, into a “mass reading event” (Fuller and Rehberg-Sedo 123), as we will see later. 

However, while the prize encourages and creates avenues for audience participation, these 

avenues of participation are purposefully constrained by the prize; the reader may be invited 

to weigh in, but the audience will never trump the jury in deciding the “best” book, even as 

the audience’s attention (and combined market power) proves more profitable than the prize 

trophy and sometimes more profitable than the prize purse awarded to the winner. 

Simultaneously, however, this sounds like something out of a cultural elitist’s nightmare: the 

makers of the text become more interested in a wide readership than in “art for art’s sake” 

or, in Bourdieu’s alternate phrasing, art for “the degree of recognition accorded by those 

who recognize no other criterion of legitimacy than recognition by those whom they 

recognize” (“The Field of Cultural Production” 320). If the symbolic value of a prize 

becomes less important than the readership (and therefore the profit) it provides to certain 

texts, does this mean that the prize has failed in its purpose? And yet this purpose, as Squires 

notes, is already cast into a complex state by the fact that literary prizes have become so 

widely used as a form of marketing that their ostensible original purpose of celebrating “art 

for art’s sake” has become obscured. Rather than following this line of thinking into 

English’s “grand narrative of art’s commercialization” (8), instead this points us to a reality 

of the field; accolades, under capitalism, are never purely symbolic. Symbolic value still has 

value in its own right, of course, but in the current cultural context they are also implicitly 
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understood as tools which can be leveraged in the pursuit of economic profit. As Anita 

Lahey notes in Quill & Quire in the fifth year of the prize, the Giller’s early effects on its 

prized and nominated writers included offers to republish their back catalogue of books as 

well as job offers or opportunities such as writer-in-residence positions; by the ninth year of 

the prize, as Sue Carter notes in Quill & Quire, the “Giller Effect” was more commonly 

understood as the “annual sales bump” that often catapulted the winning novel to the top of 

best-seller lists and represented a sales increase of up to 900%, as was the case for Will 

Ferguson’s 2012 winning novel 419 (Carter).      

What we can glean from prize scholarship is that literary prizes are powerful agents 

in the field of cultural production, capable of shaping public perception of literary excellence 

in a way that shapes broader literary canons as a whole, granting certain books historical 

longevity over others. We understand that prizes often seek to solidify or perform ideas of 

“national character”, whether implicitly or explicitly, and that by doing so they may further 

solidify their powerful consecratory position in the field by aligning the aims of prizing with 

the aims of the nation. To a point, and in no small part because of these features of their 

operation, prizes become self-consecrating agents in the field by gathering the symbolic 

capital of other agents’ belief; similarly, they gather both economic and cultural capital from 

agents caught in their sphere—in other words, from a carefully constructed prizing public. 

While powerful, however, the consecratory power of prizes can be questioned, interrupted, 

sabotaged, or forced into certain evolutions. It is these moments of disruption which form 

the basis of my analysis in this project – moments which uniquely reveal the priorities of 

literary prizes and how these priorities may be shaped by organizers, sponsors, and members 

of the prizing public.  
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The Rise of Prizing (and Prizing’s Commodification) 

In some ways, the history of contemporary prizing begins with the founding of the Nobel in 

1901, the success of which, as English notes, directly or indirectly led to the founding of the 

Goncourt in France in 1903 and the founding of the Pulitzer in America in 1912, just to 

name a few (28). Another form of contemporary prizing begins, however, with the first 

televised Oscars ceremony in 1952, “a fairly lucrative undertaking” which brought “more 

than half a million dollars (adjusted for inflation) into the Motion Picture Academy coffers” 

(English 81), and marks a broad turn, already well in progress by 1952, not just towards a 

proliferation of prizing but towards serious prize profitability and commodification. The 

success of the Oscars (and other economically-driven kinds of prizing) marks a clear turning 

point where the profitability of prizes became a key feature of prizing. This broad turn owes, 

of course, a lot to its historical context: the post-war era of celebratory, patriotic culture was 

key in the success and publicity of the Oscars, as was the fact that the 1950s were “the 

golden age” of television. Televised prize galas and award ceremonies took advantage of 

this era of excitement, glamour, and novelty surrounding television in order to boost 

publicity, viewership, and widespread belief in prizes’ administrative bodies as respected 

consecrators.8 The televised award ceremonies for the Booker and the Giller (to name a few) 

likewise draw on this feeling of broadcast glamour, although they occurred much later.   

																																																																				
8 The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (the Academy), incidentally, was founded 

by Louis B. Mayer of the monolithic Metro-Goldwin-Mayer (MGM) studios as an attempt to keep 
workers from unionizing. The Academy was envisioned as a space in which the powerful figures of 
the film industry could mediate worker disputes, which situated film’s executives as consecratory 
figures. The Oscars, as a prize for the best work in film, seemed like a natural extension of the 
Academy’s purpose, and whether intentionally or unintentionally became both a distraction from the 
Academy’s larger union-busting purpose and a way to help those in positions of power in the 
filmmaking world keep their dominance over the labourers they depended on (Marshall). In other 
words, here we see another fraught instance of the cultural turned economic, or perhaps the 
economic cloaked in the cultural for so long that it, too, begins to seem inherently cultural. 
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The broad turn from the sensibility of the Nobel (e.g. prestige-forward) to the 

sensibility of the Oscars (e.g. profit-forward) can be tied to what Barbara Godard sees as a 

larger, slower, and concurrent “transformation” of the relationship between national identity 

and culture in the ‘60s through ‘90s which saw cultural products increasingly positioned as 

tools “to further [the nation’s] economic security in an era of global capitalism” (211); on a 

broad scale, culture became “positioned asymmetrically […] within an all-encompassing 

‘economy’ to whose ends it is subordinate” (211). Bourdieu’s field of cultural production, 

always-already in a fraught state where it is both deeply affected by and yet attempts to 

resist the larger social forces of class and capitalist economy, becomes even more fraught—

pressured to remain a bastion of autonomous production even as the frameworks around 

culture encourage it further and further towards the heteronomous pole.  

Part of this slow transformation of culture’s commodification was, in no small part, 

the attendant cultural shift—what we may even term a disruption—that we now refer to as 

postindustrialization. Jasper Bernes emphasizes the ‘60s and ‘70s as a moment of industrial 

unrest and dissatisfaction (7), a period which Boltanski and Chiapello note popularized 

Marxist schools of thought and not only named “capitalism” but gave rise to conversations 

about capitalism as a framework and as a dogma, leading to a more widespread ability in 

recognizing, examining, and critiquing it (x). This labour unrest and its accompanying forms 

of social, cultural, and artistic critique led to a wide restructuring of labour practices in the 

‘60s and ‘70s, aided by art that critically engaged and commented on labour, since “the 

models that artists and poets developed in response to the hierarchies and routines of the 

postwar workplace eventually contributed to the restructuring of the labor process begun in 

the 1970s and 1980s” (Bernes 35). As a result, experimental art and literature of the 60s and 
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70s “helped to articulate, though certainly not create” the demands for better labour 

conditions and frameworks (Bernes 8), resulting in more autonomy for white-collar workers 

in particular as well as labour benefits such as flexible schedules. 

However, critiques of capitalism “fizzled out towards the end of the 1970s, leaving 

the field free for the reorganization”—here meaning a solidification, a fortification—“of 

capitalism for close on two decades” (Boltanski and Chiapello xxxvi). By the mid-90s, the 

result was a context of “booming, profoundly restructured capitalism” that Boltanski and 

Chiapello describe as “the reverse of the late 1960s and early 1970s” (xxxv). As they note, 

“our analyses have taught us of capitalism’s ability to assimilate critique. There is no 

ideology, however radical its principles and formulations, that has not eventually proved 

open to assimilation” (xv). This is exactly how cultural critique of the 60s and 70s became 

adapted into corporate culture, and Bernes likewise agrees that “aspects of the artistic 

critique […] became essential parts of the restructuring undertaken by capitalists to improve 

profitability” (17). The rhetoric and function of artistic critique became assimilated by 

capitalism and leveraged into a tool for capitalism’s consolidation of its hegemonic power 

rather than its actual critique—for instance, in the ways that the erratic and flexible 

schedules of working artists such as Andy Warhol could be idealized and mimicked within 

corporate frameworks, giving white collar workers a sense of freedom and control through, 

say, flexible start times, even as these apparent new freedoms which simultaneously be used 

to encourage working longer hours or blur the lines between leisure time and work time to 

extract more labour from workers. This blurring between leisure and labour is reflected in 

prizing, which relies on the labour of its prizing public for publicity and success and yet 

simultaneously obscures the way this unpaid labour creates capital—both cultural and 
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economic—for the prize.  

So too is prizing, like capitalism, a mechanism that can often turn critiques against it 

into avenues for prizing’s own solidification of capital. English warns that institutional 

frameworks around arts and culture indelibly shape the forms, uses, and interactions of that 

culture (249-250); it is therefore obvious but necessary to note that contemporary 

institutional frameworks (such as book prizes) deeply reflect the needs and functionality of 

contemporary globalization and capitalism. Similarly, as Fuller and Rehberg Sedo point out, 

this means cultural policy both reflects and shapes the context from which it emerges—here, 

namely, late-twentieth-century globalized neoliberal capitalism. Fuller and Rehberg Sedo 

highlight the effects of this framework as  

the existence or creation of free markets in every sector of society, and, second, 

the nonintervention of the state once marketization, privatization, and free trade 

are secured. Subsequently, state patronage of the arts is reduced, and cultural 

producers are expected to compete in the marketplace in order to generate profit 

or they must find subsidies from business or private foundations. Ideologically, 

culture ceases to be valued primarily as a “public good,” and instead becomes 

subject to the rules of domestic and international marketplaces. (130) 

This echoes Godard’s description of Canada’s “resurgent liberalism” in the late eighties and 

early nineties, characterized by “a veritable transvaluation of value [which] gives precedence 

to economic rights above all others” and in which the “ideal of thick social citizenship is 

abdicated in favour of lean economistic consumerism” (223). And, as Fuller and Rehberg 

Sedo note, this neoliberal capitalist framework leads to “the co-construction and articulation 

of economic, moral, and cultural values,” since these aspects “coalesce readily within a free-



 Bayrock 28 

market economy” (129); in other words, under contemporary capitalism, cultural value (and 

even morality, as we will see) become hopelessly intertwined with economic motivations 

and sensibilities. Capital begets capital begets capital.  

 Cultural prizes (including but not limited to literary prizes) ascended in this context; 

in Canada, prizes proliferated wildly in the 90s in tandem with postindustrialization and 

marked an era in which it slowly dawned on the nation (its politicians, publishers, and 

writers alike) that Canadian literature was marketable and popular both within the nation (as 

evidenced by the founding of the Giller Prize in 1994) and on the international stage (as 

evidenced by Michael Ondaatje’s Booker win in 1992). The ascendancy of prizes in this era 

also, importantly, happened alongside a series of policy formations and political 

movements9, at least in part because prizes served as a useful political tool in allowing 

“minoritarian and oppositional cultures into positions of visibility and esteem” which they 

had long been denied (English 78). However, the political purposes of a prize (including 

remediation to the canon or to who and what is prized) are inherently capitalist, since 

success under capitalism is largely equated with profit. Quickly proven as a useful tool in 

raising the profiles of underrepresented voices, this function of literary prizing revealed a 

secondary benefit which quickly outstripped the first: not only to raise esteem and respect 

for writers and associated causes or identities in the public eye, but also to make writers and 

their works more marketable, consumable, and profitable—sometimes, intoxicatingly, on a 

global level. As Squires notes, prizing’s power as a marketing tool should not be 

																																																																				
9 Including, but not limited to the Quiet Revolution (1960-70); the push for gay liberation (1969) 

and the legalization of same sex marriage (2005); The Canadian Human Rights Act (1977) and 
abortion legalization (1988); Antiracist Action (1988) and the Yonge Street “Rebellion” (1992); the 
Oka Crisis (1990) and the Clayoquot protests (1992); and the Immigration act (1962) and its reforms 
(1967) as well as the Canadian Multiculturalism Act (1988). 
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underestimated; especially once the Oscars (and similar commodified awards) proved 

exactly how profitable the business of prizing could be,10 prizes became another widespread 

example of a cultural tool adopted by capitalist industry for its own benefit.  

 

Prizing as Participation, Prizing as a Mass Reading Event 

Despite the attention given to the trophy as an object (English 155-186), the purpose of a 

prize is not really the trophy but what it represents: the gathering and meting-out of capital, 

both cultural and economic, in the form of prestige and cash. This is, of course, enabled and 

expanded by the inherently public nature of most book prize and the simultaneous (and very 

purposeful) crafting of prizes as public processes worthy of excitement. The trophy is 

merely a focal point, a kind of bait and switch, since “such objects turn out to have been 

means tools or props, for the production of an experience” (Bernes 24). The trophy, in other 

words, is a metonymical part of the spectacle of the event, meant to evoke the whole.  

The prize as a participatory and experiential mechanism has roots in the rise of an 

unprecedented trend of participatory art (wherein the viewer is invited to touch, move, add 

to, or otherwise interact with the art) in the 60s through 80s. As Bernes argues, this was a 

direct result of the unrest in factories, where workers were denied creative participation in 

the manufacturing process (10-11). Bernes bridges the gap between worker unrest and 

audience participation more firmly by linking both to a drive towards “collaboration” and 

“interaction,” since these terms were “a fundamental part of the new qualitative demands 

and antagonisms that emerge in 1960s workplaces” and which likewise became crucial to 

																																																																				
10 English notes that by the turn of the twenty-first century, “the Oscar had actually managed to 

invert the economics of the Nobel: on each statuette the academy presented, it was realizing a profit 
equal to the honorarium that the Swedish Academy was giving away to each Nobel laureate 
(approximately one million dollars)” (81). 
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the rhetoric and conception of participatory art of the 60s (10). This trend of audience 

participation, translates easily into the realm of prizing; under capitalism, it is in a prize’s 

best interest to emphasize exactly this sense of participatory experience, to capitalize on it, 

to push it into the glamorous realm of spectacle, as seen on Oscar night, in the Giller Gala 

and the Giller Lite Bash, and in the real-time streaming and taping of Canada Reads in front 

of a live audience. Perhaps ironically, these kinds of spectacles draw upon the same 

framework as the participatory art produced by the 60s and 70s labour movement: cultural 

spaces, phenomenon, or events which invite the viewer to not only see themselves as part of 

the installation’s context, but as an active part of the process of creation of the work itself.  

This stands in contrast to the creation “of belief in the value of the work” (Bourdieu 

“The Field of Cultural Production” 317), which is usually the task implicitly assigned to an 

audience, and which situates the audience as a contextual rather than collaborative aspect of 

the prize’s formation. As a result, the audience or reader’s interactions with the space and 

spectacle of book prizing are still purposefully limited. More important than the scope of 

participatory experience or variety, however, is the volume of individuals who choose to 

interact with the “participatory art” of prizing; as is common in the world of digital media 

(and particularly social media), the quantity of engagement is what proves the prize’s (or 

art’s) success and efficacy, regardless of whether that engagement was positive or 

negative.11 In some ways, then, the prize acts as capitalism’s attempt at participatory art, 

positioning itself as a spectacle which the reader consumes but cannot touch or assert power 

																																																																				
11 This links to what English terms “Prize Frenzy”, which is characterized by the attention it is 

given by journalists or, in other words, what we might refer to as “journalistic capital,” a term which 
encompasses the amount of public conversation that occurs about the prize, which English equates, 
more or less, with “celebrity” (51). “Prize Frenzy” and “journalistic capital” can also include 
instances of “scandal” or any other high-profile issues with or critiques of the prize, since scandal 
raises the profile of the prize regardless of the nature of the critique levelled against it. 
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over even if they are seemingly overtly asked to do so (as in exhortations such as “share 

your opinions online!” which are common in book prize marketing campaigns). In other 

words, prizes give the illusion of participation despite the fact that the sense of spectacle 

they use to draw in their “participants” alienates the viewer’s actual participation. In this 

way, prizing and their associated spectacle work towards creating what Guy Debord terms 

the “empire of modern passivity” (13) in which “society based on modern industry is not 

accidentally or superficially spectacular” but rather “fundamentally spectaclist” (14, 

emphasis author’s own). In this view, spectacle becomes “the visual reflection of the ruling 

economic order” and in which “goals are nothing, development is everything” (14). 

Participation in the spectacle is purposefully limited; the actions undertaken by the viewers 

may feel varied, but are in fact provided by the spectacle itself. In this way, “the individual’s 

gestures are no longer his own; they are the gestures of someone else who represents them to 

him” (30), and as a result the audience of a prize becomes an important avenue through 

which a prize may propagate both its own rhetoric of consecration and the rhetoric of the 

broader socio-political context it nests within. In this context, the spectacle depends on its 

participants—viewers, yes, but also nominees, judges, and so on—to generate capital, 

which, we are to understand, is a key purpose of both the prize and the ways the prize 

interacts with its viewership. The capital does not belong to the viewership, but only ever to 

the prize, the spectacle. 

 By examining prizes as cultural events and processes of prestige, it follows that 

we may likewise consider them under the umbrella of what Danielle Fuller and DeNel 

Rehberg Sedo term “MREs, or Mass Reading Events”; this term implies “not only scale 

(“mass”) and spectacle (“event”), but also the idea that an event promoting reading and the 
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sharing of reading usually engages with one or more aspects of the mass media, whether in 

print, broadcast, or digital form” (5), evoking Benedict Anderson’s theories of mass media’s 

community-building powers. In the contemporary capitalist context—especially considering 

the ways in which digital mass media has become more important than ever, both as an 

avenue for marketing as well as an enabler of human interconnection—I argue that literary 

prizes may increasingly be classified as MREs in the ways they encourage consumption and 

participation through mass media tactics and in the ways they encourage a sense of 

community in their viewership. Following Fuller and Rehberg Sedo’s study of book clubs 

and “One Book One City”-style programs, this project narrows in on how prizing, like many 

other MREs, is both a private and a public mechanism which gathers, propagates, and metes 

out symbolic and economic capital.  

These participatory elements become key in the analysis of prizing because the 

audience is not a static element of the prizing machine; participation must be actively 

managed in order to forestall disruption and to keep the timeline running. In many cases, 

prizes are successful only through the participation of their prizing public, since the prize 

gleans both economic and cultural power from its audience. On the flip side, prizes may be 

disrupted precisely because their audiences refuse to follow the logic or expectations of the 

prizing mechanism and instead resist the prize—jamming the prize mechanism even as these 

disruptions create journalistic capital for the prize through scandal, as English notes. As a 

result, while prizes have immense power in the literary field, their power is deeply reliant on 

the actions of the prizing public; the ways in which audiences interact with their prizes, and 

the ways in which prizes seek to manage audience interaction, become key pieces in the 

study of prizing and prize disruption. 



 Bayrock 33 

Prizes, Morality, and Capital 

Understanding literary prizes as MREs illuminates a key contradiction at the heart of 

prizing. Prize rhetoric, similarly to book club rhetoric, emphasizes “the ideal of shared 

reading as a way of building community and improving cross-cultural understanding” 

(Fuller and Rehberg Sedo 3), echoing Benedict Anderson. This mechanism linking shared 

reading to community-building in turn “produces a kind of discursive moral power because 

of the implied idea that shared reading makes people better, more outward-looking and 

socially responsible citizens” (Fuller and Rehberg Sedo 127).12 This is underscored, for 

instance, by the purposeful links drawn by the Giller Prize between itself and the literacy 

programs of Frontier College,13 a partnership which likewise emphasizes a sense of “moral 

good” present in reading and literacy as a whole, and, by extension, a sense of “moral good” 

present in book prizes as well.  

And yet, as Fuller and Rehberg Sedo note, whether or not “this belief [that MREs 

encourage literacy and/or moral upstanding] is empirically verifiable does not matter; rather, 

it is the social function of this pervasive perception about what reading can do that lends it 

currency” (127). In other words: the thing itself, be it text, trophy, or prize, becomes 

subjugated in favour of the perception of the thing itself, a sentiment which echoes 

Bourdieu’s exhortation that the field of cultural production centres around “the symbolic 

production of the value of the work” (“The Field of Cultural Production” 317). This 

widespread belief is the engine of the spectacle; it “is a worldview that has actually been 

materialized, that has become an objective reality” (Debord 5).  

																																																																				
12 This also links back to the national and patriotic purposes of prizing, as we’ve seen with Corse 

and Taylor Collins. 
13 See Mason.  
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This conflation of public literacy and moral good is incredibly useful to the prize, to 

its participants and viewers, and to any other agents of the field who hope to use the prize as 

a tool to increase their own capital (including corporate and governmental sponsors as well 

as jury members and organizers, for example). This is an obfuscation which takes advantage 

of widespread assumption-turned-perception, and through this mechanism literary prizing 

expands and translates its cultural power into moral power, too. Literary prizes likewise 

glean moral capital from their economic standing, since Fuller and Rehberg Sedo emphasize 

that “within a commodity culture, money and moral power are often articulated together,” 

and that, in particular, “[s]uch articulations are often easier to discern when the commodity 

is an object that can be purchased by an individual rather than a model for delivering culture 

to groups of people such an MRE” (127). In prizing, the presence of cultural capital leads to 

moral capital through the assumption that reading is inherently, morally good. Similarly, the 

presence of economic capital (e.g. financial sponsorship or government funding) implies the 

presence of moral capital because viewers have been trained to assume that wealth and 

power are only awarded to the morally upstanding. The transference of moral capital from 

producer to consumer is easier to see when an object changes hands, but even in the more 

amorphous transactions at the heart of book clubs, reading initiatives, and book prizes: 

capital begets capital begets capital.  

This leaves us with a tangle of economic, cultural, and moral power at the heart of 

the book prize, and yet the exact nature of their relationship is difficult to pin down; analyses 

of their interactions become a repeated question of chicken and egg. This is partially because 

the relationships between these forms of capital are constantly in flux, partially because they 

change from prize to prize, and partially because, whether purposefully or accidentally, the 
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structure of the prize (and the fact that prizes market but do not directly sell anything to the 

surrounding public) obscures these relationships from view, even if only superficially. This 

is only aided by the fact that many readers would prefer to think of book prizes as purely 

cultural productions and therefore “would like to disavow the economics involved in the 

making of a cultural artifact that to them variously denotes pleasure, learning, entertainment, 

and the possession of cultural capital” (Fuller and Rehberg Sedo 138)—a view which erases 

the complex play between economic and cultural capital at their heart. Of course, literary 

producers including those who “produce” prizes and similar literary institutions, literary 

scholars, and even some readers know this compartmentalization of cultural and economic 

to be, at best, a sort of pseudo-benign cognitive dissonance; despite the popular view of 

books as a metonymical referent for autonomous culture, books are, on an indivisible and 

inarguable level, always-already consumer items designed for profit. 

With this in mind, it is important to be clear: prizes are bent in the service of books, 

both as cultural objects and as consumer items, even if “the ‘special’ status of books as 

commodities is preserved because the economic relations structuring the transaction are not 

rendered visible to the consumer” (Fuller and Rehberg Sedo 141-2). This likewise returns us 

to the power of widespread public assumption-turned-perception; the “cultural and social 

aspects of [MREs] are foregrounded, whereas commodity culture and the creative economy 

are backgrounded” (146), with the result that the audience focuses more on the “cultural and 

social aspects” which form the facade of a prize, and that this public pays less attention to 

the (economic, financial, and/or intraconversion-focused) functions at its heart.  

However, understanding these functions and their mutually beneficial relationship 

with the prize’s cultural, social, and moral functions becomes crucial when we consider how 
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the prize has become a consecratory fulcrum in “rendering a book worthy of being selected 

by a reader and offering a recommendation from a source that does not appear to be directly 

involved in the production and selling of the product” (141). The key word here is appear; 

while literary prizes themselves do not construct or sell books, they are linked to both the 

production and reception of books on many levels. On one hand, we might think here of le 

Prix littéraire des collégiens in Quebec, which purchases hundreds of copies of its shortlisted 

books in order to provide them for free to hundreds of student “jurors” across the province,14 

which represents a huge boost in sales for many nominees. We might also think of the 

indirect sales impact on books once nominated for other prizes, such as Canada Reads or the 

Giller—a boost in publicity that often guarantees coveted displays in the high-traffic areas in 

bookstores and can result in up to a 900% increase in sales in what has become known as 

“the Giller effect”.15 

In another sense, however, book prizes “produce” value for their nominees and 

winners by using their substantial capital (cultural, economic, and moral) to increase the 

																																																																				
14 According to the prize’s website, as of 2021, the nominated books “sont lues par plus de 700 

étudiants de plus de 40 collèges et cégeps du Québec”; ironically, given the focus of this project, the 
next line of the website’s marketing copy emphasizes these numbers as proof that the prize “induit 
des effets spectaculaires” (“Le Prix littéraire: Historique”) 

15 Douglas Gibson, the publisher at McClelland & Stewart, notes in a Quill & Quire interview 
that the Giller Effect was, in fact, a very purposeful strategy on the part of the publishers of the first 
Giller-winning novel in order to secure their own profits as well as the cultural capital of the Giller as 
a whole:  

M.G. Vassanji’s The Book of Secrets came out in spring 1994. We printed an optimistic 
5,000 copies. It got very good reviews, but by the time of the Giller nominations, it had 
run its course. The book was starting to be returned. Then the nomination and nothing 
happens; the book continues to be returned. M&S chairman Avie Bennett and I had a 
very worried discussion about what to do. The idea of reprinting this book was totally 
outlandish, except that this was the first year of the prize, and we realized that if there 
was going to be what later came to be called “the Giller effect,” we had a role to play. 
We couldn’t risk not reprinting because that would have ensured that the prize would 
fall flat, so we reprinted lots of copies. If it did win, we could flood the market and 
make it a best-selling success. When the book won, the reaction wasn’t joy, delight, or 
exaltation; it was relief. We sold out that reprint and another reprint. (Carter) 
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capital associated with its nominated books, authors, and publishers. There’s an interesting 

parallel, here, to Bourdieu’s reminder that “the field of cultural production is the site of 

struggles in which what is at stake is the power to impose the dominant definition of the 

writer and therefore to delimit the population of those entitled to take part in the struggle to 

define the writer” (“The Field of Cultural Production” 323). This mechanism is echoed, 

perhaps, in Bernes’ observations that the process of making artwork became one of 

“paperwork, [and] the production of documents that guarantee the art status of the work in 

question” in the 60s (20)—a physical manifestation of a need to “impose” a “dominant 

definition” of cultural value, as Bourdieu says (“The Field of Cultural Production” 323). 

Prizes are an inarguable part of this clerical cultural machine: a process of consecration 

which becomes a process of production. Prizes, however, are not objective observers in the 

field but agents unto themselves, and their actions and purposes are made clear by the 

assumptions and expectations inherent in the framework of prizing.  

Importantly for my purposes, these links between morality and consecratory power 

show how easily capital becomes co-articulated at the heart of mechanisms such as prizes, 

and how capital is not just transformed or translated but multiplied through this co-

articulation. This co-articulation is a key feature of the field of cultural production as it 

exists today, and is characteristic of how the contemporary literary field encourages 

“blockbusterization”—that is, increased size, dominance, and output at all levels of book 

production. We see this blockbusterization in the development of international publishing 

conglomerates as well as in the increasing attention given to big name authors or hotly 

marketed books to the detriment of less glamorous or marketable titles. And, of course, we 

see this too in prizing: in the way that prizes have become such a forceful consecratory 
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power in the field of cultural production, in the way they gather and multiply their stores of 

capital, and in the way they are designed to turn even disruption into a means of further 

solidifying their hegemonic power. 

 

The Idealized Prize Timeline, the Prizing Public, and the Beginnings of Disruption 

Fuller and Rehberg Sedo’s MRE framework is useful in recognizing book awards as 

“cultural formations, or models [of] shared reading” (1), and in understanding that MREs 

(literary prizes included) mark spaces where readers come together to make shared meaning 

out of books, both as texts and as cultural objects (2). In this context, Fuller and Rehberg 

Sedo describe the formation of a “reading public,” a term first popularized by Q. D. Leavis 

in Fiction and the Reading Public in 1932. Just as literature relies on a reading public for its 

success, so too does a literary prize rely on a smaller subset of that reading public for its 

purposes—what we might call a “prizing public”—which nestles within the larger reading 

public like a matryoshka doll. Unsurprisingly, this prizing public proves key to the 

operations (and success) of literary prizes, and the idealized timeline of prizing revolves 

largely around the best way to elicit interest and attention from its readers and audience 

members.   

I argue that in the hundred or so years since the Nobel was founded, the frameworks 

and processes of literary prizes have largely become streamlined into the most effective and 

efficient possible forms; twenty-first century literary prizes clearly, if implicitly, map out 

what is considered, by their logic, an ideal series of events. This timeline dictates an 

expected order and progression, which extends to the expected ways in which these events 

should be perceived and engaged with by individuals both within and without the prize 
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complex. The prizing timeline is often only tacitly understood, and yet is largely non-

negotiable and presents itself as inevitable in outlining the expected actions and interactions 

of its players—including nominated authors and publishers, members of prize juries, book 

reviewers and critics, and, of course, readers. The resulting timeline takes the shape, more or 

less, of a four-step process:  

1. Operational committees seek out economic partnerships (with corporate 

sponsors or government funding) and artistic partnerships (with prestigious 

figures in the literary community who agree to act as judges, organizers, or 

endorsers) in order to administratively, financially, and culturally support the 

process of the prize. This begins the process of drawing both economic and 

cultural capital into the prize complex.  

2. A jury nominates a selection of books to a longlist, which is greeted with 

acclaim and interest by the general public, and is greeted with pleasure and 

gratitude by the authors and publishers it represents. 

3. The jury winnows the longlist into a shortlist, intensifying the previous 

acclaim, interest, pleasure, and gratitude lauded on the prize and its nominated 

books.  

4. The jury announces the winner; positive reactions once again increase in 

intensity. The organizers of the prize may (and often do) partner with the author 

and publisher of the winning text in order to promote the book and increase sales 

and readership; in the resulting marketing blitz and media circus, public 

recognition of the winning text becomes more widespread and results in higher 
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rates of readership and sales.16  

This timeline breaks literary prizes down to a foundational level and describes prize culture 

when it operates as designed. At all points in this timeline, prize culture assumes that its 

players are enthusiastic, about both their own participation and the participation of their 

fellow players. Prizes likewise assume that the work they accomplish is beneficial to the 

parties who are directly included in these processes (judges, authors, publishers, etc.) as well 

as those indirectly included in these processes (critics, reviewers, readers, and consumers). 

These assumptions work as implicit codes of conduct, which are further entrenched by every 

agent in the prizing public who cleaves to the expectations of the idealized prize timeline. In 

this way, the idealized timeline strengthens and replicates itself.  

And yet, as with any ideal, this timeline rarely goes exactly according to plan. 

Instead, the world and timeline of prizing is often disrupted: by its players, by its context, by 

the books and authors it seeks to grant capital to (and to gain capital from), and sometimes 

even by the expectations or limitations of the prize itself. This powerful mechanism of 

disruption returns us to the main focus of this project: in order to examine how literary 

prizes work, each case study focuses on an instance in which the ideal prizing timeline is 

																																																																				
16 Here, readership and sales are simultaneously correlated and yet separate from one another; 

increases in readership can be (and are) largely judged by sales numbers in big box stores such as 
Chapters Indigo in Canada, and these sales numbers directly result in bestseller rankings. However, 
readership levels can also be appraised through the use of alternate reading avenues, including 
library use, rates of digital book piracy (including both audiobooks and ebooks), sales in used 
bookstores, and the rate at which readers lend books to each other. For the few places in this project 
where readership and sales numbers are important, I focus predominantly on the sales of new books 
and the rankings of bestseller lists, which have long been understood to represent, if imperfectly, the 
majority of readers who access prizewinning books. As Sarah Corse writes:  

Truly measuring which novels are read by the most people, however, is close to 
impossible since people read books checked out of libraries, buy books they never read, 
read books they never buy, and otherwise circumvent systems designed to identify how 
many people read any particular book. Number of weeks on the bestseller lists is a 
proxy for overall popularity. (133) 
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resisted, coopted, ignored, interrupted, or otherwise disrupted. This project narrows in on 

exactly these disruptions, using them as focal points of revelation, too—windows into the 

often-unspoken (and sometimes internally competing) logics at the heart of literary prizing, 

be they cultural, economic, moral, or otherwise. Likewise, these disruptions begin to reveal 

the positions and avenues available to the most powerful agents in the literary field by 

revealing who has a dominant enough position to use disruption as a tool to solidify capital, 

and how that solidification of capital in turn leads to a dominant position in the dominated 

field of cultural production.  

Importantly, and regardless of the form it takes, the following case studies reveal that 

disruption in the prize sphere serves to cement the economic and cultural hegemonic power 

of a prize, and thereby further solidify its power and position in the literary sphere. These 

kinds of disruptions become an unspoken part of the idealized timeline as an optional and 

invisible step that can happen at any point in the process, which is often turned (or “spun,” 

in marketing terms) to the prize’s own purposes, either to increase “prize frenzy,” in 

English’s terms (51), or to otherwise increase the hegemonic power of the prize. Even in the 

case of apparent prize “failure,” disruptions are almost always recast as successes and 

subsumed into the prizing timeline as beneficial and, in some cases, vital additions to ideal 

operations. Henrik Vollmer, speaking broadly about social disruptions, notes that disruption 

generally leads to new “rules” in a space for one of two reasons: either “the very incidence 

of disruptions […] makes participants retrospectively construct rules which none of them 

would ever have needed to consider had the disruption not taken place” (16), or because the 

rules governing any given space usually remain “diffuse and implicit until some form of 

frustration has taken place” in which case “rules are to some extent constituted by 
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exceptions, rather than the other way around” (16). In the first case, new rules are 

implemented due to unforeseen disruption, in order to prevent a disruption of that sort from 

occurring again; in the second case, implicit rules (e.g. social understandings) must be made 

explicit (e.g. as formal guidelines). In this way, places where prize culture is disrupted 

become places where prize culture is subsequently mended to channel further disruption in 

the future, and/or places where conflict can be unfolded to reveal the silver lining of a 

secondary purpose or functionality for the prize’s benefit, which likewise acts to consolidate 

the already-substantial hegemonic power of prizes as institutions in the literary sphere. This 

is doubly true in an era in which prizes increasingly work in lockstep with the most powerful 

agents in the literary field—namely, multinational publishers and other participants and 

producers in the culture of blockbuster novels—who likewise align themselves with strong 

agents in the literary field (including prizes). These alliances not only protect these agents’ 

standing in the field but actively strengthen their position(s) even further in a mutually 

beneficial relationship which fortifies each party’s position in (and necessity to) the literary 

field. 

 

Disruption and Prizing 

While prizes are regularly disrupted by external stimuli or events, they are uniquely situated 

to weather almost any form of disruption. It’s true that prizes may pause or go on hiatus 

while dealing with the effects of disruption: the Nobel Prize for Literature chose to go on 

hiatus in 2018, for example, after “a man affiliated with the Swedish Academy was accused 

of rape and seven committee members resigned in protest,” as Electric Lit reported 

(Mullins), and, similarly, Canada Reads was forced to postpone and adapt its framework in 
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2020 (and subsequently in 2021) when the COVID-19 pandemic forced a global lockdown a 

week before it planned to welcome contestants and audience members into its studio for a 

week of live tapings. On the other hand, prizes almost always rise again once adversity has 

been appropriately dealt with—regardless of how, exactly, prize organizers choose to define 

“appropriate”, and whether or not the prizing public finds this solution satisfactory.17  

With this in mind, it is perhaps no surprise that disruption often proves to be an 

overwhelmingly positive force for literary prizing, mainly in terms of the exposure (and 

therefore free advertising) it can generate for a prize. James English identifies “scandal” as 

the number one reason for the continuing success of the Booker (202-203); after all, scandal 

reliably translates into public interest and “journalistic capital” and, from there, into 

economic and cultural capital (in the form of increased book sales and increased relevance, 

even if only as a current interest topic). An outside observer might think that the Booker 

succeeds despite its history of scandal, but really it succeeds because of its history of scandal 

(English 208); the publicity granted to a prize in the midst and wake of scandal is the 

consistent, reliable, and useful silver lining of disruption. To be disrupted strengthens the 

prize’s position in the field and reinforces its hegemonic power of consecration by granting 

it an unpurchasable publicity and proving, over and over, that prizes are a dominant force in 

the field of cultural production—agents which are largely unable to be ousted from their 

																																																																				
17 In the case of the 2018 Nobel, for example, the academy was criticized for returning the 

following year without making substantial changes to its framework or addressing how it intended to 
identify or evict other examples of institutional complicity to harm. As with many public figures who 
are “cancelled” after sexual assault allegations (Louis C.K. and Aziz Ansari come to mind), the 
academy chose to step away for a while to avoid the repercussions of (unintended and unflattering) 
scandal, and then returned to the field as an active player once the scandal appeared to have left 
public memory. As journalist Carey Mullins wrote following the Nobel announcement in 2019, 
“based on its choices, the Academy has learned nothing” (Mullins). Cynically, one might argue that 
the Academy, having weathered this scandal and returned to operations as normal, in fact learned 
exactly as much as it needed in order to protect itself and ensure its continuation. 
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positions of and relationships to power. Disruption has become such a commonplace tactic 

in prizing that scandal has, as James English notes, become necessary for prizes’ publicity 

and success; in fact, lack of scandal can become a disruption in and of itself (214). 

This dissertation separates disruption broadly into two categories: intentional 

disruptions, usually with an internal inception (e.g., a disruption helmed or planned by the 

prize itself, such as a change to prizing guidelines or a change in sponsorship) and 

unintentional disruptions, usually with an external inception (e.g., production issues with 

nominated books, bad press, or other reader-led protests). In both cases, prizing frameworks 

lend prizes significant advantages in both surviving disruption and pivoting disruption to 

their own productive use, mimicking the ways in which corporate organizations seek to turn 

disruption to their own benefit. In the corporate world, for instance, unexpected disruption is 

something to be forestalled at all costs, since external disruption is understood as a symptom 

of corporate inflexibility which can lead to the demise of businesses and organizations (Gans 

1). Joshua Gans warns (in a business advice text appropriately titled The Disruption 

Dilemma) that flexibility is key in surviving external disruption; businesses are more likely 

to weather disruption if they are alert to changes in the market and its consumer base, and 

therefore (as Gans advises), “the more a firm is focused on the needs of its traditional 

customers, the more likely it will fall prey to disruption” (10). After all, catering too 

exclusively to an existing customer base can lead to an unintentional narrowing of vision, 

hiding possible disruption from view until a point at which adaptation proves impossible. In 

this same vein, external disruption may prove fatal to organizations if they are able to adapt 

to the disruption but unable to make the adaptation palatable to their customer base.18 

																																																																				
18 This is, as we will see in one of the following case studies, epitomized by le Prix littéraire des 

collegiens’ operations in 2018; in order to continue the prize, le Prix organizers accepted financial 
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In this way, prizes are well-situated to survive external disruptions as well as the 

subsequent self-disruption of any abrupt changes a prize may adopt in the wake of external 

disruption. After all, a prize’s established consumers (or what I call the prizing public) 

generally understands, consciously or unconsciously, that the “product” provided by the 

prize changes from year to year. With this in mind, we can see that the “consumer base” of a 

prize is already primed to be pushed further, and therefore disrupted more intensely and 

more often, than in other spheres. Changes in the “product” are, in fact, a continuation of a 

prize’s mandate: to reflect the contemporary field of publishing through its best offerings in 

order to properly inform or educate readers about quote-unquote “good literature”. Because 

book awards already tap into an underlying narrative of moral betterment, it is inherently 

understood that, in the service of bettering its readers, a prize may consecrate a book that its 

readers would not usually pick up themselves, and that the reader is still expected (and 

exhorted) to purchase, borrow, or otherwise consume it in the service of their own 

betterment.19 In other words, a literary prize caters to its existing customer base, and yet the 

																																																																				
sponsorship from Amazon. While this proposed relationship would allow the prize to continue 
operations (e.g. survive the externally-forced disruption of a lack of necessary administrative 
funding), this adaptation was not palatable to the prizing public surrounding le Prix who perceived 
Amazon as a threat to their local book culture. After sustained social and public critique from 
readers, booksellers, and publishers (among others), le Prix chose to turn down the proffered 
sponsorship deal even though this meant that organizers were unable to run the prize in 2018. 

19 We might think here of The Sentimentalists, the focus of another of this project’s case studies 
and a novel which became a hotly desired commodity after winning the Giller, even though most 
regular Giller readers wouldn’t have otherwise purchased books produced by its relatively niche 
small press publisher. This is especially interesting given that a key part of the praise layered on The 
Sentimentalists during its Giller season was due to its small-press origins and the cultural prestige 
associated with small press production. We might also think of larger shifts in prizing towards more 
diverse prize lists in terms of race, gender, and sexuality which are likewise changes that filter down 
into the broader reading practices of the prizing public. This likewise extends to genre and format, 
and has led to widespread acceptance of graphic novels in literary prizing, for instance. In these 
cases, disruptions can be levered by the prizing public specifically in order to expand the canon of 
prized books as well as conceptions around what may be considered a prizeable book. This includes 
small press books such as The Sentimentalists, and can also be seen in the ways that graphic novels 
have recently been taken up by mainstream literary prizes. These kinds of books can serve as a 
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nature of this catering necessitates continual shifts in what, exactly, the prize expects its 

prizing public to consume. It begins to make sense, then, that the threat of catastrophic 

disruption is basically non-existent in the realm of literary awards, at least partially because 

book prizes are already built to be flexible. By their very definition, prizes can’t produce the 

same product every year, and therefore their audience is already primed to accept change—a 

flexibility which extends even to changes or disruptions which affect the production rather 

than the product of the prize. There is perhaps no other business model precisely like those 

of prizes, in this way; while readers may complain about the prize’s choice of winner or 

nominee, these complaints are largely part and parcel of the prize’s operations and barely 

register as external disruptions, even if they may be categorized as such. This leads us 

directly back to Gans, who states that heeling too closely to existing customers’ desires 

rather than to the changing market itself is a key way that many businesses drive themselves 

closer to “impending catastrophic doom,” since it is often “precisely what made those firms 

great in the past that generates a sclerosis when they need to change” (42). We can, perhaps, 

see this in action in prizing in the increasing volume of critique levelled against literary 

awards who fill shortlists entirely with “what made [them] great in the past” (Gans 42), e.g. 

authors who are white, straight, able-bodied, comfortably middle-class, and/or men, 

published by respected and financially comfortable presses. Importantly, prizes that respond 

to these critiques (e.g. by including more diverse authors or works on their long- and 

shortlists) are purposefully disrupting their operations by changing the way they operate and 

																																																																				
disruption to a prize, but also fall in line with the force of moral capital behind literary prizes, since 
the prizing public may argue that these books represent the betterment of both the self and the canon, 
and therefore must be included in prize nominations in order for the prize to fulfil its ostensibly 
moral purpose. If a prize refuses to accept new inclusions in the prize canon, it aligns itself with 
inflexibility, which, as Christiansen and Gans tell us, spells death. Therefore the prize can be forced 
to change in order to prove its flexibility and to retain its narrative of moral benefit and betterment. 
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which books receive serious consideration. While these shifts are often slow and subtle 

rather than swift, conscious changes by a prize, this internal disruption is an expression of a 

contemporary business ethos.  

After all, disruption with an internal inception, as Gans tells us, is simply an 

extension of the flexibility that allows prizes to survive external disruption, since “self-

disruption is, in fact, a means of being proactive” (Gans 97)—that is, a mechanism which 

makes space for the evolution of structures, rules, or frameworks before those changes are 

forced by external factors. Self-disruption is merely the idea that an organization can 

interrupt its own processes, believing (or perhaps gambling) that such changes will leave it 

better, stronger, and more protected than it was in its previous form. This practice has 

become widespread since its initial popularization by Clayton Christiansen in the 90s with 

his disruption-focused manual of advice for managers and businesses, titled, appropriately, 

The Innovator’s Dilemma: When New Technologies Cause Great Firms to Fail, and a tome 

whose theories continue to reverberate in the corporate world even today, as evidenced by 

its repeated rereleases. As Gans notes, Christiansen both introduced and popularized “the 

mandate of disrupting one’s own company before a competitor does” (8), and this practice 

has now become widespread in businesses and organizations alike. I argue this attitude 

likewise extends into prizing in a form surprisingly similar to Christiansen’s exhortation 

aimed at startups and entrepreneurs: there is profit to be found by innovators who disrupt 

their own frameworks before someone or something else—be it a competitor, technological 

advances, the prizing public, or the evolution of the field itself—disrupts those frameworks 

first.  

 In many ways, external and internal disruptions in both categories play out similarly; 
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in some cases, it can be difficult to differentiate between a disruption which is part of the 

machine and an unexpected disruption which become adapted by the machine for its own 

use. Even so, even unexpected external disruptions can be recast into opportunities to 

strengthen and bolster the prize; disruption is either part of the machine in the moment, or it 

becomes part of the machine after the fact. Cannily, prizes use disruption as a marketing 

tactic, as an opening to further consolidate power, or as opportunities for structural repair 

which will prevent similar disruption in the future and continue to consolidate and build up 

their states of capital in the meantime — even if the disruption appears both unexpected and 

unwanted.  

 

Three Disruptions, Three Case Studies: Forecasting What’s to Come 

This project is separated into three case studies, each of which individually focuses on a 

specific example of external disruption to a Canadian literary prize. 

 The first chapter considers how prizes may be subverted (and their logic revealed) 

by their participants; this examination takes up the case study of the 2010 Giller Prize, which 

nominated and then awarded The Sentimentalists by Joanna Skibsrud, a small-press title 

produced, largely by hand, by Gaspereau Press in Nova Scotia. Due to Gaspereau’s small 

production team (fewer than a dozen employees) and printing capabilities (fewer than ten 

titles per year, with initial print runs of ~1000 each), the publisher was unable to keep up 

with the demand for the novel after it landed on the Giller shortlist, leading to a shortage of 

the novel in bookstores across the nation. This case study demonstrates the powerful effects 

of disruption on a prize, but also highlights how the prize itself can become a disruption to 

other agents caught within the network of the prize who are expected to adhere to the 
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idealized prizing timeline. At the same time, both the Giller and Gaspereau Press used this 

disruption as a tool to solidify their own position in the dominated field of cultural 

production: the Giller its dominant position, and Gaspereau its non-dominant position. The 

ways in which the Giller Prize amended its submission guidelines shortly after this 

disruption attunes us to this reality: that disruption may be successful in pointing out the 

weaknesses of prize culture, but that prize culture then uses disruption to strengthen its 

frameworks and its position in the field. Simultaneously, however, we must recognize how 

this disruption similarly fortified Gaspereau’s purposeful position as a dominated “faction” 

in the “field of the dominant class” that is struggling to impose its own “principles of 

domination” on other agents in the field (“Distinction” 291). This domination proves 

unsuccessful, as evidenced by the way that Gaspereau has continued producing books 

according to its own aesthetic judgement and production preferences even after enduring the 

enormous pressure put on the press by the Giller and the prize’s immense national prizing 

public. 

The second section examines how prizes adapt in the face of disruption to better 

channel disruption in a way that will benefit the prize. Here, I consider how prizes change 

over time and how these changes can both reflect the needs and desires of the prize as well 

as the needs and desires of the prizing public, or even the field itself. The central case study 

considers changes forced on le Prix littéraire des collégiens in 2018 from two different 

avenues: first, a forced evolution into corporate sponsorship by the changing field itself, the 

values of which prioritize financial stability (and powerful partnerships with dominant 

agents in the cultural field) over local partnerships and community, and a second forced 

evolution as the prizing public rejected the prize’s deal with Amazon, leading to the prize’s 
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rejection of the sponsor despite the financial difficulties this posed for the prize. The 

disruption in this case study echoes a similar disruption in the prize sphere in 2008, when 

Amazon gained control of the prize previously known as the Books in Canada First Novel 

Award when its founding magazine Books in Canada ceased operations despite Amazon’s 

sponsorship. Taken together, these disruptions challenge the idea that it is in a prize’s best 

interest to partner with sponsors with extremely large stores of capital, and instead 

emphasizes the fact that partnering with dominant agents can pose a danger to a prize even if 

the sponsor’s capital seems necessary to the prize’s future success. This case study instead 

reveals an instance in which a sense of cultural nationalism, itself made vulnerable within 

the field by its own precarious and fraught history, served as a foundation on which the role 

of foreign-owned mega-corporations in prizing could be challenged. This disruption doesn’t 

critique the overall role of sponsorships in prizing—le Prix retained other sponsorships in 

the wake of this disruption, after all—and therefore doesn’t quite challenge the dominant 

capitalist logic of the field. However, this disruption still succeeds in questioning the bias of 

the field towards dominant agents and emphasizes the possibilities available to the prizing 

public in resisting rhetoric of dominance in the cultural sphere.  

Finally, I consider how a prize itself can act as a disruption in the field by examining 

the hypothetical Appropriation Prize proposed by Hal Niedzviecki in 2017 and the ensuing 

backlash which saw the founding of the Indigenous Voices Awards. This chapter examines 

how literature and literary prizes act as expressions of sovereignty and form possible sites of 

resistance to the nationalist rhetoric that so often becomes wrapped up with prizing. As a 

suite of prizes which makes space for unpublished work, hybrid work, and the development 

of specifically Indigenous community, the IVAs reimagine prize culture in some ways even 
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as they adhere to it in others. The IVAs work to disrupt the prize sphere in Canada as well as 

the dominant capitalist formation of the cultural field in Canada. While the founding of the 

IVAs can be read as a disruption, it is an instance of disruption that the field of Canadian 

prizing survives and incorporates; nevertheless, the IVAs shift the field in important ways 

and pave the way, perhaps, for other prizes to do the same. 

 In selecting these case studies, I particularly looked for disruptions that were recent 

and Canadian, and which spawned significant public discourse spanning social media and 

journalistic content. The first two case studies, involving the Giller and le Prix littéraire des 

collégiens, focus on what are arguably the most major external disruptions experienced by 

these prizes; the final case study is likewise centred on a major disruption to the sphere of 

prizing with the introduction of a new agent in the form of a new prize, which is one of the 

most recent (and, as I argue, one of the most powerful) additions to the prizing sphere in at 

least the last decade. We have been trained to accept the idea that some organizations or 

institutions are “too big to fail,” and yet these case studies seem to point to the fact that 

prizes in fact “fail” over and over, in a way that fortifies rather than diminishes their power 

in the field. So too does disruption solidify the logic of the field itself, currently shaped as it 

is by neoliberal capitalism and the drive towards dominant positions in the dominated 

cultural field. Even so, this project shows the way in which disruptions nevertheless function 

as avenues through which critique can be leveraged against prizing, often from agents in 

dominated positions in the field, and that prizing culture can be made to bend and shift even 

as it refuses, above all, to cease.   
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Chapter One: 
Gaspereau Press and the Disruption of the Giller 

 
The question I'm tired of being asked definitely turns around the aesthetic appeal 
of the Gaspereau Press edition of The Sentimentalists—a subject I have very 
little interest in. My relationship with Gaspereau—or with any publisher—has 
never had very much to do with the quality of the paper that they use. In fact, I 
remember how happy it made me, when I first met Andrew Steeves (one of the 
publishers at Gaspereau), to be chastised after I had made some comment on the 
physical "beauty" of one of his books. He told me then that books were, first and 
foremost, functional objects; that what was most important was the transmission 
of literature and ideas through them. After all of the talk that followed the Giller 
this year, I'm really not sure if he actually believes this—but I do. 
 

Johanna Skibsrud  
“The SLS Interviews: Johanna Skibsrud” interviewed by Gillian Sze  

I don’t want to settle for bad books, bad writing, or bad coffee. You can sit 
around and complain about it, but it’s better to actually take the thing that’s 
within your realm of influence, including your job and your family and your 
associations, and what you do with your time, and to invest in it and to do it 
well. … The downside is that it becomes a bit of an indictment against laziness, 
against wrong-headedness, and when I get in trouble it’s usually less because 
I’ve said something bad about somebody and more because I’ve angered 
someone because what I do is, in its very act, a criticism of what they haven’t 
bothered to do. You can’t fix that.  

Andrew Steeves  
“Andrew Steeves on the Gaspereau Press” hosted by Nigel Beale  

Everything exists like that. Doesn’t it. Always in further combination, like the 
objects of my grandmother’s barn. Or like my father’s boat, which likewise, with 
time, did not diminish or disappear, but only lengthened and lengthened, until it 
had stretched itself into an irreducible oblivion, doggedly pursuing itself along 
an always advancing and invisible line.  

Joanna Skibsrud.  
The Sentimentalists 

 

The Sentimentalists, the Giller-winning novel by Joanna Skibsrud, is a novel about objects. 

The characters feel tethered to the things around them—a trailer full of possessions, a 

ramshackle half-renovated boat, a transcript from a Vietnam-era military court—which they 
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more or less believe in as necessary physical representations of the more ephemeral 

elements of family relationships, history, and trauma which prove difficult to pin down. The 

Sentimentalists, then, is not just a book about objects, but about permanence, impermanence, 

and how memory and perception inhabit a space between the two. Objects, in this context, 

are able to stand in as witnesses and memory-keepers where and when the characters find 

themselves unable to do so themselves; over time, it becomes clear that the physical form of 

these objects cannot be disarticulated from the meaning they have come to possess.  

The novel opens with two adult daughters moving their father out of a rickety trailer 

in Fargo, North Dakota. One of these daughters is our unnamed narrator, and alongside her 

sister, Helen, she stuffs a U-Haul with their father’s treasured and necessary possessions. 

Once they make it back up to the Canadian border, all three of them lie to the border agents 

about how long he intends to stay in the country. Despite their nerves, he’s allowed in 

without issue. The three of them drive into Canada with the U-Haul still rattling behind the 

station wagon, filled to the brim with what is either garbage or dear possessions—depending 

on who’s looking at it.  

Of course, there are things waiting for him there already; this notably includes an 

ancient barn which for decades “served as the last resting place for many items of little, or 

suspended meaning,” since “nothing at [the] house had ever finally, or irreversibly, been 

thrown out” (91). The centrepiece of this collection, at least to our unnamed protagonist, is a 

boat which her father promised to refinish for her mother—a promise made when the 

daughters were children and still believed in the “happy family” veneer painted over 

troubled family history they could not yet understand. The boat is, of course, unfinished, 

locked in situ and slowly disintegrating, as is the implicit promise within the object that her 
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father would build a future for and with the family. The boat becomes a contentious object 

once the father moves back to Canada; does he have a right to it, even after all this time, to 

give away or sell as he sees fit? Or does this half-complete project/promise still carry a debt 

to the family—his family—who, after all, have housed it all the years he’s been living a self-

imposed distant, isolated life in Fargo, North Dakota? Helen, our narrator’s sister,  

with her practical sense of things, had, throughout the weeks of a lingering feud, 

said only, “This is driving me crazy. It’s a fucking boat.” Not realizing, or 

choosing to overlook, that the heart of the matter lay in that very thing: that it 

was not the significance, but rather that the boat failed to signify anything at all 

that really mattered. That it had come, that is, for my mother, to represent 

through its very blankness that secret, unknown quantity with which she had one 

day hoped to solve the problem of our lives. (95)  

In this way, the meaning of the boat seems to kaleidoscope out: it is, practically speaking, a 

vessel defined by its utility and purpose, even unfinished as it is. On the other hand, it 

simultaneously symbolizes the idealized intent of the father when he set about refinishing 

the boat for the family, which was still together at the time he undertook the project. The 

boat, therefore, is also a connecting link—a necessary element of familial and literary 

fascia—which attaches the father to the narrator and her sister and mother, even after much 

of what else used to connect them has failed. This makes the narrator’s proclamation that 

“the boat failed to signify anything at all that really mattered” into a quietly vicious 

statement: this link between the father and the rest of the family, we come to understand, is 

no longer necessary, but rather a muscle that has wasted away into nothing and which no 

longer holds meaning or use. But even this absence of meaning remains meaningful. Like a 
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broken hyperlink, the sentimental significance of the boat remains even as its attendant 

meaning diminishes into nothing. This “blankness” retains a kind of hopefulness, since, after 

all, “it had come, that is, for my mother, to represent through its very blankness that secret, 

unknown quantity with which she had one day hoped to solve the problem of our lives.” In 

other words, the object of the boat loses the meaning of its original promiser and yet retains 

the meaning of its original promise: that it may, somehow, deliver or herald a new era of a 

beautiful future, with or without the recalcitrant father who promised to helm it, with or 

without the promised object of the refinished boat to carry them there. The meaning of the 

boat has become distilled; the intention behind its purpose (to carry the family, both literally 

and metaphorically) becomes immovable once set, even after the original architect has been 

cut out of the project completely.   

 This metaphor of the boat parallels the novel itself, which likewise became 

synonymous with the stubborn, distilled meaning of its form, and which in turn (much like 

the meaning at the heart of the boat) reflects its makers and the context of production. The 

Sentimentalists, written by Joanna Skibsrud and published in 2009 by Gaspereau Press (a 

small press based in Kentville, Nova Scotia), had an original print run of a mere 800 copies. 

Due to Gaspereau’s style of small press production, the object of the book is undeniably 

aesthetically beautiful; the cover of the Gaspereau edition, for instance, was hand-cranked 

on artisan paper. The beauty of the book-as-object, however, is not necessarily the point; the 

point, if we are to believe Gaspereau operator Andrew Steeves, is the commitment to the 

process of making the book in a thoughtful, hands-on way which incidentally (but not 

necessarily primarily) results in a beautiful aesthetic object. In a landscape now dominated 

by multinational publishing conglomerates focused on the mass production and mass 
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consumption of books, Gaspereau’s hands-on, in-house production style sets the press 

deeply apart from other publishers in the field and anchors it in the field of restricted 

production. The object of the book produced in such a way (including but not limited to The 

Sentimentalists) becomes metaphorically, metonymically, a symbol for the referent of its 

production. Much like the boat at the heart of the novel itself, meaning and form become 

inextricable from one another.  

This depth of meaning behind Gaspereau’s aesthetic proves a necessary foundation 

in examining what The Sentimentalists is now perhaps best known for, and the disruption 

which forms the keystone of this case study: namely, the novel’s Giller nomination (and 

subsequent win) in 2010, and how its publisher’s refusal to surrender production of the 

prizewinning book disrupted the ideal timeline of the Giller Prize. As a small press with only 

a handful of employees, Gaspereau was unable to match its production rates to consumer 

demand after The Sentimentalists landed on the Giller longlist. This, paired with the press’s 

consistent refusals throughout the Giller process to allow another press to produce additional 

(mass-produced quality) copies of the novel, disrupted the Giller’s expectations of both 

publisher and winning text. In the end, however, this conflict represented a more substantial 

disruption to Gaspereau than to the Giller, which resulted in Gaspereau’s eventual 

capitulation and decision to outsource supplementary production of the novel to another, 

larger publisher. While ultimately disruptive to both parties, Gaspereau’s resistance of the 

Giller exemplifies the ways in which disruption is ultimately a fortifying mechanism in the 

field, since both the Giller and Gaspereau Press used this disruption to fortify their positions 

in the field. On one hand, the Giller strengthened its position as a dominant agent in the field 

by forcing Gaspereau’s participation in the idealized timeline and thereby reinforcing prize 
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rhetoric (which in turn reinforces the consecratory power of prizing, including the Giller); on 

the other hand, Gaspereau fortifies its position in the field of restricted production, which is 

illuminated by its “struggle to impose” what it sees as “the legitimate (i.e. dominant) 

principle of domination” (Distinction, 291)   

 Here, Gaspereau’s position within small press culture informed the publisher’s 

decisions in several ways: in how they originally chose to publish the book, how they chose 

to defy the Giller’s expectations and subsequent pressure to conform, and the press’s 

eventual surrender under those pressures. I argue, however, that this surrender constitutes a 

success rather than a failure, not just for the Giller but also for Gaspereau Press. Throughout 

the Giller process, Gaspereau’s owners and operators remained insistent in retaining the 

right to decide how, when, and by whom the novel would be republished. In turn, this 

relatively small gesture acted as a protest against prize culture’s ideal timeline, which itself 

prioritizes the production and consumption of texts and the economic capital of the book-as-

consumable-object in the marketplace. This disruption revealed both Gaspereau’s priorities 

and the priorities of the Giller complex as the two came into conflict. On one side, 

Gaspereau is positioned firmly in the field of restricted production and holds tightly to an 

older sense of the literary, which relies both on the circumstances of the production process 

and the effect of this process on the details and aesthetics of the resulting physical object; on 

the other side, the Giller seeks a dominant position in the field by championing a neoliberal 

approach to literature in prioritizing marketability, sales, and other capitalist metrics that 

chart the success of books specifically in the consumer sphere. Furthermore, the pressure to 

cede production of the text to another press—primarily from readers, but an attitude stoked 

by the inevitability of the Giller ideal timeline—likewise reveals how the Giller’s process of 
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consecration operates in lockstep with the drive towards mass production and consumption 

of cultural objects, or, in other words, the drive towards dominance through capital 

accumulation.  

 

A Brief History of Small Press in Canada 

The context for Gaspereau’s disruption of the Giller in 2010 has deep roots in the historical 

and contemporary expressions of Canada’s small press community, which provides an 

important context to this study. According to David McKnight, Canadian small presses are 

characterized by several distinctive features: they have smaller production runs, lower 

budgets, smaller teams and operations in general, and are primarily concerned with “the 

non-commercial production of books and periodicals with a literary orientation” that are 

“often dedicated to experimental writing or identity-based perspectives” (310).  

Scholars generally trace the inception of Canadian small press culture to the 1920s, a 

prosperous era that produced more Canadian literature than ever before. Much of the support 

and interest for the newly-minted genre of CanLit, however, went towards “illustrious 

authors [who] were all middle-aged and past their best writing and greatest sales” (Parker 

“Trade and Regional Publishing” 170). Canadian literature, still in its infancy, had somehow 

already stagnated; past its initial boom in the 20s, small press culture remained slow to 

develop into the 30s, curtailed by the Great Depression’s limiting effect on both production 

and consumption. There was no government funding for small presses until the postwar era, 

which meant small press operators largely funded operations out of their own pockets and 

often struggled to do so. The financial pressures on early twentieth-century small presses in 

Canada were only compounded by the fact that the sort of reader required to support small 
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presses effectively—namely, those with both leisure time and money to spare—were few 

and far between, meaning sales could not necessarily cover the costs of operation. The book 

market in Canada, too, posed another problem, since it was overrun with imported texts 

from both Britain and America which were was much more widespread and in demand than 

books produced by publishers in Canada.  

In the wake of the Massey Report in 1951, however, the ‘60s and ‘70s saw much 

more support for Canadian works and creators, both those published by (often-nascent) 

small presses and those in the stable of larger, more commercial publishers of Canada such 

as McClelland & Stewart, Macmillan, and Ryerson Press. The small press scene in Canada 

was likewise primed to expand by the 1960s and into the 1970s; with new tariffs on 

American imports and a heightened governmental emphasis on creating and supporting 

Canadian works and authors,20 the roots of the small press community in Canada were 

becoming stronger than ever. Toronto, Montreal, and Vancouver became hubs of new-found 

literary communities which could support “the rapid development of literary magazines and 

presses” (McKnight 310), some of which are still in operation today. Where “once there had 

been few outlets for contemporary literary and cultural expression, by the end of the 1970s, 

Canada’s small press scene was large, amorphous, and subsidized” (310), either by 

																																																																				
20 This new era of public funding for Canadian publishers including Canada Council’s block 

grants to publishers, introduced in 1972, as well the Department of Canadian Heritage’s Canada 
Book Fund, introduced in 1979 and designed “to ensure access to a diverse range of Canadian-
authored books, nationally and internationally, by fostering a strong industry that publishes and 
markets Canadian-authored books” (Department of Canadian Heritage vi). According to the fund’s 
evaluation report published in 2019, roughly 55% of the fund (which awards roughly $36 million to 
publishers and organizations every year) is awarded to publishers with fewer than five employees 
(Department of Canadian Heritage 5). By another metric, roughly 55% of the fund is awarded to 
publishers with less than $1 million in revenue (Department of Canadian Heritage 6), which is the 
threshold similarly used by John B. Thompson to classify “small” publishers using Book Industry 
Study Group data (Thompson Merchants of Culture 152). 
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government support or by the simultaneous production of more commercial and profitable 

work, which offset the cost of producing experimental or identity-based works at the heart of 

Canada’s small presses.21 In other words, the 60s and 70s finally saw a Canadian literary 

context in which small presses could flourish—and so they did.  

But pressures in the publishing sphere remained high; despite tariffs, American 

publishing houses continued to export a huge variety of books to Canada, and at prices 

which were sometimes half that of books produced by Canadian publishers. The economic 

ideologies first planted as a seed in the post-war era blossomed into the fruit of globalism by 

the 1970s, and heralded an unprecedented turn in Canadian publishing which saw many of 

the industry’s largest names bought out by or merged with even larger, multinational 

publishing corporations.22 Suddenly, many mid-sized Canadian publishers were no longer 

“as” Canadian—a context which only emphasized the responsibility and role of small 

presses in Canada as producers and supporters of Canadian work.  

Despite the importance of small presses in supporting grassroots production and 

experimental and identity-based work, and despite a much greater availability of government 

																																																																				
21 David McKnight offers further information about the formation and history of small presses 

and small press culture in Canada in The History of the Book in Canada Volume Three: 1918-1980; 
to McKnight we might add Louis Dudek and Michael Gnarowski’s The Making of Modern Poetry in 
Canada, which has been influential in describing and theorizing small poetry presses in Canada, as 
well as the “Publish Canadian” special issue of Canadian Literature 57 (Summer 1973), particularly 
“Little Presses in Canada” by Sarah McCutcheon and “The Expanding Spectrum: Literary 
Magazines” by Wynne Francis. Roy MacSkimming’s The Perilous Trade: Book Publishing in 
Canada, 1946-2006 also covers some small press history of this era as well as some important 
intersections between small presses and mainstream publishing. 

22 For more about this period of mergers and sales of Canadian presses, which often had roots in 
a broader trend of general industry consolidation, see George L. Parker, who analyzes the 1970 
purchase of Ryerson Press by academic publishers McGraw Hill in his article “The Sale of Ryerson 
Press: The End of the Old Agency System and Conflicts Over Domestic and Foreign Ownership in 
the Canadian Publishing Industry, 1970-1986” (2002), as well as Elaine Dewar’s The Handover: 
How Bigwigs and Bureaucrats Transferred Canada’s Best Publisher and the Best Part of Our 
Literary Heritage to a Foreign Multinational (2017) and Roy Macskimming’s The Perilous Trade: 
Book Publishing in Canada 1946-2006 (2007). 
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support and funding in comparison to what was available to small presses in the 1920s, the 

economic stresses endured by contemporary small press operators is still severe. McKnight 

notes that although nearly 800 English-language literary magazines and small presses were 

founded between 1918 and 1980, these endeavours suffer “an average lifespan of two years” 

(311), often folding under the stress placed on small press operators and proprietors by 

fraught financial and overloaded operational conditions. It remains difficult to maintain 

small-scale production in the context of the contemporary capitalist market, which 

emphasizes scale and scalability above all else, and punishes those who pursue alternate 

means of production—or, in other words, small presses generally lack the drive for 

dominance in the field which characterizes the more powerful agents who define mainstream 

literary culture in Canada. Instead, small presses seek to fortify their position in the field by 

reasserting alternate aesthetic and production priorities, which often resist the contemporary 

mainstream literary culture of blockbusterization.   

 

Gaspereau and Small Press in the Field 

Gaspereau Press is an excellent example of the capabilities, aesthetics, and sensibilities of 

small presses in Canada, and a natural inheritor of the 60s Canadian small press movement 

in both its cultural and aesthetic aims. The press was founded in 1997 by Andrew Steeves 

and Gary Dunfield, neither of whom had any experience in printing, publishing, or book 

production, and so the pair started out as production managers rather than printers, handling 

editorial and layout decisions and passing the physical construction of their books off to a 

local printer. As Steeves wryly reports, “neither Gary nor I had any interest in becoming 

printers” (40), and yet the transition from editing and designing to full control over 
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production seemed inevitable in hindsight: 

We eventually started buying used printing and production equipment—not 

presses, but everything else. The logic behind these acquisitions was as follows: 

the more production we undertook ourselves, the more money would stay in our 

pockets. After all, we were both raised with a "waste not, want not" rural work 

ethic and both of us were handy with tools, unafraid of pulling the panels off 

machines and tinkering with them until they worked. (40) 

When their partnered printer could no longer keep up with the quantity or quality that 

Steeves and Dunfield envisioned for Gaspereau, the pair purchased their first printing press 

in 1999—“a 20-year-old Omni-Adast 724p press” (40)—with the plan to operate it 

themselves. They’d already laid in most of the equipment required for Gaspereau’s style of 

small-scale book and text production, but the addition of this first printing press signalled a 

watershed moment for Gaspereau: a shift from an adolescent press to a realized vision of 

small press as cottage industry, with every step of the process completed in-house. This new 

period in Gaspereau’s history quickly solidified what would become their signature 

aesthetic—not just in a visual or cultural sense, but in a sense of how their books were 

informed by the production process, which in turn was informed by both the press’s 

operators and the geographical space where the press was located. While Gaspereau grew 

quickly, from three titles in its first year to eight titles a year by its third, it remained 

committed to small-scale and high-quality production that supported and utilized the work of 

local artists, writers, paper-makers, and other artisans. As Norman Ravvin posits, we might  

view this as an ecological approach to book publishing—the mining of a cultural 
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network that surrounds one’s immediate workplace [and] a highlighting of in-

house craftsmanship and design; collaborative work shared by writer, artist and 

pressman; some echo of place, which may reflect the local ecology of the press 

or something more diverse and further afield; all of which follows from goals 

that defy, or aim to rewrite, market expectations. (60-61) 

This approach represents a centring of both local production and local community; after all, 

perhaps nothing expresses the “smallness” of this small press better than its location in 

Kentville, Nova Scotia, which claimed less than 7000 residents as of 2019. Not only does 

Gaspereau rely and draw on “its roots in the handiwork of bookmaking, collaboration with 

local writers, photographers and artists rooted in the local landscape” (Ravvin 60), but it 

prioritizes in-house labour by bringing nearly every part of the book-making process into a 

single space, from editorial decisions and design to printing, binding, and shipping. Since 

early on in Gaspereau’s history, Steeves and Dunfield focused on doing as much in-house as 

possible, combining editorial work and material production in a way that is rare in the 

contemporary publishing field.  

The purchase of their first printing press (quickly followed by purchases of 

subsequent presses) solidified this model for Gaspereau, and Steeves and Dunfield adopted 

informal policies: everything that could be done in-house should be done in-house, and 

“there would be nothing in the shop that one of [them] couldn’t operate” (Steeves 40). The 

benefits of this model, as Steeves notes, were immediate, myriad, and surprising: 

As I gradually made the transition from editorial involvement only toward 

editing, design, and production work, it shocked me to discover how divorced 

these roles tend to be in modern printing outfits. Beyond the technical aspects of 
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getting ink onto paper, few trade printers are aware of, or even interested in, the 

content or design of the sheets that they print. Content is someone else's worry, 

and the "what" to print is usually the domain of salesman. Much of what 

happens at Gaspereau Press is a reaction to this gulf between content and 

manufacture. It is the result of a disinclination to separate the interest in the 

"what" from the interest in the "how". (41) 

As a result, Gaspereau consciously began to attempt to bridge the gulf between “content and 

manufacture” and to bring the what and the how back together. Steeves and Dunfield were 

shocked to discover how much less work they made for themselves by taking on the 

production process from nose to tail; although they were ostensibly doing more work than 

ever before, they could both see the logic in keeping each part of the process informed by its 

preceding and following steps. This process involved no small amount of labour on the part 

of Steeves and Dunfield, but the pair almost immediately found that controlling every step 

of production meant they could more reliably produce the results they wanted without the 

constant headache of “discussing ways to get blacks black and solids solid” with their 

previous printers (40). This shift was major for Gaspereau; the fact that the press can 

complete practically every part of the process in-house marks Gaspereau as unique from 

almost every other press in Canada. The press exemplifies an “alternative plan and method” 

which sets it apart even from other small presses “through an in-house dedication to the craft 

of design and bookmaking [and] a dedication to artisanal work, as well as to forms of 

collaborative editing and design” (Ravvin 53). Importantly, this dedication to artisanal 

production comes from a commitment to process rather than product. Those who seek 

dominance in the field might attempt to use the aesthetics of Gaspereau’s books to cash in 
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on a growing demand for handmade products by ramping up production, marketing, and 

sales; instead, Gaspereau’s goal is “to create cultural objects that are meaningful in their 

conception, execution and result. It is a vision for keeping the manufacturing process small 

enough—close enough to craft—to ensure that everyone involved can keep their sights on 

the common goal and share in the value and the dignity of the work” (Steeves 41).  

This style of production has effects outside the material realm: not only does 

Gaspereau produce beautiful books and earn top industry recognition as a small press, it also 

serves as an example of the ways in which the book industry in Canada can operate and 

excel outside of the increasingly manic production schedules of the multinational publishing 

conglomerates who dominate the Canadian publishing field.23 As Steeves told Nigel Beale 

on The Biblio File shortly after The Sentimentalists’ Giller win, he and Dunfield 

simultaneously developed Gaspereau’s aesthetic and ethos by looking at what other presses 

in Canada were producing and then, in Steeves’ words, “run[ning] in the other direction” 

(qtd. in Beale)—for instance, resisting the common practice of using a photographed image 

for book covers, especially poetry books since, as Steeves points out, “rarely do you have 

such a dominant theme that you can really grab an image that [represents the complexity of] 

that” (qtd. in Beale). “We tried to stop being lazy about that stuff,” Steeves continues, noting 

that   

[t]he other side of it is that we realized that because everybody was splashing, 

																																																																				
23 For example, three to five Gaspereau Press books tend win or place every year at the Alcuin 

Society Awards, which describes itself as “the only national competition for book design in Canada” 
(“Awards — Alcuin Society”). Steeves attributes Gaspereau’s consistent victories to the small press 
mandate and completely in-house production style which is so important to Gaspereau: “The 
difference between good and bad design is an intellectual question, it’s an imaginative question, it’s 
not an economic question,” he says. “If we tend to win more designs I think it’s because we indulge 
that possibility that it’s worthwhile” (qtd. in MacDougall). 
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creating this sort of cultural cliché […] that the best thing we could do was run 

the other direction. Everyone was yelling, so if we whispered we’d actually be 

talking a lot more clearly and louder in the culture. This was a knowing choice. 

And the other reality is, to be completely frank, that these discoveries better 

suited the technologies that we were amassing around us. (qtd.. in Beale) 

In this way, as Norman Ravvin notes, especially given the immense pressure put on both 

independent publishers and independent booksellers by increased competition from huge 

multinational publishing conglomerates, “counter-traditional models like Gaspereau Press 

present the possibility of unique forms of cultural output and marketing. Behind such efforts 

we recognize philosophies and notions of cultural community that run counter to major 

trends” (53).  

While gathering all parts of production under Gaspereau’s roof began as a cost-

saving measure (“waste not, want not,” as Steeves describes it above), it quickly became an 

aesthetic statement in addition to a financial one. Bourdieu reminds us that “the sociology of 

art and literature has to take as its object not only the material production but also the 

symbolic production of the value of the work,” which encompasses the physical value of the 

object, yes, but simultaneously must be understood as “the production of the value of the 

work, or, which amounts to the same thing, of belief in the value of the work” (Bourdieu 

“The Field of Cultural Production” 317). With the purchase of their first printing press 

(quickly followed by purchases of subsequent presses), Gaspereau claimed complete control 

over the mechanical and physical production of their books; perhaps unintentionally, this 

simultaneously produced and solidified the symbolic production of the work as well by 

clearly defining the aesthetic and production goals of the work and therefore illuminating the 
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position Gaspereau’s operators sought to occupy and fortify in the field of cultural 

production—a position clearly at odds with the logic that rules the dominant agents actions 

in the literary sphere.  

This dedication to small-scale, in-house production remains an important part of 

Gaspereau more than two decades after the press’s inception, as it remains an important part 

of many small presses in Canada. However, the difficulty with this ethos is its inefficiency: 

production is slow, costs are high, and we return to McKnight’s observation that small 

presses suffer “an average lifespan of two years” before folding under the stress placed on 

small press operators and proprietors by the financial and operational conditions of 

production (311) . Gaspereau, too, has continued to struggle in a market which, even at its 

most profitable, is not very profitable. According to the brief history of the press posted on 

their website, Steeves and Dunfield have occasionally stumbled under the financial pressures 

of the market, notably in 2009 when “Gaspereau Press decreased its overheads, reduced its 

full-time staff” and realized “that discovering the proper scale of operation would be critical 

to its ongoing success” (“Meet the Press”). It was certainly no coincidence that this 

downsizing came quickly after the financial downturn of 2008, although it’s worth noting 

that Steeves and Dunfield chose to maintain a modest scale in Gaspereau’s operation even 

after they garnered success, attention, and profit following The Sentimentalists’ Giller win in 

2010. Their decision to remain a relatively small operation lends credence to the declaration 

that “discovering the proper scale of operation would be critical to its ongoing success” even 

outside of purely economic or financial concerns or the possibilities for profit (“Meet the 

Press”). Importantly, even when faced with financial difficulties, Steeves and Dunfield have 

remained committed to completing the production of their books under one roof, echoing 



 Bayrock 68 

McKnight’s reminder that “[c]ontrolling the means of production has long been at the 

ideological centre of the small press movement” (311). 

Gaspereau’s style of intimate, in-house production is not only counter-cultural to the 

dominant norms in the literary sphere, as Ravvin suggests, but also provides an opportunity 

to disturb labour practices associated with the capitalist economy. Marx maintains that when 

labour is undertaken for an individual’s master rather than for the joy of creation in and of 

itself, “that the wretchedness of the worker is in inverse proportion to the power and 

magnitude of his production” (Marx and Engels 61), and that this only-always results in a 

style of production which must be considered “estranged, alienated labour” (70). By 

bringing all production steps under one roof, Steeves and Dunfield placed both the press and 

themselves into harmony with the labour, production, and end product—what Marx might 

categorize as “non-alienated” labour. Or, in Steeves’ words, as he told Alissa MacDougall in 

Atlantic Books Today: “When a small number of people maintain control on the making of 

an object, from the beginning to the end … it must have an impact on your ability to make a 

thing that is in harmony and suits its purpose” (MacDougall).  

This is perhaps an idealized way of thinking about small press labour, and therefore a 

good entrance into a question of performativity, since we must remember that Steeves and 

Dunfield have a vested interest—aesthetic, yes, but also economic—in safeguarding and 

perpetuating the Gaspereau “brand.” As a result, we must recognize Steeves and Dunfield’s 

comments about Gaspereau (in website copy, interviews, and other press “paratext”) as at 

least somewhat idealized or performative, since this commentary is a key way in which the 

press’s operators engage in the struggle to define their position in the field. Gaspereau’s 

“brand”, after all, informed as it is by the press’s production style and aesthetic, is another 
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way of solidifying the press’s position in the field of cultural production as a dominated 

agent nevertheless informed by the ideals of the autonomous pole. We may also recall, here, 

Bourdieu’s argument that the field of cultural production is really a “field of struggles” in 

which agents constantly fight for the right to define both themselves and the field in which 

they exist (“The Field of Cultural Production” 312); Gaspereau attempts to do so by holding 

closely to its prioritization of small press production and the visual aesthetic naturally 

produced (or so its operators would have you believe) by modes of labour which resist the 

push for profit, commercialization, and dominance. Gaspereau manages threats from 

dominant and dominating agents—in this case, the Giller—by emphasizing the press’s 

unique needs and values despite the fact that some of their production processes are not that 

different from larger players.  

Even so, Gaspereau’s style of production stands in stark contrast to most book 

production both within Canada and internationally. Especially considering the rate at which 

larger publishers in Canada can afford to produce full catalogues of new releases every 

season, the modest rate of Gaspereau’s production might seem to mark it, to the unfamiliar 

eye, as a failure: under capitalism, constant and consistent growth remains a key marker of 

success, and these values permeate the contemporary field of cultural production in a way 

that encourages the drive towards dominance. Instead, Gaspereau purposefully defies these 

expectations in a variety of ways in order to define “success” and “failure” on the press’s 

own terms, and to solidify its position in the field of restricted production. From this position 

it is not only possible but necessary to resist the contemporary capitalist logic of mainstream 

literary culture. Small-scale production and artisanal aesthetics are two avenues through 

which Steeves and Dunfield resist , and, as we will see, disrupting the timeline and 
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expectations of the Giller—arguably Canada’s largest literary prize, and an agent which 

cleaves to the logic of dominance—is another.  

 

The Disruption of the Giller 

The Sentimentalists draws attention to one of the key features of small presses as described 

by David McKnight: namely, “the non-commercial production of books and periodicals with 

a literary orientation” or, in other words, the production of texts which are not commercially 

attractive to larger publishers.24 The Sentimentalists is one such so-called commercially 

unattractive text, published by Gaspereau for the same reason many small presses publish 

books: “not because the founder-owner(s) thinks they actually will be very successful in 

commercial terms, but … [because] small presses [have] a leeway to experiment with what 

might be seen as small, more marginal and offbeat books in a way that the large houses are 

less likely to do” (Thompson Merchants of Culture 160). That said, the arbitrary nature of 

what is considered commercial attractive or commercially unattractive is proved in part by 

how The Sentimentalists was taken up and reviewed in the media. While the novel garnered 

																																																																				
24 It’s not clear if Skibsrud sought out other publishers before deciding to publish The 

Sentimentalists with Gaspereau; Gaspereau published Skibsrud’s previous two poetry collections, so 
it’s likely that they struck an agreement about the novel without Skibsrud needing or wanting to seek 
out offers from other publishers, especially given Gaspereau’s branding as a regional press and 
Skibsrud’s upbringing in Nova Scotia. However, it is also worth noting that Skibsrud’s next book 
was published not by Gaspereau but by W. W. Norton & Company, an employee-owned company 
outside of the multinational publishing conglomerate network which shares some of Gaspereau’s 
values regarding labour and production, but nevertheless a publisher with more financial and 
operational resources than Gaspereau. Following a well-documented trend of small press authors 
turning to larger publishers (and the larger monetary support they offer), Skibsrud’s following novel 
(and every novel since) has been published by Hamish Hamilton, an imprint of Penguin Random 
House. As John B. Thompson notes, this is quite common; as a result, “[m]ost small publishers can 
cite examples of how an author whom they published when the big houses were not interested, or 
whose work they came across and actively supported, subsequently decided … to move to a bigger 
house which was able to pay a much larger advance for their next book” (Thompson Merchants of 
Culture 165). 
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positive and tender reviews in droves after its Giller nomination, including those appearing 

in The Guardian, The Globe and Mail, The National Post, and NPR, this reception stands in 

stark contrast to the novel’s reception prior to its Giller nomination, which failed to garner 

reviews in major papers and, perhaps more surprisingly, likewise failed to garner much 

response both from casual readers logging updates on social media sites such as Goodreads 

and independent reviewers on amateur book blogs.25 This speaks not necessarily to the 

commercial viability of the narrative of the novel—which, after all, became a best-seller 

following the hubbub of the Giller, seemingly proving that it is indeed “commercially 

attractive”—but instead helps to demonstrate the Gaspereau’s position in the Canadian 

cultural field. Gaspereau’s traditional production techniques and the resulting aesthetics 

make their books attractive to a specific demographic of reader and book collector, which 

results in a much narrower consumer base and a much less pronounced market response, 

including rates at which their books are taken up by general readers as well as critics and 

reviewers. As a result, this does not mean the press is not successful; instead, it means that, 

in the tradition of small press, Gaspereau holds a different conception of success.  

According to Steeves, The Sentimentalists sold a mere 400 copies before its Giller 

nomination (Taylor); as a result, Gaspereau was understandably swamped by the near-

instant demand created by the nomination announcement. Nevertheless, Steeves and 

Dunfield were determined to stick to their ethos of in-house, handmade production. The 

																																																																				
25 There is only one reader review posted on Goodreads that is dated prior to The 

Sentimentalist’s inclusion on the Giller longlist on September 20, 2010. Part of this can be attributed 
to the fact that Gaspereau’s titles are not often or easily found in big box bookstores such as Chapters 
Indigo or Amazon; paired with Gaspereau’s relatively small initial production runs (a mere 800 
copies in the case of The Sentimentalists) and relatively limited budget and resources for marketing 
or advertising, it is unsurprising that few readers accessed and reviewed the book prior to its Giller 
nomination. As Kate Taylor notes in her Globe and Mail article “Gaspereau Press and the Peril of the 
Giller,” only 400 copies of the The Sentimentalists had sold by the time of its Giller nomination. 
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result was a backorder waitlist in the thousands, which Steeves and Gaspereau defended as a 

necessary casualty in prioritizing their small-press sensibilities. To produce the number of 

additional editions of The Sentimentalists needed to fill customer demand would require 

lowering Gaspereau’s in-house production quality, or farming out production to another 

press or publisher, and thus would represent a betrayal of the press’s foundational 

sensibilities. Importantly, as Skibsrud’s comments quoted in this case study’s epigraph 

reveal—“[Steeves] told me then that books were, first and foremost, functional objects; that 

what was most important was the transmission of literature and ideas through them” (qtd. in 

Sze)—the aesthetics may mean less to Steeves than control over the means and intentions of 

production.26 Nevertheless, hobbled by the inability to produce more than 1000 copies of the 

book a week, and then additionally hobbled by a shortage of the specialty paper required for 

the book’s production (Taylor), Gaspereau quickly sold out of the novel and became 

hopelessly backordered for more.27  

 As these backorders continued to rise, Gaspereau was approached by larger 

publishers who offered to print mass market editions of the novels—offers which Steeves 

turned down. "It would no longer be a Gaspereau Press book," Steeves told the The Globe 

																																																																				
26 This being said, the purpose of a book and the aesthetic of a book are inextricably tied to each 

other, and at a certain point it becomes difficult to talk about one without talking about both. With 
this comment, specifically, it’s unclear if Steeves means the aesthetics are unimportant or the 
aesthetics are not the primary purpose or, perhaps more likely, all books should be produced in this 
way, which means all books should look like this. Therefore, complimenting this book on its form is 
redundant, since it merely is what it should be. 

27 Some of this gap was made up by ebook sales, which, after all, are unlimited, but not every 
reader is able or willing to settle for a digital version of a book. In much coverage of the 
Sentimentalists shortage, readers were encouraged to turn to ebooks—not necessarily by anyone at 
Gaspereau, but rather by general coverage of the shortage scandal in the media, and especially by 
Chapters-Indigo, which struck a deal with Gaspereau soon after The Sentimentalists landed on the 
Giller shortlist and subsequently claimed exclusive rights (and profits) over the ebook edition 
through their then-brand-new Kobo e-reader platform (Gayley 223). Ebooks filled some of the 
demand for the novel and The Sentimentalists quickly became the bestselling book in the Kobo store 
(Gayley 223; Patch), and yet the backorders continued to pile up for the novel in its physical form. 
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and Mail. "If you are going to buy a copy of that book in Canada, it's damn well coming out 

of my shop" (qtd. in Taylor). Dunfield repeated these sentiments to Leigh Ann Williams at 

Publishers Weekly, lamenting the fact that the book was backordered for so many readers 

but nevertheless standing behind the choice to continue to produce The Sentimentalists, 

however slowly, at the pace set by Gaspereau’s production capabilities. “We will print 

books as long as we have sales, and as quick as we can, and that’s about all we can do,” 

Dunfield said. “I know that has caused a lot of discussion, but a year from now, this will 

have gone away and we will keep making nice books and the readers will keep expecting 

nice books from us. That’s what we do” (qtd. in Williams). Gaspereau stood by this decision 

when The Sentimentalists graduated from the longlist to the shortlist, and even (albeit 

briefly) after it won the Giller, despite expectations that publishers of Giller winners commit 

to an additional post-win print run in the range of 30,000 to 75,000 copies—numbers that 

would take Gaspereau somewhere between seven months to a year and a half to produce, 

assuming they put a halt on all other projects.  

Despite the extreme shortage of and rabid demand for The Sentimentalists, Steeves 

and Dunfield remained blunt when questioned by the media immediately following the 

novel’s Giller win, and maintained that Gaspereau remained committed to producing every 

physical copy in-house. By the second day following the Giller announcement, however, 

Gaspereau relented on this decision, and announced it would partner with Douglas & 

McIntyre—a mid-sized, independent publisher in Vancouver—which would produce the 

huge run of trade paperback copies of the novel necessitated by Giller-induced demand. “[I]f 

Gaspereau wanted to be big, they'd be like Douglas and McIntyre. They're our kind of 

people," Steeves told the CBC. "We've picked partners who have the same passion and same 
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commitment to quality that we do even though we're doing it at the different end of the 

game” (qtd. in “Vancouver publisher to print The Sentimentalists”). Alan Gayley likewise 

picks out similar threads between the two publishers, noting that Douglas & McIntyre are 

“known for their attention to design in books by typographer-poet Robert Bringhurst and 

others,” and therefore that Gaspereau’s choice to cede production to Douglas & McIntyre 

specifically “ensured that the original design of the Gaspereau Sentimentalists would be 

respected, at least in matters of typography and layout if not paper and binding, while 

printing could proceed on the scale of tens of thousands” (Gayley 223). 

This vein of rhetoric places Douglas & McIntyre in the same light as Gaspereau, 

despite the fact that the two publishers are extremely different in terms of production. D&M 

produced 38 books in 2009, compared to Gaspereau’s “eight to twelve books” in 2009 

(“Meet The Press”)—numbers which indicate hugely different production capabilities, and 

therefore hugely different production styles. This difference can be noted in the paratextual 

rhetoric of the two publishers’ websites: Gaspereau first and foremost highlights its 

dedication to “the originality of its authors, the beauty of its books and the quality of its 

productions” on its website’s introductory page (“Meet the Press”), whereas D&M’s 

“About” section opens with a description not of its production methods, or even of the kinds 

of books it seeks to produce, but rather with the pronouncement that its books “have won 

many national and international awards, including the Scotiabank Giller Prize and the 

Governor General’s Literary Award” (“About Us”).28 These are two very different spins for 

publishers to take; again, we see Gaspereau’s focus on the materials, the materiality, and the 

																																																																				
28 Interestingly, the only title connected to D&M to win the Giller Prize is, in fact, The 

Sentimentalists, which is not a D&M title but rather a Gaspereau title republished by D&M. While 
Daniel Poliquin’s A Secret History, published by D&M, was shortlisted for the Giller Prize in 2007, 
it ultimately lost to Elizabeth Hay’s Late Nights on Air, published by McClelland & Stewart. 
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process, while D&M focus less on the physicality of their books and more on what books 

can accomplish (and earn) after the production process is complete and the books enter the 

marketplace. Ultimately, the mid-sized production power of D&M exists a universe away 

from both production style and quantity of Gaspereau,29 falling instead into the realm of 

mass-market production. Perhaps nothing demonstrates this as clearly as the fact that, after 

Douglas & McIntyre struck a deal with Gaspereau, they were able to produce an initial print 

run of The Sentimentalists of 30,000 units within the week (“Vancouver publisher to print 

The Sentimentalists”).  

Nevertheless, by partnering with and vouching for Douglas & McIntyre, Steeves and 

Dunfield place the two presses into kinship to one another, even if they occupy very 

different positions in the field of cultural production. Although the publishing capabilities 

and aesthetics of Gaspereau and D&M are quite different, they are both minoritized agents 

in comparison to other blockbuster agents in the field—the Giller, for example, or publishers 

such as HarperCollins or Penguin Random House, with which Gaspereau likely would have 

been able to make a similar licensing deal. Instead, Gaspereau specifically and consciously 

chose to partner with Douglas & McIntyre, a comfortably mid-sized, Canadian-owned 

publisher. D&M doesn’t have exactly the same attention to detail when it comes to crafting 

books as individual objects, but nevertheless respects and attempts to work within the ethos 

of locality and intimacy that Gaspereau tries to communicate through its books—or, in other 

																																																																				
29 Gaspereau’s production process differs greatly when it comes to its design and letterpress 

covers, but they also frequently print books on modern Heidelberg offset presses which don’t 
substantially differ from the technology that D&M’s printers employ. However, an important 
difference remains, since D&M, like “[n]early all publishers today, small and large, outsource[s] 
typesetting and printing” (Thompson Merchants of Culture 154). Here Steeves’ commitment to 
collecting all aspects of production under one roof stands out in stark relief, setting Gaspereau apart 
from D&M and other mid- or large-scale publishers which outsource the printing of their books. 
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words, D&M is closer to the dominated position of Gaspereau than the dominant position of 

the Giller. “I’ve had a longtime relationship with Scott McIntyre, personally, and a great 

deal of respect for him,” Steeves told Nigel Beale on The Biblio File. “They’re really the 

biggest Canadian independent publisher working that’s working in that old humanist 

tradition, making books because they feel they’re important and making them well. So while 

we look very different as companies, our heart sort of pulses in a very similar way” (qtd. in 

Beale). This partnership, resting on a relationship that predates The Sentimentalists’ Giller 

nomination, recalls the way the small press community operates within an “economy of 

favours” (Thompson Merchants of Culture 155); smaller publishers will often share 

“knowledge, expertise and contacts with one another” because they “see themselves as part 

of a common vocation and shared mission” with a “common sense of purpose [and] shared 

understanding of the difficulties faced by all small publishers and their shared understanding 

of the difficulties faced by all small publishers and their collective opposition to the world of 

the big corporate houses” (155). Under less than ideal circumstances, but still within the 

small press community and its “economy of favours,” Gaspereau’s partnership with D&M 

became a workable compromise with a similarly-minded, similarly-regional, relatively 

“small” publisher who would be able to “[get] that book out, still, to a readership in a timely 

fashion” (Steeves qtd. in Beale).  

I argue, too, that Steeves and Dunfield’s eventual release of the text to Douglas & 

McIntyre reinforces rather than weakens Gaspereau’s position in the field of cultural 

production. According to the dominant logic of the field, Gaspereau’s model “failed” under 

the immense market pressures exerted upon the press by The Sentimentalists’ Giller win, and 

yet giving up production of the novel allowed Gaspereau to return to its work without giving 
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in to the pressures of the heteronomous pole, thereby solidifying Gaspereau’s purposeful 

position in the field of restricted production. After all, if Gaspereau had committed to 

producing every backordered copy, it would have represented the destruction of the press: 

not just because it would take years to produce each necessary edition at the cost of all other 

projects, but also because it would have undermined Gaspereau’s position in the field as a 

small press committed to resisting the dominant logic of the blockbuster which pervades 

contemporary literary production.  

 

Literary Production and the Blockbuster Sensibilities of Prizing 

We’re left with a clear divide between the priorities of Gaspereau (aligned with an older 

sense of the literary and set in the dominated sector of the field cultural production) and the 

priorities of the Giller complex (aligned with a neoliberal sense of the literary and the logic 

of the blockbuster in service of the pursuit of dominance). In this case, the Giller attempted 

to absorb some of Gaspereau’s symbolic capital when its jury long-listed (and therefore 

associated the award with) The Sentimentalists, positioning the Giller as a supporter of 

Gaspereau’s work. This is relatively unsurprising; while smaller prizes often subsume the 

rhetoric of larger, more powerful “blockbuster” prizes in the field, a prize’s subsumption of 

rhetoric is just as likely to operate the other way around, as “awards that begin from a more 

perfectly commercial position […] tend, over time, to begin angling for symbolic profits” 

(English 88-89). The Giller’s seeming alignment with Gaspereau via The Sentimentalists’ 

nomination implies that the Giller is likewise aligned with the logic that informs and fortifies 

Gaspereau’s position in the field of cultural production—an implication that serves the 

Giller, which seeks ways to emphasize its cultural capital and cultural importance, and 
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which does so here by aligning itself with the cultural capital of Gaspereau’s restricted 

production and old-world literary aesthetic. After the novel’s nomination, however, and in 

the ensuing clash between Giller expectations and Gaspereau’s capabilities, it became clear 

that the prize and the press occupy vastly different positions in the field of cultural 

production—namely, a dominant position which reinforces the ways that the cultural field 

has become dominated by the priorities of the economic sphere. Nevertheless, the Giller jury 

and organizers did, in fact, achieve the prize’s goal of putting the book into as many hands 

as possible and increasing the novel’s, author’s, and press’s cultural capital through 

widespread recognition and acclaim (and therefore solidifying the prize’s own position, too, 

as a powerful consecratory force in the field).  

We are reminded here of capitalism’s—and prizing’s—capacity for absorbing 

critique, since this example also demonstrates that the “brand” of Gaspereau’s production 

model is, ironically, one that capitalist structures consider valuable. As Sarah Brouillette 

notes, “[c]reative work tends to be figured contradictorily by creative-economy rhetoric, as 

at once newly valuable to capitalism and romantically honourable and free” (4). Gaspereau 

proves this conception: they are beloved, as a publisher, for their “romantic” ethos of care, 

intimacy, and production reliant on the use of craft techniques which represent the 

investment of greatly increased time and effort in comparison to more modern and more 

profitable production methods. More than twenty years since Steeves and Dunfield founded 

their small press, Gaspereau’s continued presence in the field demonstrates that this small-

press ethos of intimate production is both sustainable and defensible, even under pressure 

from immensely powerful agents.  

On the other hand, as Gaspereau’s Giller win proves, this ethos can also be taken up 
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by forces larger than one book and one small press—cashed in on, both literally and 

figuratively, by forces such as literary prizes and large publishers who see the Gaspereau 

brand of creation and production as “newly valuable to capitalism,” as Brouillette writes, or, 

in other words, as marketable, profitable. The small press image becomes both idealized and 

desirable: the notion of two men in a print shop hand-cranking individual copies of a single 

text is romantic, attractive, and certainly intriguing, even (or perhaps especially) to those 

who largely purchase their books primarily from big box stores or faceless online 

wholesalers. The reality of Gaspereau, of course, is much less romantic than this—it is, at 

the end of the day, a workshop which produces consumer goods like any other factory or 

workshop—and yet the idealized image persists. This idealized image, after all, is useful to 

Gaspereau, which uses this “brand” to summarize a complicated ethos of production and 

subsequently to solidify their position in the field; so too is it valuable to the Giller prize, 

which fairly effectively marketed this romantic image of the Gaspereau “brand” to its 

readers in order to glean cultural capital from the prize’s association with the small press.  

This marketing, however, has limits— and cannot, for instance, disguise the fact that 

the books cannot be hand-cranked fast enough, and therefore that demand cannot be fulfilled 

as per the desires of the prize and the logic of the field that the prize represents. This results 

in the (perceived) failure of the system, defined as it is by blockbuster agents who seek to 

produce books for readers to consume as soon as they wish to consume them.30 Gaspereau 

unequivocally failed at this task, but more importantly its operators made no secret of the 

fact that they wouldn’t even attempt to succeed. The waiting lists for The Sentimentalists 

																																																																				
30 This is of course only exacerbated by Amazon’s position in the field as a literary distributor 

and its much-advertised same-day shipping, which other producers and distributors in the field find 
difficult to match even as they strive to echo the rhetoric of this sales tactic. 
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after its Giller nomination therefore may read as a failure in the eyes of the everyday reader 

and consumer, but in another way signals Gaspereau’s success, since the press refused the 

pressures of the heteronomous pole even when placed under immense and public pressure. 

The very fact that Gaspereau is made to capitulate shows us that the Giller represents a more 

powerful force in the overarching field of production, and yet the context in which 

Gaspereau chose to capitulate—on its own terms, according to its own desires and timeline, 

after the prize has been awarded and interest begins to wane—shows us that Gaspereau 

retained power of its own, too. Even as this disruption highlighted the Giller’s immense 

power in the Canadian field of cultural production, Gaspereau simultaneously demonstrated 

the possibility of resistance even against the dominating power of the Giller. In the 

aftermath, the “constitutive contradictions” (to borrow Bernes’s phrasing) of the prize 

become clear (33); its organizers seek both autonomous and heteronomous acclaim, both 

economic and symbolic profits. And yet this contradiction does not itself lead to disruption, 

and instead helps to stave it off; even denied the profitability of a readily-available text, the 

prize continued to reap the symbolic rewards of its association with Gaspereau’s beautifully 

produced book. The prize, above all, remains profitable—either economically or 

symbolically, if not both—and these profits only ever serve to solidify the power and 

position of the prize in the field.   

Less visible, but no less important, is what the operators of Gaspereau gained from 

their interaction with the Giller complex; by doubling down on the romantic image of two 

men hand-cranking books in a Nova Scotian workshop, Steeves and Dunfield solidified 

Gaspereau’s “brand” and fortified the press’s position in the field. In other words: 

Gaspereau’s operators used this “disruption” to solidify their unique needs and values, just 
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as the Giller did. Their inability to produce books quickly enough bore the risk of souring 

their image in the eyes of the mass readership of Canada, but instead this inability served the 

purpose of revealing, or perhaps merely publicizing, the fact that the press isn’t really 

interested in producing books for mass readership—or for the Giller to use in solidifying 

both its prizing public and consecratory power in the field. 

Importantly, this would not have been possible for Gaspereau to accomplish if the 

press had immediately given in and allowed another publisher to take on production of The 

Sentimentalists. By retaining rights to the novel and maintaining that every copy of the book 

would be “coming out of the [Gaspereau] shop” (Steeves qtd. in Taylor), the Gaspereau 

operators made it clear that shortages of the novel were not just a “bug” they would fix if 

only they had the economic resources of a larger publisher. Instead, their response to the 

Giller nomination and Sentimentalists shortage communicated, clearly and publicly, that 

Steeves and Dunfield considered their slow production times a necessary feature of the work 

they do, of the novels they produce—and of their position in the field.31   

																																																																				
31 And, as John Thompson reminds us, it is difficult to be a small publisher in a field dominated 

by multinational publishing conglomerates; the field is characterized by this “small number of very 
large corporations” and otherwise mostly filled with “a large number of very small publishing 
operations, ranging from small indie presses to a variety of trade associations and educational 
institution” (Merchants of Culture 146). However, the publishing field boasts only “a small and 
dwindling number of medium-sized players” (146), since medium-sized players are unable to take 
advantage of either “the real benefits of scale that can be achieved in trade publishing” available to 
larger players or the “economy of favours” available to small presses whose operators “commonly 
share knowledge, expertise and contacts with one another” (155). Small presses can and have 
leveraged their prizewinning books (and the attendant injection of economic and cultural capital that 
goes with them) to increase the scale of their operations, but growing from a small press into a mid-
sized press can be a dangerous prospect—excising the press from its network of other small presses 
but not yet bestowing upon it the “benefit of scale” that makes larger operations more cost-effective. 
With this in mind, it made business sense as well as aesthetic sense for Gaspereau’s operators to 
double down on the image and capability of a small press. Even if they had wanted to, Gaspereau’s 
operators would never have been able to leverage The Sentimentalists’ Giller win into growth that 
would allow them to compete with massive publishing companies like Penguin Random House. 
Even if Steeves and Dunfield had chosen to leverage the novel’s Giller win into becoming a mid-
sized player, such as Douglas & McIntyre, such growth would not necessarily be beneficial for 
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Ultimately, this disruption serves as a reminder of what Bourdieu calls the main 

struggle of the field of cultural production: not what is produced or who produces it or even 

how, but rather “who has the power to consecrate and to win assent when he consecrates an 

author or a work” (“The Field of Cultural Production” 323). This is exactly what the Giller-

Gaspereau conflict was about: the Giller organizers only-always intend to consecrate on 

their own terms, and in this case the prize was prevented from accomplishing its task in the 

way it was designed to do. Consecration, after all, isn’t just about celebration in a vacuum, 

but about simultaneously solidifying the position of the consecrated and the consecrator. 

Gaspereau lost nothing but potential economic profit in resisting the terms and conditions of 

the Giller’s ideal consecration, but for the Giller complex to be resisted in this way called 

the extent of their consecratory power into question—and, by extension, served to question 

the seeming inevitability of mainstream cultural logic which requires and rewards profit, 

expansion, and the drive towards dominance.  

 

Some Conclusions: The Aftermath of Disruption 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, albeit years later, Giller organizers formally codified a defence 

against similar disruptions occurring in the future. The Giller nomination rules and 

requirements, updated in 2016, now set forth a list of mandatory commitments which the 

																																																																				
Gaspereau—a point they implicitly emphasized by instead using the Giller win to solidify their 
image and position as a small press. This solidification, too, proves especially important in a field 
where small presses are often threatened by larger publishers, which regularly poach small press 
authors after they have “proven” themselves with one or two well-selling small press books. This 
mechanism of the field is showcased well by Joanna Skibsrud, who published a poetry collection and 
The Sentimentalists with Gaspereau but then migrated, post-Giller win, to a larger publisher when it 
came time to sell her next novel. In the context of such vulnerability, small press publishers have to 
possess something with certainty; in this case, Gaspereau’s operators chose to commitment to 
process, ethos, and a position in the field of restricted production. 
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publisher must agree to in order for a book to be shortlisted for the prize, including an up-

front $1500 “contribution towards shortlist advertising and promotion,” an additional 

commitment to “spend an appropriate sum on media advertising for the winning book,” and 

a requirement that the author “sign approximately 1500 copies of their book, all of which 

will be purchased from the publisher by Scotiabank for internal distribution” (“Details and 

Rules of the 2019 Scotiabank Giller Prize”). 32 This initial request of $1500 for marketing 

purposes alone neatly serves as a barrier to many smaller publishers; although shortlisted 

authors receive $10,000 in prize money for the nomination alone, the publisher must gamble 

that any Giller-inspired sales will make up the $1500 they initially spend on the prize, not to 

mention any other costs that crop up as they “spend an appropriate sum on media 

advertising” if the book should win. Additionally, in Gaspereau’s case, providing 1500 

copies to Scotiabank would represent nearly double what they produced in their initial print 

run, leaving the press at a disadvantage in fulfilling book orders for regular readers even 

more than they were already disadvantaged by their printing capabilities (or, perhaps more 

accurately, their boundaries about what they are willing to print, and in what quantity). This 

change to the Giller’s submission guidelines and requirements serves as a disruption in and 

of itself, but importantly was undertaken as an internal disruption which the organization 

gambled would save it from similar disruptions in the future—and which privileges the 

participation of larger publishers such as Penguin Random House or HarperCollins in the 

prize mechanism over smaller presses such as Gaspereau, maintaining the overarching logic 

																																																																				
32 This was one of several changes that the Giller Prize organizers implemented at this time. It is 

perhaps worth noting that other new rules introduced at the same time instituted limitations on how 
many books could be submitted per publisher or imprint, which likewise reinforces the ways in 
which blockbuster prize culture supports blockbuster publishers (in that publishers with numerous 
imprints, e.g. multinational conglomerates, are able to submit more books for consideration, than 
those without imprints, e.g. Gaspereau and other small publishers). 
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of dominance in the field.  

This change likewise serves as a reminder that the organizers of the Giller Prize (and 

to some extent, all prizes) are invested in a kind of participation management—not just of 

its readers and audience members, but of the agents drawn into and utilized by the prizing 

mechanism such as Gaspereau or Skibsrud. The 2016 change to the Giller submission 

guidelines only underscores the prize’s need to manage participation in the ideal timeline by 

codifying previously implicit rules as explicit rules. As Henrik Vollmer writes in The 

Sociology of Disaster, the rules governing any given space, collective, community, or field 

may remain “diffuse and implicit until some form of frustration has taken place” since 

“these rules can usually be spelled out only after they have been frustrated by disruptions” 

(16). Importantly, for the purposes of this project, this also “generally undermines the idea 

that disruptiveness could be characterized deductively from a given set of rules or 

regulations [or] a set of rules for bringing about and regulating events or activities which 

could be explicitly stated and turned into texts, laws, handbooks, or could simply be read off 

participants’ accounts” (16). In other words, it is extremely difficult to waylay any and all 

threat of disruption through rule-making alone, although rule-making certainly helps and 

often follows in the wake of disruption. After all, Gaspereau didn’t explicitly break any rules 

in its resistance; nevertheless, under the Giller’s new guidelines, Gaspereau is much more 

unlikely to be able to nominate titles for the prize.  

The Sentimentalists serves as an important example of prize disruption, especially as 

a disruption that occurs not only in a single section of prize culture’s idealized timeline but 

in a key assumption which underpins the entirety of a prize’s idealized timeline: that authors 

and publishers are happy to be nominated, and that this nomination is both beneficial and 
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valuable. Instead, Steeves and Dunfield seemed aware from the very beginning that the 

Giller nomination, while beneficial in some ways, represented a purely temporary disruption 

to their operations—and the pair had no qualms about stating this clearly and publicly to 

anyone who wished to listen.  

This demonstrates, too, that the playing field of Canadian publishers is in no way 

created equal. While literary prizes such as the Giller are often viewed as wholly beneficial 

to the publishers, authors, and books that they reward, The Sentimentalists reveals the 

pressures which largely occur behind the curtain. Especially since these pressures are more 

easily navigated by fellow blockbuster agents in the field (e.g. international publishing 

conglomerates such as Penguin Random House), this kind of disruption likewise reveals the 

ways that dominant agents in the field are always-already ideally positioned to consecrate 

and reinforce each other. While this relational network of powerful agents usually remains 

obscured from public view, this disruption brought it more clearly to the surface in a way 

that allowed it to become a matter of public knowledge and conversation. In Gaspereau’s 

refusal of the Giller’s timeline and expected participation, readers and booksellers were able 

to see that there is, in fact, an alternate cultural logic than that of the blockbuster prize and 

blockbuster publisher. Rather than submit to the dominant and dominating logic of the field, 

Gaspereau’s operators instead chose to celebrate what has always been their priority in 

crafting and producing books: intimate production, handcrafted work, and idealizing the 

physicality of the book over the consumption of the book. Steeves and Dunfield made an 

important and conscious choice to emphasize production quality over production quantity, 

even as the demand for quantity represented mind-boggling profits for both the press and the 

author. In this way, Gaspereau not only illuminated the precarious and limited position of 
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small press within the Canadian publishing sphere and Canadian prize culture, but 

reaffirmed this position and its underlying logic as purposeful, desirable, and defensible.  

 Much like the novel itself, released from the Gaspereau workshop in the aftermath 

of the Giller disruption, the boat which is so central to the characters in The Sentimentalists 

is released, at the end of the novel, from the familial context which has defined it for so 

long: after the death of our nameless narrator’s father, the boat is bequeathed (as per his 

wishes) to an old friend back in Fargo, who comes up to Canada to take it back home on a 

trailer. Our nameless narrator tells us that she “believe[s], for example, that for my father 

and for the rest of my family, what remains now of this particular story is not the story itself, 

but something underneath” (215). It’s this “something underneath,” that Gaspereau 

highlights best with its mode of production and with the books-as-objects it produces; the 

purpose is not the thing itself and its practical use, but the way it is made and the logic that 

informs and guides this making.  

Ultimately, both the novel and the boat become fraught, caught in competing logics. 

In the wake of this disruption, The Sentimentalists became a prop which supported both 

Gaspereau’s logic of restricted production (through the book’s original production) and the 

Giller’s logic of the blockbuster (through the book’s trade paperback edition produced by 

D&M). The boat, too, is caught in competing perceptions: an object which signifies both lost 

possibilities and future possibilities, and which may be convincingly used to argue either for 

holding on or letting go. As our unnamed narrator tells us,   

even at the very end, there remained in my father’s life and now my own, that 

possibility, always. A promise of something. And although now that promise—

which I have been trying for some time now to put into words—happens to be at 
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this moment trundling its way along Highway 70, somewhere East of Columbus, 

on its way to Fargo, North Dakota, only just now disappearing from the limit of 

the story, it will continue to remain. Underneath everything. Etched in our 

minds. And not in its rough and unfinished form, either. […] But as a real and 

honest-to-goodness boat, sailing up the coast of Maine from Booth Bay Harbour. 

Past Halifax and Chedabucto Bay. All the way to St. John’s. (215-16) 
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Chapter Two: 
Amazon, Books in Canada, and le Prix littéraire des collégiens 

 
This next case study deals with what I broadly classify as a scandal of rejection. Scandals of 

this sort are no stranger in the prize sphere, and usually take the form of authors refusing to 

accept awards in what becomes a clear disruption of the idealized prizing timeline. 

However, this scandal deals with a rejection of a different sort: a prizing public rejecting the 

actions of a prize.  

Le Prix littéraire des collégiens is a book prize in Quebec which awards French-

language Canadian books through a large “jury” composed of hundreds of post-secondary 

students, who vote on which book they believe should win; this case study considers a 

disruption in the sphere of le Prix when the prize accepted and announced a sponsorship deal 

with Amazon in 2018. The organizers initially heralded this partnership as a triumph, and 

were subsequently shocked by an immediate and intense outcry against Amazon’s 

participation in the prize. Importantly, this outcry arose from literary critics, editors, writers, 

bookstore owners, and others, spearheaded by none other than the finalists of that year’s 

prize. Rallying together behind these authors, other members of Quebec’s literary 

community criticized the deal as Amazon’s attempt to enter the tightly knit Québécois 

literary community, and argued that the multi-billion-dollar corporation has long been linked 

to the declining profits and increasingly precarious financial feasibility of independent 

bookstores—spaces which have historically proven vital in preserving Quebec’s distinct 

cultural identity. In light of these criticisms, and acknowledging that the surrounding literary 

community viewed Amazon’s sponsorship as a betrayal of both le Prix’s mission and 

Québécois culture as a whole, the organizers of le Prix chose to suspend operations for the 

2018 year rather than accept Amazon’s funding.  
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In the wake of this scandal of rejection, in which the prizing public of le Prix rejected 

both Amazon as a sponsor and subsequently the decision-making of the prize organizers, the 

prize was rendered temporarily inoperable. This exemplifies not only the power of the 

prizing public, but also illuminates how a strong local sense of cultural sovereignty can lead 

to a refusal of even the most widely accepted features of prize culture and its operations. In 

this case, the increasingly common relationships between corporate sponsors and cultural 

bodies were not only questioned but ultimately overturned, opening an avenue of critique 

against the prize (and prize culture more broadly) in an extremely public way. As this 

example proves, there is a point at which association with a corporate sponsor (and therefore 

with that sponsor’s other business practices, especially those which are harmful to the 

community either directly or indirectly) must be considered too high a price to pay for that 

sponsorship’s benefits. This acts, perhaps, as a kind of reverse cultural capital: here, a debt 

inherited from Amazon and yet for which le Prix was forced to account.  

As I consider in this section, the specifically Québécois context played a key part in 

rendering this particular sponsorship unacceptable to the prizing public of le Prix. In 

comparison, I consider how Amazon similarly formed a partnership in 2001 with Books in 

Canada (BiC)—a long-standing and highly respected book review magazine for Canadian 

literature—in order to help fund what was then known as the Books in Canada First Novel 

Award and which subsequently became known as the Books in Canada/Amazon.ca First 

Novel Award. BiC had run the prize since 1974, and the award continued to run after it was 

acquired by Olga and Adrian Stein (the owners of Ribosome Communications, a medical 

newsletter publisher) in 1955. The prize ran for seven more years after Amazon partnered in 

the project in early 2001. However, in 2008, the magazine folded, leaving the First Novel 
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Award solely in Amazon’s hands, despite publisher Adrian Stein’s assertion earlier that year 

that he had signed a new, multi-year deal with Amazon, which he described as “a loyal and 

devoted friend of Canadian literature” (qtd. in Adams 1) and which he believed would keep 

the magazine in print. Stein declined to disclose details of this deal, as James Adams 

reported in The Globe and Mail in October of 2008, but to a certain extent the facts speak 

for themselves: in the wake of BiC’s renewed deal with Amazon, the magazine shut its doors 

and withdrew from organizing the prize it had founded nearly 35 years earlier. The prize, of 

course, continued, as prizes often do; while The Walrus (another respected Canadian 

magazine of reviews, reporting, and creative writing) took over administration of the prize at 

Amazon’s behest, it is now known simply as the Amazon First Novel Award. Meanwhile, 

Books in Canada, once a major player in the Canadian field of cultural production, and the 

country’s longest-running book review publication at the time of its closing, has essentially 

disappeared from both the prize and the Canadian literary sphere.  

As we will see, Amazon’s sponsorship was only one factor in the context which led 

to BiC’s eventual shuttering, and the mega-corporation is likely not the reason for the 

magazine’s demise. All the same, Amazon was left holding a significant store of inherited 

cultural capital from its association both with BiC and with the First Novel Award once the 

dust settled, and these associations served to solidify the mega-wholesaler’s position in the 

Canadian cultural field. These associations recall what James English terms capital 

intraconversion, or an exchange whereby financial capital can be translated into cultural 

capital and vice versa. English might argue, in this case, that Amazon used the sponsorship 

deal with BiC to gain cultural capital in a way that allowed the corporation to extract further 

cultural and financial capital in the future at the expense of others in the cultural field, 
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including but not limited to BiC. On the other hand, however, I argue that this seeming 

transference or translation of capital is, instead, simply a different perspective on the co-

articulation of economic and cultural capital. It is not necessarily that economic capital can 

be “traded” for cultural capital or vice versa, but rather that these forms of capital are 

intimately interrelated and very rarely articulated in “pure” forms. In this way, sponsorship 

deals draw our attention to how economic capital begets cultural capital in the field of 

cultural production, just as cultural capital begets economic capital in the sphere of 

economic value. Each follows each without fail; with both BiC and le Prix, Amazon 

specifically injected its economic capital into the cultural sphere in order to gain cultural 

capital and take advantage of the ways in which economic capital and cultural capital can 

often be co-articulated under capitalism. These actions were intended, at least in part, to 

solidify Amazon’s position in both the Canadian literary field and the Canadian economic 

sphere; partnerships such as these, then, contribute to the mega-corporation’s overarching 

dominance and the stores of capital which allow for such dominance.  

This First Novel Award prize disruption and the ejection of BiC from the prize it 

founded were not specifically part of the cultural discourse during the scandal of rejection 

that le Prix became engulfed in during the fall of 2018, but the discourse around le Prix was 

inarguably informed by the ripples caused by Amazon’s presence in the Canadian cultural 

field, which in turn was inarguably facilitated by its ill-fated partnership with Books in 

Canada. As John Thompson notes in Book Wars, Amazon has become a face for the series 

of rapid changes (and consolidations) endured by the publishing and bookselling industries 

at the end of the twentieth century, many of which can be linked to the solidification of 

global capitalism throughout the 90s and into the present. The context of global capitalism is 
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one that rewards dominance in both the economic sphere and in the cultural sphere, and we 

can see this, for instance, with the rise of “blockbuster” novels and authors in the literary 

sphere, as well as in the recently completed court case in which the US Department of 

Justice successfully sued to block the merger of Penguin Random House and Simon & 

Schuster, two of the dominant “big five” publishers currently operating in the field. As 

political science and public policy scholar Vass Bednar writes in an op-ed for The Financial 

Post, this is very likely an attempt “to combat Amazon’s growing market power by 

consolidating the publishing industry” (Bednar). In reacting to Amazon’s dominance, 

however, these major publishing conglomerates are in fact reacting to deeper changes in the 

field which reward dominance, and which, as a result, produced Amazon—a company 

which capitalized on the changing logic in the field under capitalism, and which 

subsequently become a massively influential agent in the global literary field.  

Amazon’s attempt to enter the Québécois literary sphere via sponsorship with le Prix 

was not just about offering funding to a literary prize in need of financial support, although 

this is its surface-level purpose. The difference between Amazon’s partnership with le Prix 

and Amazon’s partnership with BiC is that le Prix’s prizing public recognized the danger 

posed by agents in the cultural field who seek dominance and the accumulation of capital 

above all. By 2018, nearly twenty years after Amazon had begun Canadian operations, the 

prizing and reading publics in Quebec were more familiar with Amazon’s tactics and the 

effects these machinations might have on their local communities of publishers and 

booksellers. However, Amazon is not indomitable, and nor is its power in the field 

irresistible, and this perspective found public traction in those who sought to reject the 

sponsor from le Prix. Knowledge of Amazon’s dominant position in the field as well as 
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awareness of how Amazon has historically used that dominant position as a leverage for 

profit prepared the prizing public to stage this disruption to le Prix and forcefully limit 

Amazon’s participation in the Québécois literary sphere in order to avoid the harmful effects 

of the mega-corporation’s methodology of extracting profit from the field at the expense of 

smaller agents in the local literary communities. Ultimately, the organizers of le Prix 

disrupted the prize themselves rather than hazard the disruption of welcoming Amazon into 

their local literary sphere and risk the effects of its dominance both in the economic market 

and the sphere of cultural production.  

These two examples of Amazon sponsorship—occurring nearly twenty years apart 

from one another, and resulting in radically different outcomes—have a lot to tell us about 

the contemporary Canadian field in which both literary prizes and Amazon do business. 

How and why does the field of cultural production in contemporary Canada seem to 

encourage and reward not just dominance but ultra-dominance in its agents? How is 

Amazon so well able to leverage its cultural partnerships in service of its own dominance, 

not infrequently at the expense of its apparent allies in the field? What, specifically, about 

the cultural and political context of le Prix made it not just possible but crucial to resist and 

reject Amazon’s alluring overtures? And while this cultural context provided necessary 

protection for both le Prix and Québécois culture on a broader scale, how may this be 

reconciled with the contradiction produced by the relation of Québécois cultural sovereignty 

to Indigenous Peoples in Quebec?  

 

Broad Cultural Shifts, the Literary, and Amazon 

The literary field has shifted rapidly towards consolidation in the last 75 years and even 
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more rapidly in the last twenty, both in Canada and on a global scale. The 60s saw the 

beginnings of the wave of mergers among major publishing houses which would come to 

define the publishing sphere for the next century;33 the bookselling sphere changed similarly 

experienced similar trends of conglomeration into the 70s with the spread of mall-based 

bookstore chains (such as Coles in Canada) which began to supplant independent bookstores 

across the country. This new emphasis on the free market only intensified into the 80s, 

“resonat[ing] with the political agenda of neoliberalism and deregulation that characterized 

the Reagan era” in North America (Thompson Book Wars 164-5), characterized in Canada 

by an abdication of “thick social citizenship […] in favour of lean economistic 

consumerism” (Godard 223). These pressures were only reinforced by losses to Canada 

Council funding due to inflation through the 80s (224), and by the free trade agreement 

adopted by Canada and the US in 1988 despite protestations from prominent writers and 

culture workers in Canada, in what “has proven to be a pivotal moment in the restructuring 

of the Canadian state” (222). As Godard observes, the movement towards free trade led, at 

least in part, towards a “new world order of global capital for publishing in Canada and a 

more general shift from an era of culture as the glory of a civilized nation projecting an 

																																																																				
33 John Thomson neatly summarizes some major mergers in Book Wars, stating that   

From the early 1960s on, several waves of mergers and acquisitions swept through the 
world of Anglo-American trade publishing, and many formerly independent publishing 
houses—Simon & Shuster, Scribner, Harper, Random House, Alfred Knopf, Farrar, 
Straus & Giroux, Jonathan Cape, William Heinemann, Secker & Warburg, Weidenfeld 
& Nicholson, to name just a few—were transformed into imprints within large 
corporations. (7) 

Similarly, as MacSkimming notes regarding the Canadian context, in 1998 the Department of 
Industry  

blandly approved creation of a merged entity bigger than the five largest Canadian-
owned publishers combined: a colossus comprising the Random House of Canada, 
Knopf Canada, Vintage Canada, Doubleday Canada, Bantam, Dell, Seal, and Anchor 
imprints. The giant, called Random House of Canada, would control 25% of Canada’s 
English-language trade market, according to an estimate by the editor of Quill & Quire, 
Scott Anderson. (368) 
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identity in international politics to one in which culture is a pawn in an industrial strategy of 

economic security waged in the global arena of the ‘market wars’” (226). By the 90s, 

Canadian cultural works had become more useful to the state as an economic commodity 

than they were as objects of national capital leveraged in defense against cultural 

imperialism, as they were positioned in the 60s. In the aftermath of the digital revolution, 

free trade agreements, and globalization on a broad level, Canadian literature producers 

suddenly found themselves to be tiny agents on an immense playing field, haunted by the 

threatening shadows of ultra-dominant agents approaching on the horizon.  

It is no wonder, perhaps, that this context encouraged the conglomeration, and that 

powerful players in the cultural field were well able to capitalize on these economic and 

political changes. The urge towards conglomeration resonated clearly in the field of 

Canadian bookselling; what was Coles Books merged with what was SmithBooks under the 

name Chapters, distilling two mid-sized Canadian book chains into a big box bookstore that 

quickly became a dominant agent in the bookselling field.34 In essence, Chapters supplanted 

the market share of mall-based bookstore chains in the same way mall-based bookstore 

chains had begun to edge out independent booksellers. This market evolution—from small 

agents to more powerful chains to a market dominated by a single behemothic player—

reflected political and legal shifts in North America which emphasized “consumer welfare, 

free competition and deregulated markets” (Thompson Book Wars 164). In other words, the 

literary field was becoming concerned with dominance, and with producing dominant 

players such as Chapters and international publishing conglomerates. It is perhaps no 

																																																																				
34 This is a simplified description; the actual pathway of this merger is a bit more complex. Coles 

was sold to Southam Inc. in 1978; SmithBooks was sold to Pathfinder Capital in 1994; Pathfinder 
Capital purchased Southam Inc. in 1995 and combined both the cultural and economic capital of the 
two mall bookstore chains into the foundation that formed Chapters, which debuted in 1995. 
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surprise that “before its red and yellow logo and saturation advertising made its brand as 

ubiquitous as McDonald’s, Chapters was just a bunch of venture capitalists looking for an 

industry to take over” (MacSkimming 360).  

The field’s gravitation towards dominance was expressed in other avenues, too; for 

instance, the wave of publishing company mergers continued into the 90s and 00s in order to 

take advantage of the “real benefits of scale that can be achieved in trade publishing” 

(Thompson Merchants of Culture 146), but also in order to seriously compete in a 

marketplace increasingly controlled by ultra-dominant agents. As Thompson notes, the 

consolidation of publishing power through mergers was “in part a response to the shift in the 

balance of power from publisher to retailer that has occurred over the last couple of 

decades” and, at least “in part, a defensive reaction to the growing power of the retail 

chains” (Merchants of Culture 149). As bookselling consolidated, so too did publishing in 

response; as publishing consolidated, so too did bookselling in response. In reality, both 

industries were responding to the deregulation of the market:35 consolidating their power in 

order to ensure influence over what Bourdieu calls “the ‘repertoire of possibilities” in a 

suddenly expanded field of cultural production. Asserting this position of possibility 

																																																																				
35 While the phrase “deregulation of the market” conjures the image of a market with no 

regulations whatsoever, in the 90s book sphere “deregulation” seems more accurately comprised by 
regulation processes which continue to operate in extant forms but allow corporations through their 
scrutiny despite warnings or protests from outside observers. We see this in the way that with “a 
shrewd, smooth political campaign, Chapters passed lengthy scrutiny by the federal Competition 
Bureau,” and that despite “warnings from the [Association of Canadian Publishers] and protests from 
the Canadian Booksellers Association, the bureau found in 1995 that the new retail giant wouldn’t 
‘unduly limit’ competition in book retailing” (MacSkimming 361). We see this also in the way that 
Amazon has yet to be prosecuted under US antitrust policy, despite (as John Thomspon writes) very 
likely meeting the criteria for prosecution. This is at least partially due to a “a broad shift in US 
antitrust policy that began in the 1970s” (Book Wars 164), which began to skew favour towards a 
free market (and therefore dominant players in that market) rather than extending market protections 
to other agents in the field who may be deeply and negatively affected by the sheer power of these 
dominant players, which is can be used in coercive ways. 
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likewise empowers agents to affect “the balance of forces between social agents” and 

“deploy every sort of strategy to make one set [of possibilities] or the other prevail” in 

whatever way will benefit them the most (Bourdieu “The Field of Cultural Production” 316). 

In this way, mega-agents can and do establish dominance in the field of cultural production, 

and leverage that dominance for economic profit. 

These solidifications—of global capitalism, of the positions mega-publishers and big 

box bookstores in the field of cultural production, and of the commitment to free trade and 

free market despite its effects on the cultural sphere—only continued into the 90s.36 This 

context provided the perfect foundation for a new era of digital printing, which had finally 

become “a serious alternative to traditional offset presses” (Thompson Book Wars 13-14), 

spurring the digital publishing revolution into its heyday. And in no way was this digital 

revolution limited to its effects on publishing infrastructure; digital technology and the 

fledgling internet deeply affected the way publishers and booksellers interacted and 

understood their consumer base. This became clear in 1996 as the US government 

introduced section 230 of the Communications Decency Act—“also known as the twenty-

																																																																				
36 As Godard writes, these market shifts led to some cuts to funding for the arts but also impacted 

the administration of arts funding, which likewise had deep ramifications for valuation of the arts on 
both a micro and macro level in Canada:  
  After losses to [Canada Council funding due to] inflation throughout the 1980s and 

cutbacks in the early 1990s, a further five-percent cut in 1995 squeezed the arts 
communities financially. So too the arm’s length principle was compromised by reduced 
importance accorded to jury decisions and more direct bureaucratic intervention by council 
administrators and the government itself through programs administered by Heritage 
Canada. These changes accompanied a shift in the council’s mandate from working in the 
‘public interest’ on behalf of citizens to a corporate model of rationalization serving clients. 
Council funding was withdrawn from research and arts-service organizations, long-
standing sites of policy articulation, which have translated artists’ discourse from the 
symbolic to the political with power to affect the world. This change implicitly 
consolidated an image of the artist as an isolated genius, a heroic individual rather than an 
integral part of the body politic with claims on its resources. (224) 
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six words that created the internet” (Vadde 455)37—paving the way for the era of web 2.0, 

which is characterized by the shift from “a global information space” to a “global 

participation space” in which users themselves became commodified; corporations realized 

that user data generated from online activities held a great deal of “added value” in a way 

that wasn’t present with “consumers who bought a finished product” without further 

engagement (Vadde 457). In some ways this empowered readers more than ever before, 

allowing consumer preferences and actions to inform the new ways in which publishers and 

booksellers were beginning to interact with their literary public.  

As Mark McGurl writes in his 2017 article “Everything and Less: Fiction in the Age 

of Amazon,” this changed the field of literary production and consumption in a key way. For 

a long time, literary fiction had been “grounded in the affirmation of professional critics or 

structures” who would review, recommend, or otherwise parse the products of the literary 

field for readers; with a shift away from the centralized power of reviewers, academics, and 

critics (itself dependent on the complex exchanges and stores of cultural capital) and a new, 

increasing focus on everyday users as tastemakers, popular fiction received more attention 

from publishers and booksellers than ever before, since “the affirmation for this popular 

fiction was located in the power of the reader only—and once the process was in motion, the 

authors imagined the power of the algorithmic system to abate and objectively register their 

accomplishments insofar as it reflected the judgment of their readership” (McGurl 

“Everything and Less” 453). In other words, popular fiction (the status of which can only be 

determined by consumer uptake) began to seem not only popular but populist, democratic, in 

																																																																				
37 These 26 words are that “no provider or user of an interactive computer service shall be treated as 
the publisher or speaker of any information provided by another information content provider” 
(United States qtd. in Vadde 455). 
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a way that seems to resist dominant consecratory forces and return power to the reader-

consumer. 

Which, of course, is just one of the many aspects of this radically changed cultural 

field that Jeff Bezos capitalized on, turning it to Amazon’s profit.  

 

Amazon in the Cultural Sphere 

Thompson emphasizes that, especially in hindsight, the digital revolution in book publishing 

cannot really be articulated without Amazon, nor Amazon without the digital revolution:  

Today, with the benefit of hindsight, we can see that the emergence of Amazon 

was something of a watershed in the history of the modern publishing industry, 

and that the book world before Amazon was a different kind of place from the 

world that we now know. The retail transformation brought about by Amazon 

was made possible by the digital revolution—Amazon wouldn’t exist without it. 

(Book Wars 141-2)  

Thompson describes the new path Amazon forged for online retailing, book wholesaling as a 

whole, and the ebook revolution facilitated by the twin powerhouses of the Amazon Kindle, 

and, later, the Kindle Direct Publishing program. This is a somewhat convincing history of 

labour and innovation in the service of readers, which to some marks Amazon as “a loyal 

and devoted friend of Canadian literature”, as Adrien Stein termed the company (qtd. in 

Adams R1). While Amazon is undoubtedly in service of the reader—or, at least, the reader 

who is also a consumer, a customer—this is not the same thing as being in service to literary 

community. Mark McGurl notes that Jeff Bezos’ decision to establish Amazon as a literary 

retailer was at least somewhat inspired by then-partner MacKenzie Bezos’ training and 
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aspirations as a novelist (“Everything and Less” 453), but founder Bezos also consciously 

chose books as Amazon’s core product for reasons that have nothing to do with literary 

culture or literary value: namely, that the International Standard Book Number (ISBN) 

classification system and accompanying European Article Number (EAN) barcode category 

meant books were fast and easy to scan, sort, and track both in a warehouse and in an 

electronic database (Striphas 92-102).38 McGurl likewise acknowledges that books have 

dependable resale value as a middle-class commodity targeted towards those with disposable 

income, and make good business sense as an investment in a way that is largely distinct 

from the symbolic value of the text itself (Everything and Less 4). As Thompson 

summarizes:  

Books were an ideal starting point for an internet store aspiring to be 

comprehensive for three reasons. First, they were ‘pure commodities’, in the 

sense that a copy of a book was the same as another copy of the same book 

regardless of where you bought it; second, there were two main wholesalers of 

books in the US, so there would be no need to deal with many different 

publishers—most books could be sourced from the wholesalers; and third, there 

were 3 million books in print, which was far more than any bricks-and-mortar 

bookstore could ever stock. The huge number of books in print meant that you 

																																																																				
38 And, as Striphas and so many others have noted, this ease of electronic scanning, tracking, and 

sorting not only makes Amazon efficient in tracking its inventory but also in tracking its workers, 
which has led to the implementation of higher quotas, lower allowable rates of mistakes, and overall 
harsher worker conditions—but higher overall efficiency in selling and distributing Amazon’s 
products to consumers. The ISBN and EAN systems, working in tandem, are efficient and invaluable 
classification tools, and their value may originally have been intended in supporting publishers and 
consumers in collecting and producing books within a logical system, but as Amazon demonstrates, 
the invention and implementation of the ISBN and EAN systems in bookselling ultimately stem 
from—and now support—a capitalist context. 
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could offer something in an online bookstore that no physical bookstore could 

ever provide—namely, exhaustive selection. So, books it would be. In opting for 

books as the starting point, Bezos was not seeking to fulfil a deep-seated desire 

to participate in and contribute to the culture of the book: he was first and 

foremost an entrepreneur with an eye on the future, and in opting for books he 

was making a business decision about how to maximize the chances of growth 

and success for a retail organization in the internet age. Such was the beginning 

of Amazon. (Book Wars 143)  

With this in mind, it becomes somewhat clearer that Amazon is not necessarily prioritizing 

the needs of readers above all else, but rather that the mega-corporation prioritizes the needs 

of its consumers who happen to be readers above all else, even at the expense of publishers, 

authors, and other booksellers who form a key part of the literary community that readers 

depend on.  

As a corporation which continues to purposefully emphasize its literary trappings 

while simultaneously extracting painfully immense profit from publishers and other 

important agents in the book sphere, Amazon has built its success on (and continued to 

propagate) a new conception of “the literary,” one which is inextricably linked to (and 

driven by) the logic and pursuit of economic capital. Amazon founder and executive 

chairman Jeff Bezos has proven to be extremely canny at making good decisions for 

Amazon, but part of his success in this regard comes from having a dominant enough 

position in the field that the company can act without taking the needs or desires of other 

players into account. Furthermore, as Childress notes, it is difficult to see Amazon’s 

trajectory in the book sphere as anything other than an attempt to “entirely disintermediate 
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the rest of the field of production from its position between the fields of creation and 

reception” (166), which the corporation worked toward by developing its own publishing 

and self-publishing programs, weakening and attempting to redirect the relationship between 

publishers and bricks-and-mortar bookstores, and building a monopoly of amateur user-

generated book reviews. This disintermediation may lead to the demise of other agents in the 

field, but it also solidifies Amazon’s position and importance in the literary sphere. 

Ultimately, this is the point of this disintermediation: to cut out as many “middlemen” as 

possible until “[i]n place of agents, editors, cover designers, marketing and publicity staff, 

and so on, there is just Amazon standing between the fields of creation and reception” 

(Childress 167), leaving Amazon comfortably between the author-publisher on one side and 

the reader-consumer on the other—and the majority of book and publishing profits in 

Amazon’s pockets.  

Cutting out middlemen is hardly a new tactic under capitalism, since it often 

behooves agents to make business difficult for their competition, but the effects of these 

kinds of tactics by Amazon are exacerbated by just how dominant Amazon is in the field, 

and by the fact that the company has made it clear that it sees its own suppliers as 

competition and is willing to actively work against the best interests of publishers. Perhaps 

the first major example of this trend was 2007’s ebook scuffle, when Bezos wanted to fix the 

price of ebooks (including bestsellers and new releases) below the symbolic threshold of $10 

in order to stoke Amazon’s own ebook numbers (Thompson Book Wars 147; see also 

Childress 166). Publishers protested that this price shift would cut the standard price of 

ebooks by 50-70% and set new consumer expectations that would be difficult to profitably 

meet for those less dominant in the field than Amazon. Despite these protestations, Amazon 
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was successful in setting the “standard” price of ebooks at just under $10, publicly 

displaying both its market power and its prioritization of profit extraction even at the 

expense of those it relies upon.  

 Amazon likewise proved its willingness to leverage its dominant position by 

pursuing sanctions against publishers as a pressure tactic: first in 2010 with Macmillan, 

when it proposed a new (undesirable to Amazon) ebook sales agreement, to which Amazon 

responded by removing the “buy” button from all MacMillan books, both ebooks and print 

books (Thompson Book Wars 150), and then again in 2014 against Hachette when the 

publisher’s ebook agreement with Amazon ran out and began automatically renewing on a 

month to month basis despite Amazon’s request for a different, more pro-Amazon 

agreement. As a result, “Amazon began to intensify the pressure on Hachette, using various 

tools at its disposal, such as not accepting pre-orders for forthcoming books, delaying 

shipping and reducing discounting, to discourage customers from buying Hachette’s books” 

(Thompson Book Wars 158). These tactics, underhanded but still legal, worked; Amazon 

and Hachette struck a new deal, despite criticism against the online wholesaler for its 

actions.39 As Thompson notes, it is difficult for publishers to pursue action against Amazon 

without inviting allegations of market collusion; Amazon, on the other hand, despite being 

able to exert an enormous amount of pressure over its suppliers, is protected by its position 

																																																																				
39 These pressure tactics were somewhat forecasted by Chapters in the 1990s. The big box 

bookstore chain opened a wholesale operation in Brampton, Ontario and effectively sanctioned 
Firefly Books by returning $1 million worth of unsold books for credit when the small publisher 
refused to comply with the deeper discount Chapters requested through its wholesale operations; 
similarly, Chapters threatened to return every book from publisher Key Porter when its proprietors 
complained about how slowly new books hit Chapters’ shelves once shipped from the corporation’s 
wholesale operations in Brampton. These tactics worked in the short term in order to defend 
Chapters’ dominant position in the field, but ultimately did little to stave off the “apparent” fact “that 
the belligerent business model wasn’t working” and which eventually led to its subsumption by 
Indigo in the 00s (MacSkimming 362-3). 
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as a buyer of products rather than a producer of products, as publishers are classified.40 

After all, in the literary market context since the 90s “[t]raditional antitrust concerns about 

concentration and the size of large corporations were being eclipsed by a growing emphasis 

on consumer welfare, free competition and deregulated markets” (Book Wars 164), in 

keeping with the trends of neoliberalism and deregulation which began in the 80s and had 

only picked up steam in the proceeding decades. 

Amazon has only continued to prove the ways its market dominance and canny 

position in the field protect the corporation from the repercussions of its inattention or 

disrespect towards publishing’s standards and regulations. In a 2019 scandal, for instance, 

Amazon made headlines for shipping Margaret Atwood’s The Testaments more than a full 

week before its official release date, despite the publisher’s embargo (and sanctions levelled 

against smaller agents in the field found to be doing the same). This was a serious offence 

regarding one of the most popular titles of the season; the novel was a hotly anticipated 

sequel to The Handmaid’s Tale, which was then enjoying a surge in cultural popularity due 

to its highly popular and award-winning television adaptation, and The Testaments had 

already secured a spot on both the Giller and Booker Prize shortlists before it had even hit 

shelves. All of these factors led to a rabid reading public desperate to get their hands on the 

book, and this was a desire Amazon was all too ready to satisfy. Breaking an embargo 

																																																																				
40 As Thompson notes,  

There is considerable disquiet among many in the industry about the sheer magnitude of 
the market power that Amazon now wields as a key retailer for both print books and 
ebooks, and concern in some quarters that Amazon may be a monopsony that is abusing its 
market power. In economic terms, monopsony is the mirror image of monopoly. Whereas a 
monopoly is a single (or overwhelmingly dominant) seller who, by virtue of its market 
dominance, is able to use its power to increase the prices it charges consumers, a 
monopsony is a single (or overwhelmingly dominant) buyer who, by virtue of its market 
dominance, is able to use its power to drive down the prices it pays its suppliers. (Book 
Wars 160) 



 Bayrock 105 

usually results in action from the publisher, either by withholding future shipments of the 

book in question, refusing to supply other “hot” titles prior to their release date, or levelling 

a monetary fine against the seller. However, as Lexi Beach—a small bookstore owner 

herself—notes in Electric Lit, “[e]ven a publisher the size of PRH can’t afford to muddy its 

relationship with Amazon” (Beach), and, furthermore, pursuing sanctions against Amazon 

would mean “[p]reventing [the publisher’s] biggest customer from selling what might turn 

out to be the biggest book of the year,” which “would only hurt the publisher in the long 

run” (Beach). This is underscored by the fact, as Claire Kirch reported in Publishers Weekly, 

that many smaller bookstores who agreed to abide by the embargo (and had a proven track 

record of doing so) had not yet received their shipment of The Testaments by the time 

Amazon started delivering copies to customers.41 Perhaps fines could be levelled against 

Amazon for breaking the embargo, but this would hardly feel like a punishment to the multi-

billion-dollar company. The result, to Beach, is clear: “when a company gets this large and 

this powerful, too powerful to punish or risk alienating, the contracts the rest of us live by 

become meaningless” (Beach). This pattern of conduct, as Beach notes, can be clearly linked 

back to Amazon’s dominant market position as a mega-buyer, which makes it difficult for 

other players in the field to critique or resist the corporation.   

There is a huge advantage in holding a dominant position in the market, as these 

examples prove, and it is therefore unsurprising that Amazon continues to seek dominant 

positions—indeed, as it always has. Perhaps at first this search for dominance was merely 

about market share, since Bezos knew if he could find a position to occupy and expand 

																																																																				
41 Perhaps ironically, when I accessed this article online in August of 2022, all five ads on the 

page (banner top, banner bottom, two side widgets, and a floating pop-up ad lower right) were for 
Amazon, although this may say more about my search history and personal ad algorithm than 
Publishers Weekly’s advertising deals. 
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quickly, no one would be able to compete with the company he was building. This turned 

out to be true; as a result, everything Amazon does is in service of its own growth, which is 

in service of its own dominance; entrances into the cultural field, even those which appear to 

be magnanimous, must be read with this underpinning in mind.  

 

Amazon.ca and Books in Canada 

The first Amazon-branded website went live in America in 1995, and while the corporation 

quickly became a dominant player in the US market, the Canadian market to the north 

remained largely inaccessible; consumers could still access Amazon’s wares if they were 

willing to pay cross-border shipping fees, or ship packages to pick-up locations close to the 

Canadian border and go pick them up by car, but Amazon’s desire to open up Canadian 

operations were blocked by government policy regarding foreign ownership. Canada 

represented a smaller consumer base than California but nevertheless remained an alluring 

market, both untapped and untappable.   

It was in this context—Amazon in an already-fortified position in the American 

market, and eager to expand into new territory—that Amazon and Books in Canada 

publisher Adrien Stein signed a multi-year sponsorship deal regarding the First Novel 

Award in January of 2001 (Eichler; O’Reilly). In some ways this seemed like a natural 

evolution of sponsorship for the prize; the First Novel Award was originally sponsored by 

SmithBooks, one of the mall bookstore chains which began to spread across Canada in the 

70s, until SmithBooks was subsumed by Chapters in 1994 (at the same time that Chapters 

bought Coles, another mall bookstore chain), at which point Chapters became the sponsor 

for the prize. In this way, the history of sponsorship of the First Novel Award reflects the 
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changing sphere of cultural production in Canada from the 70s into the 00s: first sponsored 

by a mall bookstore (SmithBooks), which was then overtaken in the field by a big box 

bookstore (Chapters), which was then supplanted in the field by an online mega-wholesaler 

(Amazon) (Ariss 173).  

However, there are some key differences in the move from Chapters as sponsor to 

Amazon as sponsor. Firstly, the Amazon/Stein deal involved not just the prize, but also 

apparently gave Amazon the right to use and republish BiC’s back catalogue—some thirty 

years’ worth of reviews—as part of Amazon’s growing omnibus of online reader reviews.42 

And while SmithBooks and Chapters were both established in the field by the time they 

signed on as sponsors of the prize, Amazon had not yet solidified its position in the 

Canadian field. Amazon’s deal may have had the same motivation behind it as any prize 

sponsorship deal—to trade (Amazon’s) financial capital for (the prize’s and magazine’s) 

cultural capital—but the cultural capital Amazon gained from its association with the prize 

was very likely one of the keystones that enabled it to come to the understanding with the 

Canadian government which allowed Amazon to enter the Canadian field and open 

amazon.ca in 2002, barely a year after striking the initial partnership with BiC. Even the way 

that Amazon chose to use its naming rights to the prize—settling on the amazon.ca / Books 

in Canada First Novel Award, despite the fact that amazon.ca did not yet exist—speaks to 

the ways in which Amazon sought to use this partnership to solidify its tentative position in 

the Canadian field and to advertise this position, and Amazon as a whole, to both Canadian 

																																																																				
42 This was part of a growing trend of utilizing user data in order to generate more business, 

which was a canny move by Amazon; this deal generated controversy, however, in that Books in 
Canada didn’t necessarily have the rights to digital republication for these reviews before it sold the 
reviews to Amazon, leading to conflict between BiC, Amazon, and the Periodical Writers 
Association of Canada who spoke on behalf of the maligned writers (Ariss 174-5; Edemariam; 
Mandel). 
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readers and other agents in the field of Canadian cultural production.  

While the deal between BiC and Amazon led to some public controversy over who 

owned the rights to the magazine’s back catalogue of reviews, Amazon spokespeople were 

careful to bend allegations of wrongdoing back towards BiC and largely avoided public 

critique during the scandal.43 This was not the only controversy to plague BiC; the 

magazine’s future had already been imperiled by the Steins’ restructuring of the magazine 

after its purchase in 1995, which included the firing of the magazine’s previous staff 

(Anderson) as well as a new focus on politically conservative nonfiction and opinion pieces 

which did not necessarily resonate with the magazine’s established readership (Ariss 95-6, 

177, 195). The new injection of funding from Amazon in 2001 helped overcome the drop in 

circulation that accompanied these stylistic shifts, but as subscriptions continued to drop into 

the 00s—a trend sped up in no small part by the Steins’ odd, multi-page editorial piece in 

defence of Conrad Black in 2006, before he went to trial (Ariss 177-186)—it eventually 

spelled the death of the magazine in 2008. For all intents and purposes, Amazon helped BiC 

continue for longer than it would have otherwise, since it seems clear in hindsight that the 

new iteration of the magazine under the Steins would not be profitable enough to survive the 

severe cut-backs to BiC’s funding from the Canada Council for the Arts, the Ontario Arts 

Council, and the Canadian Heritage Fund (Ariss 188). However, it also seems clear that, in 

the aftermath of the magazine folding, Amazon inherited a great deal of BiC’s cultural 

																																																																				
43 As Charles Mandel reported in Wired magazine in 2001, 

 Amazon spokeswoman Margaret Dawson said the company would only use 
reviews that are fully copyrighted for distribution. 
 “I feel like the issues are becoming a little distracting or taking away from what 
our initial goal was,” Dawson said. “And that was to help what has been a very 
important historical literary publication in Canada get back on its feet and continue.” 
 Dawson said the copyrights must be worked out between Stein and the other 
involved parties. (Mandel) 
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capital by taking over full ownership of the prize, rebranding it simply as the Amazon First 

Novel Award and partnering with The Walrus, another respected Canadian literary 

magazine, to provide both the award’s administration as well as the continuing association 

with established cultural capital that the prize would need to maintain the respect of its 

prizing public. 

 

A Brief History of Bookselling in Quebec 

The prizing public of the First Novel Award accepted the change in prize administration 

without notable fuss, perhaps due to Amazon’s quick-struck partnership with The Walrus, 

and perhaps in part due to a sense of relief or gratitude that the prize would be continuing 

despite BiC’s closure.44 In contrast, the prizing public of Quebec (and of le Prix littéraire des 

collégiens in particular) proved to be a key part in rejecting Amazon’s sponsorship from the 

award in 2018. This is largely due, I argue, to the strong sense of cultural identity that 

Quebec has carefully and consciously inculcated since it was confederated into Canada in 

1867,45 but especially around the time local literature production began to spring up in the 

mid-19th-century conflicts over who was able to import or publish works in Quebec. The 

																																																																				
44 Amazon’s entrance into the cultural field via this prize was likely further made palatable by 

the mega corporation when Amazon increased the prize pot “more than fivefold” in 2016 from 
$7,500 to $40,000 (Medley R.3). 

45 It may be worth noting that, at this time, the majority of literature dissemination occurred 
through the Roman-Catholic Church, which meant that “by tacit agreement the clergy exercised 
control over printed materials in Quebec” (Hébert 475). This control was largely expressed through 
an “Index” of books which had been approved by the Church for public consumption, bolstered by 
“the limited amount of print in circulation and the absence of independent publishers facilitating a 
control based on prohibition” (Hébert 475). These religious and moral imperatives informed 
Québécois literature and literacy for decades—an undercurrent which remained present even after 
the abolishment of the Index in 1966, although the church’s influence and control over literature had, 
by this point, greatly diminished. This is an important layer in Quebec’s literary history, however, 
and set standards of religious control which continue to echo as (albeit a less intense form of) 
cultural protectionism in the literary sphere today, even as the sense of contemporary culture in 
Quebec continues to distance itself from the sense of historical provincial culture. 
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question of who would reap the profits from the labour of building up Quebec’s readership 

crucially informs the cultural, political, and contextual frameworks which allowed the 2018 

finalists of le Prix littéraire des collégiens to disrupt its partnership with Amazon. 

As Quebec headed into the twentieth century, the field of bookselling was dotted 

with independent booksellers but dominated by libraires-grossistes, a kind of book 

wholesaler that sold “not only to institutions and individuals for final consumption but also 

to retailers for resale” (MacLaren and Vincent 5). Their role meant providing a variety of 

publishers’ works to consumers, which, at this time, meant that libraires-grossistes 

predominantly sold the works of foreign publishers; only a very small amount of 

francophone literature was being produced and published in Canada in the 19th century. At 

this time, as Joseé Vincent and Eli MacLaren note, Quebec had a “paucity of local 

publishing” and the little work being produced locally was “dismiss[ed] … as the work of 

amateurs” (5); as a result, libraires-grossistes served as the main providers of French 

language literature in the province, even though most of the literature they sold was 

published in France and Belgium rather than Canada. Since the market for French-language 

books in Canada was still relatively small in the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth 

centuries, it makes sense that providing stock for the market fell on local shoulders rather 

than on European French-language publishers, who didn’t see value in claiming the 

relatively inconsequential market share of Quebec. This perfectly set up libraires-grossistes 

to claim “significant control over local supply” (5), and further allowed these wholesalers to 

grow and compete with one another.46 The power of libraires-grossistes only increased over 

																																																																				
46 English-language importers and reprinters operated similarly in the English-Canadian sphere, 

bringing books in from both Europe and the USA in order to bolster market choice for early 
Canadian readers. However, the Canadian Copyright Act of 1900 stifled competition among English-
Canadian importers and reprinters by “introduc[ing] the necessary measures for an English-Canadian 
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time, especially with a 1920s readership boom that Vincent and MacLaren credit to direct 

provincial government intervention in “the form of literary prizes, subsidies to authors’ 

associations, money for publicity, and above all, book purchases” (5). The literary 

community of Quebec and its producers and consumers responded to these twin windfalls of 

funding and attention as one might expect: with astronomical growth.  

However, this still-relatively small market for Québécois and other French-language 

texts changed dramatically during the Second World War; with the Nazis occupying France, 

Quebec became the primary producer of French-language books in the world through new 

temporary allowances to reprint French copyrighted books. As Jacques Michon notes, the 

result was that “Quebec became a world centre of French-language publishing, a position 

that allowed its own industry to grow rapidly while raising its international profile” (202). In 

this newly bolstered sector of book production, Quebec not only became home to many 

more publishers of French-language works but began to see a sharp rise in Québécois works 

produced by Québécois publishers and sold by Québécois bookstores. This was an era of 

increased education and therefore readership, and Quebec’s “mass reading public” was 

emerging and expressing itself in earnest (MacLaren and Vincent 5).  

With the end of the war, however, this publishing boom quickly went bust as French 

publishing moved operations back to France. Furthermore, with the libraires-grossistes now 

having proven Quebec’s desire and demand for French-language books, French firms at last 

recognized the promising growth of the Québécois market; French publishers Flammarion 

and Hachette both opened bookstores in Quebec at the start of the 1950s in order to reap 

																																																																				
firm to acquire and enforce a monopoly on the importation of a work” (MacLaren and Vincent 3); in 
contrast, the libraires-grossistes in Quebec continued to compete with one another, since French-
language works were not specifically included in the Copyright Act, and therefore limitations placed 
on English-Canadian importers had little effect on the libraires-grossistes of Quebec. 
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profits from Quebec’s now-lively mass readership. The once-simple landscape of book 

publishing and bookselling in Quebec was now crammed with competing players, and, as 

with the similar entrances of big box book superstores and then Amazon into the field of 

Anglo-Canada (albeit much later in the century), independent bookstores were those who 

felt the squeeze most tightly. More and more, small bookstores found themselves at an 

increased disadvantage against libraires-grossistes, who claimed most of the business 

providing books large institutional customers, including “libraries, schools, and colleges” 

(MacLaren and Vincent 8). In other words: just as French publisher-distributors applied 

market pressure to the libraires-grossistes, so too did the libraires-grossistes apply pressure 

to independent bookstores, with each scrabbling to carve out a sustainably profitable share 

of the market. 

These tensions came to a head in the 1960s, a period which heralded immense 

change and in which “a new Québécois identity—centred on territory and language rather 

than on religion and ethnicity—was born” (Mills 19). The Quiet Revolution transformed the 

province into a hotbed of anti-imperialist theory, secularism, and radical activism which 

began to see increased attention paid towards the subjugation of women, Black 

communities, and Indigenous communities—subjugations which were equated with the 

minoritized position of francophone citizens under Anglophone citizens in Quebec. With the 

concerns of Quebec’s francophone population as fuel, the Quiet Revolution had massive 

structural effects for the province; as Sean Mills notes, between 1960 and 1966 alone, “six 

new ministries and eight public enterprises were created and the provincial civil service 

grew from 29,298 to 41,847 employees. In the decade following 1961, mass attendance in 

the Montreal diocese dropped from 61% to 30%” (27). These details paint a portrait of a 
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time in which the government of Quebec moved away from its religious, France-centric 

roots and instead became aggressively invested in the production of Québécois sovereignty: 

first in order to eject the English from positions of power and policy, and then to eject 

anyone who refused to become suitably Québécois,47 all in the name of protecting and 

propagating Quebec’s distinct francophone culture.  

It was in this mid-to-late-century context that the Quebec government “pass[ed] an 

act in 1965 for the accreditation of bookstores, which broke the stranglehold of the libraires-

grossistes” and precipitated their downfall by the end of the decade (MacLaren and Vincent 

8). This placed French booksellers in a position of alarming power; no longer separated from 

independent Québécois booksellers by the intermediary figure of the libraires-grossistes, 

French booksellers began to “be perceived as a threat—a veritable instrument of cultural 

assimilation” (MacLaren and Vincent 9). Since its inception, Quebec had guarded against 

the threat of English and English-language culture, using imported French-language works 

from France and Belgium, among others, as a tool to stave off assimilation; now, this same 

French literature became a threat in and of itself, as Québécois culture became more and 

more separate from its French-European roots, and more eager to articulate and protect that 

separation. As early as 1947, Québécois readers, publishers, and booksellers had been 

swayed by this “rallying cry for a made-in-Quebec culture liberated from the colonial 

influence of France” (McKnight 317); these attitudes only strengthened over time, and by 

																																																																				
47 These frameworks of cultural selection have become cloaked in the rhetoric of 

“interculturalism,” as publicized by the Bouchard-Taylor Commission on Accommodation Practices 
Related to Cultural Differences launched in 2007; this commission positions interculturalism as an 
alternative to multiculturalism. Interculturalism, however, enshrines many aspects of assimilationism 
by requiring “the harmonious and reciprocal integration of ‘ethnocultural minorities’ into a 
normative, socio-institutional framework”—namely, one of francophone majority culture (Cornellier 
79). 
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the fall of the libraires-grossistes in the mid-60s, the perception of French wholesalers as a 

threatening presence rose to the forefront—another interloper to be cast out and guarded 

against in order to preserve Québécois culture. It is perhaps no surprise that these protections 

were conceived and set in place as Quebec entered The Quiet Revolution, the aims of which 

likewise sought to solidify Québécois cultural and economic identity. 

Quebec’s provincial government agreed with the necessity of protecting against 

foreign influence and, in 1979, at the tail end of the Quiet Revolution, Bill 51 solidified this 

attitude into law by “oblig[ing] public libraries to buy from bookstores in their region” 

(MacLaren and Vincent 9), which meant French companies like Hachette had been cut off 

from institutional sales—representing one of the most valuable portions of the Québécois 

book market—and Québécois booksellers were granted suppliers’ rights in their stead. After 

centuries of turmoil, the participants in and producers of Quebec’s literary community and 

members of Quebec’s provincial government joined forces to assert the vital importance of 

local production and local literary support. 

This conflict, despite the many permutations and evolutions of its players, had 

always been about who had the right to import or publish works in Quebec, and who would 

reap the profits from the labour of building up Quebec’s readership. The answer, finally, 

seemed clear: the powers of foreign players, such as Hachette and Flammarion, were to be 

limited, and preference would instead be given to local players, such as Quebec-owned 

booksellers. However, as the demise of the libraires-grossistes shows us, Quebec’s 

publishing and bookselling sphere harboured no qualms about expelling players, even local 

ones, who had proven their willingness to use their dominant position in the field to squeeze 

smaller agents in the field in the name of profit. In many ways, this history set the stage for 
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the prizing public of le Prix to reject Amazon’s sponsorship, since the prizing public was 

well aware of the megawholesaler’s status as a dominant agent that had already proven its 

willingness to squeeze others, even those it relied upon, if it could further secure its 

dominant position in the field.   

 

The History and Operation of le Prix littéraire des collégiens 

The operations of le Prix are fairly simple: every year since the prize’s inception in 2003, a 

committee of critics (numbering at least five people, and appointed by the coordinating 

committee of the prize) nominates five francophone works to a shortlist, which the 

organization then distributes to hundreds of post-secondary students across Quebec.48 These 

students read the books, cast votes for their favourite, and le Prix subsequently announces 

the book chosen by the majority as the winner, whose author is awarded a prize of $5000. 

According to its website, the purpose of le Prix is “mieux faire connaître la littérature 

Québécoise contemporaine et servir de lieu d'expression des goûts littéraires de la jeunesse 

étudiante” (“Le Prix littéraire: Historique”).49 

 The prize both celebrates francophone works and provides these books to youth 

across the province, and importantly it does so through the frameworks and context of 

CEGEPs, which are part of Quebec’s post-secondary institutional framework with deep ties 

to the inculcation of francophone culture and political awareness for its Québécois student 

body. In some ways, too, le Prix echoes the first programs of provincial support provided to 

																																																																				
48 Although le Prix is undeniably Québécois in its conception and operation (e.g., organized 

solely in Quebec and its nominated books distributed solely to students in Quebec), the prize’s 
guidelines stipulate only that the nominated works be written in French by an author with Canadian 
citizenship, making the shortlists technically francophone rather than Québécois. 

49 Translated: “to make Quebec’s contemporary literature better known and serve as a venue of 
expression of the literary tastes of student youth.” 
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Québécois publishers and writers beginning in the 1920s. Vincent and MacLaren list 

“literary prizes, subsidies to authors’ associations, money for publicity, and above all, book 

purchases” as crucial support strategies which were offered to the literary community by the 

state (5), and these supports can likewise be extended through by non-governmental (but 

governmentally-funded) programs such as le Prix. Notably, le Prix hits three of the four key 

tenets listed by Vincent and MacLaren: the organization administers a prize, provides 

financial and logistical support in marketing these books not only to students but to the 

wider public as part of that prize, and (“above all,” as Vincent and MacLaren note) supports 

publishers by purchasing thousands of books. 

 Le Prix littéraire des collégiens has clear pedagogical and nationalistic roots; it’s 

designed to celebrate books amongst youth, yes, but also to support and propagate 

francophone literature. By limiting nominations to books written in French by a Canadian 

citizen and published by a professional French-language publisher, le Prix supports and 

propagates francophone Canadian culture on a provincial level but also on a national, or 

even global, level. And, as with many other literary prizes, this tactic is successful because 

le Prix’s cultural rewards are also paired with economic rewards for the winning author and 

for the publisher as well. For instance, it has long been recognized that book prizes have an 

immense effect on sales;50 in the case of le Prix specifically, the sales of a nominated book 

can be immediately doubled when le Prix places its order for juror copies to send to its 

hundreds of youth “jurors” across the province. Likewise, sales notably increase after 

nominees are announced, as the subsequent marketing blitz of ads and other media 

																																																																				
50 See Anita Lahey here reporting from the fifth year of the Giller (“The Giller Effect: Now in its 

Fifth Year, Glitzy Literary Award Has Career Clout”) as well as Richard Helm more than ten years 
later (“The Giller Effect”); see also Madison Senner’s BookNet report on the sales of Canada Reads 
titles in 2015 (“The Canada Reads Effect”). 
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magnifies the image of the book in the eyes of booksellers, the public, and Quebec’s 

readership as a whole. Because of le Prix’s unique placement in postsecondary institutions, 

its nominated titles also often become popular with educators, who become familiar with 

nominated books through le Prix and go on to assign them as texts in the classroom in 

subsequent years.51  

Le Prix littéraire des collégiens came into existence through a merger of two smaller 

initiatives: the participation of CEGEP de Sherbrooke in le Prix Goncourt des lycéens in 

2000, and the creation of le Prix littéraire intercollégial through Montmorency College in 

Laval in 2002. Both prizes operated with a similar structure of sending nominated books to 

post-secondary students in Quebec, although the scope of each was limited to a small 

college. After the merger in 2003, le Prix became a project of the Marc Bourgie Foundation, 

a non-profit educational and humanistic organization (“Le Prix littéraire: Historique”). 

Importantly, the resulting prize—which we now know as le Prix littéraire des collégiens—

continues to centre post-secondary students as its reading public, many of whom perform 

double duty as the prize’s jurors. This is not only an important part of the mandate of le Prix, 

but also puts it in line with the long history of Quebec’s initiatives to celebrate, protect, and 

																																																																				
51 In an interview with Jade Bérubé for an article in La Presse, Alto Editions editor Antoine 

Tanguay (who published Nicolas Dickner’s le Prix-winning novel Nikolski in 2006) confirms that the 
benefits of le Prix are both in its direct support (e.g. book purchases) and the opportunities it 
indirectly creates for its nominated titles (e.g. professors become familiar with the books and use 
them as course texts):  

Des milliers de ventes de Nikolski sont directement liées au Prix littéraire des collégiens 
… Il faut dire qu’au départ, étant seulement finaliste, 650 copies sont envoyées aux 
nombreux membres du jury. Juste ça, c’est déjà le double de la moyenne des ventes de 
romans au Québec! Mais Nikolski a aussi trouvé écho auprès des professeurs qui, voyant 
les débats qu’il générait auprès des élèves, ont décidé de le mettre au programme” 
(Bérubé 7).  

(Translated: “Thousands of Nikolski sales are directly linked to le Prix … It must be said that at the 
outset, even just being a finalist, 650 copies were sent to the many members of the jury. That alone is 
already double the average sales of novels in Quebec! But Nikolski also found resonance with the 
teachers who, seeing the debates it generated among the students, decided to put it on their syllabi.”) 
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encourage the production of a literate, educated population, which is an aim directly tied to 

Quebec’s political sovereignty and nationhood. As it has been for much of the province’s 

history, the sphere which produces Québécois literature is not just concerned with books as 

material objects that can be bought and sold for economic profit. This economic profit, too, 

can become a political tool, as seen with the conflict between French publishers and 

libraires-grossistes in the twentieth century, but nevertheless Québécois books of any kind 

serve as educative, pedagogical, and political tools in the front lines of the continuing fight 

against cultural assimilation. Le Prix’s direct link to post-secondary education and its 

commitment to working with CEGEPs across the province underscores this quintessentially 

Québécois view: that education and an educated population is linked directly to Quebec’s 

political sovereignty. Reading is political; publishing is political; bookselling is political; 

profit produced by bookselling, and the path that profit takes, is political; encouraging and 

maintaining a population interested and invested in culture is very, very political.  

Le Prix is, by nature, an expensive venture. As with most literary prizes in Canada, le 

Prix offers a monetary prize to its winner, in this case a relatively modest but not 

inconsequential $5,000, but incurs a unique extra expense by sending copies of the 

shortlisted books to the hundreds of students who serve as its jurors. In order to overcome 

these financial barriers, le Prix has historically accepted governmental support from 

Quebec’s ministries of education and culture as well as the Consulate General of France in 

Quebec City. Like many other prizes both in Canada and abroad, le Prix also receives 

support from corporate sponsors, including, in 2019, Quebecor (a French-language media 

conglomerate based in Montreal), Simplex (a company which rents and sells heavy 

equipment), and the Royal Bank of Canada (“Le Prix littéraire: Commanditaires et 
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Partenaires” 2019); by 2022, the prize continued to maintain sponsorship from the province 

of Quebec as well as Quebecor, but had established decidedly more literary partnerships 

including literary magazine Nuit Blanche, Festival international de la littérature, and Vues et 

Voix, an audiobook company (“Le Prix littéraire: Commanditaires et Partenaires” 2022). It 

is unsurprising that le Prix has received financial support from both governmental and 

corporate sponsors, since these financial contributors are aware of the power of the literary 

prize both as a marketing tool and as a political tool; sponsors stand to gain attendant 

cultural capital through association with the prize. 

Sponsorship, then, is not only an accepted part of the operation of le Prix littéraire 

des collégiens, but a necessary one, and this has largely been accepted by the organizers of 

le Prix (as well as by the nominated authors, the jurors, and other members of the prizing 

public) without comment. This tacit approval of le Prix’s corporate ties, however, all 

changed in the fall of 2018 when le Prix announced that it would be welcoming internet 

commerce giant Amazon as its “Gold” sponsor for the 2018 year, and subsequently and 

immediately received intense and prolonged backlash against this decision.  

 

The Disruption of le Prix littéraire des collégiens 

According to the organizers of le Prix, accepting Amazon’s sponsorship was a choice but 

also a necessity; given the rising costs of operating a literary prize, corporate sponsorship 

has become more and more common among both literary prizes and cultural projects in 

general. We might think, here, of the Giller’s acceptance of sponsorship from (and granting 

naming rights to) Scotiabank in 2005, a decade after the prize’s original inception, and of the 

similar naming rights associated with the Women’s Prize for Fiction which long had a 
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partnership with Baileys, a brand of alcoholic Irish cream, and before that with 

telecommunications giant Orange. In this same vein, Amazon’s sponsorship offer in 2018 

aimed to extend financial stability to le Prix, and Amazon seemed a good fit as prize sponsor 

since the corporation has a long history as a retailer of literary texts. In reality, however, 

Amazon is a book wholesaler on a scale that dwarfs even other book wholesalers, and its 

dominance evokes unpleasant memories of the historical conflict between independent 

booksellers and large-scale book wholesalers (both libraires-grossistes and foreign 

publisher-agents) in Quebec in the mid-twentieth century.  

In Quebec specifically, where the literary sphere of bookselling drastically changed 

and became protected by Bill 51 in 1979, Amazon’s determination in “conquering the 

campus bookstore and textbook markets, as Barnes and Noble and Borders once did” rings 

alarm bells for those who remember how crucial these educational sales are for Quebec’s 

independent bookstores (McGurl “Everything and Less” 451). For these reasons, many 

critics viewed le Prix’s decision to consciously accept and welcome Amazon into the literary 

field of Quebec as problematic, since this inclusion would mean allowing Amazon’s direct 

influence over “one of the most important literary awards in the country”—a description 

from le Prix’s “About” page which must be taken with a grain of salt, but nevertheless has a 

vein of truth in it. We might think, here, of Amazon’s influence over the First Novel Award 

and how the megacorporation obscured the long history of BiC’s involvement quite easily 

once the magazine folded in 2008. This possibility feels unlikely in the case of le Prix, but 

other possibilities may be no less disruptive to the prize; for example, critics of this 

partnership could easily envision Amazon requesting or offering to become the main 

provider of juror texts in a move which would aid the prize but write Québécois independent 
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bookstores out of the equation entirely and instead funnel profits directly to Amazon. Surely 

the organizers would be against such a move, but if Amazon were to offer a discount on 

these texts, or offer their sponsorship purely in the form of free books, would the committee 

be able to say no?52 

It is precisely this muddying of waters and possibilities that concerned critics, 

authors, and readers when le Prix littéraire des collégiens announced its new partnership 

with Amazon in 2018. Since the purpose of the award is to celebrate Québécois literature 

and aid the inculcation of Québécois cultural identity, it seems antithetical to do so through a 

partnership with a multinational corporation which consistently seeks to transform the way 

that profit and capital are generated in the field; these transformations, under Amazon’s 

disintermediary power, would undercut the same small-scale booksellers and publishers 

which have been so vital to the community and production of Québécois culture and 

literature with the express intent of erasing them from the field in order to ensure Amazon’s 

own dominance. This partnership seems not only counterproductive to le Prix’s overarching 

purpose, but antithetical to the long history of Québécois literature and the ways it has been 

defined and protected by a series of struggles against hegemonic (and largely foreign) 

power: first against the censorship of the church, then against the libraires-grossistes and 

French publishers which threatened small presses and booksellers in the province, and 

finally against global Anglophone culture as an amalgamating and homogenizing force that 

threatens Quebec’s distinct cultural and political identity.  

																																																																				
52 Even if Amazon were to partner with le Prix as a sponsor only in terms of providing additional 

publicity through its platform, the addition of Amazon in the marketing blitz (which, one could 
assume, would involve advertising the shortlisted novels both through Amazon’s main site and 
through external sponsored ad content on sites such as Instagram or Facebook) would still negatively 
impact the revenue collected by independent bookstores from le Prix titles. 
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It is for these reasons that le Prix littéraire des collégiens endured an immediate and 

intense backlash against Amazon’s involvement in the prize as soon as the proposed 

partnership was announced. Perhaps unsurprisingly, this backlash was led first and foremost 

by 2019’s five nominated authors (Karoline Georges, Kevin Lambert, Jean-Christophe 

Réhel, Lula Carballo, and Dominique Fortier) who wrote an open letter against Amazon’s 

involvement in the prize. This letter was then published online in Le Devoir, a French-

language newspaper with deep ties to the history and independence of Québécois culture.53 

The letter explains that the shortlisted authors were honoured to be nominated for le Prix, 

but found Amazon’s inclusion in the prize, no matter how incidental, to be “un choc 

douloureux” or “a painful shock” (Georges et al.). Their nominations, while exciting and 

uplifting, simultaneously triggered an “immense malaise” stemming from “la concurrence 

dangereuse que ce géant exerce contre les librairies du Québec.”54 The authors begged le 

Prix to acknowledge the precarity of independent publishers and booksellers in the 

contemporary literary landscape in Quebec and elsewhere, and to further recognize 

Amazon’s specific role in engineering this precarity: “Faut-il rappeler la précarité du 

commerce du livre et de l’édition littéraire ? Faut-il citer les méthodes inhumaines de ce 

géant de la vente en ligne, qui constitue un péril pour les petits commerçants et les milieux 

culturels?”55 (Georges et al.). The authors go on to condemn the inclusion of Amazon in le 

																																																																				
53 Founded in 1910 by French-Canadian nationalist, journalist, and politician Henri Bourassa, Le 

Devoir continues to be considered one of the most important avenues for political journalism in 
Quebec. Jean Charron and Frédérick Bastien write more about this in “Les parlementaires Québécois 
et Le Devoir dans le monde des médias,” in which they survey Members of Parliament about their 
consumption of political news and information and conclude that Le Devoir ranks highly in terms of 
journalistic quality, in gaining and maintaining the trust of readers, and in general influence and 
respectability as a source of news coverage. 

54 “the dangerous competition that this giant has against the bookstores of Quebec” 
55 “Should we recall the precariousness of the book trade and literary publishing? Should we cite 

the inhumane methods of this giant of online sales, which is a danger for small business owners and 
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Prix, stating its involvement is completely at odds with everything the prize stands for: 

Malheureusement, nous trouvons qu’en s’unissant à Amazon, le Prix manque à 

sa mission première, qui est de « promouvoir la littérature Québécoise actuelle 

auprès des étudiants des collèges et des cégeps en encourageant l’exercice du 

jugement critique à travers la lecture ». Nous jugeons que la défense de la 

« littérature Québécoise » et la promotion d’une multinationale nuisant aux 

librairies, et donc à cette même « littérature Québécoise », ne peuvent aller de 

pair.56 (Georges et al.)  

This letter was endorsed by the editors of Le Devoir, who attached a rare note of their 

support to the piece upon publication. The letter went on to gain support from many other 

readers, authors, publishers, and critics, including Arnaud Foulon, president of the French-

Canadian publishers’ association Association National Des Éditeurs De Livres (ANEL), 

who expressed concerns that Amazon’s involvement could eventually mean le Prix would be 

obligated to buy its juror copies (numbering in the thousands) from Amazon rather than 

from small bookstores, as it has done for years. “The prize belongs to the bookstores,” he 

told Publishing Perspectives, “and there was a sense that it was being taken over by 

Amazon” (qtd. in Johnson). The effect of the multinational book wholesaler on such a 

“fragile ecosystem,” he said, could be “very serious”—phrasing which is repeated by the 

2019 nominees, who likewise ground their concerns in the “écologie fragile” of the 

																																																																				
their cultural environment?” 

56 “Unfortunately, we find that by joining forces with Amazon, le Prix is failing its primary 
mission, which is to ‘promote Quebec's current literature among college and CEGEP students by 
encouraging the exercise of critical judgment through reading.’ We believe that the defence of 
‘Québec literature’ and the promotion of a multinational that harms bookstores (and therefore this 
‘Quebec literature’) cannot go hand in hand.” 
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Québécois literary landscape (Georges et al.). 

In the wake of this backlash, the organizers of le Prix chose to end their relationship 

with Amazon before it really began, and put the prize on hold for the 2018 year rather than 

risk what would be so widely viewed as irreparable damage to the literary community in 

Quebec. “La Fondation a décidé d'aller de l'avant pour le bien-être des jeunes,” award 

coordinator Sylvie Bovet told Radio-Canada. “On met un frein à notre vision, nos projets. 

On recule, car on veut garder le Prix en vie” (Gladel & Richer).57 The backlash against this 

proposed partnership, as well as the positive and apologetic reaction of le Prix’s organizers 

to this backlash, supports the implication that Amazon’s inclusion in the prize would mean 

seriously wounding both le Prix and its prizing public, as Bovet implies when she speaks to 

“le bien-êtres des jeunes.” In the end, even the Cinderella-esque allure of stable funding and 

a committed sponsorship wasn’t enough to obscure the probable effects of inviting the 

mega-corporation into such a key position within the Québécois field of cultural production. 

What makes the 2018 le Prix example so interesting is where, exactly, this disruption 

occurs, and what contextual structures allowed this disruption to take place. Returning to our 

“idealized timeline” of prize culture, the 2018 le Prix proceedings were subjected to one of 

the simplest form of disruption to prize culture: the relatively clean, albeit somewhat 

unexpected, rejection of a key part, in this case sponsorship funding. This provides two main 

sites for examination: the context which allowed the rejection to take place, and the effects 

of this rejection.  

The context which allowed this disruption to occur is not just a cultural context, but 

also a political context. Specifically, it is a context in which culture is consciously 

																																																																				
57 “The Foundation has decided to move forward for the well-being of young people. We put a 

brake on our vision, our projects. We backtrack because we want to keep the prize alive.” 
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politicized, although not in the sense of art with a specifically political message, as with 

activist or protest art, but in the sense purely of this art’s existence as an inherently political 

act of cultural expression. The turmoil that surrounded le Prix in 2018 also demonstrates the 

power of public opinion in demanding a crucial change, and proving that a prizing public 

variously composed of authors, publishers, booksellers and readers could demand and effect 

corrections to a system gone awry. This relationship between political and cultural concerns 

in the context of Quebec enabled individuals within the surrounding literary community to 

understand the far-reaching ramifications of what appeared, on the surface, as a benign and 

run-of-the-mill sponsorship. I place this disruption as one of the most recent examples in a 

long history of Quebec’s literary and publishing community’s ability to take up a defensive 

position against interlopers in order to guard the right and necessity of Québécois 

individuals and businesses to produce, sell, and otherwise propagate Québécois literature. 

While this disruption would not have been possible without the organizing committee’s 

receptiveness to criticism, I argue that it is Quebec’s history of cultural and political 

action—undertaken not only by government bodies and other collectives but also individual 

consumers and readers—which allowed the 2018 disruption of le Prix to take place. Rather 

than capitulate to the interests of mega-agents seeking to enter the semi-protected field of 

cultural production in Quebec, the prize committee instead chose to link the prize more 

deeply to Quebec’s literary community and larger cultural history by demonstrating the 

importance of valuing that community over the capital (both economic and cultural) of the 

prize itself.  
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Some Conclusions: 

The Risks of Capital Intraconversion and the Complications of Sovereignty 

The expulsion of a sponsor from a cultural production is not a new phenomenon; as John 

Crompton writes, sponsors may be ejected from deals with sport franchises, for example, 

due to “reputational risk,” which variously takes the form of “negative connotations or 

controversies associated with sponsors that may impugn the reputation of the sport 

property,” including the “erosion of ‘fan equity’ caused by over-commercialization” (420). 

This idea of “reputational risk” illuminates and informs the context of the scandal between le 

Prix and Amazon, and it seems reasonable to describe the sponsor’s ejection as a result of 

Amazon’s “negative connotations” in the field as well as the negative possibility of ensuing 

“erosion” of interest from the prizing public due to over-commercialization, whether 

perceived or real. This is in keeping with Sandra Jones’ suggestion that sponsorship can very 

easily be viewed as an endorsement by an organization of their sponsor and the sponsor’s 

values, sometimes inadvertently.58 This danger exemplifies the translations of capital 

enabled by (and inherent to) sponsorship deals, which operate multi-directionally: the prize 

gains something from the sponsor, but that the sponsor also undeniably gains something 

from the prize, which often notably includes access to (and some form of social sway 

over/with) the prizing public. These more ephemeral or implied benefits are not officially 

																																																																				
58 In this case, Jones writes about Australian sports teams in who are sponsored by alcohol 

companies; these partnerships endorse alcohol, whether intentionally or unintentionally, to sports 
viewers (including minors, recovering alcoholics, or others who may find it difficult to view or resist 
messaging which encourages alcohol consumption). This is a more extreme example than that of 
book prizes partnering with Amazon, in that there are many complex societal factors that may 
encourage drinking and the normalization of drinking, of which increased exposure to advertising is 
only one small part. However, perhaps the same can be said of Amazon—that there are many 
complex societal factors that may encourage individuals to do business with Amazon, of which 
increased exposure through marketing deals with book prizes is only one small part. 
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reflected in the wording of most sponsorship contracts. Ultimately, as this case study shows, 

the reputational risk of Amazon’s sponsorship to the prize proved too dangerous for le Prix 

to continue the partnership. Just as Crompton and Jones write with concern about alcohol 

brand sponsorship and the effects this may have on young viewers of sporting events, so too 

did le Prix coordinator Sylvie Bovet centre the prize’s focus on “le bien-êtres des jeunes” in 

the wake of the dissolution of the sponsorship deal with Amazon. 

The expulsion of Amazon as a sponsor is also a clear internal disruption by le Prix; 

Gans, leaning on Christensen, would classify this as a “demand-side” disruption in that it 

caters to the demands of the existing consumer base, which, ironically, Gans warns against, 

since “the more a firm is focused on the needs of its traditional customers, the more likely it 

will fall prey to disruption” (Gans 10).59 We also must remember, however, that The 

Innovator’s Dilemma is a popular text amongst venture capitalists and startup CEOs—

including Bezos—because it is largely concerned with the accumulation of economic capital 

rather than the accumulation of symbolic capital. Gans and Christensen would likely have 

counselled le Prix to take Amazon’s sponsorship money despite pushback from the prize’s 

reading public, since, firstly, it would have made more economic sense for le Prix to secure 

funding despite the symbolic cost and continue to operate; secondly, the initial decision to 

accept Amazon’s sponsorship reflected the changing cultural field on a broader scale, 

specifically how the field has slowly become more and more dominated by huge players—

meaning that this initial choice by le Prix was, as Gans and Christensen advise, one that 

																																																																				
59 This highlights how a prizing pubic operates differently than a traditional consumer base; 

while many members of a prizing public will end up purchasing the prized or nominated books, the 
details of these market operations occur at an arm’s length from the prize itself. Prizes encourage 
book-buying but do not themselves sell the books, meaning the relationship between a prize and its 
prizing public is substantially different, at least in some ways, from that of the relationship between a 
corporation offering a service or product to its consumers directly. 
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responded to the changing field by accepting Amazon’s sponsorship and aligning 

themselves with a powerful agent in a field which increasingly displayed ever-increasing 

benefits for powerful agents. As this disruption shows, however, le Prix gains its strength 

from the fact that it operates in a much smaller and more localized field: a semi-protected 

space in which the priorities of the overarching field of production can be selected and 

rejected according to an internal logic. This logic informed le Prix operators’ decision to 

cancel the partnership with Amazon in order to continue prioritizing local production and 

distribution over dominance, and subsequently informed both the reaction of the prizing 

public to the sponsorship deal as well as the official response to these critiques by the 

organizers of le Prix.   

It is also important to note here that Gans and Christensen tailor their advice 

specifically to for-profit businesses who seek to attain or leverage dominance in the 

economic field; le Prix, on the other hand, is a non-profit whose primary goal is not 

dominance, per se, but rather the production and support of an educated citizenry as a key 

provision for the production and support of Québécois cultural sovereignty. This is, of 

course, a goal accomplished through the gathering and meting out of cultural capital, 

signalled at least in part by le Prix’s position in the field as a non-profit organization. This 

status does not mean that the prize doesn’t deal with economic capital at all, but simply that 

le Prix, unlike Amazon, does not seek dominance in the economic sphere in pursuance of its 

goals.   

However, partnership with an economically dominant sponsor who also seeks to be a 

dominant agent in the cultural field can be a double-edged sword. This is especially true of 

Amazon, which seeks “to entirely disintermediate the rest of the field of production from its 
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position between the fields of creation and reception” (Childress 166, emphasis author’s 

own), until instead of a field comprised of “agents, editors, cover designers, marketing and 

publicity staff, and so on, there is just Amazon standing between the fields of creation and 

reception” (167). We see this in Amazon’s attempts to excise publishers, editors, and 

marketers from the field (through its own self-publishing platform) as well as through its 

attempts to undercut and bankrupt independent booksellers (by selling books as loss-leaders, 

but also through tactics such as breaking book embargoes); finally, we see this in the way 

that Amazon partnered with BiC in order to fund and publicize the First Novel Award, 

which resulted (ostensibly through no purposeful action on Amazon’s part) in Amazon 

becoming the sole proprietor of the prize. In other words: Amazon does not really seek 

partnership in its dealings, whether with book publishers, self-publishing authors, or with 

book awards. Instead, partnerships are simply a way of broadening the corporation’s reach 

and allowing it access to a wider array of avenues and actions in Bourdieu’s “field of 

struggles” (“The Field of Cultural Production” 312), which in turn forms and solidifies 

Amazon’s dominant position. Amazon’s extractive mode of partnership is exemplified by 

the current form of the Books in Canada First Novel Award, now simply known as the 

Amazon First Novel Award. As Ariss notes,  

the award put into practice James Tait Black's comment that "a better way of 

perpetuating the memory of anyone dear to us than by founding a named literary 

prize has yet to be devised" (qtd.. in Graham 1). With the award, [Olga] Stein 

and the owners and editors before her perpetuated the media presence of a 

periodical that was dear to them and that they had all worked so hard to produce 

and sustain as a site of cultural work in Canada's book and literary culture. (171)  
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The First Novel Award served, at least in part, as a memorialization of BiC’s work, much in 

the same way that Jack Rabinovich chose to honour his late wife Doris Giller by founding 

the Giller Prize. Linking the name of the award to Books in Canada was a way to honour the 

magazine and perpetuate its name in the annals of history, and yet an aim which was denied 

when Amazon took over naming rights in 2009. After all, naming rights are also a canny 

way to further link the sponsor with the cultural capital of a book prize and its nominated 

authors; Books in Canada took advantage of this fact during its tenure as prize-runner, just 

as Amazon now takes advantage of its name-brand affiliation with the award. The excision 

of Books in Canada from the naming rights of the First Novel Award shows what the 

corporation valued in its partnership with the magazine: not the literary history behind the 

award, or the role Books in Canada played in shaping the formations and public reception of 

Canadian literature for decades when very few others were accomplishing that work, but 

rather the cultural capital Amazon is able to reap from its association with the prize. 

Furthermore, this association served to open new avenues and possibilities for Amazon in 

the field, since the corporation leveraged its relationship with Books in Canada and the First 

Novel Award in talks with Canadian policy-makers as it sought to (and succeeded in) 

opening a Canadian base of operations.   

Perhaps precisely in response to critiques such as these, Amazon separates itself 

“from its corporate brethren in several ways, not least in its uniquely intense and ongoing 

self-association with literature and the book” (McGurl “Everything and Less” 448), but we 

would do well to remember that this persistent self-association is simply another form of 

marketing, and in this sense Amazon’s connection to “the literary” speaks to its corporate 

branding as much as it speaks to its actual investment in the production of local literary 
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communities and culture. In some ways, then, Amazon is the herald of a new “literary” 

which centres the logic of economic capital, and yet simultaneously relies on an older sense 

of cultural capital which it attempts to use to obscure its relentless pursuit of economic profit 

(as it did in the case of both Books in Canada and le Prix). This shift in the expression or 

understanding of “the literary” reflects the changing cultural field as a whole, and has been 

facilitated by neoliberal public policy and growing emphasis on free market capitalism. And, 

importantly, as Ted Striphas notes, Amazon didn’t create its systems and protocols in a 

vacuum, but instead merely refined the systems of warehousing, inventorying, and 

capitalizing on books as commodities that had been increasingly modelled by big box retail 

bookstores for years (83). That said, it is clearly an evolution Amazon exploits—and, by 

ejecting Amazon’s sponsorship, an evolution which le Prix resists. The internal disruption 

staged by le Prix resulted in a missed year when the prize could not afford to run, but in the 

end accomplished precisely what Gans and Christensen theorize regarding internal 

disruption: that it is better for an organization to disrupt their own business than to let 

someone else disrupt it for them. At least in part because it was on their own terms, le Prix 

survived the disruption of a missed year and returned in 2019 to a strengthened position in 

the field; if the First Novel Award is any example, on the other hand, the disruption of 

Amazon’s partnership is, perhaps, not something le Prix would have survived so handily.   

Finally, this case study raises some important questions about cultural sovereignty’s 

reliance on both historic and contemporary practices of settler colonialism, especially in 

Canada and particularly in Quebec. In pursuit of solidifying its own cultural character and 

political sovereignty separate from Anglo-Canada in the 70s, Quebec failed to embrace an 

expansive definition of decolonization; rather than find solidarity and allyship with 
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Indigenous communities (which, after all, were oppressed by the English on a much larger 

scale), Quebec’s government instead chose, effectively, to replace the dominant Anglophone 

colonizing power in the province with a dominant francophone colonizing power. 

Frameworks and theories of decolonization were popular with Québécois radicals in the 60s, 

Mills notes, which francophone activists picked up from other marginalized communities; 

for example, the work of noted Black scholar and decolonial activist Franz Fanon was 

popular in these circles. However, these theorizations of decolonization, often developed and 

explored by scholars and activists of colour working towards rejecting the influence and 

power of European settler colonialism (both in North America and elsewhere), 

unsurprisingly relied on metaphors of race and of victimization, metaphors that were 

unsustainable [for use by white francophone settlers] when faced with the rise of Black 

Power activism in Montreal and Aboriginal activism throughout the continent. At least 

partly because of its reliance on gendered and racialized concepts, the language of 

decolonization was inherently unstable, revisable, and, ultimately, disposable [to Québécois 

culture]. (Mills 15)  

By the 70s, it became clear that “the original progressive goals set by the Quebec 

government stood revealed as merely a new incarnation of the same colonialist policy, 

except that French rather than English had become the language of assimilation” (Mills 

213), and that, as a result, Quebec “continues colonialism today in the name of the 

francophone majority holding the reins of power, having emancipated itself from a certain 

kind of subalternity” but ultimately declining the opportunity to emancipate other 

marginalized groups in the province in the same way (Giroux 61). 

This shift was facilitated in no small way by the fact that the clearest path to 
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Quebec’s self-determination and political sovereignty was through what Giroux terms the 

“québécois technological modernity” of the 60s-70s (44); this era saw the construction of 

hydroelectric complexes across Quebec which allowed the province to assert sovereignty 

through the provision of its own power. However, this technologically modern sovereignty 

was only graspable through the continued denigration of Indigenous lands, sovereignties, 

and communities by the provincial government. Giroux cites Inuk journalist and author 

Zebedee Nungak to emphasize the fact that Quebec’s aggressive action to secure its own 

power (both hydroelectric and, by extension, political) could not be considered economic 

action in service of the province’s larger cultural mandate to “maintain and nourish their 

distinct French identity, their language, and culture in the ways that they wished” (qtd. in 

Giroux 49); despite the fact that this ‘cultural maintenance’ was the ostensible political 

reason for extending state infrastructure into Indigenous territories, these provincial projects 

instead concerned “great swathes of territory where there is not one ounce of French history 

or language or culture” since these were never areas in which francophone populations 

settled (qtd. in Giroux 49). In other words, these provincial projects were avenues of 

continuing colonization, completed despite the harm done to Indigenous communities forced 

to endure provincial resource extraction on their unceded territory.  

In this way, the political and geographical purposes of colonialism underpin cultural 

sovereignty in Quebec as well as in Canada as a whole. Prize culture builds its formations 

and fortifications on this foundation of cultural sovereignty, both on a provincial and 

national level, and prizing in its current form relies on these assertions of nationhood, 

balancing between “the circulation of literary, national, and economic value” (Roberts 34). 

The relationship between prizing and cultural sovereignty is also a two-way street, however, 
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in which cultural nationalism also relies on cultural institutions such as prizing to promote 

and propagate a sense of both national literature and cultural identity. As Gillian Roberts 

writes, “[u]ltimately, as citizen-readers, our role is […] to understand celebratory projects as 

sites of struggle in which different versions of the nation compete to determine who 

belongs” (229). In prizing, as in the nation, cultural recognition is extended first and 

foremost to settlers; the “national capital” generated by prizing and described by Roberts 

often fails to attend adequately to the colonizing gestures of the settler-colonial nationalism 

such as that produced in Canada. Colonialism, too, of course, is a formation which rewards 

dominance—a fact which informed Quebec’s attempts to solidify francophone cultural 

sovereignty despite the hypocrisy of pursuing decolonization from the English while 

continuing to perpetuate the harms of colonization against Indigenous peoples. While this 

case study appears to represent a “success” in which a prize was disrupted to avoid possible 

cultural harm, we must remember that the success of le Prix as a culturally celebratory and 

culturally pedagogical project is only-ever the result of a deeper harm in the field which has 

yet to be disrupted in turn—namely, that of the dispossession of Indigenous peoples in so-

called Canada.  
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Chapter Three: 
The Appropriation Prize and the Indigenous Voices Awards 

 
 

“Some stories are considered so powerful that one storyteller seeks permission 
before repeating a tale told by another. To equate the need for such permissions 
to a copyright license is to reduce the social relationship between Native 
storytellers to one of contract and the alienation of market exchange 
relationships. These relationships, however, are ongoing ones which bind 
generations in a spiritual relationship with land, customs, and ancestors based 
upon traditions of respect, not the values of commodity exchange.”  

 
Rosemary Coombe (settler scholar) 

“The Properties of Culture and the Possession of Identity” 
 
“Maybe Canadian stories about native people are some form of exorcism. Are 
they trying to atone for the horrible reality of native-Canadian relations? Or 
maybe they just know a good story when they find one and are willing to take it, 
without permission, just as archaeologists used to rob our graves for museums.”  

 
Lenore Keeshig-Tobias (Anishinabe) 

“Stop Stealing Native Stories” 
 

In March of 2017, Write: The Magazine of the Writer’s Union of Canada, published an 

editorial suggesting that the publishing industry found an “Appropriation Prize.” Hal 

Niedzviecki, the settler author of this column and then-editor of the magazine, described the 

hypothetical award as an honour that would be bestowed upon the “best book by an author 

who writes about people who aren’t even remotely like her or him” (8). This description, 

paired with Niedzviecki’s advice in the same article to “[w]rite what you don’t know. Get 

outside your own head. Relentlessly explore the lives of people who aren’t like you, who 

you didn’t grow up with, who don’t share you background, bank balance, and expectations” 

(8), seems relatively harmless. The way this advice is couched, however, presents another 

story. “I don’t believe in cultural appropriation,” reads the first sentence of the article. 

In my opinion, anyone, anywhere, should be encouraged to imagine other 
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peoples, other cultures, other identities […] The idea of cultural appropriation 

discourages writers from taking up the challenge, which is at least one reason 

why CanLit subject matter remains exhaustingly white and middle-class. […] 

There’s nothing preventing us from writing about characters whose lives and 

cultures are very different from our own. There’s not even anything preventing 

us from incorporating a culture’s myths, legends, oral histories, and sacred 

practices in our own works. (8) 

Niedzviecki’s phrasing here underscores the logic behind the proposed Appropriation Prize, 

but also highlights its central fallacy: that he (and others like him) believe CanLit can 

become less “exhaustingly white and middle-class” if its white and middle-class authors 

merely take up different subject matter, when in fact the only way to make CanLit less white 

and middle-class is to read, publish, and support writers who are not white and middle-class. 

Niedzviecki goes on to praise the “determination,” “courage,” and “truly stunning boldness” 

of Indigenous writers, but the damage has already been done by the first four paragraphs of 

the editorial. His call for an Appropriation Prize—couched, no less, in an issue dedicated to 

the voices and work of Indigenous writers—is a suggestion to cut Indigenous literature away 

from Indigenous people so that it can be taken up by settlers. Despite his disbelief in cultural 

appropriation, his blatant encouragement to “white and middle-class” authors to borrow 

from other cultures “for their own enrichment” describes it perfectly.  

Despite the small-run nature of the magazine as an industry publication designed for 

professionals rather than a typically broad magazine readership, the reaction to 

Niedzviecki’s hypothetical Appropriation Prize was immediate and heated. “I can’t describe 

the anger I’m feeling right now. I’m literally shaking,” tweeted Alicia Elliott, a Tuscarora 
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writer with an essay (which speaks to cultural appropriation) in the same issue. Ironically, 

her essay makes a clear, painful distinction between Indigenous literature written from lived 

Indigenous experience and literature centred on Indigenous themes or characters but 

constructed by those outside of Indigenous cultures, which often feature “stereotypical 

drunken, dysfunctional Indians” in a kind of “racist, colonial poverty porn” (22-3). To 

Elliott, and to the other Indigenous writers featured in the issue, Niedzviecki’s editorial 

diminishes the complex and nuanced narratives of Indigenous writers in favour of settler 

writing about Indigenous peoples, which, as Elliott lays out in an essay Niedzviecki 

ostensibly read as he edited the issue, is not only not Indigenous literature, but something 

completely antithetical to the idea of Indigenous literature.  

The Appropriation Prize, originally only hypothetical in nature, quickly spawned a 

crowdfunding project to bring Niedzviecki’s theoretical prize to life. It also, however, struck 

a strong chord with those who opposed it and who decried the proposed prize as racist, 

inappropriate, and harmful, and this spectrum of reactions formed a whirling, Twitter-based 

discourse in which scholars, media personnel, and casual readers of Canadian and/or 

Indigenous literatures aired their varied and often-clashing opinions about the scandal. Part 

of the reason this discussion found such traction in the sphere of social media is because of 

the way the proposed Appropriation Prize articulates the tension between the settler state of 

Canada and Indigenous peoples living within its national borders. The Appropriation Prize 

became a synecdoche of settler colonialism, reflecting the operations of the larger system in 

which it exists as a distilled microcosm, since Niedzviecki’s call for an Appropriation Prize, 

after all, is a call for white, middle-class authors to expand into the “new” territory of 

Indigenous narratives. Phrased this way, the parallels between the processes of cultural 
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appropriation and settler colonialism become clear. Settler colonialism demands constant 

expansion, which simultaneously represents and requires an extension of settler sovereign 

power over Indigenous peoples. According to settler colonial logic, expansion into new 

territories is viewed as a vital necessity, simplified into a romanticized expression of 

exploration and bound up in rhetoric of individualized freedom, transformed into “an 

account of liberation” (Trimble-Young 123). However, intrinsically, this exploration and 

liberation “is imagined at the expense of the indigenous peoples for whom settler colonial 

deterritorialization constitutes a coercive expression of sovereign power rather than an 

escape from it” (123). Cultural appropriation of Indigenous narratives, elements, and/or 

“myths, legends, oral histories, and sacred practices,” as Niedzviecki describes it (8), is an 

unwanted and uninformed expansion into cultural territory; this parallels the uninformed and 

unwelcome expansion into physical territory which typically and historically characterizes 

settler colonialism. Both expansions are expressions of settler sovereignty, in which the 

privileged settler class exerts power over a minority group to claim anything they deem 

useful—such as land, or, in this case, cultural narratives—and simultaneously erase the 

original context and cultural producers of the pre-colonized space.  

The conversation that sprang out of Niedzviecki’s editorial has, fortunately, a happy 

ending: while many figures in Canadian publishing jumped to Niedzviecki’s support and 

pledged money towards the proposed Appropriation Prize,60 many more spoke out against it. 

																																																																				
60 Scaachi Koul neatly sums up this list in her coverage of the Appropriation Prize scandal:  

Ken Whyte, formerly the president of Rogers Publishing, started it off with $500. Anne 
Marie Owens (editor in chief of the National Post), Alison Uncles (editor in chief of 
Maclean’s magazine), Steve Ladurantaye (managing editor of CBC News), Steve Maich 
(head of digital content and publishing for Rogers Media), Scott Feschuk (Maclean’s 
columnist), and Christie Blatchford (National Post columnist), amongst others, all 
volunteered to fork over hundreds of dollars for a prize that would reward people for 
culturally appropriating in their work. Walrus editor Jon Kay didn’t offer money but 
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Niedzviecki and several of his most vocal supporters resigned their positions in media. 

Perhaps most importantly, the reaction in opposition to the proposed Appropriation Prize 

was likewise swift and widespread; a funding campaign spearheaded by Toronto settler 

lawyer Robin Parker in Toronto, Ontario, combined with a separate fundraising initiative 

created by Mexican-Canadian writer Silvia Moreno-Garcia, raised more than $115,000 for 

an opposing prize, originally dubbed the Emerging Indigenous Voices Award and later 

shortened to the Indigenous Voices Awards. “The #AppropriationPrize events highlighted 

two things: the lack of diversity in the ranks of senior Canadian editors and journalists, but 

also the democratizing power of social media,” wrote Parker in the Indiegogo description for 

the award. “A crowdfunded literary prize won’t just support new literary voices and nurture 

emerging indigenous writers, but is also the ultimate boon to young writers—and to all of 

you who contribute” (Parker). The money raised for the award was positioned as secondary; 

the primary purpose of the fundraiser was to communicate the widespread support for 

Indigenous voices and equally widespread disapproval of Niedzviecki’s proposed 

Appropriation Prize and its roots in settler colonialism and settler sovereignty. The 

disruption in this case study takes place in the tension between these two prizes, and the 

emergence of a new agent in the field of prizing—the Indigenous Voices Awards, or the 

IVAs—which exist in direct opposition to the hypothetical Appropriation Prize and the 

undercurrents of settler cultural politics which underpin mainstream prizing and gave rise to 

Niedzviecki’s proposal in the first place.  

The IVAs, then, are an example of Indigenous cultural resurgence which reclaim the 

right to self-definition, to create a future with and for Indigenous sovereignty, and to 

																																																																				
retweeted Whyte’s call and objected to Niedzviecki’s resignation. (Koul) 
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articulate cultural and political sovereignty as two sides of the same coin. For this reason, I 

argue the IVAs ultimately serve as a disruption in the prize sphere, even as they 

simultaneously act as a renewal of settler prizing rhetoric in the way they absorb and 

reproduce mainstream prize frameworks. As always, the literary prize remains fraught, 

caught as it is between an imagined possibility and an often-hegemonic reality. Still, the 

IVAs are unequivocally doing prizing differently; they draw attention to the ways in which 

Indigenous conceptions of community, recognition, consecration, and knowledge-keeping 

and -sharing practices have an effect not only in the realm of prizing, or in the field of 

cultural production, but in legal and political realms as well. Ultimately, the IVAs both 

mimic and resist the frameworks of mainstream prizing: subverting prizing in some ways 

while simultaneously replicating settler prizing rhetoric in others. Disruption in the prize 

sphere, after all, almost always signals a renewal of mainstream prize rhetoric, and the IVAs 

are no exception.  

Before laying out the theoretical framework and analysis of this case study, I must 

acknowledge my own position as an agent in this field: I am a settler scholar, raised on the 

traditional and unceded territory of the Stó:lō nation in what Canada calls British Columbia, 

and currently residing, as I write this, within the traditional and unceded territory of the 

Algonquin nation. As a non-Indigenous scholar, I am keenly aware that the cultures framed 

by the prizes central to this case study are not my own, and that the settler-colonial nation-

state of Canada—of which I am a citizen, even if an unpatriotic and critical one—has long 

required and facilitated the harm and erasure of Indigenous nations, their cultures, and their 

lands. Likewise, the study and writings of Canadian works have too often contributed, either 

purposefully or thoughtlessly, to the diminishment and misrecognition of Indigenous 
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peoples and other minoritized groups within Canada. I hope my work—as a prize scholar 

and as a Canadianist—can operate as a force against diminishment, against misrecognition, 

and I approach this work with humility.  

Very little has been written about the IVAs, Indigenous prizing, or even about how 

Indigenous writers are taken up by mainstream prizing. This case study strives to centre the 

words of Indigenous scholars and writers, and works to decentralize the position of critical 

authority that scholarly writing assumes of its author. Instead, I hope my scholarship may 

serve as one entrance into the subject of the IVAs and Indigenous prizing as a whole, 

welcoming both conversation and correction. I write and study this work with “intellectual 

empathy and ethical commitment,” as Sam McKegney (settler scholar and founding board 

member of the Indigenous Literary Studies Association) counsels, but likewise remain aware 

that “as a non-Native critic I simply do not stand to inherit the adverse social impact my 

critical work might engender, and this, it seems to me, impacts the way my work functions 

and is something about which I must remain critically conscious” (McKegney, “Strategies 

for Ethical Engagement” 58).  

 

Sovereignty and Recognition 

The relationship between the hypothetical Appropriation Prize and the realized Indigenous 

Voices Awards highlights how colonial sovereignty and Indigenous sovereignty are 

diametrically opposed, following the assertion of Lorenzo Veracini (settler scholar) that 

these “two sovereignties—the settler and the indigenous one—are generally perceived as 

inherently incompatible and mutually exclusive in the context of a zero-sum game” (108). 

Settler reconciliation initiatives show the clash between these sovereignties well; settler 
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reconciliation initiatives include official apologies, land acknowledgements, statements from 

officials on important days such as the National Day of Awareness for Missing and 

Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls and Two-Spirit People, but are not really about 

finding a path forward as equals. Rather, it has become clear that these often-public and 

often-performative gestures function as attempts to reconcile Indigenous peoples into the 

existing settler state by locating harm as only-always in the past and inviting Indigenous 

peoples to participate in a version of the state that has ostensibly atoned for its crimes. 

Participation in the state, of course, is presented as the only way forward.  

 This is in line, of course, with the ways that settler sovereignty is imagined as a 

localized power (e.g. as represented by a government, ruler, or sovereign who demands 

respect and obedience), whereas Indigenous sovereignty is imagined instead as a collective, 

collaborative community agreement to wield power responsibly—not for or over those with 

less power, but rather with them through relational modes of connection and understanding. 

Settler sovereignty implies a top-down, singular power; Indigenous conceptions of similar 

political relations instead largely defy hierarchies. In this context, we can use the term 

“sovereignty,” as Carla Jane Taunton (settler scholar) does, to “signify Indigenous cultural 

and political autonomy and agency and to assert the inherent right of Indigenous nations to 

self-determination,” which must be “understood as encompassing community and personal 

connections to land in relation to identities,” and includes (and is included in) the practice of 

“active and action-based politics that are culturally specific” (82). With this alternative 

definition, we can begin to view sovereignty, as Craig Womack (Muskogee Creek People) 

describes it, as “an ongoing, dynamic process,” through which “Native people can hope for 

more than the way sovereignty is often limited by courts” and through which “sovereignty 
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can be opened up to other arenas—the personal, artistic, and communal lives of American 

Indians, for instance—than the legal one” (74). 

However, the settler state of Canada specifically and multifariously builds a 

conception of national sovereignty which disallows the formation or support of Indigenous 

sovereignty on so-called “Canadian” soil. What Daniel Coleman (settler scholar) terms 

“white civility”—a settler mode of polite acceptance, civil cooperation, and tolerance for 

minoritized peoples—works to convince settler citizens and other nations that Canada is 

polite, welcoming, and, above all, civil. However, civility is not only about politeness but 

about who gets to make the rules which dictate what is and isn’t acceptable; in this case, 

white civility serves to locate power in the hands of the settler state. Ultimately, the ideal of 

white civility is merely a facade which effectively redirects public scrutiny away from settler 

state violence.  

This violence is instead further underscored by the state’s attempts to document and 

control Indigenous peoples through policies which describe and codify what the state 

considers to be “authentic” Indigeneity (through blood quantum, for example).61 These 

conceptions of identity and authenticity are, in fact, directly incompatible with Indigenous 

ideas of community, kinship, and sovereignty served through and by a practice of 

relationality. Indigenous recognition (and self-recognition) is rooted in a framework of 

kinship, through which individuals and communities are defined by their networks and 

																																																																				
61 Although the term “blood quantum” is only a legal term used in the United States, the basis of 

this policy—that Indigenous individuals must be able to prove they meet a standard threshold of 
“Indigenous blood” in order to be recognized by the state as Indigenous—is implicit in Canada’s 
Indian Act, which lays out similar requirements of parentage or heritage as passed down through 
bloodlines, which must, of course, be affirmed according to the state’s guidelines and policies, and 
which can likewise legally be stripped from individuals under certain conditions outlined by the 
state, historically and variously including marriage to a settler, enrolment in post-secondary 
education, or enlistment in the military. 
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interrelationships; in other words, “it is behavior and relationship that are the interwoven 

measure of acknowledgement, not simply a fixed state of being” (Heath Justice 245, 

emphasis author’s own). After all, as Daniel Heath Justice (Cherokee) writes in “Rhetorics 

of Recognition,” “[t]he world is not simple; it never has been, nor will it be in the future. 

Kinship, like life, like honest literature, is messy, contradictory, complicated, uncertain; it 

depends on active engagement and participation, not passive acceptance of ideas and 

definitions instituted for the ultimate aim of our erasure” (257). These modes of Indigenous 

self-definition remain complicated in the flattening context of governmental legal definitions 

of Indigeneity which remain reliant on measurements of parentage, blood, or genetics. These 

legal definitions were codified by the Canadian state in the Indian Act in 1876, and further 

supported by documents such as the 1969 “White Paper” officially known as Statement of 

the Government of Canada on Indian Policy, which called for “blanket assimilation of First 

Nations peoples” (Coulthard 4).62  

Throughout the 70s, 80s, and 90s, however, the Canadian nation-state became 

invested in producing multicultural rhetoric, which would prove to be both symbolic and 

practical in nature. Under the banner of multiculturalism and official accommodation of 

minoritized populations,63 the liberal politics of recognition has now become fundamental to 

																																																																				
62 Importantly, the 1969 White Paper was never adopted into law and was instead discarded in 

1970. Nevertheless, its creation—and the support it received from both politicians and Canadian 
citizens—speak to how widely and deeply assimilationist politics both historically and presently 
inform the Canadian state, particularly in regards to Indigenous communities. 

63 Symbolically, multiculturalism has become indivisible from the “Canadian brand”—but not 
necessarily in a way that challenges, let al.one overturns, white civility’s dependence on a so-called 
less-civil other in order to affirm the civility of Canada’s empowered and dominant white culture. 
Policies of multiculturalism (such as the Canadian Multiculturalism Act, first described by Pierre 
Trudeau in 1971 and eventually passed in 1988) enshrine difference within the overarching Canadian 
culture in a move that could be considered anti-assimilationist, but these policies nevertheless retain 
the overarching colonial hierarchy which places white settlers at the top. Instead of approaching the 
root of racism or supporting ethnic groups within Canada, it appears instead, as Robert Budde dryly 
notes, that “[t]he Ministry of Multiculturalism was established to disperse money rather than to 
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the construction and continuance of the settler state of Canada. Furthermore, these 

“multicultural” ideals have been adapted and carried over into new policies and rhetorics of 

reconciliation for use in settler government-Indigenous relations in Canada.64 The term 

“reconciliation” may evoke the idea of a collaborative way forward for settlers and 

Indigenous peoples based on mutual respect, but in practice reveals little difference in 

economic or political effect than we see in the largely toothless politics of state recognition. 

Instead, reconciliation increasingly seems confined to performative gestures in the cultural 

and social realms—we may think here of land acknowledgements, for example—as though 

those aspects are not also inherently connected to (and require action in) the economic and 

political aspects of the state’s ongoing subjugation of Indigenous peoples. Instead, 

reconciliation serves as a new formation of the liberal politics of recognition in the way it 

acknowledges harm visited upon Indigenous peoples and yet remains largely ineffectual at 

shifting settler-Indigenous relations, at least partially because of the way settler policies of 

reconciliation locate harm as always-already in the past rather than acknowledging the 

ongoing harm enacted by present-day settler legal structures and policies. 

As with social understandings of “Canadianness” as based in politeness and civility, I 

argue that policies of official recognition—here meaning both official multiculturalism65 and 

																																																																				
address the endemic racism that haunts this country” (249). 

64 As Coulthard intimates, similar logic underpins both a liberal politics of recognition and a 
liberal politics of reconciliation in a way that renders them somewhat synonyms of each other, since 
the goal of liberal recognition is to “reconcile” Indigenous peoples into mainstream settler culture 
(Coulthard 3). 

65 While the Multiculturalism Act does not mention Indigenous peoples, similar mechanisms of 
legal and political recognition have been applied to Indigenous peoples. As Coulthard puts it, it has 
become increasingly clear that “since 1969 we have witnessed the modus operandi of colonial power 
relations in Canada shift from a more or less unconcealed power structure of domination to a form of 
colonial governance that works through the medium of state recognition and accommodation” and 
yet “regardless of this shift Canadian settler-colonialism remains structurally oriented around 
achieving the same power effect it sought in the pre-1969 period: the dispossession of Indigenous 
peoples of their lands and self-determining authority” (Coulthard 25). 
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state-led reconciliation—solidify the settler state’s position as a hierarchically dominant 

consecrator in the geographic, legal, and social space of so-called Canada. Such policies 

enshrine the power of the state as a consecrator; by extending (perhaps so-called) 

recognition and accommodation to minoritized groups, the state reaffirms its position as not 

just a consecratory body, but the only consecratory body that matters. For our purposes here 

this means, as Glen Coulthard (Yellowknives Dene) puts it, that “in situations where 

colonial rule does not depend solely on the exercise of state violence, its reproduction 

instead rests on the ability to entice Indigenous peoples to identify, either implicitly or 

explicitly, with the profoundly asymmetrical and nonreciprocal forms of recognition either 

imposed on or granted to them by the settler state and society” (25, emphasis author’s own). 

The provision of recognition extended to Indigenous peoples by the state does not ensure 

respect, financial or economic support, or sensitive cultural understandings of Indigenous 

sovereignties and their foundation in relationality and kinship. Rather, state recognition—

which Coulthard broadly takes “to refer to the now expansive range of recognition-based 

models of liberal pluralism that seek to “reconcile” Indigenous assertions of nationhood with 

settler-state sovereignty via the accommodation of Indigenous identity claims in some form 

of renewed legal and political relationship with the Canadian state” (Coulthard 3)—acts to 

erase and replace Indigenous forms of self-recognition under the “assumption that a more 

accommodating, liberal regime of mutual recognition might be capable of addressing the 

power relations typical of those between Indigenous peoples and settler states” (Coulthard 

31).  

Ultimately, policies and acts of state recognition and accommodation highlight their 

own failure to support Indigenous conceptions of identity and community. For Indigenous 
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nations, what we might call identity-related claims (e.g. who is considered part of an 

Indigenous community) are not only about cultural recognition, as the settler state positions 

them, but also about economic resources and political power. Identity-related claims are 

always connected to sovereignty, and the right to self-determine both on an individual and 

community level. In this light, situating Indigenous identity as only ever cultural is a tactic 

intended to divorce Indigeneity from Indigenous sovereignties—a process that uses a 

politics of recognition to “smooth” Indigeneity (to borrow Chickasaw scholar Jodi Byrd’s 

use of Deleuzean terminology) into a static, commodifiable form that reinforces the 

hierarchy at the heart of the settler state, and confirms the settler state itself as the highest 

consecrator of that hierarchy. Official recognition is one of the nation-state’s strongest tools 

in solidifying this hierarchy, serving to “recognize” where minoritized populations can be 

made to fit into the settler state rather than ensuring Indigenous nations and Indigenous 

political and cultural systems have the space and resources necessary to flourish. 

To conclude, recognition is not a process of support, but of categorization; as a 

result, it is perhaps no surprise that the settler state of Canada continues to embrace and 

employ recognition as a political tactic, while, in contrast, these displays of recognition are 

increasingly challenged by Indigenous peoples. By rejecting motions of state recognition, 

Indigenous nations instead solidify their own conceptions of culture, self, community, and 

sovereignty. 

 

Recognition and Prizing 

The widespread-yet-hollow recognition at the heart of the settler state relations with 

Indigenous peoples in Canada proves why official recognition is not enough, and also 
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reveals a function of recognition that is often overlooked: recognition is a process that 

doesn’t reflect so much as it constructs an image. State recognition of Indigeneity is a false 

construction based on settler perceptions of Indigeneity, which are not-infrequently formed 

from limited, biased, or uniformed viewpoints. Cultural appropriation and state recognition 

share a logic, and thus it is no surprise that state recognition creates an environment in which 

cultural appropriation flourishes. The liberal politics of recognition, after all, present a 

“smoothed” version of Indigeneity located purely in the cultural field of production when in 

fact Indigeneity is located in a complex habitus of its own; this Indigenous habitus, like the 

settler habitus, encompasses not only the cultural aspects of a community but the political, 

economic, social, and spiritual aspects. Situating Indigeneity as purely cultural, I argue, 

leads directly to cultural appropriation; culture, as Richard Fung (diasporic Asian scholar 

and filmmaker) notes, is inherently understood as shareable, since “most of what we think of 

as culture involves some degree of appropriation. Foods, religions, languages and clothes all 

betray contacts with a larger world, which includes our closest neighbours, as well as distant 

imperial centres. There are no clear boundaries where one culture ends and another begins” 

(Fung). However, Fung continues,   

while some of this fusion may be celebrated as exchange, a larger proportion is 

the result of domination. The task of establishing cultural hegemony in the 

colonial context, for instance, entails the supplanting or harnessing of the social, 

economic and cultural systems of the subjugated, by those of the dominant 

power. For Native people in Canada, this has meant an often-violent process of 

assimilation, coupled with the marketing of superficial difference either for 

profit (the tourism industry), or political gain (official multiculturalism). (Fung) 



 Bayrock 149 

As Fung intimates, the settler state’s attempts to remediate these harms—e.g. through 

a settler politics of recognition, or policies of official multiculturalism—often primarily 

serve the state, either economically or politically, rather than protect Indigenous culture from 

harms such as appropriation.  

And yet, as Fung initially reminds us, cross-cultural adaptations or invitations do not 

always have to be appropriative. In this vein, Celia Haig-Brown (settler scholar) writes 

about cultural familiarization as a process of engagement with cultural discourses, beginning 

with the premise that every individual has a primary cultural discourse, reflecting how and 

where they were raised and within which culture. “Fieldworkers” such as herself, working 

with or within cultures other than their own (e.g. ethnographers, sociologists, 

anthropologists, and so on) must learn to respectfully feel their way towards a full 

appreciation of a secondary discourse even as they are plagued by a resistant question: 

“When and how does learning a secondary discourse become cultural theft? Can it ever be 

anything else?” (929). It is necessary and useful that scholars, fieldworkers, and even regular 

individuals be able to learn and engage with secondary cultural discourses, or even tertiary 

cultural discourses, quaternary cultural discourses, and so on ad infinitum. The issue at the 

heart of most cases of cultural appropriation, I hypothesize, is that settlers don’t consider 

using Indigenous elements, stories, or stereotypes to be a secondary discourse. Haig-Brown 

describes engaging with a non-primary cultural discourse as a process of “trying things on, 

noting what continues to disrupt the flow of life around us, and adapting accordingly. We 

learn, taking tiny baby steps into a secondary discourse” (936); this process requires active 

learning, humble listening, and the hard work of emerging from an always-already-set 

framework of a primary discourse that may well be antithetical to the secondary discourse 
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learners are trying to engage with and understand. Settler writers, settler scholars, and other 

settler cultural workers who attempt to use Indigenous elements in their work without doing 

the work of learning the contextual cultural discourse are positioning Indigenous cultures as 

a part of settlers’ primary discourse rather than recognizing settlers can only ever access 

Indigenous cultures as distinct secondary discourses.66 It is only too easy to connect this to 

the settler-colonial urge to extract profitability from resources in Indigenous territory, 

including oil, water, land, and so on, since these appropriation scandals in the cultural field 

have proven that Indigenous culture can similarly be extracted and made profitable by 

settlers. 

There is, however, a long history of Indigenous resistance to cultural appropriation, 

which rose to the fore in Canadian cultural circles in the ‘80s and ‘90s, notably marked by 

the publication of Lenore Keeshig-Tobias’ (Anishinabe) piece “Stop Stealing Native 

Stories” in the Globe and Mail in 1990. Keeshig-Tobias rails against the way Canada profits 

from Indigeneity while simultaneously providing no support or protection to Indigenous 

creators, artists, and writers. In Keeshig-Tobias’ view—now more common, but 

inflammatory at the time—appropriation is nothing less than blatant theft: “[t]he Canadian 

cultural industry is stealing—unconsciously, perhaps, but with the same devastating 

results—native stories as surely as the missionaries stole our religion and the politicians 

stole our land and the residential schools stole our language,” Keeshig-Tobias writes (35).  

The conversation in Canadian media following this op-ed, perhaps unsurprisingly, 

																																																																				
66 When settler scholars and fieldworkers do work to separate Indigenous cultures from the colonial 
settler discourse (which automatically positions Indigenous cultures as part of the colonial 
discourse), another problem arises: while settlers may only access Indigenous cultures as a secondary 
discourse, Indigenous cultures must also be understood and respected as primary discourses in their 
own right. 
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became dominated by settler protestations and denials of cultural appropriation, forecasting 

the response that would follow the proposal of the hypothetical Appropriation Prize nearly 

thirty years later. Rosemary J. Coombe (settler scholar) recounts, as Fung does, the ways in 

which mainstream media in Canada centred the voices of settler Canadian writers in the 90s 

debate surrounding cultural appropriation, many of whom expressed disbelief or even 

outrage at the idea that their work could be considered appropriative. These arguments, 

Coombe notes, were largely based on the foundation of Romanticism’s idealization of 

individual creative power, itself based in wanting to copyright and profit from one’s own 

creations. In the 90s debate, however, this became expressed in a repeated assertion by 

authors and other cultural workers that to label any subject or perspective as “off limits” 

amounted to censorship. Author Neil Bissoondath’s (settler author) stance on the ‘90s 

iteration of the cultural appropriation debate, for instance, mirrors the sentiments in 

Niedzviecki’s WRITE editorial almost exactly: “I reject the idea of cultural appropriation 

completely,” Bissoondath writes. “I reject anything that limits the imagination. No one has 

the right to tell me who I should or should not write about, and telling me what or how I do 

that amounts to censorship” (qtd. in Coombe 76). 

And yet, importantly, as Coombe reminds us,  

The Romantic individualism expounded by writers in this debate determinedly 

ignores the balance of power in Canadian publishing. In the worldview 

presented, everyone is implicitly equal in their capacity to write or be written 

about—to speak or be spoken for. Such a position purports to be apolitical, but 

manages only to be ahistorical and blind to relations of power. It ignores the 

very real social lines along which representation has been structured and the very 
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real difficulties faced by certain social groups to represent themselves and speak 

on their own behalf. (78) 

The hubbub over cultural appropriation in the ‘90s had the benefit of raising Indigenous 

voices such as Lenore Keeshig-Tobias to the fore, which reflected, too, the changing scene 

of Indigenous scholarship and Indigenous literature throughout the ‘90s and into the ‘00s. 

By the time the debate rose to the fore again in 2017 with Niedzviecki’s proposed 

appropriation prize, the Canadian cultural landscape had shifted substantially, with more 

Indigenous folks than ever in positions of cultural and scholarly authority, and the debate set 

to explode in real-time on social media.  

Even so, Sam McKegney and Sarah Henzi (settler scholar) note in their editors’ 

afterword in a special issue of Canadian Literature focused on Indigenous literatures that  

ethics modelled by [Indigenous scholars] continue to be threatened by settler 

entitlement and the ongoing naturalization of the Canadian nation state. The 

(un)surprising resurrection of the Appropriation of Voice debate in May 2017 

[…] tells us that in Canada, dishearteningly, many settlers retain a sincere belief 

in the right to unfettered access to Indigenous cultural materials, an imagined 

entitlement sustained by abstract notions of creative freedom and individual 

autonomy that obfuscate the violent realities of settler-colonialism’s manifold 

and ongoing dispossessions. And, of course, the appropriation of cultural 

materials remains inextricably entwined with the appropriation of Indigenous 

lands and resources. (4) 

In this sense, not much has changed since the eruption of this debate in the 90s. Although 
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Niedzviecki asserts in his editorial that “readers will know” if white and/or settler authors 

“steal stories or phone in a bunch of stereotypes” (8), settler ideas of commodifiable, 

marketable Indigeneity remain drastically different from Indigeneity in reality. As Alicia 

Elliott points out, many readers and writers can’t tell the difference, evidenced by the many 

examples of “stereotypical, dysfunctional Indians” in literature. “‘If we steal stories or phone 

in a bunch of stereotypes, readers will know’?” Elliott tweeted, incredulously quoting 

Niedzviecki’s editorial. “The problem is that THEY DON’T KNOW” (Elliott, emphasis 

author’s own).  

The Appropriation Prize was only ever hypothetical, and, despite an influx of 

donations to its crowdfunding efforts, never materialized. In this way, it is unlike the other 

prizes taken up in the case studies of this project; it was a mirage rather than an actual or 

active agent in the field of prizing. However, even if designed only as a provocation, the 

hypothetical Appropriation Prize reveals something about the deeply seated colonial 

thinking which informs mainstream (settler) prizing in Canada: what is prized, how it is 

prized, and what it means to be prized. This scandal highlights how prizing reinforces a 

liberal politics of recognition, which of course isn’t about representation but rather about 

consolidating the power of the state as a consecratory body. National prizes, to build on 

Gillian Roberts’ thesis in Prizing Literature, are consecratory bodies only within the larger 

consecratory body of the state; the prizewinning books selected by Canadian literary awards, 

then, become implicit representations of the national consecratory body, whether or not 

those representations are troubled or troublesome (as we see, often, in works by authors who 

appropriate cultures not their own). Nevertheless, as Anouk Lang (settler scholar) notes, 

these prizewinning works are “presented as generating a reassuring image of the nation that 
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acts as a rallying point behind which ‘all Canadians,’ their differences ironed out, can feel 

themselves unified” (7), which taps into—and propagates—what Roberts describes as 

national capital.67 Prizewinning books, then, are not really representations of the state so 

much as they become representations for the state, decontextualized from history and 

political reality in such a way that they become pressed into service of a national narrative 

which seeks to erase Canada’s genocidal past (and present) while furthering conceptions of 

Indigenous peoples as beloved contributors to both Canada’s initial formation and so-called 

reconciled present. This is, ultimately, the purpose that prizewinning books are made to play 

within a nation ruled by the liberal politics of recognition: to highlight the ethnic diversity 

present within the nation and to acknowledge and advertise this diversity, but also, then, to 

flatten the experience of this diversity into an overarching sense of Canadianness that is 

shared by all. As Jeremy Haynes (settler scholar) puts it, “because unity remains the primary 

goal of this national pedagogy, celebration of diversity is folded back into Canada’s project 

of white civility and the structure of elimination”—here meaning the ways in which 

Canada’s national pedagogy attempts to ‘eliminate’ difference under a banner of 

‘Canadianness’—“always remains unsaid” (19). With this idea in mind, Lang builds on 

Margery Fee (settler scholar) in observing that “claim[ing] Native experiences as common to 

all Canadians in such a way is […] to dodge any acknowledgements that structural racism 

privileges those who occupy the demographic mainstream” (7). The liberal politics of 

recognition, then, remain erasive; as Haynes argues, “inclusive multiculturalism can be 

																																																																				
67 Here I use “national capital,” as Roberts does (20), as a shorthand for the often-coterminous work 

of symbolic and economic capital in service of the nation-state. As Roberts writes, “[n]ot only do literary 
prizes support the consumption of literature in general terms, but in the Canadian context, they also 
specifically promote the consumption of Canadian-ness alongside the idea that Canadian culture can 
profitably trade in the currencies of both symbolic and economic capital” (21). 
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understood as a socio-cultural project that manages and undermines Indigenous priority on 

the land” by situating Indigeneity as equal to immigrant (and settler) culture within the 

Canadian state (27).68 

This function of prizing within the settler state means the sphere of prizing (whether 

implicitly or explicitly nationalistic in its aims) is a fraught environment for Indigenous 

people, shaped as it is by settlers, backed as it is by the state, and informed as it is by the 

politics of liberal recognition. “Canadians all too often use native stories, symbols and 

history to sell things—cars, tobacco, movies,” writes Keeshig-Tobias. “But why hasn’t Basil 

Johnston’s Indian School Days become a bestseller? Why hasn’t Half Breed [sic] by Maria 

Campbell been reprinted? (Why, for that matter, has Ms Campbell, as one of Canada’s 

‘celebrated’ authors, never received a writer’s grant?” (35).69  As Lee Maracle (Stó:lō) tells 

us, this mismatch between settler prizing and prized Indigenous authors is so obvious and 

yet so unacknowledged that it becomes an elephant in the room: “Our words, our sense and 

use of language are not judged by the poetry and stories we create,” she writes. “They are 

judged by the standards set by others” (205). In other words, Indigenous writers and works 

are judged by the dominant and dominating force of settler consecratory frameworks, which 

are in turn informed by decades of settler appropriation—both cultural and economic.  

																																																																				
68 Haynes further argues that the rejection of Thomas King's An Inconvenient Indian from 

Canada Reads in 2015 (which lost to another book about racialized experience) indicates how 
racialized experiences may be uplifted through prizing, but that settler prizing (here, specifically 
Canada Reads) ultimately represents state interests (through which it is built and to which it remains 
indebted, both structurally and thematically) in rejecting anything which presents Indigenous 
sovereignties as a necessary part of reconciliation between Indigenous peoples and the state. 

69 Halfbreed was originally printed in 1973 and reprinted in 2019 in a new edition after two 
previously excluded pages were discovered in an archive. (See Reder and Shield’s account of this in 
“’I write this for all of you’: Recovering the Unpublished RCMP ‘Incident’ in Maria Campbell’s 
Halfbreed (1973)”.) This reprint was the first in Canada and came nearly 30 years after Keeshig-
Tobias published this editorial in 1990. Halfbreed had been previously reprinted, however, by the 
University of Nebraska in 1982. 
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Likewise, settler prizing taking up Indigenous literature has a central flaw in its logic: 

that settler frameworks are capable of recognizing Indigenous works and what these works 

attempt to accomplish. Indigenous literature, even Indigenous literature written within lands 

claimed by Canada, does not adhere to the same frameworks and understandings at the heart 

of Canadian literature. Indigenous writers and scholars bring Indigenous conventions and 

practicalities of speaking and communicating into the English language, resulting in a 

difficult and fruitful fusion of narrative form that does not always easily fit into settler 

conceptions of “good literature”. Compounded by the ways in which Indigenous literatures 

remain largely peripheral in English literature departments in Canadian universities,70 and 

even as Indigenous scholarship and Indigenous literature become better represented in 

Canadian pedagogy, Indigenous literary studies remain plagued by the fact that the field of 

Indigenous literature and literary criticism “depends upon an often vexing and certainly 

contentious assumption: that the reader/critic is able to recognize the Native subjectivity of a 

particular body of work” (Heath Justice 237). What Heath Justice calls Native subjectivity, 

by definition, cannot exist without a Native context; as Jo-Ann Episkenew (Métis) writes, “if 

one examines the text of works of Aboriginal literature without examining the context from 

which it is written, Aboriginal people become abstractions, metaphors that signify whatever 

the critic is able to prove they signify” (198, emphasis in original). This is, in short, a 

mechanism of extraction—and one which evokes the ongoing harm of settler state resource 

																																																																				
70 It is widely recognized that “individual texts by Indigenous literary artists were not taught with 

regularity in Canadian universities until the 1990s and that Indigenous literature courses were not 
taught at many institutions until the mid-to-late 2000s” (McKegney & Henzi 3), and that, as Deanna 
Reder (Cree/Métis) writes, “[e]ven at this present date, literature departments across Canada offer 
courses for almost every century of writing in Britain, while at the same time offering only one or 
two catch-all Native literature courses that are somehow supposed to cover the entire literary output 
of all of Native America’s disparate nations over time” (Fagan et al. 56). 
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extraction on Indigenous land, echoing a similar harm in the cultural sphere. 

This mechanism of extraction extends to (and becomes exacerbated within) the 

sphere of prizing in Canada, since the settler context of prizing informs not only who is 

prized by these systems but what about them is prized and in what way. This framework is 

based in the primary discourse of settler context (which erroneously misrecognizes 

Indigenous culture as part of that primary discourse, or, alternately, refuses to recognize 

Indigenous culture as a primary discourse in its own right) and allows settler institutions, 

organizations, and individuals to, as Ghanaian poet Kwame Dawes writes, “grant themselves 

the pretended luxury of choosing on the basis of artistic taste and merit, when in fact all they 

are doing is consolidating the culture and values of the white community while denying the 

non-white community” (Dawes 115). “If we grant, then, that white artists have essentially 

dominated the highest echelons of art for too long,” Dawes continues, “and if we further 

accept that this is a product, not of artistic ability, but of political and cultural will, then there 

is a place for the redressing of what is essentially an injustice” (113).  

Prizing is a good place to begin these kinds of changes because its purposes are clear: 

to celebrate and to sell, to produce both cultural recognition and economic profit. Here, 

prizing provides the option to shift the cultural conversation, and to question what is being 

sold—and in what form, and made by whom, and consumed by whom—and to shift the 

parameters of what these transactions are expected to accomplish. Dawes suggests a deep 

overhaul of the evaluative frameworks which inform prizing (and, we might argue, likewise 

inform social, cultural, and political hierarchies). Importantly, however, this is not a matter 

of increasing diverse inclusion in existing prizing frameworks, or levering open existing 

prizing frameworks by recruiting diverse jurors or organizers to better make space for 
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minoritized writers; this is a matter, instead, of completely reevaluating and rebuilding prize 

frameworks in order to address whatever has allowed white artists to dominate prize culture 

(as well as other mechanisms which promote the celebration and sale of literature) for so 

long.  

 

Cultural Resurgence and Prizing 

The IVAs represent a shift from trying to change or expand existing colonial structures and 

instead invest in building Indigenous-centric spaces. As David Garneau (Métis) writes:  

One lesson: while decolonization and Indigenization is collective work, it 

sometimes requires occasions of separation—moments where Indigenous people 

take space and time to work things out among themselves, and parallel moments 

when allies ought to do the same. […] The primary sites of Indigenous 

resistance, then, are not the rare open battles between the colonized and the 

dominant but the everyday active refusals of complete engagement with agents 

of assimilation. (23) 

The IVAs, in this context, can be read as one of these “occasions of separation” or even as 

an “everyday active refusal,” and this juxtaposition between mainstream prizing and the 

IVAs highlights the difference between “affirmative action”—e.g. state recognition, 

administration of funding—and “transformative action”—e.g. shifting legal or political 

power to minoritized groups, building new institutions and new institutional frameworks 

(Coulthard 34). A noticeable gap exists between what affirmative and transformative action 

can achieve, which Robert Budde (settler scholar) approaches with a politely rhetorical 

question: “Since the signs of multiculturalism and postcolonialism have been misdirected 
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from the outset and so ravaged of their potential for political resistance, might we be forced 

to re-conceive a theoretical basis?” (246, emphasis in original). Multicultural and 

postcolonial rhetoric and policy (or, in other words, expressions of affirmative action) have 

now long been the answer to critiques of overarching whiteness and homogeneity in 

government, in cultural spaces, in educational institutions. The problem is that these now-

highly-politicized categories of thinking aren’t necessarily effective if they still take place 

within colonial constructions—of policy, of education, of literature, of prizing. Here, then, 

Budde forecasts we will need to build different structures through transformative action, and 

further asks: “Might we be led to name a new consciousness of these pervasive ideologies 

post-Canadianism?” (246). In and of itself, the term Budde chooses is not important, but it 

points us to an implicit question: what comes after Canada? And how can Canadians and 

Indigenous peoples alike ensure at least part of the answer to that question is Indigenous 

futures?  

These questions demand that Indigenous peoples, as Coulthard writes,  

begin to collectively redirect our struggles away from a politics that seeks to 

attain a conciliatory form of settler-state recognition for Indigenous nations 

toward a resurgent politics of recognition premised on self-actualization, direct 

action, and the resurgence of cultural practices that are attentive to the subjective 

and structural composition of settler-colonial power. (Coulthard 24, emphasis 

added)  

I want to draw particular attention to Coulthard’s use of the word resurgence, a term used by 

Indigenous academics and activists to describe the need for transformative and Indigenous-

led action, not within but without settler contexts. As Lee Maracle puts it, the desire to join, 
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refashion, or expand settler culture to make room for Indigenous ways of being “paints 

images of coming into the fort as equals. The existence of the fort, the laws of this fort, the 

humanity of it are rarely questioned. Canadians must get out of the fort and imagine 

something beyond the colonial condition—beyond violence, rape and notions of dirty 

people” (206). Indigenous space cannot be made within settler space; Indigenous space can 

only exist within Indigenous space. One cannot be built into the other without creating a 

hierarchy. Coulthard leans on poet and scholar Leanne Betasamosake Simpson (Michi 

Saagiig Nishnaabeg) to convey the difference between these two approaches, worth quoting 

at length here:  

Leanne Simpson suggests that while non-Indigenous critical theoretical 

frameworks still have much to offer our analyses of contemporary settler-

colonialism, they are fundamentally limited in their ability to provide insight into 

what a culturally grounded alternative to colonialism might look like for 

Indigenous nations. ‘While theoretically, we have debated whether Audre 

Lorde’s ‘the master’s tools can dismantle the master’s house,’ writes Simpson, ‘I 

am interested in a different question.’ She continues: ‘I am not so concerned 

with how we dismantle the master’s house, that is, which set of theories we use 

to critique colonialism; but I am very concerned with how we (re)build our own 

house, or our own houses.’ (Coulthard 148) 

The passage Coulthard quotes comes from Simpson’s book Dancing on our Turtle’s Back, 

which Simpson describes as a book-length illustration of “what resurgence means to me, at 
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this point in my life” (25).71 In her personal understanding of resurgence, she centres the 

term Biskaabiiyang, which she uses to mean “returning to ourselves” (49).72 Simpson notes 

that this term is conceptually similar to Indigenous scholars’ conceptions of 

decolonization—namely, as instruction “to pick up the things we were forced to leave 

behind, whether they are songs, dances, values, or philosophies, and bring them into 

existence in the future” (49-50), and it does not escape Simpson that this definition quite 

literally describes a resurgence. Importantly, too, Simpson notes that 

[w]ithin Nishnaabeg theoretical foundations, Biskaabiiyang does not literally 

mean returning to the past, but rather re-creating the cultural and political 

flourishment of the past to support the well-being of our contemporary citizens. 

It means reclaiming the fluidity around our traditions, not the rigidity of 

colonialism; it means encouraging the self-determination of individuals within 

our national and community-based contexts; and it means re-creating an artistic 

and intellectual renaissance within a larger political and cultural resurgence. (51) 

Here Simpson draws our attentions to the ways that Indigenous resurgence is not only a way 

of retaining tradition but an active reshaping of the present; it rejects the frameworks of 

colonialism and instead centres Indigenous ways of knowing and being. Creating new 

spaces for old ways, Simpson says, is a movement towards anti-assimilationism (52). 

Similarly, and specifically in the literary sphere, this definition of resurgence recalls what 

																																																																				
71 Importantly, Simpson situates resurgence as distinctly personal; she defines resurgence as she 

sees it or feels it operating in her own life, but frames her theoretical and cultural understandings of 
resurgence as an offering which others may make use of if they so choose, rather than framing her 
understanding as fact to which others must be beholden. 

72 Simpson notes that she comes to this definition via the work of the Seventh Generation 
Institute in northwestern Anishinabek territory. 
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Fagan et al. call “Indigenous Literary Nationalism,” which Deanna Reder describes as “a 

way to shift the focus of the research away from the effects of colonization to the 

contributions and potential of Indigenous world views” (Fagan et al. 56).  

It becomes a question, then, not just of how to take up, understand, and respect what 

Celia Haig-Brown calls a secondary discourse, but rather a question of recentering what 

Daniel Heath Justice calls “Native subjectivity” as a primary discourse—since referring to 

Native subjectivity as a secondary discourse is correct, but only from a settler perspective.73 

In contrast, the affirmation of Indigenous discourse as a primary discourse in its own right 

solidifies boundaries around Indigenous culture, reminding settlers that they may be able to 

access Indigenous culture, but only ever as a secondary discourse. This reaffirmation of 

Native subjectivity as a primary discourse, I argue, is just another way of describing 

resurgence.  

Literature, Indigenous scholars forecast, will be an important tool in the reformation 

and reassertion of Indigenous sovereignty, especially because literature describes and speaks 

to specific communities and, furthermore, is a way to “grapple with the meaning of 

community itself, while expanding our understandings of how communities might be 

imagined, lived, and sustained in pursuit of decolonial futures” (McKegney & Henzi 1). By 

understanding “how stories work within communities,” as Indigenous Literary Nationalism 

does (Fagan et al. 59), we can begin to recognize how “Indigenous literatures don’t just 

represent communities [but also] call communities into being” (McKegney & Henzi 1). In 

this same vein, David Carlson (settler scholar) describes the work of scholar and writer 

																																																																				
73 We see this shift, too, in the socio-political sphere: it is no longer considered correct, for 

instance, to refer to the Indigenous people of Canada or Canada’s Indigenous populations, since this 
implies ownership of Indigenous peoples by the settler state. 
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Craig Womack (Muskogee Creek People) as “engaged in a project related to the imagined 

community of popular sovereignty, in other words, ‘inventing the people’ and endeavoring 

to produce a vox populi along the lines imagined by critics such as Benedict Anderson” (82).  

Carlson bridges, here, the gap that sometimes appears between cultural conceptions 

of “community” and lasting political and legal understandings of “sovereignty”—a gap that 

many Indigenous writers and scholars likewise bridge through their work. It becomes a 

question, as McKegney and Henzi pose it, of “whether ‘community’ means the same 

thing(s) in creative and critical contexts; if it doesn’t, we wonder if maybe it should and 

whether this might be the direction in which the Indigenous literary arts are, in fact, guiding 

us” (2). This question emphasizes the different implications of the term “community” in 

cultural understandings in contrast to the political and legal definitions of “community” used 

in settler understandings—reminding us, too, of the difference between self-defined 

Indigenous communities (e.g. defined by kinship and familial or social networks) and 

settler-state defined Indigenous communities (e.g. as laid out in policies concerned with 

bloodlines such as blood quantum). As a result, cultural conceptions of community provide 

a map by which to rebuild political understandings of community based on networks of 

kinship rather than networks of bureaucracy. As Jeannette Armstrong (Syilx Okanagan) 

suggests, “First Nations literature, as a facet of cultural practise, contains symbolic 

significance and relevance that is an integral part of […] the reconstruction of a new order of 

culturalism and relationship beyond colonial thought” (8). Literature is crucial to the 

resurgence of Indigenous sovereignties, even as resurgence must be pursued in meaningful 

ways beyond the cultural realm.  

Prizing, too, has a role to play in this reconstruction. After all, as McKegney and 
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Henzi remind us, “[w]hile the return of the Appropriation of Voice debate can be seen as a 

failure of community responsibilities—or, worse, an active repudiation of such 

responsibilities—the outrage it has provoked has engendered new relationship building 

initiatives, such as the creation of the Emerging Indigenous Voices fund” (5)—which leads, 

us, of course, to the Indigenous Voices Awards. 

 

The Inception and Operation of the IVAs 

The IVAs were founded in 2017 following (and somewhat in response to) the Appropriation 

Prize scandal, with the initial funding (approximately $120,000) raised by settler lawyer 

Robin Parker and Mexican-Canadian author Silvia Moreno-Garcia in two separate 

fundraising campaigns, which were then combined. Carleigh Baker (Cree-Métis/Icelandic), 

whose book Bad Endings was shortlisted for an IVA in 2017, and who went on to serve as a 

juror for the IVAs in subsequent years, considers this crowd-sourced funding a form of 

reparations: “There are many different ways for reparations to occur, and the funding of the 

prizes was a combined effort of folks that recognized that after that terrible situation with the 

Appropriation Prize,” Baker says. “There was a feeling of reparations that occurred [in the 

way settlers were saying] we're going to raise this money and we're going to keep it going” 

(Baker).74 Similarly, the prize is now sustained in part by donations from individuals and 

organizations, some of whom are powerful agents in the literary field of Canada, including 

																																																																				
74 Important to her interpretation of the prize funding as reparations, Baker says, is the fact that 

those settlers who raised money for or donated to the prize then stepped back to allow the funds to be 
administrated as the prize team saw fit without settler interference. “[T]here has never been any 
intervention that I know of [by settlers],” Baker states. “Certainly the lawyer [Robin Parker], who 
started the GoFundMe, has never dropped in to see how things are going or whatever—everyone just 
stepped away” (Baker). 
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the Giller Foundation and Penguin Random House.75 The original funds raised by Parker 

and Moreno-Garcia are held as an endowment by the Ontario Arts Foundation, an NGO and 

registered charity which invests on behalf of arts organizations across Canada; this lump 

sum is reserved for paying out prize money to IVA winners and anyone who wants to add to 

it can donate by clicking the “donate” button on the IVAs website. Donations made directly 

to the IVAs (such as the contribution from Penguin Random House) are more flexible funds 

which can be used to fund the awards’ gala celebrations or to hire contract workers, such as 

marketing specialists and videographers, among other things (McCall and Reder). 

According to current IVAs co-chairs Sophie McCall (settler scholar) and Deanna 

Reder (Cree-Métis), the prize began when Robin Parker reached out to Daniel Heath Justice 

on Twitter to ask his advice about who might be best to construct and administer what was 

then conceived as the Emerging Indigenous Writers Award. Parker contacted Heath Justice 

“maybe because he was a high-profile Indigenous writer and literary scholar,” Reder says, 

“But in 2013 he also brought together the team of people who founded the Indigenous 

Literary Studies Association (ILSA)—as were a bunch of us, but he was the one who kind of 

brought us together” (McCall and Reder). ILSA seemed like a natural fit for an Indigenous 

prize project. Reder was President of ILSA during the Appropriation Prize scandal, and 

remembers getting a call from Heath Justice to talk about how ILSA might be involved in 

																																																																				
75 Importantly, these contributions are framed as donations rather than sponsorships. That said, 

there is perhaps still a transactional quality to these donations in that donors effectively trade 
economic capital (cash) for cultural capital (association with a prize seen as culturally important and 
beneficial), even if the harvest of this cultural capital is limited (e.g. not signalled by naming rights, 
etc). On one hand these contributions can be considered a kind of reparations, but they also serve as a 
way for mainstream prize culture to sustain itself in the face of the IVAs’ disruptive entrance into the 
field of cultural production. By supporting the IVAs financially, these larger players align 
themselves with the IVAs as a disruptive force in a way that helps absorb the impacts of this 
disruption. 
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putting the Indigenous Voices Prize together. Together with ILSA secretary Sophie McCall 

and other board members, they began to “articulate that it was a kind of work that ILSA 

members were particularly well positioned to do” (McCall and Reder), even as they 

conceived of the prize as something separate from ILSA. “The hope was that anybody who 

had served on the executive would be good candidates to run this prize,” Reder says, since 

those individuals would have experience working within a distinctly Indigenous context in 

order to further distinctly Indigenous (and distinctly literary) concerns. “There [have] been 

some issues with recognition of the differences between ILSA and the IVAs, and we are a 

little bit more separate [now] than we have been [in the past],” Reder admits, “but obviously 

the main strong beliefs of ILSA inform what we do at the IVAs.”76  

The co-chairs view the prize as a reply to the Appropriation Prize scandal, but also as 

a remedy to what they see as a form of tokenization of Indigenous writers in the literary field 

of Canada. According to McCall: 

A big factor in the creation of the IVAS in 2017 was the scandal around Joseph 

Boyden, [since] at that time there were so many pressures, systemic pressures, to 

recognize only one Indigenous writer […] He'd be called up for his opinion—for 

his Indigenous perspective—on climate change, or on […] the southern resident 

orcas […] We didn't want yet another prize to reinscribe that individualist 

accomplishment, and the-only-way-you-can-sell-your-book-is-if-you-get-a-prize 

																																																																				
76 As per the ILSA website, the “guiding purpose” of the organization is  

To honour the history and promote the ongoing production of Indigenous literatures in all 
forms; to advance the ethical and vigorous study and teaching of those literatures; to 
reaffirm the value of Indigenous knowledges and methodologies within literary expression 
and study; to foster respectful relationships within and between academic and non-
academic communities; to facilitate mentorship and professional development; and to 
advocate for responsible institutional transformation. (“Home”) 
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type of thing. (McCall and Reder) 

Mainstream literary culture in Canada has long taken up individual Indigenous figures in 

this way, imbuing “successful” Indigenous authors not only with literary celebrity but 

consecrating them as pan-Indigenous spokespeople who can contribute “an Indigenous 

perspective” to mainstream conversations. An important function of the IVAs, then, is to 

combat what McCall terms the rhetoric of “individualistic accomplishment” which often 

accompanies prizing, and to instead focus on building a grassroots community of Indigenous 

writers. This allows for the distribution of capital (cultural, economic, social, or even 

political) more broadly in Indigenous communities, and simultaneously works to overturn 

the longstanding perception of Indigenous communities and nations as a single cultural 

monolith.  

The main frameworks of the prize, including the original prize categories, were 

worked out by Daniel Heath Justice and then-incoming ILSA President Sam McKegney, and 

Francophone scholars within ILSA such as Sarah Henzi stressed the importance of including 

French-language categories in the prize, as well (McCall and Reder). This was followed by 

the addition of an Indigenous languages category in the second year of the prize, once the 

prize operators “saw what was being submitted [and] realized that this was a really 

important category to create” (McCall and Reder). Similarly, the prize likewise altered 

another of its original prize categories in the fourth year of the prize, in 2021, replacing 

“Works in an Alternative Format” with “Published Graphic Novels, Comics, and Illustrated 

Books in any Language.” It was a tough decision to make, McCall says, but a necessary one. 

As she notes, they “really wanted [the category of ‘Works in an Alternative Format’] to be a 

part of the awards because of the way Indigenous literary expression doesn't fit into the 
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boxes of poetry, prose, drama, and we wanted to recognize the cross-fertilization of visual 

art and performance and different forms of script or material culture involved in Indigenous 

writing” (McCall and Reder). The original category was necessarily broad, but the unclear 

borders of its definition led to difficulty in appraising and comparing the submitted works; 

the jury received “alternate” works such as graphic novels, but also artwork, recordings of 

spoken word performances, and, once, a sculpture—meaning that the category “just became 

too difficult” to adjudicate (McCall and Reder). 

The IVAs’ jury itself is necessarily large, formed of seven people in the first year and 

now up to twelve in the fifth, and these numbers stand in contrast to mainstream prize juries 

such as the Giller, for instance, which generally enlists a jury of three to five people. 

However, the IVA jurors actually operate in pairs, with two jury members assigned to each 

category and with some jurors occasionally playing double duty and jurying for two or more 

categories as necessary (Baker; McCall and Reder). With this in mind, the jury size of the 

IVAs suddenly swings to the other side of the scale and becomes much smaller than typical 

mainstream prize juries; this reflects, perhaps, the focused nature of the IVAs and their 

prizing public, whereas larger prize juries are often constructed with diversity in mind. “The 

other big prize bodies are doing the work; you see jury committees, sometimes, with two 

Indigenous people,” Baker says. “That [diversification] is happening, but it is never going to 

be the same as a collection and a jury of Indigenous writers and academics”—such as that 

which organizes and contributes to the work of the IVAs (Baker).  

 A few other key differences set the IVAs apart from mainstream national prizes 

in the Canadian field as well, including the amount of prize money awarded to each winner, 

its use of multiple categories, and what it explicitly seeks to accomplish in terms of 
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community-building (through mentorship initiatives and similar avenues of relationship-

building and -strengthening) which, importantly for the IVAs, centres Indigenous 

interconnection and is conceptualized as distinct from the reinforcement of Canadian 

imagined community. I also argue that the IVAs seek to indigenize existing prize metrics 

and relations; for instance, they trouble the ways in which prize culture produces literary 

celebrity, and complicate the physical, geographical boundaries of a “national” prize. All of 

these aspects of the IVAs, in their own way, serve as a disruption to prize culture; gathered 

together, they describe the prize as a disruptive agent in the field of cultural production.  

Between 2018 and 2021, the Indigenous Voices Awards presented its winners with 

$109,000, which averages out to roughly $25,000 per year.77 According to its website, the 

award intends to give out $34,000 in 2022, a prize pot that lands it somewhere between the 

GGs ($25,000) and the Giller Prize ($100,000), except for the fact that the IVA prize pot is 

divided amongst at least seven winners, meaning the take-home check per winner averages 

closer to $3000. This places the IVAs, then, closer to the scale of a municipal book prize, 

such as the City of Vancouver Book Awards ($3000), the City of Ottawa Book Awards 

($7500) or the City of Edmonton Book Awards ($5000). This decision to split the not-

inconsiderable yearly lump sum of prize money amongst seven or more winners speaks to 

something at the heart of the Indigenous Voices Awards: it divests itself from the public 

spectacle of a single lump sum or a single literary winner or celebrity, and instead invests its 

consecratory power in a panel of winners. The use of multiple categories diminishes 

individual prize money, diminishes the celebritization of any single individual, but 

																																																																				
77 It is not clear from the IVAs’ public-facing information how this money is divided; although 

the IVAs’ website provides a prize money (and prize category) breakdown for its current prize year 
online this information is not available for all years prior. 
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maximizes the celebration of the community as a whole. The IVAs’ commitment to multiple 

categories is a conscious and purposeful “effort to transcend the individualism of prize 

culture and to encourage community building,” as the IVAs’ website states (“Home”).  

This prioritization of community-building is clear in other elements of the prize, too, 

including, notably, its inclusion of multiple categories for unpublished work (which makes 

prizing accessible for writers who have yet to submit or yet to find success in submitting 

their work to agents or publishers). This is deeply tied, as co-chair Sophie McCall notes, to 

the nature and purpose of the prize. “It really is an award for emerging Indigenous writers—

I mean, that's the heart of what the prize is all about, and that is what makes it quite different 

from many other awards,” she says (emphasis McCall’s own). “We really wanted to make it 

clear that we're trying to reach emerging Indigenous writers, so the unpublished category is 

one way to go about that” (McCall and Reder). Unpublished works and authors, the co-

chairs agree, are an important part of the grassroots nature of the prize; by making space for 

unpublished work the prize is better able to support Indigenous literatures before they 

become refined or shaped by the systemic pressures of the literary field. Unpublished 

submissions, according to McCall, don’t have “as many pressures at that point in the 

creation of a text” (McCall and Reder). Instead, in the co-chairs’ view, “those pressures 

come to bear on an author and on a text through the process of editing and publishing and 

disseminating the work,” and it is “those commercial interests, at the stage of promotion and 

advertising, that create and perpetuate a narrow sense of literature” (McCall and Reder). By 

consecrating these works in a rawer form, the prize is able to emphasize the strengths and 

uniqueness of what we might call, following similar phrasing from McCall and Reder, the 

grassroots Indigenous literary.  
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Similarly, the ways in which each prize category operates on a micro level serve to 

further the ethos of the prize in uplifting not just a single winner, but a substantial “cohort” 

of nominees. Carleigh Baker, who has juried for an unpublished category in the IVAs 

multiple times, notes that the prize chairs leave the size of each category’s shortlist up to its 

jurors, which Baker uses as a tool to spread acclaim widely. “In the unpublished category 

particularly, I'm always like as many people as possible because that's as many names as 

possible [in the public eye],” Baker says (Baker). This is one way to spread out the effects of 

what Baker calls the prize bias, which elevates nominees and winners alike in both the eye 

of the public and in the eye of the publishing industry. “These are the writers of the future,” 

Baker says, “and [as a juror] you know that publishing houses are watching to see who these 

winners in the unpublished categories are” (Baker).  

The inclusion of unpublished categories and the cultivation of unpublished authors 

and submissions laddered relatively naturally into the development of IVAs-led mentorship 

initiatives, designed to encourage and train emerging Indigenous authors who historically 

have not had wide access to resources in writing, editing, and publishing. By the close of the 

first year of the prize’s operations, Baker notes, the need to supply further training seemed 

both obvious and exciting; “At the end the first year, I thought, man: I would love for this 

person, or these people, to get some more mentorship with their writing” (Baker). These 

mentorship opportunities hosted through the IVAs take the shape of workshops, one-on-one 

counselling with established writers (often the jurors), reading and writing circles, and 

spaces for “casual time” during the galas which allow for relationship-building through 

“literal rubbing of shoulders,” as Deanna Reder puts it (McCall and Reder). These initiatives 

are “designed to cultivate relationships among emerging and established Indigenous writers 
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and to provide practical career and creative support” (“Home”), fostering the growth of a 

relationally-built community of Indigenous writers. While the one-on-one mentoring 

opportunities are limited to finalists, the IVAs’ series of workshops is open to anyone who 

submits work to the prize (McCall and Reder), opening the IVA “cohort” of writers to 

anyone who feels eligible for the prize, whether or not they are selected to the shortlist or the 

winner’s circle.78  

Taken as a whole, the IVAs’ suite of mentorship initiatives stands in contrast to 

“initiatives” of larger prizes (e.g. the Giller or the Writers’ Trust prize complex) which do 

often include the full slate of shortlisted authors but are often more focused on public 

presentations of work (e.g. readings, Q&A sessions) than they are on building a network or 

community among the writers themselves. In this way, the IVAs provide an alternative to 

the ethos at the heart of mainstream prizing, which constructs a prizing public but largely of 

readers and audience members of the prize rather than the authors themselves—or, in other 

words, of consumers of the prize rather than the creators of prized work. Rather than 

envisioning the prize merely or purely as a consecratory body, its organizers situate the 

award as a gathering place: an intersection of community and financial and professional 

support for writers historically excluded not only from mainstream prizing, but mainstream 

publishing and literary production as a whole. In a very purposeful way, the IVAs call a 

community into being by nurturing both the individuals and the relationships which the prize 

serves and makes space for. As a result, the prize builds a cohort of writers, which the co-

																																																																				
78 Similarly, the co-chairs of the IVAs note that they are currently in the process of putting 

together an IVAs anthology, edited by Indigenous scholar Maddie Reddon and IVA jurors Jordan 
Abel and Carleigh Baker, which will be published by Penguin Random House (a notable sponsor of 
the IVAs) and collect work from the first five years of the prize, spanning published and unpublished 
work as well as shortlisted and winning work (McCall and Reder). 
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chairs say was the intent behind both the larger number of prize categories and the 

mentoring initiatives organized and run by those involved with the prize. “We really wanted 

to help facilitate relationships between emerging and established writers,” McCall notes.  

The reason we have so many categories is, again, because we don't want to just 

give one Indigenous Voices Award. It's an effort to recognize, first of all, the 

tremendous diversity of form and the complexity of Indigenous literary 

expression, but it's also to create a cohort every year of twenty to thirty 

shortlisted writers. That really helps cultivate and sustain that grassroots literary 

culture that’s so needed to counteract the ‘star system’ that other prizes 

reinforce. (McCall and Reder) 

The grassroots, relationship- or network-based community envisioned by the prize operators 

is brought forth by the way the prize is constructed to award a “cohort” of writers rather than 

a single winner. This is further supported by the way the prize’s paratext is managed, as 

Carleigh Baker observes; “I noticed that most of the publicity that comes out is focused on 

the shortlists, and there's not a whole lot of attention paid to the winners in comparison to 

the publicity that goes out with the shortlists,” she notes. “That is, I think, really cool and 

really important. There's no feeling of the winners pulling away into the winner's circle” 

(Baker). 

Another way in which the IVAs enact this pan-Indigenous, non-settler community is 

through its interpretation of borders in determining nominees’ eligibility. As the “Eligibility 

and FAQ” page states, the prize “do[es] not require that applicants be ‘Canadian citizens,’ to 

be eligible for these awards, however, applicants must demonstrate sustained connection to 

lands claimed by Canada and currently reside in Canada” (“Eligibility and FAQ”). This is an 
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interesting contrast to—and almost an inversion of—the Giller’s eligibility requirements, 

which state that in order “[t]o be eligible, a book must be […] written by a Canadian citizen 

or a permanent resident of Canada” (2022 Submission Guidelines 4), placing importance on 

legal recognition of an individual by the settler state but not requiring residency.79 This 

emphasizes how frameworks of settler recognition inform frameworks of settler prizing, 

since the recognitory constraints of the prize mimic the recognitory constraints of the state, 

and both simultaneously devalue connection to place and land—even as these relationships 

remain integral to Indigenous understandings of community connection, as we see in the 

eligibility instructions for the IVAs.  

Interestingly, however, the IVAs shy away from ignoring borders altogether, as a few 

other Indigenous prizes in North America do. The American Indian Youth Literature 

Awards (AIYLAs), for example, accept nominations from “Native Americans and 

Indigenous peoples of North America,” requiring only that authors “be recognized by the 

Native community of which they claim to be a part and be connected to the people of that 

community” (1). It must be noted, however, that the AIYLAs’ phrasing creates the 

possibility of exclusion; many Indigenous individuals, for reasons beyond their control, have 

become distanced or alienated from their Indigenous community. The IVAs sidestep this 

type of exclusion in their own eligibility guidelines, stating that the prize organizers 

“recognize that various colonial policies have created diverse and complex contexts for 

Indigenous identities, and our purpose here is less to rigidly police identity claims than it is 

																																																																				
79 This may be intended to protect against the accidental exclusion of highly successful Canadian 

authors who choose to reside elsewhere, a trend which has affected CanLit both historically and 
contemporarily, as Nick Mount recounts in When Canadian Literature Moved to New York. Giller 
nominees who reside somewhere other than Canada, for instance, include Anakana Schofield 
(Ireland), Emily St. John Mandel (New York), and Joseph Boyden (New Orleans), to name just a 
few. 
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to recognize and engage the diversity of legitimate Indigenous experience” (“Eligibility and 

FAQ”). Deanna Reder acknowledges that some form of declaration of Indigeneity is key to 

the IVA submission process, especially given its roots in opposition to Niedzviecki’s 

hypothetical Appropriation Prize, but also notes that the prize tries to tread as lightly as 

possible: 

We do ask that the participants identify themselves as a counterbalance to the 

appropriation debate, and that they identify themselves as Indigenous, although 

we are very careful—we don't want to get involved with gatekeeping, if you like. 

I think that there are far more expressions of Indigenous identities in Canada 

than mainstream controversies can fully appreciate, and so we try to walk sagely 

through that by asking the people who apply to just explain whether they have a 

membership, or have an ancestry, or to share with us a small narrative, just to 

explain. I think we see that as a way of keeping space for urban Indigenous 

people who have probably lost contact with communities and who see their 

writing as a way of writing themselves home, you know? [This applies] as well 

[to] members of recognized communities, people who haven't necessarily had to 

question that part of themselves. (McCall and Reder) 

Nevertheless, the decision by the IVAs’ organizers to uphold settler borders by requiring 

that nominees “currently reside in Canada” seems strange, given that many Indigenous 

communities are bisected by the “artificial” line of the border between Canada and the USA, 

as Thomas King describes it in an interview with Jennifer Andrews. “What do you find so 

compelling about borders?” Andrews asks (172), to which King replies:  
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The fact that there is one. The fact that right in the middle of this perfectly 

contiguous landscape someone has drawn a line and one side it’s Canadian and 

therefore very different from the side that is American. Borders are these very 

artificial and subjective barriers that we throw up around our lives in all sorts of 

different ways. National borders and just indicative of the kinds of borders we 

build around ourselves. […] The odd thing about the border in Truth and Bright 

Water is that even though it is there and even though I talk about it, the Canadian 

side, the American side, going back and forth, the border for the characters is 

non-existence. (172) 

Here King describes a stance taken both by the AIYLAs (which ignore the border) and the 

IVAs (which ignore settler definitions of legal citizenship): even as the way they are 

enforced is incredibly, physically, real, settler boundaries are mere constructs which can be 

challenged and changed. As Roberts notes, prizes that ignore the national boundaries of 

settlers “remind us that Canadian cultural sovereignty operates at the expense of indigenous 

sovereignties, that the 49th parallel does not act as a cultural buffer for all citizens in Canada, 

that nation-state citizenship itself is not an unambiguous or straightforward category of 

belonging for Aboriginal peoples, many of whose lands are bisected by a colonial boundary” 

(222). Roberts argues that “national literary prizes have interpolated both immigrant and 

expatriate writers into the national literature, insisting on their Canadianness by virtue of 

their celebration” (222) and yet this mechanism works differently on Indigenous writers. 

The national literary prize in Canada seeks to welcome them into the colonial narrative—or, 

more specifically, into a post-colonial narrative which locates colonial harm firmly in the 

past—but Lee Maracle’s words echo in warning: there can be no coming into the fort as 
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equals. The turn to Indigenous prizing is an attempt to turn away from colonial frameworks 

and colonial metrics, which have never truly recognized Indigenous literature or made space 

for the practical expression of Indigenous sovereignties through literature or otherwise. The 

turn to Indigenous prizing, then, is a turn away from the consecratory power of the settler 

state, positioning the IVAs as a disruption in the field of prizing and in the larger field of 

cultural production—even as the IVAs replicate mainstream prizing frameworks and 

rhetoric in several key ways. 

 

The IVAs, Disruption in Prizing, and Prizing Conformity 

While the IVAs are undeniably doing something new in the prizing field, the ways in which 

the IVAs mimic mainstream prizing frameworks demonstrate how disruptive agents within 

the field tend to conform at least in some ways to the field’s implicit rules or assumptions. In 

this regard, the IVAs unsettle but simultaneously reproduce dominant prize rhetoric, whether 

intentionally or unintentionally. We may recall, here, Glen Coulthard’s warning: “there is 

little discussion of how Indigenous peoples might curb the risks of interpellation as they 

seek to interpolate the much more powerful [colonial] system” (46-7). With this in mind, the 

IVAs attempt to become a space apart from settler culture, and through mentorship 

initiatives and the cultivation of a grassroots community, they attempt to prepare community 

members to interpolate the settler literary sphere and train them against interpellation. 

Carleigh Baker feels that the IVAs, in this way, are part of “a trip towards sophistication for 

Indigenous writers,” which not only refers to increased mainstream interest in Indigenous 

stories but is reflected in the ways that “[Indigenous] people, regardless of age, regardless of 

where they come from in the country, have a more sophisticated understanding [of 
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publishing and prizing] or have easier access to someone who does” (Baker). As a result, 

they are better able to challenge the assumptions of the settler literary and publishing sphere: 

“it is totally possible for an agent to approach an Elder in a community and say, ‘Yes, good 

news, we're here to offer you a book deal,’” Baker says, “and she could say, ‘Look, I know 

what I'm worth. Come back to me when you've got a higher offer’” (Baker).  

 That said, so too are the IVAs unavoidably entwined with mainstream settler prize 

culture, which threatens interpellation; disruptive agents tend to become smoothed over by 

the idealized timeline seemingly inherent in literary prizing, and which is clear at the heart 

of the IVAs, too. This timeline demands reaction and interaction from its prizing public, and 

as a result often equates spectacle with success. The IVAs remain beholden to the idealized 

timeline in their adherence to the progression from nominees to shortlist to winner even as 

they resist the underlying prioritizations of the prize machine which insist attention must be 

focused on the winner, require spectacle in order to appeal to a broad prizing public, and rely 

on the concentration of capital in order to solidify their position in the field. In contrast to 

mainstream prizing in Canada, the IVAS centre their version of spectacle around an 

Indigenous prizing public and spread the prize’s economic and cultural capital relatively 

thinly amongst nominees. Even so, IVAs leverage the cultural capital of their winners just 

like any other prize; as a prominent line on the IVAs’ website states, “[p]ast IVAs recipients 

include Billy-Ray Belcourt, Tanya Tagaq, Jesse Thistle, and jaye simpson. IVAs finalists in 

unpublished categories that went on to publish work include Brandi Bird, Francine 

Cunningham, Marie-Andrée Gill, Elaine McArthur, Smokii Sumac, and Francine Merasty” 

(“Home”). Notably, the IVAs recipients highlighted in the published category are those who 

have gathered other accolades, while winners highlighted in the unpublished categories are 
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those who have gone on to achieve one of the key markers of mainstream success by finding 

a publisher for their work. Despite the ways in which the IVAs strive to decentre the winners 

and spread cultural capital equally amongst the shortlisted writers, this rhetorical move on 

the IVAs’ website echoes the rhetoric of mainstream prize culture by specifically associating 

the prize with what mainstream prize culture would consider its most successful winners—

namely, those who have gone on to gather cultural capital from other agents in the field, 

such as prizes, and who can now lend some of that capital back to the IVAs through 

association. 

The IVAs and mainstream prize culture also overlap in terms of the books nominated 

and awarded by the prize, since many of the books nominated for or awarded an IVA are the 

winners of other prizes— a common trend in homogenized mainstream prizing. Belcourt, 

Tagaq, and Thistle, are some of the most highly awarded authors who have won an IVA, and 

the list of multi-award-winning books in the IVAs’ stable goes on and on (see figure 1 

below). 

 Figure 2: Prominent Indigenous Voices Award winners and their other prizes 

 
Author Name 

 
Indigenous Voices 

Award 
 

 
Other Awards 

 

 
Billy-Ray 
Belcourt 

 
English language 
poetry winner 
(2018)  

 
Griffin Poetry Prize winner (2018) 
Robert Kroetsch City of Edmonton Book Prize winner 
(2018) 
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Governor General’s Literary Awards finalist (2018) 
Robert Kroetsch Award for Poetry finalist (2018) 
Gerald Lampert Memorial Award finalist (2018) 
Raymond Souster Award finalist (2018) 

 
Tanya Tagaq 

 
English language 
fiction winner 
(2019) 

 
Alcuin Society Awards for Excellence in Book Design 
winner (2018) 

 
 

Giller Prize longlist (2019) 
Amazon First Novel Award finalist (2019) 
Kobo Emerging Writer Prize for Fiction finalist (2019) 
Sunburst Award longlist (2019) 

 
Joshua 
Whitehead 

English language 
fiction finalist 
(2019) 

 
Lambda Literary Award for Gay Fiction winner (2019) 
Canada Reads Winner (2021) 

 
 

Governor General’s Literary Awards finalist (2019) 
Amazon First Novel Award finalist (2019) 
Carol Shields Winnipeg Book Award finalist (2019) 
Firecracker Award for Fiction (2019) 
Giller Prize longlist (2019) 

 
 

Jesse Thistle 
 

English language 
nonfiction winner 
(2020) 

 
Kobo Emerging Writer Prize for Nonfiction winner 
(2020) 
High Plains Book Award winner (2020) 

 
 

Canada Reads finalist (2020) 
 

 
 

jaye simpson  
 

 
English language 
poetry winner 
(2021) 

 
No other award wins.  

 
Dayne Ogilvie Prize for LGBTQS2+ Emerging Writers 
Award finalist (2021) 
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It is difficult to tell whether this should be taken to mean that the IVAs are influenced by 

mainstream prizing, or whether the IVAs are, in fact, influencing mainstream prizing. Since 

the IVAs hold their award announcement and prize ceremony on National Indigenous 

Peoples Day (June 21), their prize announcements are preceded by Canada Reads and the 

Amazon First Novel Award, occur around the same time as the Rakuten Kobo Emerging 

Writers Award, but come well before the prize announcements of the Governor General’s 

Literary Awards, the Giller Prize, and the Writers’ Trust suite of literary awards, which are 

all announced in the fall. This places the IVAs in an interesting position: the books chosen 

by an IVA jury may be influenced by the announcements by some spring prizes, but are 

more likely to influence the larger mainstream prizes, which occur largely in the fall, rather 

than be influenced by them. On one hand, this is precisely what the IVAs are trying to 

accomplish: the Indigenization of prizing, which here we can take to mean altering the 

direction of influence and troubling settler consecration in Indigenous contexts or for 

Indigenous individuals. On the other hand, however, this echo of IVA winners in settler 

prizing has troublesome implications, although more for mainstream prizing than the IVAs: 

in taking up books highlighted by the IVAs, mainstream settler prizing risks falling back 

into patterns of decontextualization and dispossession of Indigenous narratives. There is, 

undeniably, something akin to colonial resource extraction that happens to Indigenous works 

through prizing: a sort of prising-out (if we can excuse the wordplay) of something valuable 

from its context. Once value has been extracted in the form of marketable and profitable 

Indigenous literary content, its broader context—here meaning the broader cultural, social, 

and political understandings that inform Indigenous literature and art—is then ignored, 

discarded, or leveraged as marketing, depending on what seems the most profitable to those 
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doing the prizing, the prising. While settler prize culture in Canada has prized many 

Indigenous books, the gesture of “welcome” inherent in settler prizing rings hollow, placing 

priz/sed Indigenous authors in a fraught position where accepting accolades from settlers 

strengthens the settler “host” position. The IVAs are conceptualized and enacted as resistant 

to these nationalist mechanisms of mainstream prize culture, and seek instead to valuate and 

celebrate Indigenous literature within Indigenous frameworks; even so, prizing Indigenous 

work in Indigenous ways nevertheless results in a product which can be easily taken up by 

settler prizing and used to further the goals of mainstream blockbuster prize culture.  

 

Some Conclusions: The Renewal and Resistance of Dominant Prize Logic 

The literary prize has become increasingly ubiquitous in the era of the creative economy, 

and the IVAs are both a product of and a respond to this proliferation—which leverages, 

after all, the ways in which literary prizing (and other cultural awards) serve as nexuses of 

cultural and economic capital. Usually, this convergence of capital is used or transformed in 

a way that creates profit for involved agents, not just cultural but economic and financial.80 

The IVAs likewise make use of this nexus of cultural and economic capital at the heart of 

prizing—but by refusing corporate sponsorship, limiting nominations to emerging writers 

(e.g. those without much cultural capital of their own), and seeking to build a cohort of 

writers rather than highlighting a single winner upon whom all of the prize’s cultural capital 

																																																																				
80 It must be noted that these transactions are still traceable in the IVAs complex, to some 

extent—for example, in the way that the cultural capital of winning in an “unpublished” category can 
lead to the further economic and cultural capital of a publishing contract, or in the way that some 
cultural capital is gleaned by the Giller or Penguin RandomHouse through their donations to the 
IVAs (despite the fact that this gleaned capital is limited by the way the IVAs accept these funds as 
donations, which are articulated as one-way gifts, rather than sponsorships, which are articulated as 
two-way transactions). 
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is bestowed, the IVAs revise some of the strategies that are at the heart of settler-capitalist 

literary prizing. Instead, the nexus of capital at the heart of the IVAs is primarily used for a 

different purpose: not to translate cultural capital into economic capital, or vice versa 

(although this does occur), but to leverage the ways in which the cultural and the economic 

can be articulated together for the benefit of a community. In the context of the IVAs, this 

joint articulation is a reminder that sovereignty, too, must be understood as both a cultural 

and economic practice. State reconciliation efforts and state rhetoric of the liberal politics of 

recognition—itself cultural, economic, and political in its conception and expression—

would have us believe that Indigenous sovereignty can only ever be considered cultural 

within the lands claimed by Canada. This claim becomes undermined by articulations of 

Indigenous sovereignty such as the IVAs, which make space for Indigenous sovereignty in 

the cultural realm, but also highlight how cultural expression is inextricably entwined with 

economic, social, and even spiritual frameworks.  

 In other words, the IVAs are an institutional answer to the ways in which the 

frameworks of dominant prizing and dominant consecration in Canada continually 

misrecognize Indigenous literatures even as works of Indigenous literature are valorized by 

mainstream settler prizing. This mechanism in prizing reflects the ways in which Canada’s 

political and cultural institutions are either actively or passively invested in these kinds of 

misrecognition in order to manufacture a powerful national narrative of Indigenous 

assimilation and settler dominance. This settler authority stems, as Kwame Dawes tells us, 

from a purposeful structure of “political and cultural will” (113), and I posit the IVAs serve 

the same purpose—that is, as a purposeful structure of political and cultural Indigenous will. 

By placing Indigenous literature in a framework of Indigenous recognition, the IVAs return 
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Indigenous literature to a context of what Daniel Heath Justice calls “Native subjectivity”—

a context in which the particular perspective, history, and culture of Indigenous peoples can 

be better acknowledged, praised, and understood. This is supported by the choice to work 

with a jury of primarily Indigenous individuals, since according to the IVA website “[a] 

majority of the members on the Jury must be Indigenous” (“About the Prize”)—something 

never before seen in Canadian mainstream prizing. This shift emphasizes the IVAs’ 

resistance to settler consecratory power, which, importantly, occurs as a natural byproduct of 

the IVAs’ reaffirmation of Indigenous consecratory power, and which we may also consider 

a reaffirmation of Indigenous sovereignties. The IVAs, then, return the mechanism of 

recognition to a context of “Native subjectivity” and allows for Indigenous-to-Indigenous 

recognition (versus settler-over-Indigenous recognition), undermining the hegemonic 

consecratory power typically held by settlers in the cultural field as well as the political. The 

IVAs are a disruption in that they create a space separate, to some degree, from mainstream 

prizing; in doing so, the IVAs demonstrate a way of doing things that attempts to resist the 

dominating settler-colonial rhetoric underlying most national Canadian literary prizes.  

The founding of the IVAs likewise signals the rise of a new agent in the field of 

cultural production and in the field of prizing particularly; as a result, this introduction 

creates new relationships in the network of agents that comprise the field of cultural 

production and signals a shift in old relationships. This effect, I argue, is particularly 

pronounced given that the IVAs were specifically conceived and founded as a remediation 

to prize culture and to prize culture’s specifically cultural failings—namely, its persistent 

undercurrent of settler-colonial rhetoric and (mis)understanding of Indigenous peoples. This 

stands in contrast to the founding of other Canadian literary prizes, perhaps; the Giller, for 
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example, was founded doubly as a memorial gesture to Jack Rabinovitch’s late wife as well 

as an attempt to bring glitz and glamour to the Canadian prize scene,81 and the Governor 

General’s Literary Awards were an attempt to solidify the cultural and economic position of 

Canadian authors (and Canadian writing),82 especially given the threat of American cultural 

imperialism. The founding of both the Giller and the GGs, similarly to the IVAs, might be 

considered remediations to prize culture, but their remediations are much broader in 

nature—looking to expand and celebrate Canadian literature as a whole. Even prize 

remediations intended to bring minoritized voices to the fore struggle with the implications 

of official multiculturalism in what settler scholar Gillian Roberts describes as a mechanism 

by which “national literary prizes can declare ethnic-minority writers Canadian by 

interpolating them into the host culture,” the implications of which “are particularly 

worrying for Aboriginal writing in Canada” (221); in other words, national literary prizes in 

Canada are often leveraged as forces of assimilation cloaked in rhetorics of welcome. In 

contrast, the IVAs explicitly seek excision from the “host culture” of settler Canada, 

beginning with excision (or, at least, partial excision) from settler formations of prizing and 

consecration—even if the IVAs’ consecratory mechanisms are ultimately mimicked by 

mainstream prizes, as figure 1 shows, in a move which further solidifies the position of 

dominant settler prizes in the field.  

																																																																				
81 For more on the origins and scope of the Giller, see Brian Bethune’s piece “Surprise! 20 Years 

of the Giller Prize” published in MacLeans in 2013, in which he writes: “The Giller was a hit from 
the beginning. Rabinovitch's idea of a fitting tribute to his late wife, books journalist Doris Giller, 
hatched in close consultation with his friend Mordecai Richler, landed within a literary community 
‘hungry for a celebratory event,’ he recalls” (60). 

82 Andrew David Irvine has written a bit about this context for the founding of the Governor 
General Literary Awards in The Governor General’s Literary Awards of Canada: A Bibliography, as 
has Chris Doody in “’Now, my Boy, Listen to Daddy’: William Arthur Deacon and His Influence on 
the Governor General’s Literary Awards.” 
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Ultimately, the IVAs use their disruptive power in the field of prizing to emphasize 

how literary prizes can serve as anchors for cultural (or even political) sovereignty—even as 

the IVAs simultaneously renew dominant prize logic. Since very few mainstream prizes in 

Canada have ethnic or racial boundaries around eligibility, the IVAs sharpen their disruptive 

power by specifically narrowing the definition of their prizing public to Indigenous 

communities and focusing attention on building connections between Indigenous writers, 

rather than working to form a broader prizing public such as those wooed by mainstream 

prizes. These boundaries allow the IVAs to build a protected space for Indigenous literature 

and Indigenous writers alike, and also creates a space in which the IVAs can resist and 

unsettle ideas of settler meritocracy built into mainstream prize culture. Within the space of 

the IVAs, Indigenous literature is not held up to the unspoken “standard” of settler literature 

as it often is in mainstream prizing; what, then, might Indigenous writers and jurors discover 

when Indigenous literatures are given space apart from colonialism, apart from settler 

definitions of success, and where Indigenous literatures can grow in conversation with one 

another? Part of the power of the IVAs, I argue, is solidified through the distinct 

juxtaposition between the IVAs suite of prizes and mainstream settler prizes; the IVAs’ 

success is a result of its narrow focus and community-minded operations, but its position of 

power in the field of cultural production is further anchored by the disruptive power gained 

through its resistance to the expectations and frameworks of dominant prize culture.  

I’ll end here with a long thought from Lee Maracle, a Stólō writer and Elder who 

grew up on the same territory I did, and whose words now echo in the academic niche of 

prizing in which I make my living. I cite her here with gratitude. “Few of us have had the 

time to study our remembered story,” Maracle writes. “Some have no memories to ponder.” 
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But those of us who have pondered our memorized stories know we have a 

criteria for story.  

If the speaker achieves oneness with the listener, it’s a good story.  

If the listener is empowered to move to this dreamspace, and re-imagine 

his/herself, it’s a good story. 

If the listener is empowered to move to this dreamspace and re-imagine oneness 

with humanity, earth, flora and fauna, it’s a good story.  

If the story enters the world from the dreamspace where all good stories are 

born, it’s a good story.  

These are my culture’s standards—conscious and unconscious— and until they 

become standards alongside of yours, colonialism in literature will prevail. (208) 
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Conclusion: 
This Book Wins Again 

 

On May 27, 2021, Neil Farber posted a new batch of books for #librarymdnf. ADMITTING 

TO THINGS I’VE GOTTEN AWAY WITH, reads the first slide in the carousel, black text on 

a cover the green of dying grass. GETTING FIT FOR HUMAN CONSUMPTION, reads the 

next, white text on a dark brown cover. MIGHT AS WELL GET TO KNOW YOURSELF, 

reads the third, beige lettering against a background of slate blue. All three of these titles 

poke at arbitrariness of what constitutes an acceptable subject for a worthy book, which is, 

after all, the central paradox at the centre of prize culture, too. What does prize culture “get 

away with,” and how? In what ways does a prize purposefully shape not only the perception 

and reception of a book in order to make it “fit for human consumption”? How do these 

shapings affect or shift the field of cultural production as a whole? MIGHT AS WELL GET 

TO KNOW YOURSELF, the third title reads: a question which isn’t question at all, and yet a 

question this project asks of Canada’s prize culture.  

The provocations of #librarymdnf, I think, are the same provocations at the heart of 

prize culture scholarship: to question what makes and defines a ‘good book’. Where prizing 

obscures the mechanisms which produce or categorize conceptions of what a “good book” 

entails, however, #librarymdnf does the opposite—attempting on one hand to emphasize 

how personal the construction of a “good book” might be, regardless of market circulation 

or critical reception, and on the other hand working to reveal the distinct and competing 

purposes of the book-as-object, some of which are overt and some of which are obscured. 

We might recall, here, Neil Farber’s post from September 17, 2020: THIS BOOK WANTS 

YOUR MONEY. Yes, it does; in some ways it always has, despite traditional conceptions of 
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the literary which situate texts as non-commercial objects to be judged on cultural or 

aesthetic value alone. This is not to say that the cultural value of books has become 

subjugated by their economic value, or that the book’s circulation in the marketplace is more 

important to its success than its circulation in popular, academic, or otherwise literary 

conversation—spheres which, after all, also have commercial determinants and function as 

marketplaces for capital transference and transformation. This project has sought to prove 

that prizes move in both the cultural and economic spheres of production, accruing capital in 

both and translating one from the other and back again in whatever way serves the prize 

best. The economic and cultural parts of the prize work together in complex tandem, 

ensuring not only its continuation but its fortification in the wake of disruption.  

Or, as the sixth slide in Farber’s May 27 post declares in peachy-coral font on a dark 

blue background: THIS BOOK WINS AGAIN.   

 

 

Figure 3: THIS BOOK WINS AGAIN. Neil Farber, 28 May 2021, Instagram.  
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What Disruption Says About Prizing, and What Prizing Says About the Cultural Field 

I began this project thinking that disruption reveals the ways in which prize culture styles 

itself as inevitable but is not, in reality, actually inevitable; despite the watch-spring of the 

idealized prizing timeline at its heart, prize culture is deliberately orchestrated, even as it is 

prone to moments of disruption, mistakes, backtracking, scandal. Nearing the end of this 

project, however, it has become increasingly difficult to shake the echo of James English, 

who states that all disruption only-always serves prize culture through the generation of 

social and cultural capital for the prize. In some ways, the contribution of this study shows 

how English’s claim works in particular cases and contexts. After all, the disruptions 

described in these case studies may have changed the future or the shape of the prize, or 

even adjusted the sphere of prizing as a whole, but nevertheless the prize and its logic 

prevails. The logic of prizing developed alongside and within systems of globalized 

neoliberal capitalism and has thus become so firmly entrenched in contemporary cultural 

conceptions that—as these case studies show—prize logic has become an essentially 

unstoppable force. I began this project thinking that the history of prizing can be described 

as a history of propagation despite disruption; at the end of this project, I am more inclined 

to believe that the history of prizing is a history of propagation through disruption, since 

disruptions largely appear to ultimately fortify a prize’s position in the field.  

In showcasing how disruption acts as a tool for fortification, my case studies point to 

the way that disruption begets disruption begets disruption just as capital begets capital 

begets capital. After all, the disruptions at the heart of each of these case studies do not exist 

in a vacuum nor appear from out of nowhere, but instead follow in the footsteps of other, 

older disruptions. The 2010 case of Gaspereau versus the Giller follows early disruptions to 
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the efficacy of Canada Reads, whose contestants sometimes picked books which were out of 

print or difficult to find; the possible perils of corporate sponsorship evidenced in the 2018 

case of le Prix vs Amazon follows the 00s case of Books in Canada and the First Novel 

Award vs Amazon; the 2017 case of the proposed Appropriation Prize vs the pushback 

which funded the Indigenous Voices Award follows appropriation of voice debates 

publicized in national media in the 1990s. The history of prizing is a layered history of 

disruption, and these layers can be coaxed into an informative palimpsest when held to the 

right light. Even in these earlier histories, we can see how disruption allows powerful agents 

in the field to fortify their positions. Canada Reads soon began partnering with publishers in 

order to produce the print runs necessary to nourish and sustain the readership of the MRE, 

resulting in capital gains for the prize as well as the publishers, authors, and bookstores 

which began to feature Canada Reads titles; Amazon’s partnership with BiC allowed it to 

enter the Canadian field of cultural production and to take ownership of the First Novel 

Award, further entrenching both the mega-wholesaler and the prize as powerful agents in the 

field; the appropriation of voice debates in the 90s fortified the positions of Indigenous 

writers and cultural workers, who were able to voice protest in a widespread, public way and 

to build a sense of pan-Indigenous solidarity and community in Canada, even as the counter-

protest from settler and non-Indigenous writers further fortified their own pro-appropriation 

position and laid the groundwork for the hypothetical Appropriation Prize in 2017.  

 Disruption in the prize sphere is storied and varied, and in almost every case it 

appears to aid cultural agents in achieving dominance in the field. In this way, disruption is, 

perhaps, merely a catalyst—or a brief flash which illuminates the mechanisms of resilience 

at the heart of prizing which are in turn enabled by prizing’s varied portfolio of capital, 
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which features significant stores of both cultural and economic capital. Prizing, however, is 

also intensely invested in journalistic capital (and other forms of social capital), and likewise 

gains moral capital from the conflation of literary prizing, literacy, and social good. This is 

not necessarily a conscious decision on the part of prize organizers, but is emblematic of 

cultural work which is profitable enough to survive under capitalism; enough capital must be 

in play for it to ensure it can become self-sustaining, self-replicating. The real equation, 

then, is that disruption begets capital begets disruption begets capital—a thesis supported by 

the conclusions drawn in each of the case studies of this project. This is the process of 

prizing: a never-ending dynamic cycle of renewing or reconstituting value in the field. After 

all, the product of prizing is, as English notes, not the prize itself—but a process of 

contradiction and reabsorption which allows dominant agents in the field to transform and 

consolidate capital. On a micro level, this allows institutions such as prizes (and book clubs, 

and talk-show hosts, and so on) to reinforce their own consecratory positions in the field, 

which is only ever a consolidation of their own power. On a macro level, this process of 

contradiction and reabsorption has become crucial to how the material composition of the 

contemporary field, shaped as it is by neoliberal capitalism, encourages and rewards 

dominance. In this way, disruption undeniably lends itself to the pursuit of dominance—here 

meaning the dominating position occupied by prizing (and other similar consecratory 

bodies) in the field of cultural production—especially since disruption is so often 

coarticulated with journalistic capital in a way that produces English’s “prize frenzy”. 

Furthermore, disruption is often used as a blueprint by which prizes prepare for disruption in 

the future, ensuring access to what Bourdieu calls “a space of possibles” (“The Field of 

Cultural Production” 344)—i.e. access to a wide variety of possible actions and avenues in 
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the field of cultural production. At least in part, it is this access to possibility and to choice—

in how to operate, how to interact with other agents in the field, and how to respond to 

disruption—by which prizes consolidate their power and attain or maintain a dominant 

position in the field. Since disruption fortifies this dominant position, the history of 

disruption, then, is a history of dominance.  

 The bias towards dominance in the field, and the trend towards consolidation in order 

to attain it, is illuminated nicely by Thompson’s assertion that “[i]f we had to pinpoint one 

thing brought into being by the digital revolution that has done more than any other to 

disrupt the traditional structures of the book publishing industry, it would not be ebooks: it 

would be Amazon” (Book Wars 141). It’s true that Amazon takes advantage of 

improvements to transportation and logistical infrastructure, and likewise has made good use 

of evolutions in the field of book publishing such as the ebook, self-publishing, and even 

ISBN categorization. Thompson doesn’t emphasize these improvements and methods in the 

field as disruptive but rather Amazon’s use of them in service of its own dominance as the 

most disruptive part of the digital revolution in book publishing. Here we can read Amazon-

as-mega-wholesaler as a metonym for the wider phenomenon of the consolidation of agents 

into dominant positions in the field. Agents are encouraged towards and rewarded for 

squeezing smaller players out of the field to ensure the concentration of profit. The field 

itself, and the dominant capitalist ideology it increasingly follows, produced Amazon, and if 

Amazon hadn’t established such a dominant position some other company likely would 

have: the trajectory of Chapters-Indigo into the 90s, for example, was an attempt towards 

market dominance very similar to the machinations of Amazon in the 00s which 

successfully resulted in its mega-dominant position. Although Amazon has unequivocally 
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shifted the field since, Amazon of the 90s merely took advantage of the shifting field, even 

as the mega-wholesaler’s methods and ideology reinforced the rhetoric of a field already-

obsessed with dominance.  

 It is likewise no surprise that Amazon (and, for that matter, Chapters) came to 

dominance in the 90s and 00s, around the same time that the trend of consolidation in 

publishing come to the fore, and so too did Canada Reads and the Giller become established 

and begin to result in significant uptake in both academic and wider reading communities. 

The dominance of prizing was enabled by the consolidation of publishing and bookselling in 

this same period, because the logic of a blockbuster prize matches well with the increasing 

need of big publishers to recoup massive advances paid out to authors in a highly 

competitive market for titles that will sell. Importantly, this is the context of widespread 

consolidation that prizing exists within, but also a context which prizing helped to build and 

continues to support. The prize’s dominance in the field is only made possible through the 

accumulation of capital; only a dominant position in the field ensures the continuation of the 

prize in a cultural and economic context which has become increasingly biased towards the 

logic of the celebrity author, the blockbuster novel, the multi-national publishing 

conglomerate, and the mega-book wholesaler.   

 Previous prizing studies have failed to fully recognize the drive towards dominance 

in the field—a goal that doesn’t prioritize economic capital over cultural capital or vice 

versa, but is concerned merely with capital, period, and how these stores of capital allow 

any given agent a wider array of possibilities than those who don’t have stores of capital. 

We see this alluded to in many ways but not necessarily spelled out by other scholarship on 

prizing: in Taylor-Collins’ Judge For Yourself, in the way that prizes become not just 
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consecratory institutions but bodies of canonization, which further cements their importance 

and dominance in the field; in Roberts’ Prizing Literature, in the way that prizes become 

tools on a national level to accept or reject literary depictions of otherness or “multicultural” 

writers as part of the Canadian national “brand,” which we can interpret as the nation itself 

trying to consolidate its dominance in a global sphere; in English’s The Economy of 

Prestige, which, in describing the proliferation of prizing through the 90s and 00s 

particularly, ties this to prizing becoming a space for the transformation of capital even as 

English stops short of arguing that prizing’s mechanisms of capital transformation and 

transvaluation are valuable precisely because they can contribute to dominance in the field; 

in Leith’s “Literary Awards and the Spurned Writer,” which points to the how prizing, as a 

consecratory force, has begun to replace book reviews as ‘trustworthy recommenders’ in the 

field, serving, now, as perhaps the preeminent mediators between readers and books;83 in 

Norris’ “The Booker Prize: A Bourdieusian Perspective,” in which she links the Booker’s 

																																																																				
83 This speaks to another shift in the field of cultural production as well. To some extent, book 

prizing has come to fill a gap left by a dearth of book reviewing since both serve as mediators 
between a text and its reading public, but book prizes are not necessarily interpretive mediators in 
the same way a book reviewer is. Book reviews paint a portrait of a book as a textual object, 
summarizing its plot and themes and perhaps praising its strengths or critiquing its weaknesses. In 
contrast, a book prize does not generally accomplish this style of work. While the events attached to 
a book prize might bring authors’ interpretations of their work to a wider audience (thinking here of 
the Giller Between the Pages events, which spans both a reading and an q&a) even as the prize itself 
merely facilitates rather than accomplishes this work on behalf of its authors. This shift is perhaps 
slight, but also important: the paratext of a book (e.g. its cover, the plot summary of the back cover, 
and the thoughts of the author themselves) become foregrounded while the actual content and 
construction of a text move to the background. The shift towards prizing as preferred or popular 
mediator and the simultaneous loss of professional book reviewing platforms, in other words, is a 
turn from the interrogative towards the performative. While book reviewers are at least in some sense 
seeking to consolidate their own cultural capital as consecrators in the field, and while book reviews 
“package” and present books in a certain way, I argue that the scale and depth of this work is vastly 
different from the work of prizes, which work closely with both authors and publishers in packaging 
and presenting—in other words, mediating—a book to its reading public. Prizes and book reviews 
are both, at their heart, about publicity; book reviews, however, have the power to be critical about 
the books they present in a way that prizes are not. 
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“taste” in prizewinning books to the considerable social capital (and social shaping) of its 

often-affluent and -Oxbridge-educated jury; in Fuller and Rehberg-Sedo’s Reading Beyond 

the Book which considers the emergence of Mass Reading Events as a kind of social 

movement which sees its chosen books enfolded by attractive marketing and used as tools 

(by cities, nations, or even by talk show hosts looking to consolidate their own “reading 

publics” e.g. through Oprah’s Book Club or Reese’s picks)—mechanisms that convey and 

consolidate the wealth of capital (be it moral, cultural, social, journalistic, economic, or all 

of the above and more) at the heart of the MRE, a categorization I extend to prizing. These 

scholars describe how the prize has become dominant without actually describing the 

purpose or formation of this dominance, which is a gap this project seeks to illuminate even 

if it cannot entirely fill.   

 A dominant position in the field provides a certain layer of protection for prizes, but 

at the same time it necessitates extraction of value—a mechanism we very much see at play 

in these case studies. We can observe the Giller’s attempt to extract the text of a small-press 

book from its small-press context in order to produce a version more easily translatable into 

economic profit for the publisher and author, and therefore cultural capital for the prize, 

using its dominant position in the field to do so. Perhaps most obviously, we can observe 

how Amazon seeks to make any other agent in the field redundant and therefore disposable, 

not just to Amazon but to the consumers who produce Amazon’s profit. We see this threat of 

possible cost repeated in Niedzviecki’s hypothetical Appropriation Prize, which seeks to 

extract value from Indigenous contexts in order to solidify the power of both the individual 

settler writer and the settler state as a whole. This extractive urge fuels the drive towards 

dominance, and is perhaps unsurprising to find in the rhetoric of prizing; it’s not that large a 
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leap, after all, from being a mediating agent in the field to becoming an extractive agent in 

the field, especially considering how a prize’s mediatory position both increases the prize’s 

stores of capital and fortifies its consecratory position in the field. The prize is a mediator for 

a book in the same way that a publisher’s marketing team is a mediator for a book: they 

become invested in the social production of the book because the book’s position in the field 

directly contributes to the position of the mediator of that book, too, since the success of a 

book and the success of a consecrator reinforce each other.   

These considerations reveal an enduring thesis at the heart of this project, which is 

that dominance invites disruption. And yet, even as the aftermath of disruption works to 

fortify dominant positions in the field, so too do moments of disruption open avenues for 

critique. Disruptions such as those described in this case study serve as moments in which 

valid and valuable criticisms of prize culture can arise within the field, attend prize media, 

and have the potential to inform a critical counter-public against the prize. In each of these 

case studies, the prize’s logic proves inevitable—but even so, the prize is resisted and a 

space is made for alternate rhetoric, often originating from those within non-dominant 

positions in the field. The agents in these case studies who became the face of disruptors to 

the prize—Andrew Steeves at Gaspereau, the prizing public of le Prix, the founders and 

organizers of the IVAs—resisted the dominating instinct which has now become somewhat 

inherent to prize culture.84 It is less a question of prize versus resistor, then, but rather a 

																																																																				
84 This isn’t the same, necessarily, as resisting the capitalist instinct which informs and inspires 

the drive towards dominance in the field. The Giller continues to seek profit from the 
commodification of the books it endorses, as does Gaspereau, for that matter; le Prix seeks and 
secures other funding even after it is convinced to abandon its sponsorship deal with amazon; the 
IVAs continue to champion a certain kind of commodification of books and authors under prizing 
even as the prize itself attempts to do it in a somewhat holistic way which resists the 
blockbusterization of the field. 
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question of dominant versus non-dominant logic in the field. In each of these cases, 

disruptions come from outside the prize, and specifically from non-dominant agents in the 

field of cultural production. On one hand, these critiques are important in that they convey, 

variously, the ideals, preferences, or demands of agents made vulnerable by the massive 

consolidation of the field. On the other hand, however, these disruptions are less about 

vulnerable communities (although it could likely be argued that small press communities, 

francophone communities, and Indigenous communities are all, in one way or another, 

vulnerable) and more about non-dominant communities. While non-dominant communities 

are subjected to some degree of vulnerability in the face of the field’s mega-agents, their 

non-dominant position is not something necessarily imposed on them by the field but rather 

one that they have specifically chosen and which they are committed to defending and 

solidifying—but not necessarily expanding in a drive towards dominance.  

And, as we can see in all three case studies of this project, the defence of non-

dominant positions enshrines not just the non-dominant position itself but also the position 

of dominant agents in the field. Conflicts such as the one we see between Gaspereau and the 

Giller, for instance, are moments in which both agents can consolidate and fortify their 

positions in the field, using the fortified position of the other party to do so. Neither party 

really “won,” per se, and yet in another sense both did, since Gaspereau eventually 

capitulated to the production desires of the prize but only on the press’s own terms and 

timeline. Ultimately, both agents succeeded in keeping to the process that they felt was 

important—and, as a result, fortifying their respective positions in the field. Disruption is not 

always about achieving unimpeachable or unapproachable dominance in the field; it can also 

be about simply securing a position in the field, whether or not that position is dominant, as 
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is the Giller’s, or non-dominant, as is Gaspereau’s.   

 

Final Conclusions: Disruption Abounds 

This project describes three disruptions in the prize sphere: the disruption of the Giller Prize 

in 2010 by Gaspereau Press, the disruption of le Prix’s partnership with Amazon by the 

prize’s reading public, and the disruption of the prize sphere as a whole (and ultimately the 

production of a sub-sphere within it) with the introduction of the Indigenous Voices Awards. 

Prize culture is rife with examples of eternal disruptions in this vein, even in Canada alone. 

Canada Reads, for example, was externally disrupted by COVID-19 and forced to delay 

proceedings until much later in the year; Leonard Cohen, at age 35, disrupted the Governor 

General’s Awards by refusing to accept the prize for his selected poems or even to show up 

to the prize gala; Gwen Benaway used her acceptance speech at the Governor General’s 

Awards as a platform for her political activism; the prizing public disputed both Eleanor 

Catton’s GG win in 2013 (due to the fact that Catton has lived not in Canada but in New 

Zealand since the age of six) and Raziel Reid’s GG win in 2015 (due to the fact that 

conservative critics viewed the queer and sexual themes in the book as inappropriate for a 

young adult audience). In each of these cases, of course, the prize continues, as the prize 

always continues. These examples of external disruption operate and were navigated 

differently than the case studies considered here—and yet these moments of disruption 

likewise provide spaces in which the non-dominant position of the disruptor as well as the 

dominant position of the prize is fortified.  

So too is the Canadian prize sphere replete with examples of internal disruption, 

whereby prizes disrupt themselves in order to strengthen their position or operations before 
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they can be disrupted by external agents. We might think here of the Giller Prize’s amended 

submission guidelines as of the 2017 Giller cycle, which severely limited the number of 

nominations available to publishers and simultaneously allowed, for the first time, graphic 

novels to be nominated for the prize. In a similar vein, we may think of other major literary 

prizes (such as Canada Reads and the GGs) which have begun to consider graphic narratives 

more seriously and nominate them more often, reflecting growing changes in the field and 

self-disrupting previous conceptions of “prizeable” literature slowly over time rather than in 

a single press release, as the Giller did. As we saw with the Indigenous Voices Awards, the 

founding of new prizes (such as the Carol Shields Prize for Fiction in 2020) produces 

disruptive ripples in the field, as does the reorganization of a prize suite into a single 

blockbuster prize (such as the Griffin Poetry Prize which combined its Canadian and 

international prizes into a single $130,000 prize in 2022). Finally, we may also consider the 

internal disruptions of prizes which believe they have reached a natural end and cease 

production, including the B.C. National Award for Canadian Non-Fiction in 2018 and the 

RBC Taylor Prize in 2020.85 These changes affect the prizes who bring them forward, of 

course, but also shift the field in subtle ways and make these moments of disruption fruitful 

for future study. As the footnotes in this project attempt to convey, examples of disruption in 

the prize field provide many avenues for exploration and further research.  

 As much as disruption proves fruitful in these studies, examining the subsequent 

shifts and adaptations adopted in the wake of disruption provides a similarly fruitful avenue 

																																																																				
85 I choose, here, to read these cases as internal disruptions: a choice by these the prizes to cease 

operations. We can, however, also read these prize cessations as disruptions in and of themselves, in 
that the sudden absence of a previously entrenched prize changes the power relations and 
relationships between surviving agents in the field. There is also a strong possibility that these prize 
cessations are, in fact, the result of an external disruption that is not immediately visible to the casual 
viewer. 
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to examine the development of prize culture. These cases of external prize “disruption” help 

us see prizing as characteristic of a field of cultural production whose dominant logic is 

capitalist and whose dominant product is the blockbuster; in this way, they help us to 

understand the function of the prize in the present and how it emerged. In the case of the 

Giller, we see how the prize paradigm favours the big players; in the case of le Prix, we see 

how the prize functions as Amazon’s handmaiden (except when it doesn’t); and in the case 

of the IVAs, we see how the prize can be reimagined—under great constraint—as something 

else.  

We have been trained to accept the idea that some organizations or institutions are 

too big to fail, but in reality, as these case studies demonstrate, success—in this case defined 

as the fortification of a dominant position in the field of cultural production—is only 

possible through the transformations made possible by a series of experiments, scandals, and 

small failures. All three of these cases feature external disruptions, and yet it is important, 

too, that each of these disruptive agents—Gaspereau, the reading public, Indigenous writers 

and organizers—were enfolded by the sphere of the prize long before the disruption took 

place. This reminds us that readers, publishers, and other cultural agents, workers, or 

organizations in the field are often invited to participate in the prize’s production either 

implicitly or explicitly, and yet this invitation is of course not quite genuine; the ways in 

which a prizing public can genuinely interact with or affect a prize are tightly constrained. 

Still, these disruptions prove: while the prize’s logic may be inevitable, the constraints it 

places on those who interact with it are, in fact, much more malleable than they might 

appear.  
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Appendix B: Interview Questions (IVAs Juror)  
 

1. The jury is larger than for a normal book prize. What problem or gap does this larger 
jury address that smaller juries cannot? Are jurors provided with adjudication criteria?  
 
2. In The Truth About Stories, Thomas King (Cherokee) writes: “So here are our 
choices: a world in which creation is a solitary, individual act or a world in which creation is 
a shared activity; a world that begins in harmony and slides towards chaos or a world that 
begins in chaos and moves toward harmony; a world market by competition or a world 
determined by co-operation” (24-5). Do we see this difference expressed in the IVAs? Does 
the prize work to shift prizing narratives from “finding the best” to “celebrating the 
cooperative construction of culture, decolonial action or belief, self-recognition?” How is 
this approached or accomplished?  
 
3. According to many Indigenous scholars, rights and responsibilities must be 
articulated together; too often in settler culture, rights are articulated without the 
responsibilities they entail (e.g. the right to use land for human purposes are not often paired 
with the responsibility to respect and protect the land). What do you see as the rights and 
responsibilities of the IVAs as a consecratory institution? 
 
4. Prizes are mechanisms of recognition. Glen Coulthard (Yellowknives Dene) writes 
that recognition of Indigenous peoples by settler nation-states is a mechanism that requires 
“to identify, either implicitly or explicitly, with the profoundly asymmetrical and 
nonreciprocal forms of recognition either imposed on or granted to them by the settler state 
and society” (Red Skin, White Masks 25). How do you see recognition as a process within 
the IVAs as a mechanism of Indigenous-Indigenous recognition? What does this 
accomplish, and how is it expressed? 
 
5. What role do you see this prize playing in Indigenous communities? 
 
6. Do you see literature and/or prizing as a tool for the expression of sovereignty? How 
does this prize contribute or speak to ideas of Indigenous Literary Nationalism? 
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Appendix C: Interview Questions (IVAs Co-Chairs) 

 
1. The jury is larger than for a normal book prize. What problem or gap does this larger 
jury address that smaller juries cannot? 
 
2. How are jurors picked? What are jurors paid? Are jurors provided with adjudication 
criteria? 
 
3. Can you speak about the decision to include categories for both published and 
unpublished work? What problem or gap does this expanded categorization address? 
 
4. How does this prize feel or operate differently compared to prizes built around settler 
conceptions of success?  
 
5. According to many Indigenous scholars, rights and responsibilities must be 
articulated together; too often in settler culture, rights are articulated without the 
responsibilities they entail (e.g. the right to use land for human purposes are not often paired 
with the responsibility to respect and protect the land). What do you see as the rights and 
responsibilities of the IVAs as a consecratory institution? 
 
6. In The Truth About Stories, Thomas King (Cherokee) writes: “So here are our 
choices: a world in which creation is a solitary, individual act or a world in which creation is 
a shared activity; a world that begins in harmony and slides towards chaos or a world that 
begins in chaos and moves toward harmony; a world market by competition or a world 
determined by co-operation” (24-5). Do we see this difference expressed in the IVAs? Does 
the prize work to shift prizing narratives from “finding the best” to “celebrating the 
cooperative construction of culture, decolonial action or belief, self-recognition?” How is 
this approached or accomplished?  
 
7. Is this prize meant to support Indigenous-owned publishing as well as Indigenous 
authorship? 
 
8. What role do you see this prize playing in Indigenous communities? 
 
9. Prizes are mechanisms of recognition. Glen Coulthard (Yellowknives Dene) writes 
that recognition of Indigenous peoples by settler nation-states is a mechanism that requires 
“to identify, either implicitly or explicitly, with the profoundly asymmetrical and 
nonreciprocal forms of recognition either imposed on or granted to them by the settler state 
and society” (Red Skin, White Masks 25). How do you see recognition as a process within 
the IVAs as a mechanism of Indigenous-Indigenous recognition? What does this 
accomplish, and how is it expressed? 
 
10. Do you see literature and/or prizing as a tool for the expression of sovereignty? How 
does this prize contribute or speak to ideas of Indigenous Literary Nationalism? 
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